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1890 Salem, Oregon

He was sick of the darkness, sick of the pitying voices, sick of waiting to see the head of the blind school.

“Mr. Halsey, stop slouching. Just because you can’t see how pathetic it looks doesn’t mean it isn’t.”

The harsh feminine voice rippled his skin like a cow grinding its gums.

Sick of being bossed around.

Clay Halsey slumped even more and stretched his legs out in front of him. Turning toward the voice, he spread an insolent grin on his face.

Something hit his legs. Hands slapping against wood echoed through the room followed by a surprised “oomph” as weight landed across his shins.

He reached down and grasped soft fabric in one hand and scratchy wool in the other. The object was the size and weight of Aileen’s twelve-year-old son. Squirmed like him, too.

“Put me down!” an incensed young voice spewed. “What’s with stickin’ your feet out? Don’t ya know there’s blind people here?”

Great, he’d only been here an hour and already he was wreaking havoc on someone’s life.

“Sorry.” He held the boy until he stopped flailing. “I’ll try to keep my big feet under me.”

“Well, ya better if ya plan ta hang around here. I don’t like trippin’.” The boy’s voice trailed away. His shuffling footsteps faded in the distance.

Clay’d been so intent on irritating the matron he’d shut out the sounds around him. The first thing he learned after becoming blind was to use his other senses more.

Why did his older brothers, Ethan and Hank, insist he come here? He hated the harsh scent of lye hanging in the air and not knowing his surroundings.

“Mr. Halsey, the superintendent will see you now.”

The matron’s deep, commanding voice riled more than Hank ordering him around. What he wouldn’t give to be back at the stamp mill being ordered around by Ethan and Hank, and his sister-in-law, Aileen’s, Scottish temper blasting at him for sitting about like a log.

A hand gripped his elbow. “I’ll lead you to Mr. Griffin’s office.”

He used the woman’s hold to leverage off the hard, smooth bench he’d warmed the last hour. He’d been adamant Ethan leave him at the blind school and let him enroll himself. It was time he owned up to his new life.

The matron’s breathing came in coffee fetid puffs at shoulder height. That made her nearly as tall as his height of a couple inches over six feet. She set a slow pace down the hall. I’m blind, not an invalid. He stepped out at his usual pace, and her wide hips brushed against his.

“After your meeting, I’ll show you the railing on the halls and how to determine where you are.” She huffed to keep up with him. “Whoa. You’re going right past the office.”

A whoosh of air wiggled his pant leg and rustled his hair. Someone opened a door.

“Dr. Tarkiel.” The matron’s voice sweetened in a patronizing way.

Clay snickered. Must be an old geezer the woman has a crush on.

“This is our newest student, Mr. Halsey.” The matron pushed his arm forward.

He held his palm out waiting for a crippled hand to slide across. Instead, long slender fingers and a firm grip clasped his hand. Warmth radiated up his arm.

“Mr. Halsey, welcome to the Blind Institute. I hope you use all the facilities to your benefit.”

The sweet feminine tone and sincere welcome intrigued him.

“A woman doctor?” He couldn’t stop the words tumbling out his mouth.

“You’re very astute, Mr. Halsey.” A light-hearted laugh trailed away from him. Citrus wafted in the wake of her barely audible retreating steps. The eye-watering lye fumes quickly engulfed the sweet lemon scent. The citrus reminded him of the lemon drops his mother had bought with money she earned from selling knit scarves to the mercantile in winter. His mouth watered as he remembered the sweet treats, and his heart ached for the little things his mother did for her sons that as a boy he hadn’t appreciated until it was too late.

The matron dragged him forward. “You’re lucky she’s used to that reaction.”

“I didn’t mean it in a bad way. I’ve never met a woman doctor before.” Clay cringed. Ever since that damn dynamite had blown up in his face and taken away his sight, he couldn’t do or say anything right.

“She’s a kind heart. She’s already forgiven you.” The matron nudged him ahead.

This room didn’t harbor the acrid lye of the hallway. Cigar and leather. The male trappings relaxed him. He’d grown up surrounded by brothers.

The matron prodded him forward again. If they weren’t standing in the superintendent’s office, he’d tell her to quit shoving him around like a piece of furniture. Something bumped the back of his knees, and he folded onto a hard chair.

“Mr. Halsey, welcome to the Blind Institute.”

Clay stood and leaned, stretching his hand out toward the sound of the deep, raspy voice. A plump hand with short fingers clasped his. “I’m glad you were willing to take on someone as old as I am.”

“Mr. Halsey, at twenty-seven you are not the oldest student we’ve schooled.” Mr. Griffin’s voice descended as he talked.

Clay stepped back, touching the chair to the back of his legs, and sat. “I’d like to learn a skill I can use to help my brothers with our stamp mill.” And stop being a burden on them.

“You’ll have to start with the basics like all students. Learn how to get around the school, use Braille, and use the typewriter. You’ll also work on a trade.”

Clay shook his head. “I don’t need a trade. I need skills to work in the stamp mill, like the typing. I could type up records, keep lists.”

“Well, yes, we’ll see how you do and go from there.”

The superintendent’s condescending tone stoked the already smoldering anger in his gut. He shot out of the chair, his mouth open to speak.

“Mrs. White, show Mr. Halsey around and then to his room.” Papers shuffled.

If he hadn’t promised Ethan he’d come back ready to be of use to the mill, he’d walk out right now. He didn’t need or want this man’s pity or dismissal.

The rustle of a skirt and a hand gripping his elbow, so forcefully he felt each finger dig in, signaled the meeting was over.

“Good day, Mr. Halsey.”

The finality of the remark rankled. Clay rested a hand on the back of the chair to walk around it and headed for where he presumed he’d find the door. Mrs. White moved him a bit to the right. He crossed the threshold, and the caustic lye-filled air accosted his nose. His nostrils closed, and his eyes watered. So much for feeling camaraderie with the superintendent.

“Mr. Halsey, put your hand here.”

The matron’s large, rough fingers, guiding his hand, reminded him of his brother’s. If he forgot she was a woman, having her boss him around wasn’t so bad.

His fingers touched something cool, smooth, and round. He gripped the object and recognition dawned. A handrail.

“This is how the students move along the hallways. Always keep the rail on your right side and there should be few accidents.” Mrs. White let go. She walked ahead.

Listening, he realized she had a tack or nail in one shoe that made every other step click. He had to learn to keep his emotions in check, to keep his senses all working.

“How come that boy fell over my feet if he was using the rail?” Clay moved along the hall. Moving about without the aid of another person exhilarated him. He’d managed the small confines of the cabin at the mine and the stamp mill office, but to have space to really walk—his hopes rose. Maybe this school wouldn’t be so bad for a short time.

“Donny’s been here long enough he rarely uses the railing to get around.” She started to puff keeping up with his lengthened strides.

“Why’s he been here so long?” His fingers dipped into a notch on the rail. He stopped. “What does the notch mean?”

The click of her shoe faded. “Donny doesn’t have anywhere else to go. He teaches the broom-making class.” She cupped his elbow. “Turn and walk straight, holding your right arm out.”

Her heel clicked beside him as he walked, one arm stretched out. His wrist smacked a corner. Running his hand down the wall, he discovered another rail. Mrs. White let go of his elbow and set off ahead of him.

“This wing is where we hold the classes.”

The railing stopped. Clay halted while the woman clicked ahead of him. “Why did the railing stop?”

“That’s the reading room. Keep going forward, you’ll feel the door and then the rail again.”

Indeed, his knuckles slid across solid wood and then bumped into the handrail. A few trips down this hall and he’d know his way around. A smile tugged at his lips. Six months ago he’d thought his world ended. If he studied hard and learned to type, he could be back in Sumpter helping Ethan and Hank with the mill in a few months. Unlike the unfortunate Donny, he had a place to go, and he wasn’t going to stay here any longer than necessary.

“The stairs to the dorm are on your right.”

His thumb dipped into a long gash with bumps like stairs. “Ethan said I wasn’t staying in the dorm.”

“If there was another adult male here this semester you would be staying in a room with him, but since you’re the only adult, you’ll room next to Mr. Smith.” Her deep voice dripped with derision.

Clay flared his nostrils and detected lye and the faint sweet scent of straw. “Is Mr. Smith a teacher?”

Mrs. White’s steps continued down the hall. He hurried across the space with no handrail and found it again four strides along the hall.

“Mr. Smith is the handyman.”

Her superior tone made Clay feel sorry for the man. “Then I’ll be in good hands.”

“Humph!”

She wasn’t tolerant of others less fortunate. What the heck was she doing in a blind school?

A loud creak echoed through the hall. “You’re room is out here.”

Clay scraped his hand along the wall in front of him, side-stepping, until his fingers curled around a door jamb. He stepped through. A rush of fresh air fluttered across his face.

“My room isn’t connected to the building?” If the air hadn’t been clue enough, gravel crunched and rolled under his boots, birds chirped, and the bitter scent of fresh-cut bushes traveled on the breeze.

“Mr. Smith is only allowed in the main building when working.” Again, her words were forced and sounded as if they stung her tongue.

Was the handyman a criminal?

Metal clanged, wood cracked against wood, and a deep, hoarse voice cursed.

“Mr. Smith!”

The indignation and scorn in the matron’s voice raised Clay’s eyebrow.

“Sorry, ma’am. Didn’t know’d you all was there.”

Clay’d never heard the man’s drawl or word formation before. He held out a hand. “I understand we’ll be neighbors.”

Mrs. White cleared her throat. He waited for the man to take his hand. When he didn’t, Clay wondered even more about the handyman.

Gravel skittered, and steps retreated. “I believe your valise was delivered to your room when you arrived.” Mrs. White’s words faded.

He stood, sunshine warming his face, waiting for the handyman to show him to his room. He’d heard only one set of retreating steps. Labored breathing and a sharper tang of cut brush came from in front of him. Mr. Smith was still there.

“How about you show me to my room and tell me about the routine around here? I thought Mrs. White would give me more of a tour.”

“Dis away,” the deep voice croaked.

Clay tipped his head and tried to catch the sound of footsteps to determine which way to walk. The man wasn’t walking on the gravel path. “Mr. Smith, I’m blind. You’re going to have to either keep talking so I can follow you or take my arm.”

Steps crunched toward him and stopped. “You all sure ’bout dis? Dey never said nuttin’ ’bout you all bein’ blind.”

“It’s either you help me or I stand here forever.” What was wrong with helping him? Why did the people so far, except the doctor, act like he had a disease? He was blind just like every other student in this school. Maybe coming here was a mistake. If he could get a ride to Portland, he’d catch Ethan and Aileen before they sailed for England. They might be on their honeymoon, but damn, he was blind. They could do anything they wanted in front of him and he’d never know.

The gravel shuffled in front of him. “I’s got ta tell ya, I’s a nigger and most white folks don’t care ta have me touch ’em.”

Not that long ago, he might have hesitated to be friends with someone different. He’d taken Miles’s word that Aileen was a husband killer and marked by the devil. Hell, it had been the other way around. Miles. His blood boiled just thinking the name. Miles, his friend, had thrown the dynamite that left him in blackness.

Now, he knew what it felt like to be alienated by something not of your choosing.

“That’s not a disease.” Clay stuck his arm out. “Turn around, and I’ll put my hand on your shoulder. You can lead me to my room.” His finger tips jammed into a solid wall of muscle. He raised his arm and placed his palm on a wide, muscled shoulder a couple inches higher than his own. Mr. Smith was a large man.

****
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Doctor Rachel Tarkiel stood at the window of the infirmary watching the newest student at the blind school treat the handyman like a contemporary. The regret on Mr. Halsey’s face after he’d exclaimed she was a woman fluttered a smile to her lips. He seemed genuinely horrified he’d spilt the words. She was so used to hearing the derogatory comment she found it humorous.

Mr. Halsey was the type of gentleman who flocked around her beautiful sister, Celeste. The type Rachel had once dreamed of marrying. That was years ago as a child, before the accident and before she learned the truth from William. The day he broke their betrothal after discovering her scar was the day she’d set her dream on becoming a doctor and helping others like her.

Mr. Halsey’s jacket pulled across his broad back.

He didn’t wear a hat. His dark brown hair shimmered with copper highlights in the mid-day sun. The dandies Celeste favored had hair that just touched their collars. Mr. Halsey’s curled over his collar. His brown eyes, though unseeing, sported laugh lines in the crinkles at the corners. His calloused hand had gripped hers with authority and sent tremors of excitement skittering up her arm. She’d have to ask Mr. Griffin about the man. His charming voice, embarrassment, and tingling touch intrigued her.

The men disappeared in the small cottage at the back of the property. Company would be good for Mr. Smith. From her vantage point the handyman’s color didn’t seem to vex Mr. Halsey. Unlike Mrs. White. The woman needed a dressing down on the way she talked about the man around the students. She put fear in them for no good reason.

Rachel spun away from the window to make a note to talk to Mr. Griffin about Mrs. White’s attitude.

Her reflection in the small mirror she used for exams wiped away any coherent thoughts. Trembling fingers bumped along the ridge of scar tissue running from her temple to her chin. She avoided mirrors other than to cover the scar when going out in society. 

Planning to only spend time at the blind school this morning, she’d not mixed face powder with lard to conceal the blemish. The staff knew of her scar, and she’d become good at keeping her head turned just enough so people only saw one side of her face. She rarely covered the mark when she remained all day at the school.

Heavens, it was a good thing Mr. Halsey was blind. If he’d seen her scar, her being a woman doctor wouldn’t have bothered him. 

Her heart twisted remembering the day, five years ago, when she and William were caught in the rain. He’d wiped at her face before she could stop him, revealing the puckered ugly skin. At night when loneliness shrouded her like a heavy wool cloak, his face screwed up in disgust haunted her. She’d remain a spinster and help others rather than experience the repulsion she’d seen that day in a man who’d professed he loved her.

The next day, hearing him revoke his intentions—she gulped the rising bile—she’d barely been able to face the contempt on a face she’d thought handsome. He’d said she deceived him. Maybe so, but only because she feared exactly what happened. She’d hoped by the time they married he’d love her for who she was, and the scar would mean nothing to him. Celeste was right about men—all they wanted in a woman was beauty or a servant.

She’d lost her beauty twenty years ago. The day remained vivid in her mind. The shouts, the dust, the run-away wagon barreling through the street straight for Celeste. She’d shoved her sister out of the path and froze as the wagon swerved—but not enough. 

She cringed remembering the corner of the wagon striking her face. 

Falling into the street. 

The yelling, her mother’s shriek, her sister’s tears. 

The darkness and waking to a head swathed in cloth and her mother sobbing by her bedside. 

And the ache, physical and mental. Her head throbbed and her mother no longer called her, her beautiful girl.

She’d never regret saving her sister, but she’d forever harbor anger at the cruel injustice. She who had longed for a mate and companion was destined to be a spinster, while her beautiful sister with throngs of suitors scorned the men flocking around her.
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“Mr. Smith, this room will do fine.” Clay counted the steps from the door to the far wall, rubbing his leg against the bed on his way across the room.

“Sir, calls me Jasper.” The handyman’s voice drifted from the doorway.

“Only if you call me Clay.” He ran a hand across the bed and slapped the side of a valise. “What’s in this room, a bureau or pegs?”

“Both, sir—”

“Ah, I said call me Clay.” He shrugged out of his jacket. “Which side of the room?”

“Pegs on the one yer by. Bureau by the door.”

Clay stepped forward, his arm extended, and found the wall. Moving his hand in circles chest high and raising it up the wall higher, he found a peg and hung his coat. “When do they serve the mid-day meal?”

“S—”

Clay frowned at the man.

“Clay, you all done missed the mid-day meal. Ain’t nothin’ till dinner at six.”

He’d eaten little that morning. His knotted stomach hadn’t tolerated much more than dry bread and a cup of coffee. “Is there a café close by?”

“You all can’t leave the school without a teacher or such with you.”

The fear in the man’s voice jolted Clay out of his musings of a nice hunk of roast. “I can’t go anywhere without someone from the school?” This was a prison.

“It’s for you all’s safety.”

That made sense. But he still didn’t like it. He’d guess from the time he spent on the bench, the tour, and visiting it was early afternoon. “Are all the teachers teaching right now?”

“They’s not here today. Classes start tomorrow.” Jasper’s shuffling feet indicated the handyman wanted to get back to work.

“What about the doctor. Is she kept so busy she couldn’t escort me to town?”

“Tha’s a good idea.”

The enthusiasm in his voice led Clay to wonder about the doctor. At their meeting, her voice hadn’t mocked but held a lilt of humor and good-nature. While the handyman had said barely a word to the matron, he wasn’t afraid of the doctor.

“I’ll get her.”

“You can just take me to her.” Clay reached for his jacket. He slid his arms in and felt a tug on his left hand. Jasper’s calloused fingers tugged Clay’s hand upward. The scratchy wool of the handyman’s shirt prickled his palm. He clamped onto the broad shoulder. When the man moved, so did Clay.

Sunshine warmed his face. The crunch and roll of gravel under his feet disappeared. His steps were cushioned and hushed by grass. Why did the man go off the path? How was Clay to find his way around if he had to cross grassy patches?

Jasper stopped and moved out from under Clay’s hand. Gravel scraped, and something plinked against glass. What was the man doing?

The rasp of wood on wood reverberated from a few feet in front of them.

“Mr. Smith, Mr. Halsey.” The doctor’s voice floated somewhere above them. “What can I do for you two gentlemen?”

The light-hearted lilt in her voice made Clay smile. “I’m starving and Jasper”—the man beside him sucked in air like a drowning man—“says I can’t leave the school without an escort.” He smiled and raised his face toward the warm sun. “Would you be interested in escorting me to the closest café?”

Fear bubbled in Rachel’s chest. Her makeup sat on her bureau at home. She couldn’t go out in public without it. Sitting in a café where people might stop to talk was different than wearing her large floppy bonnet and walking the three blocks to her parents’ house.

“My stomach’s eating itself. Please.”

He stared above her. The boyish smile and his rumpled hair stirred a longing deep and visceral. One she had no right to feel, but one she wished to pursue.

“I’ll take you to the kitchen and find something. Mr. Smith, please bring Mr. Halsey to the back door. I’ll meet you there.”

The handyman grinned, showing large white teeth, and nodded. She backed into the room and closed the window. No one knew Mr. Smith tossed pebbles at her window when he needed something from inside the school. It had been their little secret. Now Mr. Halsey knew. She’d have to tell him to keep it confidential. She had a feeling he’d like keeping the knowledge. He had the energy of a mischievous little boy.

Rachel left the infirmary, headed down the hall, and met them at the back door. Mr. Smith backed away and nudged Mr. Halsey through the door. She hooked her wrist through the handsome new student’s arm, and they strolled down the hall like a couple on an outing. Her stomach fluttered. She’d touched other men as a doctor, but none made her feel giddy. She hadn’t been this close to a man since William broke their betrothal. Thoughts of William darkened her heart, and bitterness soured her stomach.

“Jasper doesn’t work much with the students does he?” Mr. Halsey’s sarcastic comment laced with humor and a raised eyebrow made her laugh.

“No, he’s not allowed to interact with the students.” She studied his full bottom lip, angular cheekbones, and slightly crooked nose. Her heart stopped, and then palpitated like hummingbird wings.

“Why? He’s big but seems like a nice fella.”

The question in the man’s tone made her study the frown lines on his wide forehead.

“Negroes aren’t welcome in this state, Mr. Halsey.”

His face jerked in her direction. “Who says?”

She watched his dark brown eyes and wished she could see into their depths. The blank stare tugged at her heart. “It’s the law. They aren’t welcome here, but if they don’t cause trouble, people don’t care as long as they don’t own a business or land.” She stopped and opened the door to the kitchen, and then led Mr. Halsey to the table in the middle of the room and pulled out a bench.

“Sit here while I find some leftovers.”

He tipped his head as he sat. “Are we alone in here?”

“Yes. Mrs. Daniels, the cook, is resting until she needs to make dinner.” She moved to the icebox and pulled out leftover chicken from the night before.

“Will she mind our invading her kitchen?” His large hands rested clasped on the top of the table, he stared straight ahead.

“I’ve been known to come in here and grab a snack when I need one, so she won’t think anything of it.” Rachel put two pieces of chicken and two rolls on a plate. She carried the food to the table and placed the plate between his arms. She laid a trembling hand on his. He jumped, and then smiled.

“Give me your hand, and I’ll show you where the food is on the plate.” She moved his warm, pliant hand around the plate clockwise. “Two pieces of chicken are at nine o’clock, and two rolls are at three o’clock. That’s the best I could come up with.”

“It’s a feast compared to waiting until dinner. Thank you.” He picked up a chicken leg and took a bite.

Rachel crossed to the stove and poured two cups of coffee, leaving one about an inch from the rim. She placed it directly above his plate. “There’s coffee at twelve.” She was impressed by how quickly he found the food and the cup.

“How long have you been blind, Mr. Halsey?”

He frowned. “About six months.”

“You’re dealing well with it.”

His frown lines deepened, and he stopped chewing. “Not much choice, now, have I?”

She grabbed a dish towel, brushing his hand with it as she placed it on the table. He wiped his mouth and hands.

“How did it happen?”

He picked up the cup and took a sip. He was so quiet, so contemplative, she wasn’t sure he planned to answer. Had she opened a wound he wasn’t ready to talk about? She understood the self-doubts and anger about a situation you couldn’t change. She’d spent years crying into pillows and wallowing in pity. Until she realized she could help others in her situation.

She sat down next to him and took a sip of her coffee. If he wasn’t ready to talk, she wouldn’t push. Talking about her own personal scar wasn’t high on her list of favorite things.

“Where are you from?”

His body relaxed, and he lowered the cup he’d been sipping from. “Sumpter, a small mining community on the east side of the state.” His voice deepened, exuding pride and a touch of longing. Lines curved at the corners of his mouth. His face lit up. Her gaze dropped to his hands. No wedding ring, but that didn’t mean anything. Usually only the wealthy shared rings.

“Do you have family there?”

A smile spread across his face, drawing in a dimple on his left cheek and showing fine white teeth. “I have a passel of brothers. Four. And three of them are married. Gil, the youngest, and his wife, Darcy, have a little girl. Zeke’s next in line. He and his wife, Maeve, travel a lot as Pinkerton agents. Ethan, the oldest, brought me here. He and his new wife, Aileen, and her two kids are headed to England to settle a family land claim.” He exhaled and ran a hand through his hair. “Ethan shouldn’t have brought me here while he’s gone. Hank has to take care of the stamp mill all by himself. I should be there helping.”

His frustration made his motions jerky and furrowed his brow. Rachel placed a hand over his, offering comfort, showing support, not expecting heat to race up her arm and bloom in her chest. “You’ll be more help to him when you can read and work a typewriter.”

Clay pulled his hand out from under the doctor’s. He didn’t want sympathy. He wanted to be back at the mill helping his brother. Food wouldn’t settle the rumble of unease twisting his guts. Anger seethed through him, tightening his muscles, clenching his hands, and holding him as much a prisoner as his sightless eyes. The only thing that would make his world right again was his sight.

“Since you’re a doctor, what are the chances of my sight coming back?”

He wished he could see her face, judge if she told the truth. What color were her eyes? She must have a pleasant face, her voice held compassion and humor. Perhaps small laugh lines beside her eyes?

“How did it happen? I can’t give you any answers without knowing the extent of the trauma.” Her voice lost its earlier softness. All business now.

“A stick of dynamite blew up about ten feet in front of me. Doc Spangle said the concussion from the blast is what made me blind.” He rubbed a hand across his face. “He also said there was a slim chance I could get some vision back, or I could never.” He swallowed. “And told me to prepare for the latter.”

A faint clicking sounded to his right. He slid his hand over and discovered the doctor tapping her fingernail on the wood.

“Well?” He tried to keep the pleading out of his tone.

“I’d say Doctor Spangle is correct, but I could examine your eyes to see if he missed anything.”

Her voice didn’t sound hopeful, but he wasn’t about to miss a chance to perhaps find out something new about his condition.

He pushed back from the table. “I don’t have anything to do this afternoon.” He started to stand, but a hand rested on his arm, stalling him.

“I’m afraid I do. With the start of the semester, I have to check out each student and document his physical well-being.” The rustle of her skirt and her voice ascending above his head told him she stood. “Are you going to finish the food?”

He grabbed a roll and waved the plate away. “Do you have time to give me a thorough tour of the school? Mrs. White just took me down the hall to the classrooms and out to my cabin.” He stood when a brush of wind registered she walked away from him. Her citrus scent hung on the air and dishes rattled a few feet away. He started toward the sound but stopped at the tap of her returning steps.

The snap of a pocket watch to his left brought his attention around.

“I have twenty minutes until the first student arrives. However, tomorrow you will all be taken on a tour of the facilities after breakfast.” 

She draped her arm through the crook of his elbow. Her small wrist fit perfectly in the curve. He liked that she led him around in such a manner. It was less demeaning than being steered by his elbow or trailing behind the handyman like an old nag. 

She kept their bodies from touching. An endearing and aggravating action. He wanted to touch. Had from their first encounter. Her nearness set his body yearning. Not only did he want to feel her size and shape, his body craved the knowledge. But he’d have to be content with her light touches and citrus scent. He enjoyed her company, more in fact, than any other woman he’d encountered, but understood her need to keep a professional relationship.

“I’ll show you the dining room and how to get from there to your room.”

He followed beside her. She started to ease her hand from his arm.

“Is there a door here?” He stopped.

“Yes, I’ll get it—”

He pulled her back and stepped forward with his hand extended in front of him. His palm smacked into the door.

He swept his hand down the cool, smooth wood and found the round knob. He opened the door and motioned for her to go through. Clay followed, and she slipped her wrist back through his arm, gently tugging him to the left. A smile tickled his lips. Doctor Tarkiel allowed him to move about as an adult unlike his brothers who herded him like an imbecile or small child.

He curved his lips in a smile of thanks and tipped his head Dr. Tarkiel’s way. Her intake of breath and tightening grip on his arm proved he affected her in the same heart racing way she affected him.

For the first time since losing his sight, he saw a future.
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Clay kept his hand on the rail and followed the sound of shuffling feet as the group toured the school. At breakfast they introduced themselves. Eight boys, not counting himself, and four girls made up the student body this semester. He and one other boy were new, but they were all herded around the facility as if the staff thought they found comfort in numbers.

He’d have preferred a personal tour by the doctor. She hadn’t said when she could give him an examination. He wanted to ask, but didn’t want to cause a rift by asking Mrs. White if he could talk with Dr. Tarkiel. 

The tour hadn’t come upon the infirmary in the maze of halls. The music teacher, Miss Valerie Hubert, had tittered when he asked a question earlier, and he wasn’t about to ask her another. He’d put his foot down at having music lessons. He’d come here to learn skills to help his brothers, and serenading the stamps or the mine wasn’t going to get them any more gold.

“Everyone into the music room. You’ll start each day bringing the love of music into your world.”

Miss Hubert’s dry squawky voice didn’t sound like she could sing any better than a crow.

Clay stopped at the door. “Miss Hubert, I’m not here to learn music. I’ll go to the reading room and start learning to read.” He continued past the door. A claw-like hand dug into his arm through his flannel shirt.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Halsey, but all students are to have music.” The warble in her voice proved no one had ever bucked the rules.

“I’m not wasting time here learning music. That’s not a skill I need to help my brothers at our stamp mill.” He yanked free of her hold and crossed his arms. He wasn’t a child, and he wasn’t going to waste time learning to sing. The school needed to cater to older students.

“Is there a problem here, Miss Hubert?” Mrs. White’s domineering voice echoed in the hall.

“I’m not taking music lessons.” Clay didn’t care if they tossed him out. He’d find another way to learn to help at the stamp mill without wasting his time singing.

“Let’s go speak to Mr. Griffin.” The matron gripped his elbow.

Clay shook it loose and marched across the hall—five strides—grasped the rail, and headed to the superintendent’s office. One thing about moving slow on the group tour, it had given him time to sketch a diagram of the halls in his mind and count steps. He knew where to find the superintendent.

The handrail disappeared. He ducked into the office and drank in the aroma of cigar and leather. He walked straight into the room until his outstretched hand bumped the back of a chair.

“Mr. Halsey.” The superintendent’s voice rumbled from beside him. “Why are you here and not on the first day tour?”

“I’m not taking music lessons. I need to take an extra class of Braille instead.” Blazes! He wasn’t a child to be ordered around. He was a man, and a man made his own decisions. His face heated with anger. He’d be damned if he wasted his time in a room full of singing children.

“I see.” Mr. Griffin cleared his throat.

The click of a door shutting behind him swung Clay around. “Who else is in the room with us?” he asked.

“No one, Mr. Halsey. I had Mrs. White close the door.” The man’s steps retreated. “You may sit, Mr. Halsey.”

Clay gripped the back of the wooden chair in front of him. He wasn’t going to sit. He wanted to stay in a strong position. “No, thanks. I don’t plan on staying that long.” He relaxed his fingers on the chair. “Mr. Griffin, no disrespect to Miss Hubert or the school, but I’m here to learn to read and help my brothers, not sing in a choir. I’d rather put my time to better use.”

“I understand, but Miss Collins doesn’t come in until the afternoon. The mornings are spent with music and trades.”

Damn! Clay didn’t need a trade or to learn music. He needed typing and reading. “What about Donny? Does he take music lessons?”

“No, he’s not really a student any more. He teaches the broom-making classes. Why?”

“Then he can work with me on reading while the rest of the students are singing. I assume he knows how to read Braille?” Clay wanted to learn as fast as he could.

“I suppose...” The skepticism in the man’s voice rang like a fire bell.

“What? Why do you seem hesitant?” This had to work. Unless the doctor could read Braille and teach him... There was a thought. And not an unpleasant one. His heart picked up pace.

“Donny has a problem with adult males.” The man coughed. “This is confidential, but if you want the boy to work with you, you should know his father is the reason he’s blind. The man whacked him hard upside the head one too many times.”

A vision of Aileen’s boy, Colin, came to mind. He and his mother had been victims of her second husband. “I know a little about how to handle a boy like that. My new nephew came from a similar situation.”

“Let me have Mrs. White round up Donny.” The rustle of the man’s clothes and the sharp tang of cigar swirled. A whoosh of lye-filled air wafted around him.

Voices mumbled behind him. He heard the woman snort, then her retreating footsteps.

Mr. Griffin’s footsteps tapped past. “Mrs. White will bring Donny here, and we’ll ask him if he’ll do this.” A chair creaked behind the desk. “Please, sit. It could be a while before Mrs. White finds the boy.”

Clay tried to read the emotions in the man’s voice. Did he like the boy or only tolerate him? He eased around the chair and sat down.

“Will you join the students in the trade classes?” Mr. Griffin’s grating tone held censure and resignation.

“I already have a trade. As I said, I help my brothers with the family business. Typing and reading are the skills I need.” He leaned back in the chair and crossed his arms.

Footsteps and voices floated through the open door. “I’m getting ready for my class, what’s with dragging me down to Griffin’s office?” The indignant voice, Clay remembered from tripping the boy, harangued the matron.

“Donny!” The superintendent’s firm tone indicated he wouldn’t put up with insolence.

“Mr. Griffin may I speak?” Clay didn’t want Donny ordered to help him.

“Go ahead, Mr. Halsey.”

Mr. Griffin’s sighing “good luck” attitude almost made Clay smile. He stood and extended his hand, hoping the matron would point Donny in the right direction. “Donny, I’m Clay Halsey. I’m looking for someone to teach me to read Braille in the mornings while the others are singing.”

A calloused hand, half the size of his, touched Clay’s palm, and he gave it a firm shake.

“Why’re you askin’ me?”

The skepticism in his young voice made Clay smile. The boy’s distrust reminded him of his nephew, Colin.

“Because the reading teacher doesn’t come in until the afternoon, and you read Braille and teach.” He wished he could see the boy’s face and determine if his words sank in. Damn, losing his sight made him more than physically blind, it made him emotionally blind. He’d give anything to see what emotions played across the boy’s face. That way he’d know what to say to get the boy to come around to helping him.

“I’ll lose set-up time for my class.”

“I’ll have nothing to do after our reading class. I can help you prepare the classroom.”

The boy laughed, shooting Clay’s temper up a notch. “How are you going to help with something you know nothin’ about?”

“I’m a fast learner, and I’ve been working with my hands a lot longer than you’ve been teaching how to make brooms.”

“Gentlemen,” Mr. Griffin said, “how about Mr. Halsey sits in your class today, and if you think he can handle helping you, you’ll start reading with him tomorrow.”

“I agree. How about you, Donny?” He didn’t want to waste half a day at the school. The short time he’d been around the boy, he felt a kinship, not only through their blindness but their need to feel useful. He could help Donny feel useful, and possibly help him get over his fear of men.

Feet shuffled, and a groan of regret filled the air. “All right. But if he messes up my room or bugs the other students, I’m not helpin’ him.”

Clay wanted to strangle the little brat and give him a handshake to seal the deal.

“Donny, show Mr. Halsey to the broom-making area.” A hand landed on Clay’s shoulder. “Mr. Halsey, good luck,” the superintendent said close to his ear.

Clay chuckled. He’d prove all of them wrong. Donny, the superintendent, even his brothers. He’d be back at the mill in time to enjoy the last rays of summer sun.

He followed Donny into the broom-making room. The scent of fresh dried straw with a sweeter undertone wafted around him, bringing back memories of feeding the horses. He inhaled. A tang of dried wood also hung in the air.

“Stay to the right.” Donny’s voice carried to him from the middle of the room. “Feel along the edge. There are five stations set up.” The rattle of corn stalks grew closer as Donny’s footsteps approached. “Are you in the first station?”

Clay ran his right palm along a wood surface. “Is there a table?” He felt a low, metal pan. “A pan.” His fingers dipped into water. “With water?”

“Yes,” Donny said near him.

The straw scent engulfed him as tassels brushed past his face.

“Watch where you’re going.”

Something hard smacked him in the side, and he fumbled around until his hand was captured.

Donny placed Clay’s hand on a pile of round, long, corn-like stalks. “This is the broomcorn we use to make the brooms.”

“I didn’t know brooms were made from corn.” Clay picked up one piece and ran his fingers the length of the stalk. There weren’t any ears, and the scratchy leaves were slenderer than corn. The top tassel was stronger, harder than the top of a corn stalk. Seeds sprinkled onto his palm.

“It isn’t corn. It’s sorghum. But because it looks like corn when it’s growin’ and it’s used for brooms it’s called broomcorn.” Donny grasped his wrist again. “Each station is set up with a pile of broomcorn and a seed scraper.” Donny dipped Clay’s fingers in the water. “And water to soak the straw.” He pulled Clay’s hand out of the water and placed it on a ball of wound string. “The twine is used to secure the straw to the handle.” The boy raised Clay’s arm and moved it around in the air until a thin rope twisted around Clay’s wrist. “This is used to tighten the twine around the stalks. It’s kind of like a pulley, only the rope loops over the rafter. One end is on the person’s foot acting as a weight. The other is slipped around the broomcorn, tightening it to wrap and tie with the twine.”

Donny untangled Clay’s wrist and led him forward. “This is another station. I have to make sure they all have water, broomcorn, twine, and handles.” They stopped four strides from the last station. “I was pourin’ water when Mrs. White came and got me. There are two more to fill.” Donny pivoted Clay to the left, and they walked forward five strides. Clay reached ahead and smacked his knuckles into a table, hip height.

“The supplies are kept on this table. Mr. Smith replenishes them every night and takes away the finished brooms.” Donny’s voice drifted to the right. “Stay here until I get the rest of the water poured.”

Clay ran his hands over the table top, walking first left and encountering broomcorn, and then right and finding balls of twine, small wooden pegs the size of a match but sturdier, and long wooden staffs. Fingering the length of the staff, he discovered two holes the perfect size for the wooden pegs. Water splashed behind him.

Donny knew this room and his trade well. “How did you end up teaching this class?” Clay positioned his back to the table of supplies and listened for Donny’s whereabouts.

“I made brooms before I became blind.” The scorn in the boy’s voice piqued Clay’s interest.

“How long ago did you lose your sight?”

“I was eight, I’m twelve now.” Water splashed again.

“Why were you making brooms at such an early age?” At eight, Clay had worked alongside his father and brothers in the mine, but never more than an hour at a time.

“Because my drunken father couldn’t keep up with the orders.” Donny’s voice deepened with anger. He stomped toward Clay. “My ma and little sister had to eat. I’d watched Pa enough to know how to do it. And when he was drinkin’ ’stead of fillin’ orders, I started makin’ them.”

“If you aren’t there to make brooms, how are your ma and sister managing?” Clay thought of his new sister-in-law and how she and her children had scratched to get by until Ethan fell in love with the whole lot of them.

“I get paid for teachin’. I give the money to my ma. They moved here when I came to the school.” He snorted. “My pa can rot in hell. He may have taken my sight, but I’m a better man than he is.”

“I agree.”

The boy’s intake of breath made Clay smile. Donny hadn’t expected an adult to take his side. Clay pondered what the matron had said earlier. “Why did Mrs. White say you don’t have any place else to go?”

“My money here just pays for a room at a boardin’ house for my ma and sister. What my ma can make sewin’ helps them some. But they can’t afford another mouth to feed. So I stay here.” He cleared his throat and sighed heavily. The boy’s resignation struck a chord with Clay.

“You won’t be here forever. At sixteen you could start up a broom-making shop.”

“You think so?” Hope rang in Donny’s tone.

“Yes. Now, what can I do? I don’t like to stand around.”

Donny stepped beside him. “To your left are wooden pegs. Use the small mallet and insert one in each hole on the handle.”

Clay smiled. Finally, something he could do. He grasped a handle, found the hole with one finger, poked a peg in the hole, and brought the mallet down. It wasn’t the same as pounding a stake in the ground for cart tracks, but each swing of the mallet proved he could do more than sit in the dark and feel sorry for himself. He hoped learning to read Braille proved as easy and satisfying.
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Rachel entered the superintendent’s office. She had time to check Mr. Halsey’s eyes but hadn’t found him in the music room with the other students.

“Dr. Tarkiel, good morning.”

His over-enthusiastic welcome and exaggerated smile were always at the ready for her. Even though the state paid for her to be on call to the school, her father gave the school generous donations to make sure she had a place to practice medicine. That her father more or less paid for her to have a doctor’s position irritated her. She’d give up her family ties to strike out in her own practice. But until the blind school, no one had wanted a woman doctor with a disfigured face. Even the hospital had turned her down, despite her glowing credentials in surgical applications.

“Mr. Griffin, I’ve come to ask that you have a word with Mrs. White. She is condescending and rude to Mr. Smith.”

His smile drooped, and his eyes lost their welcoming gleam. “Mrs. White has been the matron here for many years and no one has complained about her behavior.” He shuffled papers on the desk and avoided eye contact.

“That’s because she has bullied everyone into not saying anything. She has a good heart, for the most part. But her prejudices need to be kept to herself. It makes the children frightened of Mr. Smith, and they shouldn’t be. He does so much for them and the school.”

“Is that all?”

His quick dismissal didn’t surprise her given Mr. Griffin’s indifference to Mrs. White’s treatment of the handyman. She’d have to ask Mr. Smith how he came to get this job when it was evident two of the staff held such bigotry.

“No. Where might I find Mr. Halsey?”

The superintendent jerked his head up, his eyes questioning. “Why are you looking for Mr. Halsey?”

“All students require a physical.” She squeezed her hands together in an attempt to not say more to endanger her job. She may hate the fact her father “bought” this job, but at least she wasn’t a burden on her family.

“B-but he’s a man...”

“Yes, and I’m a doctor who is paid to check all incoming students.”

He stared at her like she’d pulled up her skirts and shown her knees. She’d received that look so many times when working with a male patient, her face didn’t heat anymore. 

“It is no different than a male doctor giving a female patient a physical.”

“He’s helping Donny set up for the broom-making class.” His gaze strayed to the scar on her face, and then darted away.

“Thank you.” She spun out of the stuffy confines of the office and shook out her aching fingers. She may desire a more fulfilling physician’s appointment, but she didn’t want to lose this one until something better came along. She would never allow herself to be a burden on her parents.

Her heart fluttered the closer she walked to the door of the broom-making room. She’d be lying if she said she didn’t look forward to giving Mr. Halsey a physical. Heat flamed up her neck and scorched her cheeks. Heavens! Not in an inappropriate way. She enjoyed his company and the ease with which they could talk. And yes, the way his touch ignited her senses fascinated her.

She stepped in the door and smiled. Donny and Clay chatted like old friends, working side-by-side at a table laden with supplies.

“Excuse me, Donny, Mr. Halsey?”

The two turned toward her voice at the same time. Donny’s brow scrunched in concern, but a smile lit Mr. Halsey’s face. Her midsection did a slow roll, and heat curled behind her bellybutton.
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