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			For Valerie Geary—wise writer, dear friend

		

	
		
			OAKDALE

			THE SILENT DAWN trailed Jack down Main Street, crept with him as he slipped his paste brush across each handbill and smoothed the dampened paper flat. The stillness drew near as he hung signs on walls and hitching posts. It shadowed him from the feedstore’s steps to the dim light of the bakery.

			For more than a year he’d been with the doctor. He’d spent his thirteenth birthday far from home. In that time, Jack had visited plenty of places, too many for him to remember. Still he cherished the first morning in a new town, where the quiet was held as close as a secret.

			He’d left the wagon in the early gray light not far from the entrance of town. A stack of paper tucked under his arm. The glue bucket bumping against his knee. He was a messenger, Isaac said, whose handbills announced the doctor’s arrival.

			Isaac would be in the graveyard now. This was how it always began. Once the two of them finished their work, they’d meet up with the doctor again.

			Jack pasted two signs on the general store, one at eye level for the adults, one low enough for the children to see. He’d post them on each storefront and window, enough that news of the show couldn’t be missed. That was something Isaac had taught him. The faster word spread, the bigger the crowd. If sales of the tonic started strong, they would stay in a town a couple of weeks.

			Jack hung more signs near the darkened alley. He posted them by the stables, too. Like other places they’d stopped, Oakdale had raised wooden sidewalks and a road that ran through the center of town. But something felt different about this place. Shops huddled together like birds on a fence. The church bell tilted as though it had stopped in midswing. The towering tree in the center of town lifted its limbs in expectation while its red leaves reached for the sky.

			A flash of fur caught his eye. An old stray. He’d seen it by the bank, and now the dog was following him. Jack set down his pail and held out his hand. Slowly, the dog crept closer. It brushed its gray muzzle across Jack’s palm and thumped its burr-tangled tail.

			He stroked the stray’s back. “You’ve seen a lot of years, haven’t you, boy?”

			The dog pricked its ears with listening.

			Jack took in the dog, the tilt of its head, the sturdy set of its chin. He tried to see it as Isaac had taught him, to observe everything he could. The dog might have been old, but it was still watchful. Though age had stiffened its joints, its determination stayed strong.

			Sun streaked across Main Street’s windows. Jack pressed the last handbill to a pane of glass. Behind him, papers brightened the storefronts like snowflakes heralding a storm. He relished the thought of snow and the cold. The morning was already hot; the day would only grow hotter. Jack couldn’t remember an October like this one, where the summer heat had never ended and it hadn’t rained since spring.

			He gazed into the stray’s rheumy eyes. The dog was a good one, the faithful kind—as if a dog could be anything else. What had it seen in its years in town? What would it say if it could speak? Jack scratched the old dog under its chin. “Nothing’s the same once the doctor arrives. Just you wait and see.”

		

	
		
			A SUDDEN DEPARTURE

			MEET AT THE grove, the doctor had said. It didn’t take Jack long to find the willows near the riverbank. From the road, he spied the wagon tucked beneath a curtain of branches and the chestnut mare grazing nearby. A clearing opened under the trees, the dry grass dappled in shadow.

			Jack rounded the path to the grove, empty bucket in hand. Closer he came. Something rippled the branches. A shout rang out that sounded like Isaac. He was already back?

			Jack made out the form of a tall, gaunt man. “Dr. Kingsbury?” he called. “Are you there?”

			A hand brushed the branches aside, revealing the doctor in his long black coat. He wore the dress coat for every occasion, no matter the season or weather. Behind him was Isaac, his head bowed.

			“You’re back.” The doctor’s dark eyes met his own. “I take it you’ve finished the notices.”

			“Yes,” Jack said.

			“Did you hear that, Isaac? He’s already done.”

			Deep in his pockets, Isaac’s hands curled to fists. “Don’t do this. Not in front of Jack.”

			Dr. Kingsbury tucked his black hair behind one ear. “Why should that make a difference? He did what I told him, while you—”

			“He doesn’t need to—”

			“Hear what you said? What you accused me of? Believe me, I won’t repeat that.”

			Isaac’s cheek burned red. The doctor had hit him.

			“Please go.” Isaac stared at Jack, his blue eyes pleading. “Down to the river. I’ll come find you later, all right?”

			Jack dropped the bucket, the paste brush clattering inside. He ran down the path to the riverbank.

			This wasn’t the first time they’d argued, the doctor and Isaac. It wasn’t the first time the doctor had hit him. Isaac often spoke his mind. In the last weeks, he’d grown even bolder. The doctor blamed Isaac turning sixteen and the two days he’d spent in Greenville visiting his cousin.

			Jack pulled himself up on a slab of stone and watched the water flow by. For all the parts where the river raced, there were as many spots where it pooled and slowed. Sometimes Dr. Kingsbury could be harsh, but he’d never tried to hurt Jack. In his year on the road, Jack had learned to be thorough and prompt with his chores. More than once, Isaac had taken the blame when Jack made a mistake.

			Jack waited and waited for Isaac to come, was waiting still when the sun reached its peak. It was only then he let himself think it: Isaac wasn’t coming for him. He made his way back to the grove, unsure of what he’d find.

			All was silent in the clearing, a world away from the noise of the river. The wagon, like a small house on wheels, was sheltered under the willow trees. The mare grazed near its lacquered door.

			Jack climbed to the wagon’s porch, the steps creaking under his feet. He knocked on the door and opened it, though he wasn’t supposed to go in alone.

			Surely the doctor would be hard at work, counting the bottles inside. Every stop in a town always started the same. Dr. Kingsbury had checked them once in Greenville, but a single count was never enough. The first, done by the glassmaker, was suspect. Merchants were bent on making a profit and sometimes sold fewer bottles than promised. The second count, taken soon after, uncovered such deceit. But the third count showed his true inventory. That was the number the doctor recorded, after travel or distance or ruts in the road chipped bottles or sent others crashing down, shattering them on the wagon’s floor.

			One could never be too careful, the doctor always said.

			“Hello? Dr. Kingsbury?” Slowly Jack’s eyes adjusted to the wagon’s dim interior. A spicy tang filled the air, a scent Isaac once said was ginger mixed with snakeroot.

			The doctor set down his herb-filled mortar. Candles cast shadows on his angled face. “So you didn’t run off with him.”

			“Run off?” Jack wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly.

			“You didn’t run off with Isaac.”

			It made no sense, what the doctor was saying. “What? Isaac? He wouldn’t . . .”

			The doctor unlocked a drawer in his desk, a drawer Jack and Isaac were never to touch. Inside was the money pouch, empty. “He’s run off. For good. I gave him a minute to gather himself and what did he do? He left with my money.”

			That didn’t sound like Isaac at all. He’d worked for the doctor long before Jack. He hadn’t said much at breakfast, but that was no different from other mornings when they woke well before dawn. Isaac had pulled on his shoes and cinched his bag tight with the string he kept tied to the shoulder strap. “Until after,” he’d said, giving Jack a salute.

			“Until after,” Jack had answered.

			They started mornings in a new town this way—a send-off that meant they’d meet up again soon. There’d been nothing unusual about last night, either, when they’d worked on their carvings on the wagon’s porch. Isaac’s wooden rabbit was so full of life, it looked ready to leap from his hand.

			Stars had pierced the heavens. The lanterns had swung on the eaves above, keeping time with the horse as they’d traveled. The world had been as small as the wagon, as grand as the sparkling sky. They’d talked of what might happen in town. Would people be wary when they first glimpsed the doctor with his wild hair and long, dark coat? Or would they take to him right from the start? Some were cautious when the doctor arrived, but Jack had never seen Dr. Kingsbury fail to win a town over.

			Nothing about last night seemed out of place. Maybe Isaac needed some time alone. Or maybe he’d had enough. Had he really left? Was he finished?

			The doctor shook his head as though trying to clear it. “What’s done is done. What have you found?”

			It was one of Jack’s responsibilities, learning about the new place they’d stopped. He cast his thoughts back to what he’d seen. “Oakdale’s getting on better than Ashland, but it’s not as well-off as Greenville.” Ashland, a town where they’d stopped in July, was six weathered storefronts on a long dusty road. But Greenville, the last town where they’d stayed, was the county seat. It had a train station, the sheriff’s office, a three-story courthouse, and a fancy hotel with brass knockers on the doors.

			“Oakdale’s right in the middle, then, a place where meals aren’t hard to come by. Remember this, Jack. A man whose focus is getting his supper pays no mind to much else. Well-fed towns take the most interest in tonic.”

			Jack was no longer surprised by the doctor’s observations. Once, when they’d passed an abandoned barn, the doctor had later asked him about it. Jack had only remembered its sagging roof, but the doctor had talked of its promise. The barn could serve as a shelter from rain or a haven on a winter night. Its planks could be fashioned into a bench or laid over puddles on a mud-bogged road. Opportunity was everywhere, Dr. Kingsbury said. It could be found in the simplest things.

			The doctor shook herbs into the mortar and crushed them under the pestle’s blunt end. “I want you near the square an hour before the show begins.”

			Jack’s stomach lurched. “That’s Isaac’s job.”

			“And now it’s yours.” The doctor added a sprinkle of powder and stirred the mixture again.

			Jack’s job was to hang signs and paste labels. Rinse bottles and fill them with tonic. He’d never talked to the crowds before.

			“Make sure the people on Main Street see you. Tell the children leaving school to come to the square. And with every person you meet, be certain to speak of the tonic.”

			“Dr. Kingsbury’s Miraculous Tonic,” Jack recited automatically. “Relieves every malady known to man or beast.”

			The doctor studied him carefully. “You’ve been listening, then.”

			Jack wasn’t sure how the medicine worked, but he knew it remedied all kinds of ailments. It had cured Lucy’s fever when she lay abed, when the family had worried she might never get well.

			Sweet Lucy, his baby sister. He missed her, being so far away. But Jack owed so much to Dr. Kingsbury, who’d given him tonic when he’d had no money. Then the doctor had offered him a job. Every month, Jack sent his pay home to his family. A year and a half, the doctor had said, maybe a little more. By then they’d circle back to Covington, and Jack would be home, free to leave his job or stay on if he wanted.

			Dr. Kingsbury pushed aside the tails of his coat and settled on a stool. “You must raise your voice to draw a crowd. Once you’re sure you’ve been heard, shout even louder. When you spy a youth with blemishes or a man who bears an unsightly scar, tell them the tonic not only aids pain but soothes conditions of the flesh.” The doctor stared at him, unblinking. “Remember, Jack, the crowd rests on your shoulders now.”

			The ill, the needy, the weary of heart. Isaac had found the afflicted and gathered them in. Was he really gone? Had he taken the money? Why wasn’t the doctor looking for him?

			It wasn’t like Isaac to leave Jack with his work, to run off without saying goodbye.

		

	
		
			DREAMS AND DARES

			CORA’S BOOTS SMACKED the ground as she raced through the alley. Her breath came steady and strong. Each morning she got a little faster, went farther than the day before. If Mother knew, she wouldn’t approve. Nettie, her cousin, wouldn’t understand. A young lady of Oakdale didn’t act like a child or—worse—like an unruly boy. Girls didn’t run, simple as that. But for Cora it was her chance at adventure. For the length of the alley, those rules didn’t matter. Running took her away to a world of her choosing.

			She slowed as the alley spilled onto Main Street. It was almost eight. The shops were still closed. Cora loved this time of morning best, when shadows altered the places she knew. Instead of the sawmill, she imagined a library with stately columns supporting its roof. If she squinted a little, the church’s spire turned into a building that touched the clouds.

			It wasn’t that Cora didn’t like Oakdale. She just wanted more. There were dozens of other towns in Ohio. A thousand places she hoped to visit.

			The sun hadn’t been up very long, but already its heat burned the back of her neck. It felt like an August afternoon, not an October morning. If only it would rain again. They hadn’t had any since spring. For weeks, the sky had been nothing but empty, but today, clouds ran in fine, bold strokes that flared to wispy tails. Hadn’t Nana taught her to read the clouds? Change was certainly near.

			It was then she noticed the handbills that covered the storefronts and hitching posts. As she neared Miss Moore’s shop, she realized each handbill had the same message stamped in the middle. Cora picked up one that had fallen:

			
				SICK HEADACHE? SOUR STOMACH? WEAK NERVES? RHEUMATISM? GENERAL MALAISE?
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				Suffer No More!

				Dr. Kingsbury Has the Answers.

				Meet in the Square at Three O’Clock.

			

			They hadn’t been there yesterday. It was a little unsettling to imagine a person, this Dr. Kingsbury, whoever he was, sneaking around as she slept. Unsettling, but also mysterious.

			A stranger, come from another place.

			If Oakdale had rules about running, for outsiders there were a hundred rules more. Strangers could visit, but they weren’t meant to stay. It was better to hold them at a distance. They certainly couldn’t announce on a notice they’d host their own gathering in Founder’s Square. Cora tried to remember if she’d ever heard of a doctor visiting town before. The closest one she knew lived in Cleveland. Mostly people relied on family remedies or the help of neighbors when sickness came.

			She folded the handbill and lifted her face to the swirling clouds. Maybe today would mark the end of the drought. Cora closed her eyes, dreaming. A delightful shiver passed through her.

			The clouds that hinted at rain, perhaps they bespoke something more.

			She’d give anything for a taste of the world. Now a bit of the world was coming to Oakdale.

			Maybe if she showed Nettie the notice, she’d want to see the doctor, too. Cora put it in her pocket and let her feet fly. Out in the open, down the middle of Main Street. She’d keep running until she reached school. What did it matter if Reverend Wells spotted her or Father saw her as he opened his store? Let the whole town take note. Let them report back to Mother if they wished.

			None of that mattered. Today marked a new beginning. A day for dreams and dares.

		

	
		
			A DISMISSAL AVERTED

			JACK HEARD THE crush of footsteps on the gravel road. All morning the grove had been quiet except for the murmuring river and the clink of bottles as he’d washed them in the tub.

			Isaac was back! Of course he was. Dr. Kingsbury was somehow mistaken. Jack knew Isaac wouldn’t leave him like that. He set down a newly rinsed bottle and started for the road. The missing coins he couldn’t explain, but he knew Isaac wasn’t a thief. Not once had he seen Isaac take any money, though there had been plenty of chances.

			The grass rustled as the footsteps drew closer. It wasn’t Isaac that Jack saw, but a broad-shouldered man, solid and stout, with a thick mustache set over a frown. In his hand he gripped a fistful of paper. “Did you have something to do with this?” The man shook the paper like it was aflame. “Are you the one who left these all over?”

			“I, well, I . . .” Jack stepped away, but the man kept with him.

			“Out with it, boy. Did you leave these or not?”

			“I was just doing what the doctor asked.”

			The tips of the man’s ears reddened. “You were asked to cover every wall and window in Oakdale with this rubbish? I wouldn’t let the Ladies’ Auxiliary announce their next tea without prior notice. Here you are, a nobody boy, cluttering my town with trash and gibberish about some Dr. Kingsbury, whom I don’t know, who has no authority to—”

			The wagon door opened. Dr. Kingsbury descended in smooth, soundless steps. His dark suit was immaculate. His eyes, darker still, were ever watchful. A twist in the bridge of his nose made Jack think it once had been broken. The doctor’s black hair skimmed his shoulders. He wore a fresh poppy in his buttonhole. It had been weeks since they’d passed wildflowers dotting the roadside in yellows and reds, yet the poppy remained, bright and changeless.

			“Welcome, sir.” The doctor clasped the man’s hand, crumpling the papers between them. “My notices, I see. Then you’ve heard of my show. Have you come to learn more?”

			The man shook himself free of the doctor. “Explain this nonsense at once.”

			Now that Dr. Kingsbury had come, Jack wondered if he should excuse himself. This wasn’t his concern. He should go.

			Only he couldn’t.

			It didn’t matter if the doctor was before one man or an entire crowd. He commanded the attention of all who were near, like an actor onstage. Jack had never been to a play, but Isaac had told him about one he’d seen. The play had been filled with surprises, with actors dressed in elaborate costumes who could make you gasp or laugh. An actor told a story, Isaac said, not only with words but with the wink of an eye, the turn of a hand.

			Wasn’t that just like the doctor?

			His long limbs would have been awkward on anyone else, yet Dr. Kingsbury moved with precision and grace. If ever his audience thundered in doubt, the doctor’s response was calm. No illness was too great, no weakness too strong that his remedy couldn’t bring healing.

			Dr. Kingsbury preached this above all.

			“My name’s Elijah Kingsbury. The people of Oakdale have need of me.”

			“And what would you know of Oakdale’s needs?”

			The doctor drew close to the man. “It’s clear you care for your town. Why else would you have sought me out? Are you a councilman? A member of the board?”

			The man crossed his arms over his chest. “A councilman? Please. I’m Mayor Nathanael James.”

			“Forgive me, Mayor James,” the doctor said, “I mean no disrespect. But surely you wouldn’t deny the good people of Oakdale the chance to be healed?”

			The mayor’s ears turned a deeper red. “You know nothing about the concerns of this town.”

			“Every town is touched by calamity.” The doctor placed a hand to his chest, his fingers in reach of the poppy’s fine petals. “Heartache. Earache. Rheumatism. Wind colic disrupting the bowels. Sore throats, weak knees, or hens that’ve stopped laying. All of us suffer at one time or another. My tonic relieves every malady.”

			Show them their need. Provide them a cure. Some of the doctor’s teachings Jack didn’t quite grasp, but this one he understood. A person must recognize what they lacked to accept the good news of the tonic.

			“It helped my sister. The tonic. It saved her.” Jack hadn’t known he’d speak until the words were halfway out. He remembered the backs of Lucy’s hands, still dimpled like a baby’s, the fine hair that curled over her ears. She had been two when he’d left home. Summertime fevers were known to pass quickly, but Lucy’s had lingered for weeks.

			The doctor’s eyes softened as he took in Jack. “Mayor James, let me introduce my assistant.”

			“The boy and I have already met.” The mayor’s speech was clipped, but something had shifted. His face was less pinched. His frown had faded.

			“Go on, Jack,” the doctor said. “Tell us your story.”

			It was hard to think of those days without sadness, but in the remembering, Lucy felt near. “She took so sick she slept most of the time. She barely sipped the broth Ma made.”

			A breath of wind stirred the willow branches, a trace of coolness in the stifling heat.

			“We heard a doctor had come to town. I went to his show and brought home some tonic. Dr. Kingsbury, when he heard about Lucy, gave me a bottle for free. Ma gave her a spoonful straightaway, and by supper Lu asked for some bread. Come morning, her fever had broken. The rattle in her chest was gone. It was miraculous, my papa said. The doctor’s good medicine cured her.”

			Jack listened to the river as it slipped over stones, the same one they’d followed in their year on the road. The river ran through the valley near home. It was where he’d chased tadpoles and caught fish for supper, where he’d watched the sunset reflected like a field of stars.

			“Bless the child,” Mayor James said. “How does your sister fare now?”

			“You’ve heard from your family, have you not?” Dr. Kingsbury asked.

			Jack nodded. “I got a letter in Greenville. Ma said Lucy is healthy, as spirited as she was before.”

			He pictured Lucy sprawled on the rug, busy playing with a basket of buttons. He thought of her high baby voice, the funny words he understood even when his parents didn’t. But Lu wouldn’t be so little now. She was born the summer of 1884. That made her already three.

			Mayor James blinked his dampened eyes. “Well, then. Kingsbury.” He cleared his throat. “We have rules about outsiders here. How you entered town was not regulation. But I have children of my own. This boy’s tale gives me something to think about. If what he’s saying is true, Oakdale could use a bit of that. I’ll make an exception this time.”

			“Thank you,” Dr. Kingsbury said.

			“You may hold your show in Founder’s Square. Only be wise. I won’t be this lenient again.” The mayor nodded curtly. “Good day to you both.”

			Mayor James took the path back through the willows. “I thought he’d force us to leave,” Jack said.

			“He wasn’t far from it.”

			“But you were able to settle him down.”

			“I reasoned with him, but you won him over.”

			“Me?” Jack said. “What do you mean?”

			“You talked to him, appealed to his emotions, the way I taught Issac to do.”

			“But I’m nothing like Isaac.”

			Dr. Kingsbury scowled. “That’s not a bad thing. The boy had grown self-important of late, convinced he knew best when he didn’t. But you have something Isaac never had. A story of someone changed by my tonic.”

			Self-important. Was that what it was? Why Isaac had left without telling him? Jack had thought they’d been friends. He brushed his hand over his pocket, checking that his carving was there. If Isaac had run, as the doctor said, he wasn’t the friend Jack had thought him to be.

			Shadows marked the hollows of Dr. Kingsbury’s cheeks. “We’ll make Lucy’s story a part of the show. Beginning this afternoon.”

		

	
		
			IN NEED OF WORK

			THE BOY WALKED the road, his boots dirty and worn, toward the oak in the center of town. No one was willing to take him on, not the storekeeper, the blacksmith, or even the barber. He could clean up the floor—the boy knew how to sweep—but the barber said help wasn’t needed.

			Three days he’d been traveling; he was three days from home, and the ache of it stung like his blistered feet. Partly because he couldn’t find work. Partly because he was alone. It was greener in Oakdale, a bit cooler, too. The longer he’d traveled, the farther he’d gotten from the drought that plagued their Covington farm. Pa had told him to go and find work after the drought had taken their wheat.

			He’d hoped he’d find a job in Ashland, but everyone there had turned him away. He’d tried again once he’d reached Greenville. In that town, it had been more of the same.

			It was cooler here, but not by much. The boy wiped his face with his sleeve.

			The oak tree blazed red in the last rays of sun. The boy leaned back against its trunk, letting his body rest. He was fifteen years old, his family’s best chance—the last chance they had to keep regularly fed.

			If he didn’t find work, what would happen to them?

			He could try the stables nearby, the ones not far from the alley. Maybe someone there would take pity on him or at least give him a place to sleep. The boy stood, brushed the grit from his clothes. He had no other choice but to ask.

			“Sorry,” the man at the stables said. “I’ve got no work for you here.”

			The boy turned to go.

			“Wait. Have you tried McCalls’? The farm north of town with the newly built barn? It was painted last week; you can’t miss it. I’ve heard Mr. McCall has hired some boys to bring in his wheat.”

			For the first time in days, the boy dared to hope. He quickened his pace as he followed the road that led north of town.

		

	
		
			SCHOOL ENDS EARLY

			THE SCHOOLYARD WAS busy with games and chatter. Cora saw her cousin Nettie waiting for her on the schoolhouse steps. They’d been born five days apart. For twelve years, they’d been inseparable, but they didn’t always agree.

			“Have you seen this yet?” Cora pulled out the notice and smoothed it flat.

			Nettie’s freckled brow wrinkled as she read. “Where did you get this?”

			“Near Miss Moore’s shop. They’re all over Main Street.”

			“Who’s Dr. Kingsbury?” Nettie said. “I’ve never heard that name before.”

			“I don’t know.” It was all so exciting and strange.

			A crowd of boys raced by, with one waving a handbill over his head. Cuthbert. Nettie’s little brother. He had a mouthful of crooked teeth. His hair, slick with pomade, bounced in clumps as he ran. “It’s mine!” Cuthbert shouted. “You can look, but no touching.”

			Benjamin Vogel grabbed Cuthbert’s suspenders. “Just read it to us!” he said.

			They huddled together, the mass of boys, panting. “All right, but stay back. Don’t step on my toe. I banged it up bad and the nail’s purple now.” Cuthbert looked over the handbill. “It says a doctor is coming to town.”

			“A stranger?” Benjamin frowned.

			“From where?” someone asked.

			Cuthbert shrugged. “Doesn’t say.”

			“Why’s he here?” another boy wondered.

			Benjamin snatched the handbill quick. “Mine now!” He hollered and on he dashed, the doctor’s notice balled in his fist.

			“Nettie. Come to the square with me after school.” Cora knew it was best to offer suggestions, not tell Nettie straight out what she should do. Usually Nettie wouldn’t agree if something wasn’t her idea first. But Cora didn’t want to wait for Nettie to take the lead. “Let’s go see the doctor together.”

			Nettie’s blue eyes grew serious. “We shouldn’t,” she said. “You know the rules.”

			Don’t welcome strangers. It seemed silly to Cora. “Well, I’m going, whether you come or not.”

			All day whispers rippled across the schoolroom, like wind in the Great Oak’s leaves. Everyone wondered about the doctor—who he was, why he’d come, and what he had planned for three o’clock in the square. Mr. Ogden, usually so observant, hadn’t picked up on a thing.

			“Cora. Nettie,” he called from his desk. “Please come with your lessons.”

			Cora scooted to the end of her seat. The notice crinkled in her pocket—a reminder of Dr. Kingsbury.

			Nettie’s skirts swished as she walked to the front, a blond braid hanging down her back.

			“Girls.” Mr. Ogden nodded once they reached his desk. Usually he was clean-shaven, but today whiskers covered his cheeks. The skin under his eyes was puffy, as though he hadn’t slept.

			Mr. Ogden was kind to his students and generous with his time. He wasn’t old, not like their last teacher. Mr. Brewster’s forehead had wrinkled in an intricate map of rivers and roads, ditches and paths. But Mr. Ogden was young enough to remember his years as a student at Oakdale School. He spoke of books he’d cherished as a boy and games he’d played in the yard. He taught arithmetic with a jar of beans and used music to explain geography. He took the whole school on nature walks and mixed paint for art lessons, never minding the flecks of color that splattered on the floor.

			But in the weeks since the school term had started, Mr. Ogden hadn’t been like himself. He left papers strewn across his desk instead of in his usual tidy stacks. He asked questions of the class, then startled when an answer came. And the lessons were like the ones Mr. Brewster had taught—dull and silent, except for the scratch of pencils, the flick of a turning page.

			Mr. Ogden rubbed his eyes. “Which one of you will begin?”

			Cora and Nettie glanced at each other. Neither had done much of their work. Before Cora could speak, Nettie started in. “I haven’t been able to finish my lessons.”

			“And why’s that? You’ve had all afternoon to do your work.”

			“The boys won’t stop whispering. Cuthbert’s been the worst. He busted his toe last night in the kitchen, and he wants to tell everyone how ugly it is.”

			“You brother’s behavior isn’t your concern, Miss James.” Mr. Ogden turned to Cora. “Let’s start with you, then.”

			“I’m sorry,” she said, “but I haven’t done much on account of Dr. Kingsbury.”

			Mr. Ogden’s hand twitched. “Dr. Kingsbury?”

			“Haven’t you heard?” Nettie asked. “He’s a doctor who’s come to town. He claims he can cure all kinds of illnesses. Cora’s got a handbill that explains everything.” Nettie tugged the notice from Cora’s pocket.

			Cora let herself hope that Nettie had warmed to the news of the doctor. Maybe, after school, she’d come with her to his meeting.

			Nettie handed the notice to their teacher. “See?”

			A strange expression came over him as he read through the page.

			“Mr. Ogden?” Cora said. “Are you all right?” Her eyes met Nettie’s again.

			He ran a hand over his head, making his hair stand on end. “What was that?”

			“Should we go back to our seats? Keep on with our lessons?”

			“You’re excused. You and Nettie.” He looked disheveled. Unkempt. “Better yet.” Mr. Ogden raised his voice loud enough the whole room could hear. “All of you. School is dismissed for the day.”

			Books slammed shut. Slates clattered. A whoop of joy erupted in the back.

			Mr. Ogden made for the door.

			“What’s happened to him?” Cora whispered to Nettie.

			“Maybe he wants to see the doctor.”

			Already seats were emptying.

			“Will you come with me?” Cora asked.

			For a moment, Nettie hesitated. Then she slipped her arm through Cora’s. “We’d better hurry if we want a good spot.”
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