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​Prologue 

​The Wedding Was the Easy Part
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The church at Sparrow Creek had survived hail, drought, two roof fires, one shouting preacher, and a mule that once backed through the side door during a funeral.

It had not been built for the Barrow-Mensah wedding.

By ten o’clock that Saturday morning, every bench was full, every window stood open, and every woman with a fan worked it like she had been personally appointed to move the Kansas air. Men stood along the walls with their hats in their hands, trying to look solemn while children crawled under pews and whispered things their mothers would deny later.

At the front of the church, Silas Barrow stood in his good coat and looked less like a bridegroom than a man waiting to be sentenced.

He was thirty-six, sun-browned, broad-shouldered, and respectable only because Elsie had brushed him hard enough that morning to remove dust, hay, and part of his pride. His boots were clean. His hair was mostly flat. His hands were clasped before him because if he left them loose, he might start fixing something just to avoid being stared at.

His three children sat in the first pew like a jury prepared to convict.

Harlan, fourteen, had his father’s jaw and his dead mother’s way of holding hurt behind his eyes. Elsie, ten, sat straight enough to shame a fence post, hands folded tight in her lap, determined that if everyone behaved properly, nothing else terrible could happen. Boone, seven, had already been told twice not to put anything in the offering plate unless it was money, and the second warning had included the words living or dead.

Across the aisle sat Adjoa Mensah’s two children.

Kwesi, thirteen, was still as a knife in a drawer. He watched the room, the doors, the people, and Silas with the guarded attention of a boy who did not intend to be claimed cheaply. Naa, nine, sat beside him in a clean dress, chin lifted, eyes bright, already judging the ceremony for weakness.

Between the two sets of children ran one narrow church aisle.

It looked wide enough to divide a nation.

Pastor Abel Pritchard cleared his throat and glanced toward the front doors.

Silas followed his eyes.

Then Adjoa entered, and the church softened.

She was twenty-eight, slender, very dark, and composed in a way that made noise feel rude. Her cream dress was plain, pressed clean, and fitted for work and dignity rather than decoration. Her hair was pinned beneath a modest covering. She walked with Mrs. Bellweather beside her, though she did not look like a woman being given away.

She looked like a woman arriving where she had already decided to stand.

Silas forgot the church.

That was the trouble with Adjoa. She could make him forget every watching face in a room and remember every promise he had ever made to God.

She reached him and stopped.

He leaned close. “You still certain?”

Adjoa’s mouth barely moved. “No.”

His heart lurched.

Then she added, “But I am obedient.”

“That sounds worse.”

“It may be.”

Pastor Pritchard coughed softly, the kind of cough a preacher used when the bride and groom had started married life before he had permission to pronounce it.

The congregation leaned forward.

The children leaned away from one another.

“Dearly beloved,” Pastor Pritchard began, “we are gathered here in the sight of God and this company—”

Boone raised his hand.

Silas closed his eyes.

Pastor Pritchard paused. “Yes, Boone?”

“If folks are dearly beloved, does that include the ones Pa said are mostly here to count how many biscuits Mrs. Bellweather made?”

The church went silent.

Elsie turned scarlet.

Harlan looked at the floor like he wished to be buried beneath it.

From across the aisle, Naa whispered, “That is a fair question.”

Kwesi did not smile, but his mouth moved dangerously close to it.

Adjoa did not turn around. “Boone.”

“Yes’m?”

“Put your hand down.”

“Yes’m.”

Boone put it down.

Pastor Pritchard, who had buried men, married fools, and once baptized twins while their father fainted in the creek, continued with admirable courage.

Silas repeated his vows in a voice rougher than he meant.

To love.

To honor.

To keep covenant.

In sickness and health.

In want and plenty.

In sorrow and joy.

The words were old, but they did not feel old in his mouth. They felt like fresh-cut timber across his shoulders. Not because he doubted her. Because he understood vows were not lace.

Vows were work.

Adjoa gave hers clearly.

She did not decorate them. She did not tremble. She spoke as if God, Silas, the church, and every child in those front pews ought to understand that she meant what she said.

Love. Honor. Faithfulness. Patience. Truth.

Silas had heard sweeter voices.

He had never heard a steadier one.

When Pastor Pritchard reached the end, his smile widened. “What God has joined together, let no man put asunder.”

Naa leaned toward Kwesi. “What about children?”

Kwesi whispered, “Hush.”

“I am asking proper theology.”

“Hush anyway.”

Pastor Pritchard pronounced them husband and wife.

For one clean second, Silas saw only Adjoa.

Not the town.

Not the five children.

Not the past they had buried.

Not the crowded house waiting for them.

Only his wife.

He kissed her.

It was proper. Brief. Church-safe.

Still, Mrs. Bellweather fanned herself harder.

Boone gagged.

Elsie elbowed him.

Naa said, “That was barely anything.”

Adjoa heard her.

Silas heard her too.

The kiss ended with both of them fighting laughter.

After that, the church became a storm of congratulations.

Hands grabbed Silas’s. Women kissed Adjoa’s cheek. Someone pressed wrapped cake into Elsie’s hands. Mrs. Bellweather began ordering plates and cups with the authority of a general. Mrs. Pruitt smiled at Adjoa and said, “Well, the Lord certainly does build families in mysterious ways.”

Adjoa smiled back. “He also gives people manners when they ask sincerely.”

Mrs. Pruitt blinked.

Silas coughed into his fist and admired the floorboards.

Outside, the children were proving the marriage had not yet worked any miracles.

Harlan stood near the churchyard fence while Kwesi examined a loose rail.

“That rail’s been loose,” Harlan said.

Kwesi touched it once. “Then someone should fix it.”

“Someone knows.”

“Knowing is not fixing.”

Harlan turned his head. “You always talk this much?”

Kwesi met his eyes. “Only when something is obvious.”

Elsie appeared between them with a plate of cake. “Everyone is supposed to be pleasant today.”

“I am pleasant,” Harlan said.

Naa looked him up and down. “You look like judgment in a coat.”

Elsie gasped. “That is unkind.”

“It is accurate.”

Before anyone could answer, Boone came around the corner holding both hands together.

Elsie narrowed her eyes. “What do you have?”

“Nothing.”

“Boone.”

“It is for after the wedding.”

Naa stepped closer. “Is it alive?”

Boone hesitated too long.

Harlan grabbed his wrist. “Show me.”

Boone opened his hands.

A horned toad sat in his palm, blinking at Christian society.

Elsie shrieked. “You brought that to church?”

“It stayed outside.”

“That does not improve it!”

Naa leaned over. “Can it bite?”

Boone brightened. “Want to find out?”

“No,” Harlan and Kwesi said together.

They both looked offended by the agreement.

Near the wagon, Pastor Pritchard stood with Silas and Adjoa, watching the five children organize themselves into trouble.

“They will settle,” the pastor said.

Silas watched Boone try to interest Naa in the horned toad while Elsie looked ready to confess sins she had not committed.

“Will they?”

“In time,” Pastor Pritchard said.

Adjoa kept her eyes on the children. “They are not livestock. They will not settle because we shut the gate.”

The pastor’s smile weakened. “No, Sister Barrow. I only meant—”

“I know what you meant.” Her voice stayed gentle. “But children grieve with teeth sometimes.”

Silas turned toward her.

Adjoa was watching Harlan now. Then Kwesi. Then Elsie, Boone, and Naa.

“They have all lost something,” she said. “Now we are asking them to share what remains.”

That quieted him.

Across the yard, Boone was objecting loudly as Harlan took the horned toad to release it. Naa was offering strategy. Kwesi had stepped back as if studying whether this family was a natural disaster or a calling.

Silas rubbed the back of his neck. “Maybe we should have waited.”

Adjoa looked at him.

He regretted it immediately.

“Not on marrying you,” he said quickly. “I mean waited on...” He glanced at the children, the wagon, the watching church, the baskets of food, and the road home. “All of it.”

“Life?” she asked.

He sighed. “Yes.”

Adjoa’s face softened.

“Silas,” she said, “life does not wait because we are poorly organized.”

By noon, the wedding meal had been eaten, spilled, blessed, repacked, argued over, and remembered differently by every person present. The wagon stood ready near the churchyard. Silas helped Adjoa up into the seat, though the look she gave him reminded him she had climbed into wagons long before he came along.

“I know,” he said. “You can do it yourself.”

“Then why help?”

“Because I like being useful near you.”

Her eyes warmed. “That answer may live.”

The children climbed into the wagon bed.

Not together.

Harlan, Elsie, and Boone settled on one side. Kwesi and Naa took the other. Between them sat baskets, blankets, a sack of flour, two hymnals somebody had accidentally packed, and enough silence to make the boards creak louder.

Silas took the reins.

Pastor Pritchard stepped close. “May the Lord bless this household.”

Boone said, “He’ll need to.”

Elsie whispered, “Boone!”

Naa nodded. “Still fair.”

Adjoa turned her head. “Naa.”

“Yes, Mama.”

“No commentary on blessings.”

“Yes, Mama.”

Silas bit the inside of his cheek and clucked to the team.

The wagon rolled away from Sparrow Creek church with half the town waving and the other half already preparing to discuss what they had seen. Dust lifted behind the wheels. The little church bell hung quiet in its tower. Prairie grass bent under the wind like it knew more than it would tell.

For nearly a quarter mile, nobody spoke.

Then Boone ruined it.

“Where am I sleeping?”

“In your bed,” Silas said.

“But it was my bed before.”

“It remains your bed.”

Boone looked at Kwesi. “Then where’s he sleeping?”

Kwesi’s eyes narrowed. “I have a name.”

“I know it.”

“Then use it.”

Boone sighed as if civilization had become too demanding. “Where is Kwesi sleeping?”

“In the room with you and Harlan.”

Boone stared at his father. “That room is full.”

“It has room.”

“It has air. That ain’t the same.”

Naa looked at Elsie. “Do you talk in your sleep?”

“No.”

“Do you cry?”

Elsie stiffened. “Not usually.”

Naa considered her. “I do not mind some crying. I mind surprise crying.”

Elsie looked wounded.

Adjoa turned slightly. “Naa.”

“I am finished.”

Harlan leaned back against the wagon side. “This is going to be a long life.”

Kwesi looked at him. “You are fourteen. You do not know long.”

“And you do?”

“I know enough.”

“Then know quiet.”

Silas pulled the team to a stop.

The wagon rocked once and settled.

Five children went still.

Silas turned, one arm hooked over the back of the seat. He looked at them until every eye, even Boone’s, found him.

“I am going to say this once on the road home from church,” he said. “After that, I may say it louder and with work attached. Nobody in this wagon chose all the hurt that brought us here. But every one of you will choose what kind of person you become under my roof.”

“Our roof,” Adjoa said.

Silas nodded. “Our roof.”

That landed harder.

He looked at Harlan. “You do not have to forget your mother to honor my wife.”

Harlan’s jaw tightened, but he did not look away.

Silas turned to Kwesi. “You do not have to stop loving your father to understand I am responsible for you now.”

Kwesi stared at the wagon floor.

Adjoa faced the children fully. Her voice was calm enough to carry.

“And none of you are guests,” she said. “Guests wait to be served and wonder when they must leave. You are children of this house. That means you will eat, work, pray, quarrel, apologize, and carry what belongs to all of us.”

Boone frowned. “Even laundry?”

“Especially laundry.”

He looked betrayed. “That feels unfair.”

“Most useful things do at first.”

For a moment, only the horses breathed.

Then Silas turned forward and set the team moving again.

Behind them, Boone whispered, “I still think the room is full.”

Kwesi said, “It is.”

Harlan said, “Nobody asked you.”

Naa said, “The room is full because all of you breathe like hired oxen.”

Elsie made a sound that was almost a laugh and almost a sob.

Adjoa reached across the wagon seat and took Silas’s hand.

He held it.

The house waited ahead with too few rooms, too many memories, not enough hooks, five suspicious children, one loose goat, and no mercy for romance.

The wedding had been the easy part.

The family was waiting.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1 

​One Roof, Two Last Names
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By the time the Barrow-Mensah wagon reached the house, the children had already divided the property without permission.

Harlan claimed the barn by looking at it like a man prepared to defend it with a shovel. Elsie claimed the kitchen by worrying over what belonged where. Boone claimed everything not nailed down and two things that were. Kwesi claimed nothing at all, which made his silence feel like judgment. Naa looked over the house, the yard, the porch, the woodpile, the wash line, the chicken pen, and the sagging roof edge, then gave the place a thoughtful nod.

“It leans,” she said.

Silas drew the team to a stop. “The house does not lean.”

Naa pointed.

Silas looked.

The front step had settled half an inch lower on one side.

“That is the step,” he said.

“Then the step leans.”

Adjoa sat beside him, one hand braced lightly against the wagon seat, her wedding dress already dusted at the hem from the road. “She is not wrong.”

Silas sighed. “I did not say she was wrong. I said the house does not lean.”

“Yet,” Naa said.

Kwesi muttered, “Leave it.”

Silas climbed down before the conversation could become permanent. He went around to help Adjoa, but she was already stepping carefully from the wagon with one hand gathering her skirt and the other catching the side rail.

He offered his hand anyway.

She took it.

Not because she needed it. He knew that. She knew he knew it. That made it better.

The children climbed down behind them with the slow suspicion of people being delivered to a sentence.

The Barrow house stood two miles west of Sparrow Creek, set back from the wagon road with a barn, a smokehouse, a small chicken yard, a woodpile, and enough dirt around it to keep five children busy for either work or sin. The house had been built in stages by hopeful hands and repaired by tired ones. Its front room held a stove, a table, six chairs, one bench, a Bible on the shelf, hooks by the door, and more memories than wall space.

Silas had thought it looked decent that morning.

Now, with Adjoa and her children standing in front of it, he saw everything wrong at once.

The porch board that needed replacing. The loose shutter. The cracked crock by the door. The boot scrape on the threshold. The place where his first wife’s chair still sat near the window because nobody had been brave enough to move it.

Harlan saw him looking.

The boy’s face shut tight.

Adjoa saw both of them see it.

She said nothing.

That was one of the things Silas loved and feared about her. She could notice a wound without sticking a finger in it.

“Well,” Silas said, clapping his hands once. “Let’s get things inside.”

No one moved.

He looked at the children. “That was not a suggestion.”

Boone frowned toward the wagon bed. “All the things?”

“All the things.”

“Today?”

Silas stared at him.

Boone climbed back into the wagon. “I was only asking for the sake of order.”

Naa walked to the porch and touched the leaning step with her toe. “Does this count as safe?”

“It has held for years,” Harlan said.

“That is not the same as safe.”

“You scared of a step?”

“No. I respect evidence.”

Elsie turned sharply. “Can everyone please stop arguing at the door? Mama always said a person should enter a home with gratitude.”

The words left her mouth and then hurt her.

She blinked fast.

Harlan looked away.

Boone stopped halfway over the wagon side.

Silas felt the familiar hollow open under his ribs.

Mama.

The word still had a place in the house. It always would. But now there was another woman standing at the threshold, and no one knew where to put the truth without injuring somebody.

Adjoa stepped forward first.

She touched Elsie’s shoulder, gentle but not pitying. “Then we will enter with gratitude.”

Elsie nodded, cheeks red.

Adjoa looked at the others. “And with trunks. Gratitude does not carry bedding.”

That moved them.

Harlan took the heavy end of his own trunk before Kwesi could touch it. Kwesi noticed and reached for another bundle instead. Naa carried a small box with both arms. Elsie took a wrapped stack of linens and nearly dropped it trying to prove she could manage more. Boone dragged a sack of something that scraped across the wagon bed.

Silas stopped him. “What is in that?”

Boone looked down. “Useful things.”

“What useful things scrape?”

“Depends what you need.”

“Open it.”

Boone opened the sack.

Inside were three horseshoes, a bent hinge, a broken spur, two rocks, a length of rope, one dead beetle, and a tin cup Silas had been missing since April.

Silas closed his eyes. “Why?”

Boone looked offended. “You said we were making one household. I brought my household.”

Naa leaned closer. “Your household is mostly trash.”

“That hinge has promise.”

“It has rust.”

“Rust is just age with color.”

Kwesi made the mistake of laughing under his breath.

Harlan heard him. “Something funny?”

Kwesi’s face settled. “The hinge.”

“It ain’t your hinge.”

“I did not want it.”

“Then don’t laugh at it.”

Adjoa stepped between them without raising her voice. “A wedding day is a poor day to fight over rust.”

Boone tied the sack again. “I agree.”

Silas pointed toward the barn. “That sack goes outside.”

“But—”

“Outside.”

Boone carried it off like a man unfairly separated from his estate.

Inside, the house did what small houses did when too many people entered at once.

It shrank.

Adjoa paused just inside the door. Her eyes moved carefully over the room: stove, table, shelf, pegs, curtains, Bible, chair by the window. She did not stare at the chair. She did not ignore it either.

Elsie watched her.

Silas set a trunk down near the wall. “We’ll put you and Naa in the small back room for now.”

“For now?” Naa asked.

“Until we settle better.”

Naa looked at Elsie. “Does ‘for now’ mean something different here?”

Elsie hugged the linens tighter. “It means for now.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is if you are polite.”

Adjoa gave her daughter one look.

Naa became deeply interested in the floor.

Silas cleared his throat. “Harlan, Kwesi, Boone—you three in the boys’ room.”

Boone lifted his head from the doorway. “I already explained the air problem.”

“You have air.”

“Not enough for new people.”

Kwesi’s voice stayed flat. “I do not need much.”

Harlan snorted. “Everybody needs air.”

“I meant room.”

“You’ll need that too.”

Silas turned. “Harlan.”

The boy’s mouth closed, but not his face.

The boys’ room had two narrow beds and a pallet rolled against the wall. A peg rail held Harlan’s coat, Boone’s old hat, a sling, and a strip of leather that had no known purpose but had survived three cleanings. One window looked toward the barn. The room smelled faintly of dust, boy, and horses sneaking in on clothing.

Harlan set his trunk at the foot of one bed. “That’s mine.”

Boone pointed to the other. “That’s mine.”

Silas stared. “Boone, you do not get a whole bed while Kwesi sleeps on the floor.”

“I’m small. I fit it better.”

“That is not how beds work.”

“It could be.”

Kwesi placed his bundle near the wall. “The floor is fine.”

“No,” Silas said.

Harlan’s jaw shifted. “I can take the pallet.”

Silas looked at him, surprised.

Then Harlan added, “If he does not touch my things.”

There it was.

Kwesi’s eyes sharpened. “I do not steal.”

“I did not say steal.”

“You said touch.”

“Then don’t touch.”

“I had not planned on touching your old boots.”

“They were my mother’s father’s.”

Kwesi went still.

Silas felt the room change.

Boone stopped breathing loudly, which was the closest he came to wisdom.

Harlan looked like he regretted saying it but would rather swallow a nail than admit it.

Kwesi lowered his eyes. “Then I will not touch them.”

The answer was careful. Too careful.

Silas wanted to settle it right there. He wanted to say something firm and useful and fatherly enough to make both boys stop guarding graves with their teeth.

Nothing came.

From the other room, Adjoa’s voice carried gently. “Silas.”

He turned.

She stood in the hall with an empty pillowcase in hand.

Not calling him away. Giving him time.

He looked back at the boys. “The boots stay where they are. The bed gets shared fair. The pallet changes by night until I build a better frame. Nobody touches another’s things without asking.”

Boone raised a hand.

Silas pointed at him. “No vote.”

Boone lowered it.

Kwesi nodded once.

Harlan did not nod, but he also did not argue.

Silas counted that as the first small mercy of married life.

In the girls’ room, Elsie had arranged three folded quilts in a line on the bed like soldiers before inspection. Naa stood beside her holding a small carved comb wrapped in cloth. Adjoa was kneeling near a trunk, setting garments inside the lower drawer of a narrow chest.

“This drawer was mine,” Elsie said.

Adjoa did not turn. “Was?”

Elsie swallowed. “I mean, it is where I keep my things.”

“You still need room for your things.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And Naa needs room for hers.”

Elsie nodded, but her fingers twisted in her skirt.

Naa held out the wrapped comb. “I do not need a drawer for much.”

Elsie looked at the comb. “Is that all?”

“No.”

“Then where is the rest?”

“With me.”

“That does not make sense.”

“It does if you have had to move before.”

Elsie had no answer to that.

Adjoa rose slowly. “The top drawer will be Elsie’s. The second will be Naa’s. The bottom will hold shared linens. Winter stockings can move to the trunk.”

“But they have always—” Elsie stopped.

Always.

The word was another kind of grave.

Adjoa held out the pillowcase. “A house must remember. It must also make room. Both are holy work.”

Elsie’s eyes filled. She nodded hard, ashamed of the tears before they fell.

Naa looked away, suddenly merciful.

Silas stepped back from the door before Elsie saw him watching.

He returned to the front room and found Boone standing near the window, staring at the chair.

Not sitting in it. Not touching it.

Just staring.

“What are you doing?” Silas asked.

Boone shrugged. “Seeing if it looks different.”

Silas knew which chair. He did not have to ask.

“Does it?”

“No.” Boone scratched his ear. “But it feels like it does.”

Silas came to stand beside him.

The chair was plain wood with a worn seat and one arm darker where a hand had rested over the years. Mary Barrow had sat there to mend, read, shell beans, nurse fevers, correct sums, and fall asleep when exhaustion caught her before bedtime.

Silas had not moved it after she died.

At first because grief had made the room sacred and useless. Later because the children noticed everything. After a while, not moving it became easier than explaining why it still sat there.

Boone glanced up. “Is Mrs. Adjoa going to sit there?”

Silas’s chest tightened.

“She might,” he said.

Boone considered this. “Will Mama mind?”

Silas had no quick answer.

Before he could attempt one, Adjoa entered from the hallway.

Boone looked caught.

Adjoa followed his gaze to the chair.

For a moment, nobody moved.

Then she walked to the chair, laid one hand lightly on its back, and said, “Your mother must have been tired often.”

Boone frowned. “Why?”

“This is a working chair. Not a fancy one.”

Silas looked at her.

Adjoa touched the worn arm. “A woman sat here because there was always something to mend, watch, count, shell, soothe, or remember.”

Boone looked at the chair again, less afraid of it now.

“Mama fixed my shirt there once,” he said. “After I tore it on the fence.”

“Did she scold you?”

“Yes’m.”

“Were you guilty?”

Boone hesitated. “Not fully.”

Silas made a sound.

Boone corrected himself. “Mostly.”

Adjoa nodded. “Then it was a good chair.”

She did not sit in it.

She did not move it.

She simply let it remain seen.

Silas loved her so sharply in that moment he had to look toward the stove.

The rest of the afternoon went to unloading, shifting, discovering there were not enough hooks, arguing over which cup belonged to whom, and learning that five children could turn one room into a court hearing without training.

The trunks were too large. The shelves were too few. The boys’ room had air only by Boone’s strictest definition. The girls’ room required negotiations over drawer space, blanket ownership, and whether Naa’s comb had to be placed “properly” if proper meant where Elsie wanted it.

At supper, which was mostly wedding leftovers and fatigue, they ate at the table as one household for the first time.

Only they did not fit.

Silas stared at the chairs.

Adjoa stared at the children.

The children stared at the food as if hunger might solve the seating arrangement.

“We have six chairs,” Elsie said.

“And seven people,” Naa said.

“I know numbers.”

“I was helping.”

“You were not.”

Silas brought in the bench from the wall. “Boys can sit here.”

Harlan objected. “All boys?”

Kwesi objected by saying nothing.

Boone climbed onto the bench and bounced once. “This will break.”

“Then sit still,” Silas said.

Boone sat still with visible suffering.

Adjoa took the chair nearest the stove. Elsie noticed. Silas noticed Elsie noticing. Harlan noticed Silas noticing. Kwesi noticed all of them and looked tired.

Silas remained standing.

Adjoa looked at him. “Sit.”

“Need one more chair.”

“You may stand.”

“That was my plan.”

“You may not hover like a guilty crow.”

Boone whispered, “Crows don’t look guilty.”

Naa whispered back, “Some do.”

Silas fetched a crate, turned it over, and sat on it. It creaked under him.

Boone’s eyes lit. “That will break first.”

“Eat,” Silas said.

They bowed heads.

Silas prayed because he always prayed over supper, but tonight the prayer felt too small for what sat around the table.

“Lord,” he said, “thank You for this food, this house, this day, and...” He paused.

Boone opened one eye.

Silas kept his shut. “And teach us how to be grateful for what we do not yet know how to carry. Amen.”

“Amen,” Adjoa said.

The children murmured it after her, unevenly.

For a few minutes, hunger did what grace had not yet managed. It made everybody quiet.

Then Boone reached for bread at the same time as Naa.

Their hands collided.

“You take it,” Boone said.

Naa narrowed her eyes. “Why?”

“Because Pa said be grateful.”

“That is not gratitude. That is strategy.”

“I can be both.”

She took the bread.

Boone looked pleased with himself until she broke it in half and gave him the larger piece.

He stared at it.

Naa shrugged. “You are smaller. You need encouragement.”

“I am not small.”

“You asked if the room had enough air.”

“That is because I understand science.”

Kwesi laughed before he could stop himself.

Harlan did not smile, but his shoulders loosened one fraction.

Elsie saw it. That tiny loosening. That half-second of almost-peace.

She passed the butter without being asked.

After supper, the house entered the long confusion of bedtime.

There were pallets to unroll, quilts to assign, water to bring in, boots to place, lamps to trim, and one argument over whether Boone’s sack of useful things could sleep inside.

It could not.

He appealed to Adjoa.

She said, “Rust sleeps outdoors.”

That ended the matter.

In the girls’ room, Elsie showed Naa where to place her shoes.

Naa placed them one inch to the left.

Elsie stared.

Naa stared back.

After a moment, Elsie moved her own shoes one inch to match.

Neither girl spoke.

In the boys’ room, Harlan took the pallet without being asked. Kwesi noticed but said nothing. Boone climbed into bed, then sat up.

“If I stop breathing, it is because the air ran out.”

“Then we will know you were right,” Harlan said.

Kwesi turned his face to the wall, but his shoulders shook once.

Silas stood in the hall after the lamps were lowered, listening to the house shift under the weight of new bodies and old grief.

Adjoa came beside him.

Her wedding dress had been exchanged for a plain dark skirt and blouse. A few curls had loosened near her temple. She looked tired now, not weak. There was a difference, and he was learning it.

“Well,” he whispered, “they are all inside.”

“That is not the same as settled.”

“No.”

From the boys’ room came Boone’s voice. “I heard that.”

Silence.

Then Naa from the girls’ room: “Everyone heard it.”

Elsie whispered, “We are supposed to be sleeping.”

Harlan said, “Then stop talking.”

Kwesi said, “You stop first.”

Adjoa closed her eyes.

Silas leaned his shoulder against the wall and laughed without sound.

She looked at him.

“If I laugh aloud,” he whispered, “will that ruin my authority?”

“Yes.”

“Then I will suffer quietly.”

“Good.”

He reached for her hand.

She let him take it.

In the darkness of the hall, between two rooms full of children who had not chosen one another, Silas felt the size of what they had done.

He had married the woman he loved.

That had been simple compared to this.

Inside the boys’ room, Boone whispered, “I still think there is not enough air.”

This time, Harlan answered first.

“Then breathe smaller.”

Kwesi made a strangled sound that might have been laughter.

Across the hall, Elsie giggled once, then covered it.

Naa said, “That was not proper sleep.”

Adjoa lowered her forehead briefly against Silas’s shoulder.

Not in defeat.

In mercy.

The house was too small. The rooms were too crowded. The chairs were short by one. The hooks were insufficient. The children were suspicious. The dead were remembered. The living were tired.

But everyone was inside.

For one night, that had to count.
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​Chapter 2 

​Breakfast With Casualties
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Morning came before the house was ready for it.

It slipped gray and cold through the curtains, found the cracks around the door, touched the stove, crossed the floor, and discovered seven people sleeping where six had already been too many.

Silas woke to the sound of whispering.

Not ordinary whispering. This was the hard, urgent whispering of children committing trouble while pretending the Lord could not hear volume below a certain level.

He opened one eye.

Beside him, Adjoa was already awake.

“Do you hear that?” he whispered.

“Yes.”

“Do you know what it is?”

“Children.”

“That covers too much.”

From the front room came a small crash.

Silas closed his eye again.

Adjoa turned her head on the pillow. “That sounded like a pan.”

“I was hoping for a spoon.”

A second crash followed.

“Two pans,” she said.

He sat up.

The floor was cold under his feet. He pulled on his trousers, found his shirt, and moved toward the door with the weary caution of a man entering weather. Adjoa followed after wrapping herself in a plain shawl, her hair not yet pinned, her face calm in a way that did not promise mercy.

In the front room, breakfast had begun without adult permission.

Elsie stood by the stove in her nightdress and boots, holding a skillet with both hands like it had offended her. Flour dusted her cheek. Her hair had escaped its braid on one side. A bowl sat on the table with batter inside and batter outside in equal portions.

Naa stood beside the table, holding an egg.

Not in a bowl.

In her hand.

Boone crouched near the woodbox, one sock on, one sock missing, chewing something.

Harlan stood by the door with his coat half-buttoned, looking like he had been awake long enough to resent everyone. Kwesi stood near the water bucket, fully dressed, silent, and suspiciously clean.

Silas looked at the stove.

Then at the table.

Then at the egg in Naa’s hand.

“Nobody move,” he said.

Boone froze with his mouth full.

Silas pointed. “What are you eating?”

Boone swallowed too fast and coughed. “Breakfast.”

“That was not breakfast.”

“It was nearby.”

Adjoa walked to him and held out her hand.

Boone placed something small and brown into her palm.

She looked at it.

“Is this a piece of yesterday’s wedding cake?”

Boone considered lying, then looked at her face and chose life. “Yes’m.”

“From where?”

He pointed toward the shelf.

Silas turned. “That shelf is above your head.”

“I climbed with commitment.”

Elsie made a strangled sound. “I was trying to start breakfast before everyone woke up. I thought if it was ready, then nobody would argue.”

Harlan muttered, “That worked poor.”

Elsie’s eyes filled at once.

Silas turned. “Harlan.”

“What? It did.”

“That does not make it useful.”

Naa held the egg higher. “This one has a crack.”

“Because you are holding it like evidence,” Kwesi said.

“It was cracked before I became responsible for it.”

Adjoa took the egg from her. “You are responsible for not dripping on the table.”

Naa looked down.

Egg white had begun sliding between her fingers.

“Oh.”

Elsie gave a tiny, devastated breath and snatched for a cloth.

“Stop,” Adjoa said.

Elsie stopped so abruptly the cloth swung from her hand.

Adjoa surveyed the room.

No one spoke.

Even the stove seemed ashamed.

“First,” Adjoa said, “no child starts a stove before an adult is awake.”

Elsie lowered her eyes. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Second, cake is not breakfast.”

Boone opened his mouth.

Adjoa looked at him.

He shut it.

“Third, eggs go in bowls, not hands.”

Naa nodded solemnly. “That is now clear.”

“Fourth,” Adjoa said, “everyone gets dressed properly before we eat.”

Boone looked down at his one sock. “I was halfway.”

“Halfway is not dressed.”

“It is dressed on one side.”

Silas pinched the bridge of his nose.

Adjoa pointed toward the boys’ room. “Go.”

Boone went.

Harlan followed him without being told. Kwesi stayed long enough to wipe the egg from the table with a rag, then went too.

Elsie remained.

“I only wanted it to be good,” she said.

“I know.” Adjoa took the cloth from her gently. “But fear makes poor biscuits.”

Elsie blinked. “I was not afraid.”

Adjoa did not argue.

That was worse.

Silas saw Elsie swallow hard, saw the girl gather herself, saw the way she tried to stand straighter under the weight of being ten years old and already tired of losing things.

Adjoa turned to the stove. “We will begin again.”

Silas moved toward the woodbox. “I can help.”

Adjoa looked at the mess on the table, then at him. “Can you?”

He stopped.

“I can carry wood.”

“That is not breakfast.”

“I can fry bacon.”

“We have no bacon.”

“Then I am less useful than hoped.”

That earned the smallest twitch near her mouth.

“Water,” she said. “And send the boys to wash properly. Faces, hands, necks if they can locate them.”

Silas nodded. “That I can command.”

He stepped into the hall. “Boys!”

A thump came from the boys’ room.

Then Boone’s voice: “I found my sock!”

“That was not the order,” Silas called.

“I thought it was related!”

“Faces and hands washed. Now.”

Harlan appeared first, looking irritated but mostly clean. Kwesi came behind him with his sleeves rolled, face damp, hair smoothed with practical discipline. Boone came last with both socks on and his shirt buttoned wrong.

Silas stared at him.

Boone looked down. “It closes.”

“That is not the same as buttoned.”

Kwesi reached without thinking and fixed the top button.

Boone slapped his hand away. “I can do it.”

Kwesi stepped back.

Silas saw it: help offered, pride offended, brotherhood prevented before it could even put on shoes.

Harlan saw it too and smirked.

Silas pointed toward the wash basin. “All of you.”

“I washed,” Kwesi said.

“Then you can inspect the others.”

Kwesi looked at him as if trying to decide whether that was trust or labor.

Silas said, “Both.”

That confused him enough to obey.

By the time breakfast reached the table, it had become something plain but edible: corn cakes, eggs, molasses, yesterday’s beans warmed over, and coffee for the adults. The first attempt at batter had been scraped away. The second had survived. Elsie had been allowed to stir under Adjoa’s eye, which made her both relieved and humiliated.

Silas reached for the crate again.

Adjoa stopped him. “No.”

He looked down at it. “It held last night.”

“That is not a recommendation.”

“I can stand.”

“You will sit with your children.”

“Our children,” he said quietly.

Adjoa looked at him.

The room heard it.

Every child heard it differently.

Harlan’s face closed a little.

Kwesi’s eyes lowered.

Elsie froze with a plate in her hands.

Naa watched Adjoa.

Boone whispered, “Does that mean the chair count changed?”

“No,” Adjoa said. “It means the people did.”

She moved the bench to one side of the table. “Three here.”

Boone climbed up first. Elsie sat beside him before anyone could argue. Naa took the third place after one glance at her mother.

Harlan sat in one chair. Kwesi took another, leaving one space between them that looked wider than it was.

Silas sat at the end. Adjoa sat opposite him.

Nobody fit well.

That was not the same as nobody fitting.

Silas bowed his head.

Before he could pray, Boone spoke.

“Are we thanking the Lord for the first breakfast or the second one?”

Elsie closed her eyes in pain.

Adjoa said, “The one we are eating.”

Boone nodded. “That seems fair.”

Silas prayed shorter than usual.

“Lord, thank You for food, patience, and another chance after poor starts. Amen.”

“Amen,” Adjoa said.

“Amen,” the children followed, some with more confidence than understanding.

Then breakfast began.

Harlan reached for molasses. Kwesi reached at the same time.

Both stopped.

The jar sat between them like disputed land.

Silas watched.

Adjoa watched Silas watching.

Harlan withdrew his hand.

Kwesi did too.

Boone leaned across both of them and took the jar.

“Thank you,” he said to no one.

Naa stared. “That was theft with manners.”

“It was opportunity.”

“It was sin with syrup.”

Boone poured too much.

Adjoa took the jar from him. “Opportunity has limits.”

Kwesi passed the corn cakes to Harlan without looking at him.

Harlan took one.

After a moment, he passed the plate back.

No one praised it.

That helped.

Elsie cut her corn cake into careful pieces and kept glancing at everyone’s plates, measuring who needed what, who might complain, who might go hungry, who might leave the table unhappy and make the house worse.

Adjoa saw it.

“Elsie,” she said.

The girl straightened. “Yes, ma’am?”

“Eat your food.”

“I am.”

“No. You are managing everyone else’s.”

Elsie looked down.

Silas reached for his coffee and said nothing. He was learning that not every correction improved with his hammer added.

Adjoa softened her voice. “You are not responsible for keeping this table from falling apart.”

Elsie whispered, “Somebody has to be.”

That quieted the room.

Boone stopped chewing. Naa looked at Elsie differently. Harlan stared hard at his plate.

Silas set his cup down.

“No,” he said. “That is mine and Adjoa’s work.”

Elsie looked up at him.

“And the Lord’s,” Boone added, unexpectedly solemn.

Silas turned to him.

Boone shrugged. “Pastor Pritchard says not to leave Him out just because adults are busy.”

Adjoa’s face changed.

Not much.

Enough.

“That is true,” she said.

Boone looked pleased, then ruined it by licking molasses from his thumb.

“Use a cloth,” Elsie snapped.

The room breathed again.

After breakfast, Silas stood and pushed back his chair. “All right. Chores.”

Five children looked at him with the shared grief of prisoners hearing sentence.

He pointed by habit, naming work as if assigning men on a crew.

“Harlan, barn. Kwesi, water. Boone, wood scraps. Elsie, dishes. Naa, sweep.”

The silence after that was not peaceful.

It was loaded.

Adjoa looked at him across the table.

Silas knew that look already. It meant he had built something square and set it in the wrong place.

“What?” he asked.

Naa raised one finger.

Adjoa did not look away from Silas. “Do not.”

Naa lowered the finger.

Harlan stood. “I can do barn.”

Kwesi remained seated. “I can do water.”

The words were obedient.

The room was not.

Silas frowned. “Then what is wrong?”

Adjoa folded her napkin. “You have divided them exactly as they arrived.”

He looked at the children.

Harlan with the barn. Kwesi with the bucket. Elsie with dishes because she already feared failing the table. Naa sweeping alone. Boone collecting scraps where he could turn work into mischief.

Silas exhaled through his nose.

“I assigned what made sense.”

“Yes,” Adjoa said. “For work.”

“And?”

“Not for family.”

That landed harder than he wanted.

Harlan looked toward the door as if escape had become urgent.

Kwesi’s jaw tightened.

Elsie began gathering plates too quickly.

Adjoa stopped her with one hand.

Silas rubbed his forehead. “Then how would you do it?”

“Together,” Adjoa said. “Poorly at first.”

Boone brightened. “I can do poorly.”

“No one doubted you,” Naa said.

Adjoa pointed, calm as church bells. “Harlan and Kwesi, barn together. You will check feed, water the horses, and report what needs doing. You will not settle old grief with new foolishness.”

Neither boy moved.

Her eyes sharpened. “Was that unclear?”

“No, ma’am,” Kwesi said.

Harlan muttered, “No.”

Silas looked at him.

Harlan corrected. “No, ma’am.”

“Elsie and Naa,” Adjoa continued, “dishes together. One washes, one dries. If a plate breaks, we will survive it.”

Elsie looked horrified.

Naa studied the dishes. “How many may break before survival becomes uncertain?”

“One,” Adjoa said.

Naa nodded. “Useful boundary.”

“Boone,” Adjoa said, “you will bring in wood scraps with your father.”

Boone blinked. “With Pa?”

Silas blinked too.

Adjoa looked at him. “Yes. With his father. Since his father is fond of command and needs close supervision.”

Boone grinned.

Silas pointed at him. “Do not enjoy that.”

“I already did.”

The chores began with the dignity of a wagon losing a wheel.

In the barn, Harlan and Kwesi moved around each other like wary dogs. Harlan knew where everything belonged and resented that knowing had become visible. Kwesi did not ask questions until he had watched long enough to avoid sounding ignorant.

“That mare gets less grain,” Harlan said.

“Why?”

“She founders easy.”

Kwesi nodded and adjusted the measure.

Harlan looked surprised he had been obeyed.

Outside, Silas and Boone gathered scraps near the chopping block. Boone picked up every crooked sliver, rejected half the useful pieces as “not interesting,” and asked whether kindling had feelings.

“No,” Silas said.

“How do you know?”

“Because it burns without complaint.”

“That is not proof. That is courage.”

Silas looked at his son.

Boone looked back, dead serious.

Silas put two fingers to his brow and kept working.

Inside, Elsie washed dishes with the care of a surgeon while Naa dried with less reverence and more speed.

“Slow down,” Elsie said.

“I am drying, not baptizing.”

“That plate chips.”

“Then it had weakness before me.”

Elsie’s hands tightened in the water. “You cannot talk like that about everything.”
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