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    Praise for Karen Witemeyer’s Previous Novels


    A Tailor-Made Bride


    “Witemeyer’s debut will grab fans in the historical romance crowd. She blends lively writing, storytelling prowess, and enough romance to keep readers satisfied.... Thought-provoking and entertaining faith-based fiction for sure.”


    Publishers Weekly


    “In A Tailor-Made Bride, Karen Witemeyer presents a well-paced story of evolving insight, loving acceptance, and a humor that takes the reader from knowing chuckles to out-and-out laughter.”


    lovewesternromances.com


    “Readers of historical romance will be delighted to discover a new author who writes like a seasoned veteran of the genre yet with a freshness that is uniquely her own. Karen Witemeyer has penned a novel as fun and feisty as the cover suggests, with an innovative heroine determined to make the most of the blessings bestowed upon her and a hero who is as surly as he is good looking.”


    Novel Reviews


    Head in the Clouds


    “Readers won’t be disappointed... in the strong, lovable Adelaide and her ultimate Prince Charming.”


    Publishers Weekly


    “Witemeyer writes a powerful novel about deceit, betrayal and love. The main character is a combination of strength and vulnerability, with a fierce desire to protect Isabella. The love that develops between Adelaide and Gideon is fast, but believable.”


    Romantic Times—4-star review


    “Joyful outlook and wit in the face of hardships and sacrifice blends with the story’s other strengths to make Head in the Clouds a satisfying read.”


    lovewesternromances.com

  


  
    


    [image: ]


    To my dad.



    I knew you for only sixteen years before Jesus called you home, but in that time, you taught me to laugh, to sing, and to give my best in every endeavor. Because of you, it is easy to believe in a heavenly Father who loves his children with unconditional fervor and whose forgiveness knows no bounds.


    I love you, Daddy.
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    Hatred stirreth up strifes: but love covereth all sins.


    Proverbs 10:12

  


  
    

    Chapter One
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    Spencer, Texas

    February 1887


    After two years, they’d finally cut him loose. Gave him a new suit of clothes and everything. Funny, though. The shame of the convict stripes still clung to him, as if tattooed horizontally across his skin. Levi Grant rolled his shoulders under the slightly-too-tight coat he’d been issued and wondered how long it would take to get reaccustomed to ordinary clothes.


    Or to get the smell of turnips out of them.


    A farmer had let him ride in his wagon bed for the last ten miles or so of his journey from Huntsville. Levi’s feet had welcomed the respite, but now, standing outside the parson’s small box-shaped house, second thoughts needled him.


    His future hinged on making a good impression. The Bible and recommendation letter in his knapsack fueled his hope, but his past dragged behind him like the lead ball that used to be shackled to his leg. The Father might have forgiven his prodigal ways, but the world was full of parabolic older brothers who would either resent the second chance he’d been given or condemn him outright. Not that he would blame them. Christian charity could only be expected to stretch so far.


    A gust of cool February wind jarred him from his thoughts and pushed him forward. The Lord had led him to the preacher’s threshold—the least Levi could do was knock on the door.


    He climbed the steps onto the porch, ducking under a barren rose trellis. Winter had temporarily robbed the latticework of its color, but the promise of spring lingered in the twining stems. Levi rapped a knuckle against the door and waited.


    Seconds ticked by. He shifted from one foot to the other. An urge to run burgeoned inside his chest until his lungs found it difficult to expand. He blew out what little air was left in them and paced to the rail. Had he been wrong to come? Forcing himself to breathe evenly, he began to count the number of pickets in the fence across the yard. He’d barely made it to seven when the door clicked open behind him. Levi spun around. Seeing a woman, he yanked his hat from his head.


    “Can I help you?” The tiny lady finished wiping her hands on her apron and looked up at him, her eyes widening only slightly as she took in his size.


    “Levi Grant, ma’am. I’m here to”—See? No—“talk to David Cranford.” The pause hadn’t been long, but she’d blinked, a sure indication that she’d noticed. Years of avoiding S sounds in his speech had made him adept at finding substitutes, but it still took his brain time to recognize and reject the S words that came to mind automatically.


    “Mr. Grant, of course. We’ve been expecting you. Please, come in.” A warm smile blossomed across her face as she pulled the door wide.


    Levi swiveled sideways to edge through the opening without grazing his hostess. His size came in handy when pounding iron, but it was a hindrance around delicate ladies in delicate houses.


    She led him to a parlor full of treacherous knickknacks and spindly chairs and left him there with the impossible task of making himself comfortable while she fetched her husband.


    Choosing the most substantial piece of furniture in the room, Levi cautiously lowered himself onto the green tapestry sofa, wincing with each creak of the thin oak legs. He slung his knapsack off his shoulder and into his lap, then reached inside for the letter from his chaplain and mentor, Jonathan Willis.


    Soft footfalls sounded in the hall. Levi shoved the sack aside and lurched to his feet, still clutching the letter.


    “Mr. Grant. Welcome to Spencer.” A thin man with dark hair graying at the temples strode across the parlor carpet, his hand outstretched. “Jonathan wired that you were coming.”


    Levi handed over the letter and gripped the man’s hand, careful not to squeeze too hard. The preacher was a good head shorter and probably a decade older than Levi’s thirty years, but his eyes exuded kindness and a blunt honesty that communicated his knowledge of Levi’s past without casting judgment.


    “Please, sit.”


    Levi bent slowly to retake his seat on the sofa while David Cranford settled into an armchair. He opened the letter Levi had given him but barely scanned the contents before folding it back up and slipping it into his coat pocket.


    “You’ll be glad to know that everything is in place,” Cranford said. “Mr. Spencer accepted my recommendation and forwarded the lease papers to our bank. You should be in business by the end of the week.”


    Levi swallowed what moisture he could summon from his arid mouth. “No interview?”


    “Not a formal one, no. We’ve been without a blacksmith for nigh onto four months now. And with spring planting around the corner... Well... let’s just say the townsfolk have not been shy in vocalizing their dissatisfaction. Mr. Spencer was anxious to find a blacksmith, and I was happy to recommend you to him. As long as his representative finds no glaring faults in you, things should go smoothly.”


    No glaring faults? Levi nearly laughed aloud. His faults glared brighter than streaks exposed by sunlight on a freshly cleaned window. His only hope was to hide them from this representative until he’d had a chance to prove himself.


    “Did you tell him about... ?” Levi cleared his throat but couldn’t quite spit out the rest of the question.


    The preacher shook his head. “No. And I see no reason to enlighten anyone at this point. It has no direct bearing on your ability to perform your duties.”


    Levi relaxed into the cushioned sofa just a bit. He had a chance, then.


    “The truth will come out eventually, though,” the man cautioned, “and it would be better for it to come from you than somewhere else, but I believe a man has the right to demonstrate his character by his actions instead of being weighed solely by his past mistakes.


    “I’ve known Jonathan Willis since our days at seminary,” Cranford continued. “He speaks highly of you, Mr. Grant. And that’s good enough for me. I’ll gladly introduce you to Mr. Spencer’s agent and reiterate my recommendation.”


    “Thank you.” Levi had not expected such generosity. Didn’t deserve it. Yet he’d not be so foolish as to reject it. He’d spent enough time in foolish pursuits.


    “‘There is therefore now no condemnation to them which are in Christ Jesus.’” The preacher patted the leather cover of the Bible sitting on the round parlor stand between the arm of his chair and the sofa, his gaze intent. Almost as if he were trying to bore a hole through Levi’s hide to embed the truth of the words into his soul.


    Levi turned his head away from the man’s scrutiny to stare instead at a porcelain shepherdess guarding a shelf on the front wall. He knew the passage from Romans 8. He even believed it. Yet no matter how hard his brain tried to convince his heart, self-reproach still clung to him like a parasite.


    “You’re a new man making a new start.”


    Levi jerked his head around.


    “Leave the guilt behind, son.”
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    “Leave the other book on my desk. I’ll shelve it for you later.”


    Eden Spencer tried to hurry her last patron out, an elderly woman who moved slower than a bug on flypaper. Normally she didn’t mind chatting with Pearl after closing time, but today she did. Norman Draper had strolled past her window five minutes ago, portfolio in hand—no doubt on his way to get the new blacksmith’s signature on the building lease. Before she’d even had a chance to talk to the man. Eden pressed her lips together to keep her irritation at bay as she helped Pearl with her scarf.


    Why was it that no one on the town council took her role as her father’s representative seriously? What if she found the new smith unsuitable? If the banker jumped the gun with the papers, it would make sending the man on his way vastly more difficult. Thank goodness Emma had stopped by earlier to let her know the smith had arrived. Now, if she could just hurry Pearl along a bit, maybe she could dash across the street to the parsonage in time to prevent any rash action on Mr. Draper’s part.


    “Here’s your book, Pearl.” Eden placed the small volume of poetry into the older woman’s hands.


    “Thank you, dear. My afternoons would be dreadfully dull without something new to read every now and again.”


    “I’m glad I could help.” Eden swung her door open, ignoring the chilly breeze that ruffled her skirts. She took Pearl’s elbow and guided her down to the street, taking extra care on the steps. Then she bid the woman a quick farewell and darted back into the house, where she snatched her black cashmere shawl from the hall tree and flung it around her shoulders. Plunking a bonnet on her head, she let the ribbons flap freely as she loped down the front walk. Loped, not ran. Running would be unseemly.


    “Whoa there, little lady. What’s the hurry?”


    Eden groaned. Sheriff Pratt’s office was around the corner on Main Street, and he had taken up the habit of watching for her from his rear window. The town matrons found it sweet the way he escorted her around town. Eden found it a nuisance.


    “I’m afraid I can’t talk, Sheriff. I’m late for a meeting.” She offered an apologetic wave as she bustled past without slowing her pace. She had just about reached the churchyard when he lunged in front of her, forcing her to choose between halting and colliding with his person. She opted for the halt.


    “Is that any way to talk to your betrothed?” His syrupy voice set her skin to itching.


    Eden gathered her shawl a bit more tightly about her. “I’m not your betrothed, Sheriff. I refused your proposal three weeks ago.”


    “And nearly busted my heart in the process, but I forgive you.”


    She didn’t want to be forgiven. She wanted to be left alone.


    Sheriff Pratt clasped the crown of his felt hat and dragged it from his head down to the general vicinity of his heart, or more precisely, the area above his belly paunch.


    “I’m just letting you know the offer’s still on the table. In case you decide to reconsider.” He smiled at her and winked, but the gesture seemed void of true affection. The man might want to marry her, but Eden doubted his reasons had anything to do with tender feelings. He probably figured tying himself to a Spencer would be good for his career. He was up for reelection, after all.


    “Thank you, Sheriff, but—”


    “Conrad, darlin’. Call me Conrad.”


    Eden stiffened. “Sheriff Pratt...” She emphasized the formal address. “I appreciate your kind consideration, but my answer remains unchanged. Now, if you’ll excuse me?”


    His smile tightened, but apparently the gentleman in him won out. He extended his hat in a sweeping motion as he stepped aside. “I’ll wish you a good evening, then, Miss Spencer.”


    “Thank you. And a good evening to you.” Eden nodded and moved past. Her conscience pricked a little over having been short with him, but after the indignity she’d suffered five years ago, she was in no hurry to commit herself to another man. Especially not to one who wore a gun. Violence only begot more violence, and she couldn’t imagine aligning herself with a man who had blood on his hands—even if he stood on the right side of the law.


    Having reached the parsonage, Eden thrust aside all thoughts of the sheriff and raised her hand to knock. Emma Cranford answered swiftly.


    “They haven’t signed anything yet, have they?” Eden asked as she breezed past the preacher’s wife, focused solely on making her way to the front room, where the men were congregating.


    Soft laughter echoed behind her. “Are you planning to storm the castle, Eden?” There was more teasing than chiding in the question. Nevertheless, it succeeded in slowing Eden’s step and getting her to turn around and face her neglected hostess.


    “I’m sorry, Emma. I didn’t even greet you, did I?”


    “Never mind,” she said as she shooed Eden toward the parlor. “We’ve been friends too long for me to be offended by such silly details. I know not to get in your way when you’re on a mission.” She smiled in the forgiving way of hers that relieved Eden’s conscience even while it made her silently promise never to repeat the infraction.


    “Go on. Get in there before Mr. Draper bullies them into signing without you.”


    Eden nodded her thanks and spun back toward the parlor.


    Male voices grew louder as she approached, Mr. Draper’s being the most adamant. “... no telling when Miss Spencer will get around to making an appearance. You know how women are. If Calvin Spencer gave his approval, that’s all I require.”


    “I’m sure she’ll be along short—”


    “Well, I’m here now. But I won’t be for long. I have a town council meeting to attend. And if Mr. Grant wants to lease the smithy, he’ll sign the papers now.”


    Storm the castle, indeed. Bristling, Eden set her shoulders for battle and swept into the room. “If Mr. Grant wants to lease the smithy, he’ll have to gain my approval or the papers will be meaningless.”


    The banker turned hostile eyes on her and opened his mouth, most likely to inform her that his papers were legal with or without her approval, but David Cranford managed to forestall the argument by jumping to his feet and rushing to her side.


    “Miss Spencer! So good to see you.” He wisely positioned himself between her and the banker. “May I introduce you to the man who recently applied to be our new blacksmith?”


    As David stretched his arm out toward the sofa, a man rose to his feet. Slowly. Well, it wasn’t so much that his movement was slow, but that there was a great deal of him to unfold from where he sat.


    At some level, her mind registered the preacher’s voice as he made the formal introduction, but the rest of her attention remained riveted on the giant in Emma’s parlor. If the mythical Hercules had been inspired by an actual person, this man would surely be a descendant. She’d never seen such broad shoulders.


    Her gaze moved from his shoulders to his face. Square jaw. Firm lips. Straight nose, barring the bump on the bridge, where it looked like it’d been broken. Everything about him was hard—except his eyes. Vulnerability shone in their gray depths. Or at least she thought it did. He shifted his regard to the floor so fast, she couldn’t be sure.


    David cleared his throat, and Eden blinked, realizing she was expected to speak. “Pleasure to meet you, Mr.... ah... Mr. Grant.”


    “Ma’am.” He nodded to her, his gaze barely brushing her chin before falling again to the floor.


    Good heavens. How was she supposed to conduct an interview with a man whose size was so startling she could scarcely manage a coherent greeting?

  


  
    

    Chapter Two
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    Levi forced his gaze away from the auburn-haired beauty standing beside David Cranford. This was Mr. Spencer’s representative? He’d been prepared to face a man like Mr. Draper—professional, practical, and more than a bit pompous, but a woman who looked like she belonged in some rich man’s drawing room? He’d be lucky to string a handful of words together under her scrutiny.


    It wouldn’t be so bad if she were older, or pinched-faced or something. Even having her look down her nose at him would help. But, no. She had to be young, and prettier than a spring meadow in her green dress with the flowery ruffles. Yeah, he’d noticed. Noticed the way her eyes widened when she got a look at him, too. Wished he could tell if it was fear or appreciation that prompted that reaction.


    “Come. Have a seat, Eden.” David Cranford ushered her to a chair near his own and waved Levi and Draper back into theirs. “We might as well get this business done while everyone is here.”


    The banker grumbled something about interfering women, but Levi ignored the muttering as he retook his seat on the sofa. Draper might not think too highly of the female, but Calvin Spencer obviously did, and Levi had no intention of alienating the man’s representative, no matter her gender.


    “Miss Spencer runs the library down the street,” Cranford explained to Levi as the lady removed her shawl and bonnet, draping them across the arm of her chair. “And since Mr. Spencer resides in Austin, she also serves as her father’s representative on town matters.”


    Draper heaved an audible sigh. “Let’s forgo the explanations, shall we? All Mr. Grant needs to know is that Calvin Spencer owns the blacksmith shop he wishes to lease, and that, for some unfathomable reason, our founding father wishes his daughter to give her approval before the papers are signed.”


    The banker dipped his chin toward the young woman, his voice brittle. “If you’d be so kind as to get this interview underway, Miss Spencer? Some of us have places to be.”


    Levi dug his fingers into his knees, disgusted by the man’s attitude. He wanted to glare him into repentance, but instead, he turned toward Miss Spencer and tried to apologize with his eyes. “I’d be glad to”—Answer your questions?—“tell you whatever you need to know, ma’am.”


    “Thank you, Mr. Grant.” She offered him a small smile, and he returned the gesture, relief uncoiling the knots in his belly. “And please, call me Miss Spencer. Ma’am makes me feel decrepit.”


    Her smile widened, and Levi tried to match it while the knots reasserted themselves in his stomach and climbed into his throat.


    “You’re far from decrepit,” he assured her.


    Her eyelashes fluttered as her gaze dipped to her lap, and Levi exhaled, grateful to have extricated himself for the time being, even though he knew he was doomed to offend her in the future. Her name had so many S’s in it, he’d hiss worse than a steaming kettle if he attempted to pronounce it. And if ma’am got her dander up, too? Well, he was sunk.


    “So tell me about your work experience, Mr. Grant.” Miss Spencer’s lashes lifted, and her eyes glowed with purpose. “I’m sure Mr. Cranford has expressed our town’s need for a blacksmith, but let me assure you that I’d rather prolong our search than employ a smith who offers shoddy craftsmanship.”


    Regardless of the opinions of the men in the room, the lady took her responsibilities seriously. Levi checked his posture, rolling his shoulders back slightly to make sure he was straight, then met her gaze head on. Time to get down to business.


    Deliberating over each phrase, he pieced together a halting answer. “My father... taught my brother and me the trade. I’ve manned a forge... from the time... well, from the time I could hold a hammer.”


    “And where are you from?”


    He couldn’t say Huntsville. One, because he really couldn’t say it. And two, because everyone knew of the state prison there. Such a response would provoke too many questions. However, he’d not dishonor his new commitment to Christ by lying, either.


    “I... grew up in Caldwell.”


    “That’s south of here, isn’t it?”


    Levi nodded. “Yep. Near Hearne.” He turned away from her for a moment, hoping to cut off the line of questioning that was growing increasingly uncomfortable. The unspoken code of the West was to let a man’s past alone. He didn’t know if that held true in employment interviews, but he’d do his dead-level best to invoke it if possible.


    Miss Spencer shifted in her chair, as if sensing his unease, but instead of pressing the issue as he would expect from a woman determined to prove her mettle, she hesitated. For a time-stretching moment, she peered into his face as if searching for proof of his character, then blinked and steered the conversation in a different direction.


    “You mentioned working with your father. Have you ever operated your own shop?”


    “No, ma’am.” As soon as the ma’am left his tongue, Levi slammed his lips closed, but it was too late. Miss Spencer’s eyebrow twitched, and Levi dropped his gaze like a schoolboy trying to avoid a teacher’s scolding.


    “Mr. Grant comes highly recommended,” the preacher interjected in an effort to smooth things over. “Your father found his references quite satisfactory.”


    “I’m aware of that.” Miss Spencer’s brow arched even farther, but at least this time she was looking at someone else. “Yet it is still up to me to ascertain the smith’s suitability. So, Mr. Grant...” Her attention fixed on Levi once again. “Do you have any written documentation vouching for the quality of your workmanship?”


    Levi forced himself to meet her stare without apology. “No.”


    He hadn’t actually plied his trade in close to six years. But his time as a bare-knuckle fighter combined with the eighteen months spent breaking rock at the Granite Mountain labor camp had kept him fit. He didn’t doubt for a moment that he could swing a sledge as well as he ever had. Maybe better. Seeing as how this time around he actually wanted the job.


    “Give me a month,” Levi urged, glancing at the banker and the preacher but focusing on the woman across from him. “If you find my work... inadequate... you can take back your offer.”


    Eden held the man’s gaze. His offer was fair. More than fair, really—seeing as how he could have leveraged his skill against their obvious need in order to take advantage of the situation. But he hadn’t. No, he’d answered her questions forthrightly, and treated her with respect. There was an earnestness about him, too, that made her want to trust him. Not that she was foolish enough to trust a man she’d just met, but he’d wisely given her exactly what she needed to say yes—a way out if things turned bad.


    “Can we write that into the lease, Mr. Draper?”


    The banker scowled at her. “Would doing so get me out of here in the next fifteen minutes?” He deliberately pulled his watch from his vest pocket, checked the time, and clicked it shut before raising his eyes back to hers.


    Eden bit back the retort that sat heavily on her tongue. Instead she favored him with a tight smile. “Having such a stipulation in place would assuage my concerns concerning Mr. Grant’s lack of references. Surely, it would only take a minute to add such an amendment to the lease papers.” She turned to David Cranford. “Do you have pen and ink, Mr. Cranford?”


    “Of course.” The preacher pushed to his feet and crossed to the desk that stood in the corner. With a dramatic sigh, the banker followed.


    Eden fiddled with the bonnet strings that draped over the arm of her chair and into her lap. Even though she and Mr. Grant were not alone in the room, it suddenly felt as though they were. She glanced in his direction, and her gaze collided with his. They both smiled, then quickly looked elsewhere. Well, Mr. Grant looked elsewhere. Eden couldn’t seem to find another object in the room on which to focus. But it wasn’t as if she wanted to look at him. The man was as big as a mountain. Where else was she supposed to look?


    He certainly possessed an abundance of brawn. Eden’s attention flittered over his arms as he leaned forward and balanced his forearms on his knees. The fabric of his sleeves seemed too meager to contain the muscles within as it stretched over his biceps. The heavy aspects of ironwork would be no hardship for this man. It was unfortunate that his intellect hadn’t developed to the same extent as his physique. Then again, he wasn’t interviewing for a position as schoolmaster, so what did it matter? Except that it did matter—to her—a bit more than it should.


    A vague feeling of disappointment had circulated through her when she first heard him speak. Why his halting verbiage should bother her, she had no idea. It wasn’t as if she had any personal attachment to the man.


    Eden sat up straighter in her chair, uncrossing her ankles and then crossing them again in the opposite direction. She forced her eyes away from the blacksmith, glancing behind him to where Mr. Draper stood hunched over the desk, penning an addendum into the lease contract. Unfortunately, Mr. Grant chose that moment to straighten his own posture, the top of his head moving to block a good portion of the banker’s back and half of the preacher’s arm from her view. Eden bit the inside of her lip.


    For heaven’s sake. She was tempted to think he had somehow discerned her intention to ignore him and taken action to prevent it. But, no. The man was just restless. He lifted a hand and scratched a spot behind his ear as he turned toward the window. When he finished, a small tuft of hair stuck out, somehow making the gargantuan man seem almost boyish. Eden’s lips curved slightly before she pressed them back down into an indifferent line. His thick, dark brown hair was cropped into short waves. She wouldn’t call them curls; that descriptor sounded much too feminine for a man as rugged as Mr. Grant. However, the strands looked as though they would easily wind around a person’s finger... should a... uh... person’s finger have cause to be in his hair.


    The smith glanced back at that moment, and Eden dropped her gaze to her lap—where her right index finger had apparently wound itself up in her bonnet ribbon while she’d been contemplating the man’s hair. She immediately extricated the iniquitous digit and gave it a firm glare.


    She wasn’t in the market for a man, and even if she were, she’d never be attracted to one who lacked wit and intelligence. It was not that she didn’t respect a man who worked with his hands. Skilled tradesmen were crucial to a town’s economy. Nonetheless, she couldn’t imagine spending her life with someone who was unable to converse with her about Dickens or argue the merits of Twain. Love of literature encapsulated too large a part of her not to share.


    “It’s ready, Mr. Grant.” The banker cleared his throat, effectively cutting off Eden’s wayward thoughts. “Come, read over the lease agreement. Mr. Cranford can serve as witness.”


    The smith rose and strode across the rug toward the desk. Eden jumped up and followed, an insistent inner voice demanding that she be allowed to read the addendum before the men signed it. She clamped her teeth closed against it, though. Mr. Draper already thought her enough of a harpy without her questioning his honor. Besides, David Cranford had observed the banker’s edits, and she trusted the minister’s integrity.


    Mr. Grant nodded to the men as he accepted the contract. He swiftly reviewed the page, as if the legal jargon presented no difficulty for him, which caused Eden to raise a brow. That didn’t fit her image of him. Then again, the man was eager to obtain employment. He was probably just putting on a show—pretending to read in order to make a good impression before signing the papers.


    Once Mr. Grant and the minister signed their names, Norman Draper stuffed the lease into his portfolio and held out his hand to the blacksmith. “Welcome to Spencer.”


    Mr. Grant smiled and gripped the man’s hand. “Thank you....”


    There he went again. He opened his mouth to say more, then didn’t.


    “One of our council members, Luther Colby, owns the local hotel and has offered to put you up tonight free of charge.” Mr. Draper collected his hat and tucked it into the crook of his arm. “Should you require additional time to search for more permanent accommodations, all subsequent charges will be your responsibility.”


    The blacksmith nodded.


    “Claude Barnes down at the livery has been filling in as temporary farrier, so he can show you around the shop.”


    “I’ll... come by tomorrow morning.”


    As the men shook hands and thumped each other on the back, Eden retreated and fetched her shawl and bonnet. She needed to be going, too. Verna would have a conniption if she showed up late for dinner—what with the Ladies Aid meeting tonight.


    She slid the shawl around her upper arms and wandered back toward the kitchen to say her farewells to Emma. But before she left the parlor, she cast a final glance over her shoulder—and found the blacksmith watching her.


    “Have a good evening, ma’am.” The deep voice vibrated through her like the low timbre of a concert cello. The only discordant thing about it was that he still called her ma’am. Perhaps he had forgotten her request. He’d been focused on securing employment, after all, not social connections. A little reminder might be in order.


    “Congratulations on your appointment, Mr. Grant,” she said. “And please, do call me Miss Spencer.”


    A strange look passed over his face, almost as if he were battling a rising frustration. Why on earth would he be frustrated with her? Hadn’t she just wished him well?


    She tied her bonnet ribbons into a bow beneath her chin as she waited for him to answer, her hackles rising as each silent second ticked by.


    Finally, he managed to spit out a “Thank you” accompanied by one of those generic nods he seemed so fond of. Either Mr. Grant had some sort of mental blockage when it came to names, or he didn’t deem hers worth remembering.


    Eden turned and made her escape, telling herself in no uncertain terms that the tiny ache in her chest was a touch of indigestion, nothing more.

  


  
    

    Chapter Three
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    Eden made every effort to banish Mr. Grant from her mind as she welcomed the members of Spencer’s Ladies Aid Society into her home for their weekly meeting later that evening. However, the new blacksmith seemed to be all anyone could talk about.


    “My Chester told me everything over supper,” Hattie Fowler informed the ladies who clustered around her the minute she arrived. The woman hadn’t even removed her cloak. Yet she didn’t seem to mind. She just flapped her wings and gathered her chicks closer. Hattie loved nothing so much as being the purveyor of social information.


    “Norman Draper reported all the pertinent details to the council, and Chester reported them to me. The man’s name is Levi Grant, and he used to work in his father’s smithy down in Caldwell.”


    Immediately, an image of Mr. Grant rose in her memory, and not the imposing one that was easier to dismiss, either. No, hearing his first name summoned the picture of him with his boyishly mussed hair made all the more charming when contrasted against his very mannish musculature.


    The moment Eden felt her mouth begin to tip upward at the corners, she shook off the recollection and stepped forward to touch Hattie’s arm. “Let me take your wrap, Mrs. Fowler.”


    “Thank you, dear.” Hattie managed to hand over her brocade cloak and matching lace cap without forfeiting any momentum. As she prattled on, answering questions and expounding opinions, Eden slipped into the smaller private parlor across the hall and gently deposited the items on the settee with the other coats and hats.


    When she returned, she attempted to skirt the group of ladies standing in the center of the reading room so that she could check on Verna in the kitchen, but Melody Cooper called out and stopped her.


    “There you are, Eden. Come here. Come here.” Her hand rotated in small, frantic circles as she waved Eden closer. “You must tell us.”


    “Tell you what?” Eden asked as she approached, propping up her hostess smile with an extra rod of patience.


    “What the new smith looks like. Hattie told us you were there.”


    “Yes, Eden. Tell us.” Hattie stared at her—not unkindly, but in a fashion that left Eden with the impression that the woman wished her to hurry and be done with it so she could continue holding court.


    “Well, there’s not much to tell, really. He’s tall and looks to be fairly strong. I imagine he’ll do a fine job.” She began to edge away.


    “But is he handsome?”


    “Does he wear a beard?”


    “How old would you say he is?”


    “What color is his hair?”


    The barrage of questions peppered her like tiny bullets. The firing squad closed in on her, their eager faces swimming in Eden’s vision as panic rose in her chest.


    She should have stayed in the parlor with the cloaks.


    God proved merciful, though, and sent rescue in the form of Emma Cranford. The minister’s wife had just secured a cup of warm cider from the sideboard and started making her way back to the center of the room when Eden spotted her.


    “Oh look. There’s Emma.” Eden redirected their attention with only a twinge of guilt for subjecting her friend to the next round of pecking. “Mr. Grant was in her home all afternoon. I’m sure she could describe him better than I.”


    The instant heads swiveled in Emma’s direction, Eden hied off to the kitchen.


    “I got the fritters nearly done,” Verna informed her without looking up. Her housekeeper cranked a sifter over a pan of fried apple dough, snowing sugar on the cooling treats.


    “Take your time. Everyone is still milling around and talking.”


    “Hmmph. They’ll be talkin’ about how there ain’t no food set out if we don’t get these trays finished.”


    Eden wouldn’t mind such a conversational shift, but Verna took pride in her service, and Eden couldn’t sacrifice that for the sake of her mental comfort. So she took up a clean silver tray and began arranging the sugared morsels upon it.


    Verna gave the sifter a final shake and set it aside to configure her own tray. “If I hadn’t had to wait dinner on you, these things woulda been ready by now.”


    “I know.” Eden squeezed one more fritter into the center of her tray and wiped her sugary fingers on the towel draped over Verna’s shoulder. “No one will mind. Once they get a taste of these goodies, they won’t care when they were set out. All they’ll be able to talk about is how wonderful they taste.”


    “Ach. Get on with ya.”


    Eden took up the tray as Verna shooed her out of the kitchen.


    Verna and Harvey Sims had moved with her from Austin to Spencer five years ago. Those first few months away from her mother and father had nearly done her in, but the Simses kept her from burying herself in pity over the event that drove her from her home. They treated her like a daughter—dispensing unwanted advice, interfering in her affairs, taking her to task when they thought she needed it—and she adored them for it.


    In fact, it was Verna who had inspired the idea of opening a lending library. She’d been dusting the shelves and grumbling about how Eden had more books than any one person ought to have. Yet behind that complaint, Eden recognized an unspoken challenge. Conviction seized her in that moment, and with it sprang a new sense of purpose—to share her love of literature and learning with others in the community, especially the children.


    As she mingled with her guests in the reading room, offering fritters from the tray she carried, Eden eyed the bookshelves that lined three of the four walls, the chairs and lamps strategically placed throughout the center of the room and near the windows, the corner where she read to the children on Friday afternoons. Peace settled into her heart, chasing away her earlier upset. Yes, this was what the Lord had called her to do. The path that led her here might not have been of her choosing, but as he promised, God had worked it out for good.


    “Ladies, if you would take your seats, please. It’s time to begin the meeting.” Emma Cranford stood behind Eden’s library desk at the front of the room and called the meeting to order.


    “As head of the Charitable Aid Committee, I would like you to know that we have prayerfully considered all the members’ suggestions for organizations we might support this year with monies collected during our annual fund drive.”


    Eden quietly placed her tray on the sideboard, a tickle of anticipation fluttering in her belly. Last year they had raised over two hundred dollars and stitched nearly thirty quilts for the Seeds of Hope Foundling Home and Orphanage in Austin, where she used to volunteer.


    The ladies generally selected different projects each year, but the church that ran the home had been so appreciative that the committee allowed her to resubmit its name for consideration this year. After all, who could possibly be more deserving of aid than orphaned children?


    “We’ve decided to fund a mission that is rich in spiritual promise and moral fortitude.”


    Yes... Eden leaned forward, bracing her palm on the corner of the sideboard.


    “This year we will be facilitating a Bible drive for the residents of the Huntsville state prison.”


    Eden’s arm went limp, and the sudden loss of support threw her off balance. Her knee bumped the table, rattling the cups and saucers by the cider urn. A few ladies seated in the back of the room turned censorious looks her way. Eden smiled and held up a hand of apology as she straightened her posture.


    “Now, I realize this choice might seem odd to some of you...”


    Odd? Make that completely nonsensical. Eden bit the inside of her cheek. How could the committee possibly favor helping criminals over children?


    “... but open your minds to the possibilities. I have personally been in contact with the chaplain who serves in the Huntsville prison, and he has supplied me with several moving stories of conversions that have taken place during his tenure there. However, he is concerned that without a physical representation of the gospel to cling to and immerse themselves in after they are released, these new believers will fall back into their old ways. We, ladies, are in a position to meet that need.”


    Emma spoke with passion and zeal, as if the years of listening to her husband’s sermons had imbued her with his oration skills. And she was succeeding in winning over the crowd. Religious fervor fairly crackled in the air.


    “Now, I’m sure some of you have questions, so I’ll open it up for discussion.”


    A timid hand inched up to half-mast in the middle of the room.


    “Yes, Bertha?”


    The young woman stood. “Will we have to visit the prison or come into contact with any of these... convicted persons?”


    Emma smiled and shook her head. “No. After the Bibles are ordered and shipped, my husband will deliver them to the chaplain. Our only duty is to collect money from neighbors and friends here in Spencer, just as we have done in the past.”


    Bertha nodded and took her seat.


    As others raised questions, Eden’s indignation built. Evangelism was all well and good, but it seemed rather pointless to sow all of one’s seed in rocky soil and expect anything to take root. These were convicts, men who willingly chose a life of sin. Violent men—Eden swallowed the growing lump in her throat—men like the instigators of the riot that had nearly killed her father when she was twelve. Just thinking about that awful day made Eden’s toes curl down like tiny claws within her shoes.


    Wouldn’t it be wiser to sow seed in tender, undeveloped ground? Soil too young to have been corrupted by deceitful thorns and stony hearts? Unlike those who had already turned their back on godliness once and would likely do so again.


    Eden’s hand shot up in the air. Emma recognized her with a nod of her head.


    “I think the idea of raising money for prison Bibles is a lovely idea, but I fear it might be a little impractical.”


    “How do you mean?”


    Eden weighed her words. Emma was a godly, kindhearted woman. And her friend. She had no wish to insult her in any way, but she had to give voice to her concerns. “I appreciate the compassionate spirit that led the committee to make this selection, but I wonder if it is the best stewardship of the money we collect. Most of these men are uneducated and illiterate. What good will a Bible do them if they can’t read the truth it contains? And let’s not forget that these men already turned their backs on morality and righteousness once, if not repeatedly, when they chose to commit unlawful acts.”


    Ladies bent their heads together, and low murmurs broke out across the room.


    “Miss Spencer makes a valid point,” Emma conceded. “In fact, those are some of the very issues we struggled with in making this choice. Jonathan Willis, the chaplain at the Huntsville prison, has assured me that he will only distribute copies of Scripture to men who have attended his Bible studies and worship services. But even if nine of every ten men who receive a Bible never open it, isn’t it worth our participation for the one soul who does? Jesus himself said that there is more joy in heaven over one sinner who comes to repentance than for the ninety-and-nine just persons who need no repentance.”


    The fire that had burned inside Eden began to sputter.


    “We are called to be sowers, ladies. It is not our business to decide which soils are most likely to give success, for the Lord rarely confines himself to areas dictated by human wisdom. We are to scatter seed. God will give the increase. And I believe he will give great increase, indeed, if we join him in this endeavor.”


    Her voice rose on a crescendo, and applause erupted. Without much enthusiasm, Eden joined the ovation, clapping her fingertips limply against her palm. Her heart still sided with the children at Seeds of Hope, but she could no longer argue in good faith that the Huntsville cause had no merit. Her spirit had perceived too much truth in Emma’s defense.


    So she would do her duty. She would solicit funds for prison Bibles and even contribute her usual personal sum to the effort. She’d not particularly enjoy it, but she’d do it.


    Then another thought hit her, this one causing a whole different type of disturbance to Eden’s system. Her assigned merchants to approach for donations would be the same as in years past, those with businesses on the west end of Main Street. The saddler/boot maker, the livery owner, and... the blacksmith.

  


  
    

    Chapter Four
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    “Well, here she is.” Claude Barnes twisted the key in the padlock that kept the wide double doors chained together.


    Levi’s gaze traced the outline of the stone structure. It looked nothing like the wooden building his father had used, yet an odd sense of coming home settled over him as the livery owner pulled the first door wide. The hitch in the older man’s gait made the going slow, so Levi stepped forward to take over the task.


    “The place ain’t ’zactly been kept up.” Barnes relinquished his hold on the door. “The council only gave me the key so’s I could take care of shoein’ when the need arose. Not to be a caretaker.”


    Levi shrugged. “I can clean.”


    The man’s rigid posture relaxed, and a smile cracked his white-whiskered face. “Glad to hear it. You ever get bored, feel free to come over to my place and muck stalls.” He slapped Levi’s arm and chortled as he led the way into the smithy. Levi grinned and followed.


    A large brick hearth sat on a stone foundation in the center of the workshop, its chimney funneling up through the roof. Levi was pleased to see a lever rod hanging down from a chain at about shoulder height. If he was to be working alone, having a way to pump the bellows without leaving the forge would be essential. He’d have to inspect everything, of course, but not having to rig his own pull rod would save time. Levi gave it a yank, and when a stream of air stirred the dirt and ash in the cold hearth, he nodded in satisfaction.


    He moved to the anvil and tested its height, swinging an imaginary sledge. It might be set a bit low for him, but it stood mounted close enough to the hearth that he would be able to maneuver between the two with only a quarter turn. Whoever designed the shop knew what he was doing.


    A wooden rack a few feet away boasted a selection of tongs, chisels, scroll forks, punches, and hammers. Sledges and vises littered the floor, along with leftover rod iron and discarded horseshoes. The Lord had truly blessed him. With the twenty dollars paid to him by the state after his release, plus the sixty-five cents a day he’d earned breaking granite at the labor camp for eighteen months, he’d come to town with a little over three hundred dollars to his name. And he’d spent a good chunk of that paying for the first two months’ rent in advance that morning at the bank. All he owned were the clothes on his back, a spare shirt, and the Bible the chaplain had given him. He would have never been able to afford to stock the smithy on his own.


    A mouse skittered across Levi’s path, darting away from the sunlight. More scratching sounds echoed in the back corners. The place smelled of dust and disuse, but there was a familiarity, too. Charcoal, leather, and iron. The smells of his father.


    Levi ran his hand over the cold anvil, moving from the squared heel, down across the chipping block, and out to the pointed end of the horn. He could hear the pounding of the sledge, see sparks shower from red-hot iron, hear his father call for him to pump the bellows or hand him a twisting bar while his brother acted as the striker. The smithy had been a place of tradition and pride for the Grant men. Until Levi’s rebellion. Maybe today would be the first step in reclaiming the family honor he’d lost.


    Barnes stepped into Levi’s line of sight and pointed to a large dark circle in the middle of the plank floor. “The smith afore you took to drinking,” he said. “Dropped a hot coal into his kindlin’ bucket one day and tried to put out the flames with the contents of his whiskey bottle.” Barnes looked up and gave Levi a grave look. “Didn’t work too good.”


    Levi shuddered. “He dead?”


    “Naw. Got a few new scars to impress the ladies with is all. Gave ’im a good scare, though. Decided to skip out the next day. I hear tell he’s got a pig farm over in Williamson County now.”


    “Huh.” What else could he say to a story like that?


    “Ain’t a drinkin’ man, are ya?” Barnes scratched at his whiskers, shooting him a glance from the corner of his eye.


    “No.”


    Not for the last two years, anyway. Levi had practically lived in saloons and barrooms prior to that. Not so much for the liquor—mostly for the fights. But that was his old way of life. He’d not return to that path. The Lord had given him a second chance. He didn’t aim to squander it.


    “Good. Then I’ll leave the key with you.” Barnes tossed it to him, and Levi snagged it out of the air. “You got a place to bed down?”


    “I... ah...” Stayed? Slept? Levi cleared his throat. “Colby... put me up at the hotel. But I’ll need to find... a room... of my own before long.”


    “Well, it ain’t nothin’ fancy, but the wife and I got a shed out back o’ our place with a bunk and a stove. You could come and go as you please, no one to bother ya. Oh, and you’d be welcome to take your meals with us. Georgia would insist on it. That woman don’t believe in lettin’ a man fend for himself in the kitchen.” Barnes winked at him and patted the slightly rounded midsection on his otherwise wiry frame. “Not that I’m complain’, mind you.”


    Levi grinned, warming to the old man. He couldn’t recall the last time someone had approached him with genuine hospitality. The preacher and his wife had been kind, but there was something about Claude Barnes that put Levi at ease. Made him feel accepted. Normal.


    ’Course, that was probably because the man thought him a blacksmith, not a convicted felon. Guilt jabbed him in the belly.


    “Therefore if any man be in Christ, he is a new creature: old things are passed away; behold, all things are become new.”


    The verse from 2 Corinthians he had spent days meditating on before his release rose from his memory to beat back the shame and unworthiness that twined like fast-growing jungle vines around his soul.


    He was a blacksmith. Like his father before him. And like his father before him, he would become a man of integrity.


    “How much?”


    Barnes kicked at the spokes of an old wagon wheel that had been left propped against the wall by the previous owner. “Three dollars a week. Less, if you’re willing to help out with the chores.”


    “Deal.” Levi stuck out his hand. Barnes shook his agreement, his grip firm and assured, his eyes taking Levi’s measure. Levi held his gaze, giving silent promise that the man would not have cause to regret his offer.


    “Well, then. I’ll leave you alone to get your bearings.” Barnes thumbed his suspenders away from his plaid flannel shirt and released them with a painful-sounding snap. “Give you a holler ’round six and we can head out. Georgia’ll have supper on the table.”


    “All right. Thank y—”


    A low growl cut Levi off. He spun toward the doorway, where a brownish-gray dog crouched in the opening, baring his teeth. A chunk was missing from his left ear and his ribs were visible through the matted fur on his side, giving him a desperate, almost savage appearance.


    Barnes stood nearest the animal. He held out a conciliatory hand. “Look who’s paying a call. What’re you up to, Ornery?” The rumble in the dog’s throat deepened.


    Levi edged closer to the forge hearth, where a sledge stood on end, its handle about level with his knee. He didn’t want to hurt the critter, but if the animal attacked, he’d be ready.


    “Don’t worry,” Barnes said in a hushed voice. “Ornery hardly ever bites. He’s just the cussedest dog you ever wanna meet. Showed up ’bout a year ago. I’m not sure from where. Don’t like people. Other dogs, neither. Give ’im a wide berth and he’ll leave you alone. Won’t ya, boy?”


    The livery owner took a step back and the growling stopped.


    “See? I—”


    With a yip, the dog’s ears perked up and a small whine resonated in his throat. He lifted his head and seemed to stare directly at Levi, tilting his jaw to the side.


    Soon Barnes was looking at him, too, with a nearly identical tilt to his chin.


    Levi let go of the sledge handle and extended his hands in front of him, palms out. “I’m not going to hurt you, Ornery.”


    At the sound of Levi’s voice, Ornery let out a sharp bark and bounded forward. Thinking he was about to have a mouthful of canine teeth tearing at his throat, Levi raised his arms to fend off the beast, but the dog only pushed his front paws into Levi’s abdomen and tried to overcome him with pants of pungent dog breath.


    “Well, I’ll be.”


    Levi met the livery owner’s gaze over the dog’s head, the awe on the other man’s face heightening Levi’s confusion.


    “Son, I think you’ve just been adopted.” Barnes shook his head in disbelief, a wide smile breaking out across his face. “I’ll leave you two to get acquainted.”


    “But...”


    Barnes waved him off, still shaking his head as he left.


    Arms hovering at his sides, Levi looked back down at Ornery. New cuts overlapped old scars above his eyes and around his ears. A patch of fur was missing on his snout, as if the skin had been scraped so raw the hair couldn’t grow back. Levi slowly brought his arms in and began rubbing the mongrel’s head. Ornery’s pants increased as his eyes slid closed. When they opened again and stared up at him, Levi felt it. The kinship.


    Ornery was a fighter, too.


    “You looking to retire, boy? That why you came to me?” Levi hunkered down beside Ornery to pet him proper. “Maybe we can help each other. I’ll keep you out of trouble and you keep me out of trouble. What do you think?”


    “I think staying out of trouble is always a good policy for newcomers in my town.”


    At the sound of the masculine voice, Ornery immediately stiffened and growled a warning. Levi craned his neck to scrutinize the man in his doorway. With the sun behind him, the brim of his black felt hat cast shadows across his face, but one detail glared at Levi from its position on the right side of the man’s unbuttoned coat.


    A tin star.

  


  
    

    Chapter Five
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    Levi deliberately stayed down an extra moment before rising, trying to gain control of his panicked pulse. The sheriff was just making his rounds. That was all. Yet Levi couldn’t quite banish the notion that his criminal past would somehow be evident to the lawman once he faced him eye to eye.


    Ornery continued to growl, so Levi used the dog as an excuse to tarry. “Quiet, boy.” He rubbed Ornery behind the ears, then slowly pushed to his feet. His height worked to his advantage, bolstering his confidence as he straightened to stand a good three or four inches taller than the sheriff.


    “You the new smith?” The question came out like an accusation.


    “Yep. Levi Grant.” Levi offered a small nod. The stiffness of the man’s jaw didn’t foster the impression that a handshake would be welcome.


    “Conrad Pratt. Sheriff.” He jerked his chin in Ornery’s direction. “Better watch yourself around that mutt. I seen ’im tear a dog’s throat out once. Lost me twenty dollars on that fight.”


    A sick ache churned through Levi’s stomach, but he kept his face a disinterested mask. He’d always hated the dog and cock fights that were used to warm up the crowds before one of his bouts. Men could choose to make a living with their fists. Animals were forced into it, usually through cruelty and abuse until their God-given temperaments were twisted into something barbarous.


    “I think his owner up and left him one day after a loss. I thought about shootin’ him to put him out of his misery, but the thing slunk off before I got around to it. So far he ain’t done more than growl at folks, but I’m tellin’ you now, if he ever turns aggressive, I’ll put a bullet through his skull faster than you can spit.”


    Levi stepped to the side, blocking Sheriff Pratt’s view of Ornery. “I’ll keep an eye on him.”


    “You do that.” The sheriff finally turned his attention from the dog and focused on Levi again. The man took his time sizing him up, lingering overlong on his face. “Have I seen you around these parts afore? There’s something about you that strikes me as familiar.”


    “Hmm.” Levi chose his words carefully. “I don’t know why. I’ve... never been here... before.”


    The sheriff narrowed his gaze. Levi bit down on his tongue and tried to swallow, but his saliva seemed to solidify into a ball and lodge in his throat. If Sheriff Pratt bet on dog fights, there was a good chance he’d attended his share of bare-knuckle brawls, as well. Had he seen the Anvil fight?


    “Well, it’ll come to me eventually. Always does.” He shrugged his shoulders under his coat, as if brushing off the thought for the time being, and straightened his Stetson. “Welcome to Spencer, Grant. Treat the people here fairly. Keep yourself on the right side of the law, and you and me will get along fine. Mess with my town, and I’ll bury you. Got it?”


    Levi dipped his chin in acknowledgment. Nothing like a friendly how-de-do to make a fella feel at home.


    “Good.” The sheriff tapped the brim of his hat in salute. “See ya around.”


    Levi tapped his own brim in response, deciding it’d probably be in his best interest to see the sheriff as little as possible. The man obviously enjoyed throwing his weight around, and Levi had no desire to be the one to catch it.


    And his first order of business was setting his new workshop to rights and taking inventory of his tools and supplies.


    After the sheriff left, Ornery settled down and curled up in a corner to supervise. Levi appreciated the company. The dog didn’t require conversation, and if Levi happened to say something that hissed a bit, Ornery didn’t notice or care.


    By late afternoon, Levi had a pretty good idea of what he would need to purchase. The previous smith had kept a healthy heap of scrap iron piled up behind the building. Old tools, broken hinges, axles, plows, horseshoes, anything that could possibly be welded or reshaped. He’d need to order several pounds of iron bars and rods for new projects as well as a couple dozen bushels of charcoal. There were enough supplies and fuel to keep him in business for a few weeks, but if any large projects came in, he’d come up short.


    With no hot coals to ignite the forge in the morning, he’d need to come in early to build an appropriate fire. The kindling box was full, though, probably thanks to Mr. Barnes, so there was nothing left to do until tomorrow. Levi figured he had a couple hours before it would be time to meet Claude at the livery, and since Ornery had wandered off a while ago to wherever stray dogs went in the afternoon, he decided to explore the town.


    He’d already seen most of the east side, having stayed in the hotel and eaten at the café last night. He’d visited the bank after treating himself to a cinnamon bun at the bakery next door.


    A wagon and team rumbled out from the livery, heading toward him. Levi waved to the fellow on the driver’s seat and waited for him to pass before crossing to the opposite side of the road. He introduced himself to the man who ran the saddle shop and let it be known that he’d be open for business on the morrow.


    The saloon came next, with its entrance discreetly, or not so discreetly, tucked around the corner. Only two horses stood hitched outside at this early hour, but someone was pounding out a vigorous tune on a piano, as if the house were packed. Bawdy lyrics popped into Levi’s head, lyrics he used to sing with his cronies after a drink or two. Lyrics that now heated his neck with shame as he fought to oust them from his mind. He lengthened his stride, trying to outrun the words and the images they induced.


    He evoked a hymn from memory to replace the tavern song and started humming, “O for a faith that will not shrink, Though pressed by ev’ry foe...”


    The rest of the verse eluded him, but he kept humming the music, louder and louder until the saloon was out of earshot. So intent was he upon clearing his mind that he marched past the boardinghouse, general store, drug store, and butcher before sight of the sheriff’s office drew him up short.


    “’Scuse me, mister. I’m late.” A young boy pushed past him and dashed down the side street that veered to the right.


    Eager to avoid the sheriff and curious about where the kid was rushing off to, Levi followed. He recognized this road. The steepled church and parsonage beckoned to him from the end of the lane. But the boy didn’t clamber up to either of those doors. Instead, without knocking, he plunged into a large two-story frame house. Levi assumed it was the boy’s home until he moved closer and caught sight of a small wooden sign hanging from the eaves of the covered porch. Library.


    A yearning began to grow within him. He’d started reading books to aid his efforts in circumventing his speech problem and discovered along the way that he truly enjoyed getting lost in a book.


    In grade school, Levi dealt with his lisp by trouncing any kid who teased him. His size and quickness gave him an advantage over other boys, even those two or three years his senior. But he’d had to deal with his dad’s belt and extra chores every time the teacher sent him home for fighting, so he began searching for another way around his problem.


    In his sixth grade year, the school board hired a new teacher, a short, thin fellow with spectacles and pointy chin whiskers. The first day he caught Levi in a fight, he pulled him aside.


    “Levi,” he’d said, “fighting doesn’t make these kids think more highly of you. It simply makes you a bully.”


    Levi hadn’t been too sure of that at the time. He’d seen the respect in the eyes of the other kids after he pummeled an eighth grader who thought it funny to call him a baby. Yet this diminutive teacher was the first person to address his problem directly, so he listened.


    “If you want to change their opinion of you, you must change your behavior. If they poke fun at the way you speak, expand your vocabulary so that you can substitute other words that are easier to say correctly.”


    “How?”


    “Read. Everything you can get your hands on. Read until words become your friends. Then when you need to find one, they will jump into your mind, waving their hands for you to pick them. And you can select whichever you like, just like a captain choosing a stickball team.”


    So Levi read—stories, almanacs, history books, even the Bible. After school. In between chores. In his bed by candlelight. It took months before he noticed a difference, but he did notice one.


    By the time he quit school at fifteen to work with his father and brother in the smithy, he’d learned to disguise his lisp by eliminating trouble words from his speech. The only unfortunate consequence of this strategy was that it led him to pause and stumble while searching for replacement words. But he preferred to run the risk of people thinking him simple rather than degrade his manhood with infantile diction. Reading had provided a way for him to maintain his self-respect, and in the process, gave him a source of pleasure he’d not expected.


    In fact, a portion of his first prizefighting purse had gone toward buying a copy of Verne’s Around the World in Eighty Days. He must have read that book more than a dozen times before the saloon owner who managed his fights seized it along with the rest of his belongings the day he was arrested.


    Levi stared at the little wooden sign. It creaked slightly as it swung in the breeze. Would he find a copy inside?


    He stood in the street for a moment, debating whether or not he should go in. Hadn’t the preacher said something yesterday about Miss Spencer running the library? Levi frowned. He hadn’t made the best of impressions on her. Miss Spencer had no way of knowing how difficult it was for him to say her name, so it was understandable that she’d been miffed when he ignored her invitation to use it. Perhaps he’d be better off exploring the inventory at the general store.


    On the other hand, if he was going to make a home for himself in this town, he couldn’t avoid the woman forever.


    Besides, he really wanted to see her book collection.


    Stepping onto the path that led to her doorstep, Levi found himself surrounded by dormant rosebushes. They lined the walkway and bordered the length of the porch as well. The place would be a riot of color in a few months, when spring brought the hibernating flowers back to life.


    He paused before climbing the three stairs to the porch and brushed the worst of the dust from his trousers. Then, spotting the Open sign in the window, he followed the boy’s example and entered the house as if it were any other business establishment.


    Only it wasn’t. It was a home. A woman’s home. And the minute Levi crossed the threshold, he felt about as out of place as a railroad spike in a keg of two-penny nails. There were flowers everywhere. Gilt ones in the wallpaper, woven ones in the rug, wooden ones carved into the hall tree a few paces away. He swore he could even smell them.


    Levi took off his hat and hung it on the tallest hook on the hall tree, its masculine brown design contrasting sharply with the two frilly bonnets below.


    A voice carried to him from the doorway on the left. Letting it lead him, he entered a large, open room lined with bookshelves on three walls. In an instant, he forgot the flowers, forgot his discomfort, and simply drank in the sight.


    The prison library in Huntsville had been larger, but for a personal collection, this was tremendous. A woman perusing the shelves to his right turned to him and smiled as she slid a book free. Levi nodded in return and looked beyond her to the gathering in the back corner.


    A group of about fifteen children of various ages sat on the floor, engrossed in the telling of a story. Eden Spencer perched on the edge of a spindly tapestry chair before them, reading aloud. He could only see her profile, but even from a distance he easily discerned the animation in her features and heard the intensity in her voice.


    Not wanting to disturb the recitation, he moved as quietly as possible to the opposite side of the room.


    Books on cattle, farming, and animal husbandry filled the first bookcase, along with an extensive assortment of horticultural guides. Levi ran his finger along a spine decorated with a bouquet of roses and chuckled quietly to himself. The woman did love her flowers.


    But that wasn’t all. There were also history texts, sermon collections, handbooks on steam engines, and medical advisors. Etiquette guides and cookbooks, carpentry manuals and a series of bound lectures. A reference section contained encyclopedias, atlases, and two dictionaries. He even found a book entitled Practical Horseshoeing by Mr. G. Fleming. Levi made a note of what shelf it was on, just in case he discovered he had forgotten more than he thought he had about being a farrier.


    He reached the back wall and found an extensive collection of children’s literature, poetry, and essays. And when he turned from the bookcase, he found himself nearly on top of Miss Spencer.


    She had just begun to close her book when the children began clamoring for another chapter. A featherlight laugh floated out from her as she opened the cover once again, her finger still holding their place as if she’d known all along she would read more.


    Levi backed away, afraid that if she saw him it would interrupt the magic. There was something so different about her here—something joyous and unguarded, elements that had been missing from their previous encounter. Yesterday at the parsonage she’d been all business, but here she was carefree and alive. The children obviously adored her, and she them.


    “‘One night,’” she read, her voice subdued, “‘a few days after James had left, I had eaten my hay and was lying down in my straw—’” she paused to yawn and stretch with theatrical flair—“‘fast asleep, when I was suddenly roused by the stable bell ringing very loud.’” Her speech accelerated and she leaned forward. “Bong! Bong!” A couple of the children giggled at the face she made as she imitated the bells.


    She went on to tell of a lad named John and his urgency in waking the horse, Black Beauty, and their desperate ride to fetch the doctor for his ill mistress. The poor horse gave his all, and in turn, fell ill himself, thanks to the faulty care of a young stable boy. A lung inflammation, they said. Yet Beauty’s ride had saved the mistress’s life, and despite his sickness, he did not regret his efforts.


    “All right, children. That’s all for today.”


    A collective moan rose from the group.


    “But what happens to Beauty?” one young girl near the front asked, her eyes wide and a bit moist.


    Miss Spencer reached out a hand to stroke the child’s cheek. “You’ll have to come back next Friday to find out, Anna.”


    “But, Miss Spencer...”


    A boy yanked on one of Anna’s pigtails, cutting her off. “He dies.”


    Anna’s bottom lip started trembling. The boy snickered.


    “Joseph. Stop teasing your sister.” Miss Spencer set the book aside and gathered Anna into her lap, wrapping her arms around her.


    Before she could offer any comforting words, though, a stoic young lady spoke up from the back. “Beauty won’t die,” she stated with matter-of-fact assurance. “We’re not even halfway through the book yet. It wouldn’t be called Black Beauty if the horse died at the beginning.”


    “Very astute reasoning, Gussie.” Miss Spencer turned back to the child in her lap. “That makes sense—don’t you think, Anna?”


    “Uh-huh.”


    “Good.” She gave Anna a hug and stood the child up on her feet. Apparently that signaled the end of the session, for the rest of the kids scrambled up, as well. “Don’t forget your school books and lunch buckets,” Miss Spencer called out to them. “And be careful walking home. I’ll see you next week.”


    She leaned to the side to retrieve her book from the floor, then stood. The children filed past in a mass, but she reached out to touch the arm or shoulder or back of each youngster that moved within reach. It was almost as if she didn’t want to let them go.


    They shouted their good-byes and she waved, standing still until the last child disappeared through the doorway.


    Levi enjoyed the warm scene so much, he wasn’t prepared when she suddenly spun around.


    Her gaze flew to his face and she jumped back, a gasp vibrating the air between them.


    Like an idiot, he just stood there staring at her, the only thought running through his brain being that her pale green eyes reminded him of the lacy lichens that grew on the old oak tree behind his father’s house.


    She clutched the book to her chest like a shield. “What are you doing here?”
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