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​Prologue

​Verna’s Judgment Seat
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Verna Rattleford had owned the ugliest chair in Pryor Bend for thirty-two years, and no honest person had ever asked to sit in it twice.

It stood in the corner of her parlor, high-backed and crooked-legged, one arm rubbed smooth, the other scarred by old knife marks. It creaked in warm weather and groaned in cold, like an old man waking up mad.

Verna loved it for that.

A chair ought to tell the truth about sitting.

Outside, evening settled over the north edge of town. Dust still hung in the road from the horses that had left not half an hour before.

Three riders.

Good hats. Clean boots. Mean manners dressed up as business.

Silas Quill had not come himself.

That was how Verna knew he was scared.

A brave thief came smiling. A worried one sent men.

She stood at the window, one thin hand gripping the curtain. Her knuckles ached. Her back ached. Her pride did not.

“Well,” she said to the empty room, “you boys looked harder when you was younger.”

The room gave no answer except the ticking clock and that chair, sitting crooked like it knew something.

Verna crossed to the writing desk. The drawer stuck, same as it had since the summer of ’96. She jerked it open and took out a packet tied with brown thread.

She knew what it said.

She knew what it proved.

And she knew why Silas Quill wanted it buried.

Land was dirt until somebody needed it. Water was just water until cattle went thirsty. A crossing was just a place in a creek until the wrong man learned he could charge others to use it.

Verna snorted.

“You should’ve bought it honest.”

Her hands had gone stiff and crabbed, but they still knew how to hide what needed hiding. They had patched quilts, mended harness, stitched funeral collars, loaded shot, and once boxed Mayor Hask Pruitt hard enough to make him speak lower around widows.

They could manage a chair.

She set the lamp beside the ugly thing. Its seat was dark oak, worn flat in the center. Beneath it sat a second board no man would notice unless he turned the chair over and understood women’s work.

Men rarely knew what hands had done.

That was the advantage of being old, female, and dismissed.

Verna knelt with difficulty.

Her knees objected.

“Quiet,” she told them. “I heard you.”

It took work to loosen the hidden panel. Dust sifted down. A splinter caught her thumb and drew blood.

She looked at the red bead and smiled thinly.

“Still paying for the privilege.”

She folded the papers once, then again. Not too small. Never fold a deed like shame.

She tucked them inside the hollow space beneath the seat, along with one letter written in her own hand.

The letter had taken three tries.

The first had been too angry.

The second too long.

The third said enough.

She slid the panel back in place, pressed until it caught, then braced both hands on the chair and got herself upright, breathing harder than she liked.

A knock came at the door.

Verna froze.

Not fear.

Age teaches a body to wait before spending panic.

The knock came again.

Two soft taps.

Then a voice. “Miss Verna?”

She let out the breath.

“Come in, Gideon, before I die of suspense and make you preach over the body.”

Reverend Gideon Peale stepped inside, hat in both hands. He was not large, but he had the solemn face of a man who believed every visit required weather.

He looked at her, then toward the road.

“Those men came back?”

“They came. They left.”

“You ought to let Sheriff Bell know.”

“I did. He frowned at it.”

“That all?”

“For Oren Bell, frowning is practically a posse.”

Gideon’s gaze moved to the chair. “That the one?”

“That’s the one.”

“It don’t look like much.”

“No good hiding place ever should.”

The reverend came closer but did not touch it. Most people had sense enough for that.

Verna went to the desk and took up a folded paper.

“I changed my will.”

Gideon’s eyebrows lifted. “Again?”

“Don’t sound pious. A woman’s allowed to improve her ending.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I left that chair to Tobin Rattleford.”

Gideon blinked. “Tobe?”

“You know another Tobin Rattleford?”

“I know one. I wasn’t aware anybody left him things on purpose.”

“That’s the point.”

Gideon looked uncomfortable in the way men did when truth arrived without invitation.

“Miss Verna, folks say he’s—”

“Half a wit?”

“I wasn’t going to say it that direct.”

“You were going to take the scenic route.”

The reverend sighed. “He ain’t considered dependable.”

“Respectable men are too easy to watch,” Verna said. “Dependable men are too easy to bribe. Smart men are too proud to be careful.”

“And Tobe?”

Verna looked at the chair.

“Tobe gets laughed at. That makes him nearly invisible.”

Gideon said nothing.

Outside, the last light slipped lower, catching in the dust on the window glass.

“He ain’t as dumb as they say,” Verna said.

“No?”

“No. He just never learned to think where people can admire it.”

The reverend studied her. “You trust him?”

“I trust what people overlook.”

“That ain’t the same thing.”

“It’ll have to do.”

Verna handed him the will.

“File this proper. Not with Judge Tinch alone. I want witnesses when it’s read.”

“You expecting trouble?”

“I’m expecting men.”

Gideon tucked the paper inside his coat as though it might bite.

“What’s in the chair?”

“Judgment.”

His eyes lifted.

“That all you’re telling me?”

“That’s all you need to misremember if somebody asks.”

A sound came from outside.

Both of them turned.

A horse shifted somewhere beyond the road. Leather creaked. Then silence.

Gideon stepped toward the door.

Verna caught his sleeve.

“No.”

“I ought to see.”

“You ought to stay alive long enough to file that paper.”

“You think they’d harm me?”

“I think men who steal water don’t mind dampening a preacher.”

That settled him.

For a few moments, neither spoke.

Then the horse moved away.

Verna released his sleeve.

“Go out the back. Cut through the wash. Don’t take the road.”

“You coming with me?”

“This is my house.”

“That ain’t an answer.”

“It’s the only one I’m giving.”

At the back door, he paused.

“If Tobe comes, what should I tell him?”

Verna glanced at the chair.

In the fading light, it looked less like furniture and more like some old witness waiting to be called.

“Tell him not to sell what hurts to sit in.”

Gideon frowned. “He’ll understand that?”

“No,” Verna said. “But it’ll bother him. That’s usually enough.”

The reverend left by the back.

Verna stood alone in the parlor.

The clock ticked.

The chair waited.

She crossed to it and ran one hand along the scarred wooden arm. Her blood had dried dark on her thumb.

“Let them laugh,” she whispered. “Laughing men don’t listen.”

From somewhere down the road, a wagon wheel knocked against stone.

Verna turned the lamp low.

Then she sat in the ugly chair one last time.

It complained beneath her.

She smiled in the dark.

“Tell the truth hard,” she said.
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​Chapter 1

​Smoke Before Supper
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Tobe Rattleford rode into Pryor Bend on a horse that looked disappointed in him and a pocket that confirmed it.

The horse’s name was Solomon. Tobe had not named him. The horse carried the name like a burden.

“You could try lookin’ less judgmental,” Tobe said, leaning forward in the saddle. “We are making an entrance.”

Solomon flicked an ear back, suggesting the entrance could improve.

Dust lay thick along the road. The town sat low and stretched, buildings leaning into one another like they shared secrets. A painted sign hung crooked over the main road:

PRYOR BEND

Somebody had once tried to fix the faded paint and lost interest halfway through.

A man near the rail spat into the dirt and watched Tobe ride in.

“Where you from?”

“Further back than I planned.”

“That ain’t a place.”

“It was when I left it.”

The man squinted. “You always talk like that?”

“Only when asked direct questions.”

Another man laughed from the depot shade. “You here for work?”

“I’m here for food. Work’s what happens if the food goes poorly.”

That got a small laugh.

The first man nodded toward the sign. “You know why they call it Pryor Bend?”

Tobe looked up as if the sign might explain itself.

“’Cause the one up ahead’s just a curve.”

The man frowned. “That don’t make sense.”

Tobe slid down from the saddle, boots hitting dust with more confidence than his circumstances deserved.

“That’s how you know it’s accurate.”

He looped Solomon’s reins over the rail. The horse lowered his head like he had done this before and expected no improvement.

“You plannin’ to stay?” the depot man asked.

“I’m plannin’ to eat. Everything after that depends on success.”

“Try the boarding house,” the first man said. “Crowder House. She feeds folks that can pay.”

Tobe tipped his hat.

“I’ll introduce myself to her money, then.”

He took three steps before the man called after him.

“You kin to Verna Rattleford?”

Tobe stopped.

That name did not travel by accident.

“Depends who’s asking,” he said without turning.

“Depends who’s answering.”

Tobe smiled a little and turned just enough to show part of it.

“I’m related to her reputation, if that helps.”

“She died.”

“I heard.”

“Left things behind.”

“So I’m told.”

The man’s eyes shifted. Across the street, two riders sat easy in their saddles, not talking, not pretending they had anywhere to be.

Clean boots.

Good hats.

Still as a thought waiting to be spoken.

Tobe looked back at the man.

“Town always this friendly?”

“Only when something’s worth more than it looks.”

Tobe considered that.

“That so.”

He turned toward the boarding house.

Crowder House stood a little off the main road, painted cream with green trim by someone who believed effort ought to show. The porch boards were swept. The railing was solid. No loose corners. No sag.

That alone told him plenty.

He stepped onto the porch. The boards held firm.

A paper was tacked beside the door, written in a careful hand:

NO FIGHTING

NO SPITTING

NO CREDIT AFTER WEDNESDAY

NO FOOLISHNESS BEFORE COFFEE

Tobe read it twice.

“Well,” he said quietly, “we’re already in conflict.”

He pushed the door open.

The smell hit first.

Coffee. Bread. Something cooked in a way that respected hunger.

The room was clean, tables wiped, chairs straight, nothing out of place unless it belonged there. A woman stood behind the counter, sleeves rolled just enough to mean business.

She did not look up right away.

That told him she already knew he was there.

“Door don’t close itself,” she said.

Tobe turned and pushed it shut.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Now she looked at him.

Dark eyes. Steady. Not curious. Measuring.

Nellie Mae Crowder.

Tobe did not know her name yet, but he knew her kind.

The kind that did not need to raise her voice.

“You need something?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am. I’m looking to resolve a hunger situation.”

“That so.”

“It is persistent.”

“Most are.”

She leaned one hand on the counter.

“You got money?”

Tobe considered his pocket, then her face.

“I have intentions.”

“I don’t serve those.”

“I was afraid of that.”

She let that sit.

Then:

“You got work in you?”

“I’ve been accused.”

“Accused ain’t the same as proven.”

“That’s fair.”

She nodded toward the side door.

“Kitchen needs wood brought in. Pump needs priming. Table leg in the back room’s loose. You do those right, I’ll consider feeding you.”

“Consider?”

“You want guarantees, you should’ve brought money.”

Tobe smiled a little.

“I admire clear expectations.”

“You meet them, we’ll see.”

He moved toward the side door, then paused.

“Ma’am?”

“Yes?”

“What happens if I fail?”

She did not smile.

“You’ll still be hungry. Just tired, too.”

“That seems educational.”

“It is.”

He pushed through into the yard.

Wood was stacked by the fence. The pump sat crooked near the well. The table leaned like it had lost interest in standing.

Tobe rolled his shoulders and set to work.

He started with the pump. A few careful adjustments, a little patience, a listening ear.

The pump coughed, then caught.

Water came up clean.

“Now that,” he muttered, “is cooperation.”

Behind him, the door creaked.

He did not turn.

“Pump works.”

“I see that,” Nellie Mae said.

He moved to the wood next, carrying it in steady stacks. No show. No dragging.

By the time he reached the table, sweat had settled into his shirt. He flipped it, checked the leg, tightened what needed tightening, and set it right.

Then he stepped back.

“Still stands.”

“It did before.”

“Yes, ma’am. Now it means it.”

That earned the smallest pause.

He wiped his hands on his pants and turned.

She was watching him differently now.

Not impressed.

Revised.

“You done?” she asked.

“As far as current employment requires.”

“Come inside.”

He followed her in.

She set a plate on the counter. Bread, meat, something hot enough to steam.

Tobe looked at it like a man trying not to be obvious.

“Thank you,” he said.

“You eat first,” she said. “Then we talk.”

“That’s a fair system.”

He took the first bite like it might run away.

It didn’t.

He closed his eyes for half a second.

“That’s good.”

“I know.”

He ate in silence.

She leaned against the counter, arms folded.

“You said you’re kin to Verna Rattleford.”

“Something like that.”

“What kind of something?”

“Distant enough she didn’t owe me anything. Close enough she left me a chair.”

Nellie Mae’s eyes did not change, but something behind them did.

“A chair.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Ugly one?”

“That’s the report.”

She let out a slow breath.

“You might want to finish eating.”

“That serious?”

“That foolish.”

He nodded once and took another bite.

“Then I reckon I’m right where I belong.”

Outside, a horse shifted in the road.

Inside, Nellie Mae Crowder watched a man the town would soon call a fool, and wondered—just a little—what it might cost if he wasn’t.
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​Chapter 2

​The Woman Who Doesn’t Bend
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Nellie Mae Crowder did not trust hungry men on first sight.

Hunger made some men humble.

It made others mean.

Tobe Rattleford sat at her counter and ate like a man trying not to look starved. That counted for something. Not enough to trust him. Enough to keep watching.

He had fixed the pump without boasting.

Brought in wood without dragging his feet.

Tightened the table leg right the first time.

That counted too.

Most men wanted payment for effort before they finished making any. This one worked first, joked second, and kept his eyes where they belonged.

Mostly.

Cora Bell Sweet came through the kitchen door with a pan in both hands and suspicion already seasoned.

“This him?”

Tobe looked up from his plate. “Depends what’s been reported.”

Cora Bell set the pan down. “You the chair man?”

“I was hoping to become known by stages.”

“You kin to Verna?”

“Lightly.”

“Light kin still tracks mud.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll wipe twice.”

Cora Bell stared at him.

Then looked at Nellie Mae.

“He funny?”

“Trying,” Nellie Mae said.

“That ain’t what I asked.”

“It is what I answered.”

Tobe took another bite, wisely quiet.

Cora Bell was a broad woman with sharp eyes, gray in her hair, and enough authority in her hands to make a kitchen behave. She had been with Crowder House since before the paint dried and considered every stranger guilty until properly fed and corrected.

She looked Tobe over.

“Where you sleepin’?”

Tobe swallowed. “I had not yet negotiated that far.”

“You got money?”

“Not in the form most businesses prefer.”

Cora Bell snorted. “Lord, he talks poor in a hat.”

Nellie Mae reached for the ledger beneath the counter.

“You can work for supper. Bed’s different.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Stable loft is cheaper.”

“I’ve known worse roofs.”

“I didn’t say roof. I said loft.”

“That clarifies the downgrade.”

Cora Bell folded her arms. “You always this cheerful about poverty?”

“No, ma’am. Sometimes I’m asleep.”

A sound came from the far table.

Old Mr. Knott had lowered his newspaper.

“That one might be worth the chair.”

Nellie Mae looked at him. “You reading or listening?”

“At my age, ma’am, the two share a fence.”

“Then keep your side quiet.”

He lifted the paper again.

Tobe watched that exchange and smiled into his coffee.

Nellie Mae saw.

“Something funny?”

“No, ma’am. Just admiring order.”

“Admire it without disturbing it.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The front door opened.

Conversation shifted.

A man stepped in wearing a clean collar, polished boots, and the kind of smile that had practiced before witnesses. Barton Vale removed his hat with careful respect.

“Miss Crowder.”

“Mr. Vale.”

Tobe’s eyes moved once over the man, then back to his plate.

Nellie Mae noticed.

Vale did too.

“I heard Mr. Rattleford had arrived,” Vale said.

“News walks fast when it has no work,” Cora Bell muttered.

Vale smiled without looking at her.

“I represent Mr. Silas Quill in certain property concerns.”

Tobe set his fork down.

“That sounds expensive.”

Vale turned to him. “Mr. Rattleford, I presume.”

“You may, but I’d start careful. Presuming grows.”

Vale’s smile thinned by a thread.

“Miss Verna Rattleford left you an item of personal property.”

“I heard chair.”

“A chair, yes.”

“Ugly?”

“Old.”

“That avoids the question.”

Nellie Mae leaned one hand on the counter. “What does Mr. Quill want with a chair?”

Vale looked at her then.

Not rude.

Worse.

Dismissive under polish.

“There may be estate matters attached.”

“To furniture?”

“To property.”

Tobe picked up his coffee. “I’ve found property’s what men call things right before arguing.”

Vale’s eyes cooled.

“Mr. Quill is prepared to offer fifteen dollars for the chair. Cash. Today.”

Cora Bell whistled low. “Fifteen dollars for ugly wood?”

Nellie Mae’s gaze did not leave Vale.

“That is generous for something not yet seen.”

“Mr. Quill values efficiency.”

“Men usually do when they want to hurry past questions.”

Vale’s smile vanished for half a second.

Tobe saw it.

So did Nellie Mae.

He set his cup down.

“Mr. Vale, I ain’t yet sat in this chair, seen this chair, or been injured by this chair. Seems early to sell it.”

“Mr. Quill’s offer may not remain.”

“That’s one thing offers and weather got in common.”

Vale slid a folded card onto the counter.

“If you reconsider, send word.”

Tobe looked at the card but did not touch it.

Nellie Mae did.

She read the name, then set it beside the ledger.

“Anything else?”

Vale put his hat on.

“For now, no.”

That sounded less like departure than postponement.

He left.

The room breathed again.

Cora Bell stared at the door. “That man smiles like a knife got religion.”

Tobe nodded. “He did seem sharpened.”

Nellie Mae picked up the card again.

Barton Vale. Attorney-at-law.

Silas Quill’s name was not printed anywhere.

That mattered.

Tobe looked at her. “You know Quill?”

“I know of him.”

“That sounds worse.”

“It usually is.”

Cora Bell wiped her hands on her apron. “He owns west road land, two warehouses, three men who shouldn’t be trusted with rope, and half the mayor’s courage.”

Tobe looked toward the door.

“And he wants Verna’s chair.”

“Yes,” Nellie Mae said.

“Why?”

“That is the first sensible thing you’ve asked.”

“I was saving it.”

“Don’t make a habit of scarcity.”

He smiled faintly.

She did not.

That sobered him.

Outside, one of the clean-booted riders from earlier crossed the street and stopped near Solomon. The horse lifted his head, unimpressed.

Tobe stood.

Nellie Mae saw the change.

No joke. No slouch. No fool’s grin.

Just stillness.

The rider touched Solomon’s bridle.

Tobe reached the door in four steps and opened it.

“Friend,” he called, “that horse don’t care for new theology.”

The rider turned.

“Your animal?”

“Most days. Some days I’m his.”

The man let go of the bridle.

“Just looking.”

“Use your eyes. Hands cost extra.”

The rider smiled.

It was not friendly.

Then he walked off.

Tobe watched until the man crossed back toward the bank.

When he came inside, Nellie Mae was looking at him.

“What?”

“You moved fast.”

“Horse has opinions about strangers.”

“That all?”

“No.”

She waited.

He sighed.

“I don’t like men touching what ain’t theirs while pretending curiosity.”

Cora Bell grunted. “That sentence got sense in it.”

“Apologies.”

Nellie Mae set the ledger down.

“You can sleep in the loft tonight.”

Tobe blinked. “That a promotion?”

“That is one night.”

“I accept temporary mercy.”

“It costs work in the morning.”

“Most mercy does.”

Cora Bell pointed toward the kitchen. “Then earn more. There’s dishes.”

Tobe looked at Nellie Mae.

She lifted one eyebrow.

He took off his hat.

“Yes, ma’am.”

He carried his plate into the kitchen.

Cora Bell followed, already explaining where things went and what would happen if he chipped anything useful.

Nellie Mae stayed at the counter and looked at Vale’s card.

Fifteen dollars for an ugly chair.

Clean riders in the street.

A dead woman’s name stirring men before the will was even read.

And Tobe Rattleford, who talked like a fool and watched like a man who had learned survival from corners.

She slipped the card into the ledger.

Outside, Solomon snorted at the road.

Inside, dishes clinked, Cora Bell scolded, and Tobe answered with enough foolishness to keep the kitchen from knowing he was listening.

Nellie Mae looked toward the side door.

She did not trust him.

Not yet.

But she had already corrected her first impression.

That was rare enough to worry her.
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​Chapter 3

​Work Before Words
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Tobe woke in the stable loft with hay in his shirt, dust in his mouth, and Solomon staring at him from below like disappointment had found a face.

“Morning to you too,” Tobe muttered.

Solomon blinked.

“That was warmer than usual.”

He sat up slowly. The loft roof had leaked sometime before dawn, just enough to remind him charity had limits. Still, it beat open ground, and Crowder House had fed him better than any road had in weeks.

He climbed down and brushed hay from his sleeves.

A rooster crowed somewhere behind the wash shed.

Tobe looked toward it. “Late.”

The rooster crowed again, offended.

“I stand corrected.”

By the time he reached the kitchen yard, Cora Bell already had smoke rising from the stove and judgment rising from her face.

“You sleep?”

“Eventually.”

“Good. Woodpile’s low.”

“I suspected morning had plans.”

“Morning always does. Men just arrive surprised.”

He took the axe and went to work.

By sunrise, he had split enough wood to warm the stove, hauled water, cleaned Solomon’s stall, and patched a loose latch on the shed door without being asked.

Cora Bell noticed.

She did not praise.

She narrowed her eyes.

“You trying to impress somebody?”

“No, ma’am. I’m trying not to be hungry later.”

“That’s the same thing with better manners.”

He accepted that.

Inside, Nellie Mae moved through the dining room with ledger, keys, and quiet command. She checked linens, counted coffee, corrected Ivy Pearl’s folded napkins, and knew who owed what without looking down twice.

Tobe watched from the kitchen doorway.

Not long enough to be rude.

Long enough to learn.

Cora Bell appeared beside him.

“She ain’t scenery.”

“I know.”

“Then quit looking like you’re reading weather.”

He picked up a stack of plates. “Weather matters.”

“So does work.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

He carried the plates out.

The breakfast room filled steady. Freight men. Two cattle hands. A widower with a bad cough. Old Mr. Knott, who claimed the same corner table every morning and spoke to his newspaper like it had disappointed him personally.

Tobe kept moving.

Coffee poured.

Plates cleared.

No grand display.

Nellie Mae noticed that too.

Men who wanted to be admired worked differently. They lifted too loud, sighed too hard, and checked to see who watched.

Tobe did none of that.

He joked when spoken to, dodged praise like it carried debt, and kept his hands busy.

At the second table, one cattle hand leaned back and grinned.

“You Crowder’s new hired fool?”

The room tightened.

Tobe set down the coffee pot.

“No, sir. Still freelance.”

A few men laughed.

The hand pushed. “Heard you inherited Verna’s chair.”

“That rumor’s faster than my breakfast.”

“You gonna sell it to Quill?”

Tobe looked toward Nellie Mae.

She did not move.

Did not rescue.

Just watched.

He looked back at the hand.

“I ain’t yet met the chair. Seems rude to sell before introduction.”

The man laughed louder. “You talk like a preacher fell in a barrel.”

“I’ve been told worse by better furniture.”

That ended it with laughter instead of trouble.

But Nellie Mae saw the other thing.

He had not taken the bait.

Not fully.

After breakfast, the room thinned.

Tobe carried dishes into the kitchen, then came back with a rag to wipe tables.

Nellie Mae stood at the counter, writing in the ledger.

“You know Quill’s name already.”

Tobe wiped a ring of coffee from the wood.

“Folks keep giving it to me.”

“You understand what that means?”

“Not all of it.”

“That answer is better than pretending.”

He looked up.

“Is there a prize?”

“No.”

“I expected that.”

She closed the ledger.

“Silas Quill owns more land than he needs, more men than he trusts, and more influence than he deserves.”

“That sounds crowded.”

“It is.”

“And Verna crossed him?”

“She refused him.”

“Over what?”

Nellie Mae held his gaze.

“That is what we need to learn.”

Before Tobe could answer, the front door opened.

A young woman stepped in with a basket on one arm and worry trying to hide beneath a clean bonnet. She was pretty in a careful way, pale yellow dress, gloves too fine for errands, eyes too nervous for confidence.

Nellie Mae straightened.

“Miss Pike.”

The girl glanced at Tobe, then back to Nellie Mae.

“Good morning. I brought eggs from my aunt.”

Cora Bell came in from the kitchen. “Eudora Pike don’t send eggs without wanting a window into somebody’s business.”

The girl flushed. “Aunt Eudora thought—”

“She thinks plenty and blesses little,” Cora Bell said.

Nellie Mae took the basket. “Thank you, Junie.”

Junie Pike.

Tobe stored the name.

Junie looked at him again. “You’re Mr. Rattleford?”

“Some days.”

“I’m sorry about Miss Verna.”

“That’s kind.”

“My aunt says family ought to gather when things are left unsettled.”

Tobe leaned one hand on the chair back nearest him.

“Your aunt hoping I gather somewhere specific?”

Junie opened her mouth, then closed it.

A bad liar, then.

Or a new one.

Nellie Mae watched the girl closely.

“Will your aunt be at the will reading?”

“Yes. She said the whole matter should be handled properly.”

Cora Bell muttered, “Properly means in her favor.”

Junie looked down.

Tobe felt a flicker of pity. The girl had been sent, not sharpened.

He said gently, “Tell your aunt I’ll come.”

Junie looked relieved.

“I will.”

“And Miss Junie?”

She paused at the door.

“If she asks whether I looked foolish, tell her yes. Save yourself trouble.”

Junie almost smiled despite herself.

Then she left.

Cora Bell stared after her.

“That child’s being used like a clean plate at a dirty table.”

Nellie Mae set the egg basket on the counter.

“Yes.”

Tobe looked toward the door.

“Eudora Pike family?”

“Verna’s niece,” Nellie Mae said.

“And Silas Quill?”

“Not family.”

“Just interested.”

“Too interested.”

The room sat quiet a moment.

Then a wagon rattled past outside, and life resumed because it had bills.

Nellie Mae handed Tobe a folded list.

“What’s this?”

“Repairs.”

He unfolded it.

The list was not short.

“Fence latch, pantry shelf, back step, chair rail, pump handle again, and one loose hinge.”

“You read?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You fix?”

“Some things.”

“Then start with the back step. Mrs. Barrow nearly fell last week and blamed me for gravity.”

“That woman powerful?”

“Widow with money and opinions.”

“Then the step gets priority.”

He went to work.

The back step had rotted on one side. He found scrap board, measured by eye, cut twice, corrected once, and set it firm enough to hold weight.

Nellie Mae came to the door as he finished.

He stepped on it.

No wobble.

“Good,” she said.

One word.

It struck him harder than it should have.

He looked down at the step.

“It’ll hold.”

“I see that.”

He risked a glance at her.

“You always check after giving orders?”

“Yes.”

“Trust issue?”

“Experience.”

He nodded.

“That’ll do it.”

She studied him a moment.

“You always joke after hearing truth?”

“Not always.”

“When not?”

“When it’s bigger than me.”

Her face did not change, but the air did.

He reached for his hat, then remembered he had left it inside.

That made him feel more honest than planned.

Nellie Mae looked toward the road.

“You should be careful at the will reading.”

“I should be careful most places.”

“I mean it.”

“So do I.”

A pause.

Then he added, softer, “But I hear you.”

That seemed to matter.

Cora Bell shouted from inside, “If the step’s fixed, somebody better fix my shelf before flour stages a revolt.”

Tobe looked at Nellie Mae.

“Flour got politics?”

“In this house, everything does.”

He smiled.

This time, she almost did too.

Almost.

That nearly ruined him.

By afternoon, Tobe had finished three repairs, broken one old nail, offended Solomon by checking his hoof, and learned that Crowder House ran on work first, words second, and Cora Bell’s temper whenever the first two failed.

At supper, Nellie Mae set a plate before him without mentioning payment.

He noticed.

She noticed him noticing.

“Work covered it,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And the loft tonight.”

He blinked.

“That included?”

“You fixed the step.”

“I did.”

“It needed fixing.”

“That it did.”

She held his gaze.

“Do not make me regret fair dealing.”

His answer came quiet.

“I’ll try not to.”

Outside, evening dust rose in the road.

Across the street, one of Quill’s riders watched Crowder House from the bank shade.

Inside, Tobe ate under a roof he had earned for one more night.

Nellie Mae returned to her ledger.

Cora Bell ruled the kitchen.

And somewhere in town, an ugly chair waited to make every man involved look more foolish than it did.
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​Chapter 4

​A Chair Not Worth Sitting In
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By the time Tobe reached Verna Rattleford’s house, three boys, two dogs, one deputy, and half a town’s worth of curiosity had followed him.

“Y’all always travel in herds?” he asked over his shoulder.

One boy said, “We wanted to see the chair.”

“I ain’t charging admission yet.”

Deputy Lute Banning hurried up beside him, breathing like the law had been sent uphill against its will.

“Sheriff said I’m to make sure there ain’t trouble.”

Tobe looked back at the growing line.

“You brought witnesses or ingredients?”

Lute frowned. “Ingredients for what?”

“Trouble.”

“Oh.” The deputy glanced behind them. “I don’t think I brought them. I think they came personal.”

Nellie Mae walked on Tobe’s other side, skirt held just above the dust. She said she was coming because Crowder House owned the only wagon available on short notice, and she did not intend for him to break it, lose it, or trade it for a sandwich.

Cora Bell rode in the wagon seat behind them, holding the reins with the expression of a woman driving toward inconvenience.

Verna’s place sat north of town, past the last proper fence and a patch of scrub grass that had survived on stubbornness. The house was small and weather-worn, porch sagging at one corner, curtains still hanging in the front window like the old woman might pull them aside and judge everybody for standing wrong.

Tobe slowed at the gate.

Nellie Mae noticed.

“You all right?”

He looked at the house.

“I was hoping it’d look less like memory.”

She did not answer too fast.

“When were you here last?”

“Long time ago.”

“How long?”

“Long enough I should’ve come back before she died.”

That was the plainest thing he had said all morning.

Nellie Mae looked toward the house.

“Then don’t waste the visit.”

He nodded once.

The gate shrieked when he opened it.

Cora Bell called from the wagon, “Even the fence don’t want us here.”

Tobe looked at the warped gate. “Legal objection.”

Lute wrote something in his notebook.

Tobe stared at him. “Did you just write that down?”

“Could be relevant.”

“To what?”

“I don’t always know at the time.”

Nellie Mae said, “Deputy, don’t write every foolish thing he says. You’ll run out of paper before noon.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

He put the notebook away.

The front door was locked, but Sheriff Bell had given Lute the key. The deputy fumbled until Nellie Mae stepped forward.

“May I?”

He handed it over like surrender.

She opened the door on the first try.

Tobe looked at Lute. “That hurt?”

“A little.”

Inside, the house smelled of closed rooms, dust, lamp oil, and old smoke. Everything had the hush of a place waiting for someone who would not come back.

Tobe removed his hat.

So did Lute.

The boys outside leaned in through the porch rail.

Cora Bell snapped, “You fall through that rail, I’m not cooking sympathy.”

They backed away.

The parlor stood just beyond the entry.

And there it was.

The chair.

Ugly had been too friendly a word.

It sat in the corner like it had been placed there as punishment. High-backed, dark, heavy, one leg visibly shorter than the others, arms scarred and polished by years of disapproval. The seat sloped slightly, not enough to stop a man from sitting, just enough to make him regret trusting surfaces.

Tobe stared.

“Well,” he said, “that chair has lived a hard moral life.”

Cora Bell came to the doorway, took one look, and said, “That thing needs prayer or fire.”

Lute peered around her. “It is believed to be furniture.”

“Deputy,” Nellie Mae said, “we have established that.”

He nodded solemnly.

Tobe stepped closer.

For all its ugliness, the chair had weight. Not just wood weight. Room weight. The kind of object that had watched too much and liked almost none of it.

He touched the back.

A splinter caught his finger.

He pulled his hand away and looked at the bead of blood.

“Friendly.”

Nellie Mae’s eyes sharpened. “You hurt?”

“No, ma’am. Introduced.”

Cora Bell snorted.

Tobe crouched and examined the legs. One was scuffed worse than the rest. The underside carried dust thick enough to suggest nobody had moved it often.

He looked around the parlor.

“Anybody search the house?”

Lute straightened. “Not officially.”

“That ain’t the same as no.”

Nellie Mae crossed to the writing desk. The drawer sat slightly open. Scratches marked the pull.

“This desk was forced.”

Lute hurried over. “How can you tell?”

“Verna did not seem like the kind of woman who opened drawers with a knife.”

Tobe looked at the floor near the chair. Faint marks in the dust. Boots. More than one set.

“Somebody came after she died.”

Cora Bell muttered, “Vultures don’t wait for invitations.”

Tobe stood slowly.

The boys outside had gone quiet.

Even they understood the room had changed.

Nellie Mae looked at him. “They searched the desk but not the chair.”

“Maybe they didn’t think an ugly thing could hold value.”

“That would be a common mistake.”

His eyes met hers.

For a moment, neither smiled.

Then a board creaked behind them.

Everyone turned.

One boy had pushed the door wider and stepped inside.

Cora Bell barked, “Out.”

He vanished so fast the porch groaned.

Lute put one hand on his badge as though the badge might know what to do.

Tobe looked at the chair again. “All right. Let’s get Miss Verna’s judgment loaded.”

“Judgment?” Lute asked.

“That’s what she called it.”

Cora Bell said, “Dead folks ought to label things better.”

The first lift proved two things.

One, it was heavier than it looked.

Two, it looked heavy.

Tobe took one side. Lute took the other. They lifted, shifted, bumped the wall, nearly knocked over a lamp, corrected, overcorrected, and set the chair down with a bang that shook dust from the curtains.

Outside, one boy cheered.

Cora Bell pointed through the doorway. “You cheer again, I’ll put you to work.”

Silence returned.

Nellie Mae stepped in. “You’re lifting wrong.”

Tobe looked over his shoulder. “There’s a right way to lift regret?”

“There’s a wrong way. You found it.”

She moved closer, studying the angle.

“If you take the back and Deputy Banning takes the front legs, you can turn it sideways through the door.”

Lute nodded. “That sounds sensible.”

Tobe looked at him. “Careful. It’ll spread.”

They tried her way.

It worked.

Mostly.

The chair cleared the parlor door, scraped the hallway, caught on the front threshold, and stopped dead.

Tobe pushed.

Lute pulled.

The chair refused.

Cora Bell folded her arms. “It got more backbone than both of you.”

Tobe leaned on it, sweating. “Miss Verna, if you’re present, cooperation would honor your memory.”

The chair slipped loose all at once.

Tobe stumbled backward off the porch, still holding it.

Lute came with him.

The chair came last, landed hard, and knocked both men into the dust.

The boys exploded with laughter.

Solomon, tied near the wagon, lifted his head and looked disappointed but not surprised.

Nellie Mae stood on the porch, one hand covering neither her mouth nor her amusement.

Tobe lay flat on his back, staring at the sky.

Lute groaned beside him.

The chair sat upright between them.

Tobe turned his head toward it.

“Smug, ain’t it?”

That did it.

Nellie Mae laughed.

Not much. Not long.

But real.

It caught Tobe worse than the fall.

He looked up at her.

She stopped almost immediately, as if caught spending money she meant to save.

Cora Bell saw it too and looked away with exaggerated innocence.

Lute sat up, dusty and offended. “I think my dignity got bruised.”

Tobe pushed himself up. “Mine’s used to it.”

The laughter faded when a rider came up the road.

Hollis Crake.

He rode slow, big hands loose on the reins, hat pulled low. Dust curled around his horse’s legs. He stopped outside the gate and looked from the chair to Tobe.

“Mr. Quill’s offer still stands.”

Tobe brushed dirt from his sleeve. “So does the chair, which is more than I was promised.”

Hollis did not smile.

“Fifteen dollars was polite.”

“I sensed manners in it.”

“Twenty-five now.”

Lute stood, remembering his badge.

Nellie Mae remained on the porch.

Cora Bell’s hands settled on her hips.

Tobe looked at Hollis. “That chair gaining value by the hour?”

“Mr. Quill wants it.”

“I want breakfast twice a day. Wanting ain’t always rewarded.”

Hollis’s eyes shifted to the chair.

Then to Nellie Mae.

Then back to Tobe.

“You don’t know what you got.”

Tobe’s face did not change.

“That makes two of us interested.”

Hollis leaned forward slightly in the saddle.

“Some things get heavy when you keep them.”

Tobe looked down at the chair.

“It started that way.”

Nellie Mae came down the steps.

Her voice was calm. “Deputy Banning, are you hearing Mr. Crake threaten a man over inherited furniture?”

Lute swallowed.

Then, with surprising courage, said, “I am considering the possibility.”

Cora Bell muttered, “Lord, make him faster.”

Hollis looked at the deputy with contempt.

“You writing that down?”

Lute pulled out his notebook.

“I am now.”

For the first time, Tobe liked him.

Hollis sat back. “You’ll regret being funny.”

Tobe smiled faintly. “Most folks regret it for me.”

The big man turned his horse.

Before he rode away, he said, “Mr. Quill don’t lose what he wants.”

Nellie Mae answered before Tobe could.

“Then he should practice wanting less.”

Hollis looked at her.

The look was brief.

Ugly.

Tobe saw it, and something in him went still.

Hollis rode off.

No one spoke until the dust began to settle.

Then Cora Bell said, “I liked him better when he was leaving.”

Lute wrote that down too.

Nellie Mae looked at Tobe. “Still think that chair’s just ugly?”

“No, ma’am.”

“What is it?”

He looked at the road where Hollis had gone.

“Trouble with arms.”

They loaded the chair into the wagon. It took four attempts, one argument, and a borrowed mule that objected loudly to civic involvement.

By the time they started back toward town, Tobe walked beside the wagon with one hand on the chair to steady it. Nellie Mae drove. Cora Bell sat beside her. Lute walked behind, notebook ready, trying to look like official protection and mostly looking like a young man hoping nobody asked him to prove it.

Halfway back, Nellie Mae glanced down at Tobe.

“You all right?”

He did not answer right away.

“Verna fed me once,” he said.

“You told me.”

“She must’ve remembered.”

“Maybe.”

“I didn’t.”

Nellie Mae softened, but not enough for him to hide inside it.

“You remembered after.”

He nodded.

“That ain’t worth much.”

“It’s worth what you do next.”

He looked up at her.

There it was again. That measuring.

This time it did not feel like judgment.

It felt like a door he could either walk through or joke at until it closed.

He chose neither.

He just kept his hand on the chair.

As they rolled into Pryor Bend, people came out onto porches, leaned from windows, stepped into the street.

The ugly chair had arrived.

And from the look of the town, it had brought more company than Tobe wanted.
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​Chapter 5

​Men Who Knock Like They Own Things
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By the time the chair reached Crowder House, Pryor Bend had followed it home.

Men came out of the general store. Women appeared in doorways. Children trailed the wagon until Cora Bell threatened to charge them for the dust.

The chair sat in the wagon bed like a crooked king.

Tobe walked beside it, one hand on its back to keep it steady and the other near his hat in case respectability came by and needed fending off.

Nellie Mae drove the wagon. She did not look left or right, though half the town looked at her.

That was something Tobe noticed.

Folks stared at him because he had inherited trouble.

They stared at her because she had built herself into a woman who did not bend easy.

That bothered them more.

“Where you want it?” Cora Bell asked when the wagon stopped outside Crowder House.
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