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			Distant Thunder


			A sprawling tale of love and adventure in the Old West. 


			 


			When she was very young, Leona Trask’s mother died, leaving her with the task of raising her four younger brothers. Leo yearned to be free, to ride the vast empty spaces of the open West and escape the endless drudgery of running a farm. It was a hard life, and every night she tumbled into bed exhausted to dream of freedom.


			 


			Then Cordy rode into her life. A free spirit, a loner, who would take off without warning, Leo resented her for her freedom, yet at the same time Cordy awakened feelings in her—feelings she couldn’t explain or comprehend. As the endless poverty of the farm life drew Leo’s father into the outlaw world of train robbing, Leo shouldered more of the responsibility of keeping her little family together—and she burned with resentment that Cordy was part of the gang—treated as equal to the men.


			 


			A kiss awakens Leo’s inner passion, and sends her on a journey to find Cordy; a journey that is also one of self-discovery.


 


Thousands of fans have already discovered Peggy Herring’s novels, making her one of the top sellers of lesbian romance. With Distant Thunder, an epic adventure of love and romance set in the Old West, she cements her reputation as one of the best lesbian romance writers of our time.
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Chapter One


			Leona Trask’s mother had died the winter before, when Leo was sixteen, leaving her to help raise her four younger brothers. They had a crop in the field, but no rain for weeks. Leo hated seeing the desperation in her father’s eyes every morning as he left to go hunting for something to feed his children.


			One morning Leo got up to tend to the fire in their cabin. Her father had already left. She hadn’t heard him go, and he didn’t come home as the day grew into early evening and then night. The next morning when he hadn’t returned, Leo and her brothers scoured the countryside searching for him. Surely he had been thrown from the horse and lay in a field somewhere with a broken leg or worse. Had he met with some sort of terrible accident? If that had been the case, the Trask children would have found him.


			Another day passed and nightfall arrived again with no sign of him. Leo fed the boys bacon and milk and made pallets by the hearth so they could all stay close together. Luther, the youngest one, was afraid, so Leo gathered him close until he fell asleep. That night she listened for any sign of her father’s return. It was nearly dawn before Leo was able to get any sleep. She was frightened and angry about being abandoned again. This time it seemed worse.


			When her mother died, Leo had been forced to watch her get weaker and weaker over a short period of time. Her mother’s death had almost been a blessing with an end to the ever-present pain that ravaged her frail body. But for Leo to wake up and have her father gone without a word was shocking.


			Four days passed before Milton Trask came home. He rode in on a new buckboard loaded with coffee, flour, oats, cornmeal, sugar, and a small bag of hard candy. He passed out new hats for the boys and a sun bonnet for Leo. Then came the real gifts!


			For Henry, who was a year younger than Leo, their father brought a new Winchester .44 rifle. For the twelve-year-old twins, Eb and Earl, he brought them their first pair of boots. For Luther, Milton Trask pulled out a shiny new hunting knife that made the young boy’s eyes sparkle. Then for Leona he had a beautiful ivory comb, detailed with intricate carvings outlining its edges. Leo was not as forgiving as her younger brothers were. Her anger was not so easily dismissed.


			“Where did you get all this, Papa?” Henry asked excitedly as he held his new rifle out in front of him.


			Leo wondered the same thing. They had no money and if it didn’t rain soon, they would have even less in the future when the crop failed.


			“Those boots fit?” he asked Eb as he tousled his son’s hair.


			The younger boys were squealing after having discovered the candy, but Leo cut her eyes over at Henry and saw the questioning gaze he gave her.


			Leo returned to the cabin to fry up more bacon and peel and slice some peaches her father had brought. She would wait until the little ones were tucked in before asking him the questions forming in her head, but much to her relief, Henry’s curiosity saved her from having to do it alone.


			“Where’d you get all this, Papa?” Henry asked him again once they were all in for the evening and gathered around the table.


			“I found work.”


			Work? Leo thought. There was no work to be found…at least no jobs paying this kind of money. He’d only been gone a few days.


			“Where at?” Henry asked. “I’d like to work, too. I’m plenty old enough.”


			Milton got up from the table and plucked his youngest son Luther from his chair and swung him onto his back in a round of horseplay. Leo hadn’t seen her father this relaxed and happy since long before their mother died.


			“I need you here to look after things with your sister,” Milton said to his oldest son. Henry made several attempts to get him to talk about the new job, but the subject was closed.


			Over the next few days, the boys chopped wood, carried up extra water from the creek, patched the cabin’s roof, and tidied up the barn. The Trask family stayed busy, as if preparing for something, but Leo had no idea what. As the only girl in the family, she was expected to cook, do laundry, and keep the cabin clean. It was an unspoken rule, one Leo despised. Begrudgingly, she made biscuits and peach cobblers and kept the cabin spotless while her father and brothers mended fences, moved the outhouse, and cleaned out the chicken coop. Then one night before Leo banked the coals in the fireplace, her father told her he would be gone for a few weeks on his new job, but that he’d return with more supplies.


			“I’ve talked to Henry already,” he said. “You two watch after your brothers while I’m gone.”


			Leo felt frightened again. Whatever “job” her father had, she didn’t like it. The things he had brought with him when he returned this last time cost more than a good crop would have brought in…probably even more than a five-year stretch of good crops. Leo had a bad feeling about all of this—especially since her father wasn’t giving any details.


			“Do you have to go?” she asked him. Being without him worried her. What if one of them got sick?


			“I’ll be back in a few weeks.”


			“Where will you be? What if we need you?”


			“You won’t need me. You’ll be fine.”


			“But—”


			“Go to the Wilkies’ down the road if something happens,” he said. End of discussion. He went to bed. When Leo got up the next morning, her father was gone.


			So Leo and Henry kept the younger ones busy with chores as the days crawled by. In the evenings they sat around the fireplace where the boys shelled pecans and Leo mended shirts and stockings. She told them stories she remembered their mother telling her when she was younger, and they talked about other relatives they hadn’t seen in years.


			The days passed and the little homestead in West Texas looked better than it ever had, even though there was still no sign of rain. As the weeks crept by, Leo began to feel less anxious about her father’s absence. Being the oldest, she was the one her siblings turned to for everything. Even Henry talked things over with her before making any decision. Leo wondered if she would have to cook and clean up after them for the rest of her life. She worried about the future. Too many things could happen to one of them, and eventually they would run out of supplies. Would Papa be back before the flour ran out? What would she feed them if the chickens stopped laying?


			Eventually it got to where Henry came home with a rabbit or a squirrel more often than not when he went out hunting in the mornings. He became a good shot with his new rifle, and was even teaching the twins how to shoot. Leo’s skills as a cook improved, even though she longed to be outside in the sunshine instead of stuck in the cabin. When will Papa be back? She wondered. And how long will he stay next time?


			









Chapter Two


			Cordelia Kincade had spent most of her life sleeping on the ground and making sure she and her father had something to eat. Her mother, a strong willful woman, died in childbirth when Cordy was five. The memory of burying her mother and infant brother was still vivid in Cordy’s mind. Her father, Alva Kincade, had never gotten over losing his wife. Cordy spent her formative years watching him succumb to weaknesses that probably would have never surfaced, had her mother been alive. Cordy witnessed the light in her father’s eyes grow dimmer with each passing day until there was almost nothing left. He had no ambition, and seemed to always be waiting for his luck to change on its own without him having to do anything to make it happen. Cordy didn’t like thinking of her father as lazy. She preferred to think his talents were lying dormant, and just waiting for the right time to show themselves. She assumed the role of the adult at an early age.


			After burying her mother and the baby, Cordy and her father drifted from town to town, always camping on a riverbank somewhere and living off the land. Alva did odd jobs in whatever town they were close to at the time. As soon as he had enough money to replenish their supplies, they would break camp and move on.


			It was a lonely life, but Cordy learned to be resourceful. By the time she was ten, she could ride and shoot as well as any man. Most wildlife wasn’t safe around her. She was able to flush a pheasant or a covey of quail from the thick Texas underbrush. Her father’s eyesight wasn’t good, so she did all the hunting and gathering. She kept them fed during their travels and developed a great appreciation for the dry South Texas weather and the abundance of food available on the land. When it rained, they had to look for shelter before sleep was possible. Cordy didn’t like rain, but she liked being poor even less. She vowed to someday have more than a horse and a saddle. She wasn’t sure how she would go about rising above her lot in life, but Cordy was determined. During her travels with her father, she saw the riches of city people and ranchers. If they could do it, she would do it, too.


			In the summer, Cordy and her father made their way to the Palo Duro Canyon in North Texas, where the temperatures were cooler and rabbits and prairie dogs plentiful. When the weather started to get too cool, they worked their way south again, down through Odessa and over to San Antonio—eventually ending up in Laredo where they spent the winter. There were huge ranches along the way where Alva Kincade worked as a hired hand, usually just long enough to collect a month’s wages.


			It was her travels through South Texas in the winter that Cordy enjoyed the most. She learned to speak Spanish during this time. She also discovered how much she liked kissing girls.


			One December when Cordy was twelve, she and her father spent a few weeks outside of San Antonio at Mission San José. Other children lived there year round. Food was plentiful and Cordy liked not having to hunt in order to eat. She also liked having a warm, dry place to sleep. Cordy made friends and eventually met a girl a few years older by the name of Elena Gallegos. Cordy helped Elena with her English and in return, Elena taught Cordy more Spanish. They also liked to practice kissing at night when the other children were put to bed.


			It was one such winter while Cordy and her father were at the mission that the Kincade luck began to change. Her father had been away from the mission for several days. Cordy was scared. He had never left her before. One night in mid-December, he came to wake her up. It was cold in the small room Cordy shared with the other children, but she and Elena were cuddled in the safety of each other’s arms.


			“Get dressed,” he whispered after startling her awake. “We’re leaving.”


			Cordy didn’t ask any questions. She slipped out of Elena’s embrace and quietly got dressed. After collecting her few possessions, she tied them into a bundle. Their horses were saddled and waiting outside the gate. Cordy and her father rode away into the cold December night without another word. She assumed they would be back in a few days. At least she hoped so, since she didn’t get to tell Elena goodbye. The December night air was cold, and Cordy missed Elena’s warmth already.


			They rode through the night, traveling south toward Laredo, but this time things were different. Her father had money. Lots of money! He also had pocket watches, rings and new boots for both of them. Cordy didn’t ask questions. Her father would eventually tell her what he was up to. He bought them new clothes and a Colt Peacemaker pistol for himself. They slept in rooms over saloons with real beds, hot baths and cooked meals. But along with their new and improved financial status came an uneasiness that Cordy didn’t quite understand. Alva was more cautious and restless, always looking over his shoulder or sleeping with his revolver on his chest. They did most of their riding at night now and rested during the day. It wasn’t long before Cordy learned where the money had come from.


			Alva explained that he had recently met two men, the Trask brothers. They were train robbers, and he had been asked to help them on one of their excursions.


			“No one got hurt,” he added quickly.


			Cordy could see the shame and uncertainty in his eyes as he continued.


			“I’ve always been an honest man who had simple needs,” he said, “but I’m not getting any younger. I want more now. I want a better life for you.”


			“By stealing from other people?” Cordy asked. She was trying to understand him, but this was not the man she knew. “Why would you do such a thing? We get by.”


			“I want more for us. I want more for you.”


			My father is a thief, Cordy thought. It was that simple. She still loved him, and knew the mundane gypsy-like existence had been taking its toll on him. The reality of what he had done under the pretense of wanting a better life for them confused her. Over the years, Cordy had seen his restlessness and frustration build as they drifted from place to place. She had gotten her aversion to poverty from him, but Cordy imagined settling down again would have been too painful for him. Traveling and running away from his loneliness seemed to work best. But this need to break the law was all new…this stealing from others he had gotten involved in. Whoever these Trask brothers were, Cordy had no use for them. They had turned her meek, honest father into a train robber!


			Several days passed before any of it was mentioned again. Finally he told Cordy they were to meet the Trask brothers near Sweeny. They found the place and made camp by the river across from a stand of cottonwood trees. The horses were hobbled on a grassy slope where they could graze. A spitted jackrabbit sizzled over the campfire, and the smell of coffee filled the air. It just so happened to be the last of the coffee, too. They were also running low on other things. As Cordy added wood to the fire, two men rode up and stepped down from their horses. Cordy was angry and determined to dislike these spineless cowards, but the Trask brothers were not what Cordy had expected.


			They shook Alva Kincade’s hand and took off their hats when he introduced them to Cordy. The older one, Jake, told her right away he had a daughter about her age.


			“So do I, ma’am,” the other one said. He introduced himself as Milton Trask. “My Leona is about your age, too.”


			As the four of them sat around the campfire, Cordy tended to the roasting jackrabbit and poured them some coffee. Jake pulled out stale biscuits from his saddlebag to share.


			Milton Trask was the quiet one, she noticed. Jake was the more personable of the two and seemed to have a story to tell for every occasion.


			After everyone got settled, Cordy asked Milton-the-quiet-one why he robbed trains.


			“I have five children to feed,” he said simply.


			“Where are they now?”


			“On a farm I’m about to lose if I don’t come up with some money soon.”


			“What about you?” Cordy asked Jake. “You have kids to feed, too?”


			“I only got two,” Jake said slowly, “but they eat a lot.”


			That made her father chuckle, which made Cordy angry. She took the jackrabbit off the spit to cool, unable to get over how selfish these men were.


			“All three of you like using your young ’uns to justify what you know isn’t right,” she said. Noticing a quick glare from her father, Cordy turned away so she wouldn’t have to deal with him.


			“We only rob the rich ones,” Milton said.


			“How do you figure that?” Cordy asked. From the corner of her eye, she could see the “please be quiet” look on her father’s face.


			“Poor people don’t ride trains,” Jake said. “They’re like us. They ride horses, get around on a wagon, or they walk.”


			Cordy had no argument for that and let it go. That night she went to sleep to the sound of mumbling voices and hushed whispers. The next morning when she woke up, her father asked for her help.


			“That’s all you’ll have to do,” Alva assured his daughter as they both waited for the coffee to begin to boil. “We jump on the train and you gather up our horses. We’ll meet up with you at Possum Creek.”


			“Possum Creek,” Cordy said. “Possum Creek runs for three miles or so.”


			“We’ll be heading south of the trestle. Just make sure you’re there with the horses. That’s all you have to do.”


			Cordy was impatient and poured herself some weak coffee. Most of the flavor had been boiled out of the grounds the night before.


			“You three have been robbing innocent rich people and then chasing your horses afterward all this time?” she asked. She shook her head and smiled.


			Alva took the coffee pot off the fire and set it on the grass so the grounds could settle.


			“Jake’s son was helping us,” Alva said, “but he’s not that good with horses. Not like you.”


			Cordy wondered if her father thought she was buying his lame attempt at flattery. She asked what it was like to jump on a moving train from a galloping horse. Her father claimed not to be able to see well enough to hunt, so how was it he could see well enough to jump on a moving train?


			“It’s not easy,” Alva said. “If climbing on it don’t kill me, then jumping off the thing when I’m done probably will someday.”


			Cordy couldn’t imagine him climbing on anything from a moving horse, much less a train going at full speed. His motivation for doing something so dangerous was beginning to open her eyes to just how desperate he was.


			“How many more times do you have to do this?” she asked. Maybe this is just temporary, she thought. Maybe he’ll come to his senses and things will be back to normal soon.


			“Depends on how much we get the next time.”


			“We’ve got more now than we’ve ever had,” Cordy reminded him.


			“It’s not enough. I want more for you.”


			Cordy pitched the rest of her coffee into the fire and stood up.


			“You’re not doing this for me. I’ve got all I need right now.”


			“Will you get our horses for us afterward?” Alva didn’t move from in front of the fire. “Then meet us at Possum Creek?”


			Cordy hated what her father was becoming and she hated how their circumstances had driven him to do such things.


			“Will you?” he asked louder.


			“You’re gonna get your fool self killed.”


			“Maybe. Maybe not. So will you fetch the horses for us? I need to know what to tell them.”


			“Yes!” she snapped. “Yes, yes, yes!”


			He hadn’t left her any choice.


			* * *


			It was painful for Cordy to watch the three men ride alongside the train and one by one jump off their horses. She held her breath until all three were safely on board. She hated the thought of one of them slipping off and getting pulled beneath the wheels. Her father surprised her at how coordinated he seemed to be, as if he had done it more than just a few times. Cordy forced herself not to think about what would happen once the three men were actually on the train. Her main focus now had to be getting all the horses to Possum Creek. That in itself would be no easy task.


			The riderless horses had veered away from the train and stopped galloping quickly, but they didn’t all stay together, nor was the terrain flat enough to keep them in sight. The grass this far south was still green due to a mild winter, and Cordy knew the horses would eventually stop and begin munching on the tender green shoots.


			“There you are, boy,” Cordy said soothingly as she eased closer to Jake’s horse a while later. She had spent time with the Trask horses that morning so they would know her voice when the time came. She gathered the reins and tied it around the end of a rope. She looped the other end of the rope around the pommel on her saddle and listened carefully for signs of the other two horses. Cordy whistled and heard the low whinny of her father’s horse close by in some trees. She let out a huge sigh of relief when she found them both grazing together.


			“Here we go, boys,” she said, and tied the horses to her lead rope and headed southwest for Possum Creek. “They can wait for us there,” she said. “They’ll be too busy counting their money to wonder where we are.”


			









Chapter Three


			“Well, looky here!” Jake said. He came limping out of the brush toward her. He was sopping wet from head to toe. “She’s got all three with her!”


			Cordy got off her horse and untied the lead rope.


			“I told you she could do it,” Alva said with a huge smile.


			“What happened to you?” Cordy asked Jake, referring to his limp.


			Milton came out of the brush to get his horse. “Jumping off the train into the creek wasn’t such a good idea,” he said.


			“I think the possum this creek was named after got me when I hit the water,” Jake said.


			The other two men chuckled.


			“Fools,” Cordy mumbled. She led her horse to the creek so it could drink. The men did the same with theirs. “Was it worth it?” she asked her father.


			He nodded, but wouldn’t look at her. “Nobody got hurt,” he said.


			“Still don’t make it right.”


			“Leave it alone, Cordy.”


			To the others she asked, “Is this the only train you rob?”


			“Usually,” Jake said. He got on his horse and winced at having to put pressure on his ankle.


			“There’s other trains in this area,” she said. “You keep robbing the same one at the same place all the time, you’re begging to get caught.”


			Milton gingerly got on his horse as well. “She’s right,” he said.


			Her father looked at her strangely, but didn’t say anything. Later that afternoon, the Trask brothers rode west after making plans with Alva to meet a week later. Cordy and her father rode back to San Antonio to stay at Mission San José until it was time to meet up with Jake and Milton again.


			* * *


			Leaving Elena never got easier, and watching her tease the older boys who lived at the mission made Cordy’s heart ache. At night when they were supposed to be asleep, Elena was quick to tell her that the other flirtations meant nothing.


			“Those boys are silly,” Elena whispered in Spanish. “They only want one thing.”


			“What is it they want?” Cordy asked. She was relieved when Elena took her into her arms.


			“This,” Elena said and kissed her. After a while she took her lips away from Cordy’s. “Boys will do anything for that.” She reached over and cupped Cordy’s breast and whispered, “And this.” Elena kissed her again and Cordy could feel the most exquisite sensation in her stomach. As their kiss deepened, Cordy thought, It’s not just boys who would do anything for this!


			* * *


			Thanks to Cordy’s keen eye, her observant nature, and her great memory, the next train they held up was easier. Cordy remembered seeing another train late last fall, and reminded her father it didn’t go as fast as the one by Possum Creek.


			“You’ll have a better chance of not getting your fool selves killed on this one,” she said.


			“How’d you get so smart?” Jake asked her after a moment. Cordy thought, How’d you live so long being so dumb?


			So they took the time to watch the other train, and Cordy told them where she thought the best place would be to climb on from a horse.


			“It slows down a little going up an incline outside of Morris Station. You’ve all got good, fast horses.”


			“I don’t know,” Milton said. “I’m used to the Possum Creek train already.”


			“We can’t keep robbing the same trains over and over,” Jake said. “The kid’s right. There’s an incline outside Morris Station. The train will be slowing down there.”


			Cordy listened as they worked out the details on where she would meet them with the horses afterward. If they were going to be successful train robbers, they needed to fine-tune their approach and get their timing down right.


			* * *


			Alva and Milton both had bad ankle sprains this time, and Jake’s ankle was still sore from the last train he had jumped from. Cordy seemed to do a lot of head-shaking when she was around them.


			“We can rest up at my place,” Milton said. “It’s about a two-day ride from here.”


			Much to Cordy’s dismay, her father thought it was a great idea. Cordy, however, wanted to go back to Mission San José so she could see Elena again. She didn’t openly complain, but her silence was making a point with her father. She hoped he would quit this train-robbing nonsense soon.


			* * *


			The men never talked about the events that took place on the trains they robbed and Cordy never saw any of the loot. There was usually at least a twenty to thirty-minute time difference between the men jumping off the train and the time Cordy got to the designated meeting place with their horses. When Cordy found them, the men were ragged from having to exit the train. Robbing banks or stage coaches sounded like less work and not nearly as dangerous.


			After the last heist, they were on their way again and she was glad they moved on at a steady pace. Cordy was always anxious to get away from the train tracks after a robbery. She kept scanning the hillside and half expected a posse to race toward them from the trees on the trail. Her life had changed so quickly. Cordy no longer felt as safe or as free as she had in the past.


			“Where’s the money?” she asked her father as they rode alongside each other. The Trask brothers rode on ahead of them. Cordy had noticed his puffed-up chest when he got on his horse, but she just wanted to make sure he had been successful this time.


			“In my shirt,” Alva said.


			Cordy glanced at him more carefully and took in the various lumps in his shirt. He was a thin man; keeping the money there made him look more muscular.


			“I just take money from the rich ones.”


			“So do you have enough yet?”


			“We have plenty.”


			“Then let’s head back to the mission and rest up there.”


			“Can’t do that. We need to mend somewhere out of the way.” He nodded toward the Trask brothers riding ahead of them. “Jake has a plan.”


			Jake? she thought. Cordy shook her head in disbelief. But Jake was probably the smartest of the three robbers. And that’s not saying much, she reminded herself.


			“Well, how far is this place we’re going?” she asked.


			“We’ll be there late tomorrow.”


			* * *


			Cordy was totally unprepared for Milton Trask’s homestead when they rode up the following evening. The sun was beginning to set and Cordy was tired and hungry. The four weary riders stepped down from their horses; Cordy was the only one that could move without groaning.


			Three young boys poured out of the cabin and ran toward Milton. He scooped up the youngest one in his arms and bent over so the others could hug his neck.


			“Papa! Papa!” they shouted.


			“You’re home! Did you bring us something?”


			“Not this time, boys.”


			Cordy watched as an older boy and a young woman came out and stood on the porch.


			“Papa,” the older boy said. He gave his father a hug and then broke into a smile when he saw his Uncle Jake.


			“Henry!” Jake said. “Look how tall you are now!” He slapped him on the back and shook his hand. Jake stopped when he finally saw the young woman on the porch. “Leo? Is that you?”


			She gave him a slight nod. Everyone in the yard turned to look at her. There was a seriousness about her that made Cordy uncomfortable. Leo was a beautiful young woman with a stately, commanding presence. Cordy wondered, briefly, what it would be like to talk to someone her own age again. She missed Elena more than ever before. This Leo person was far from ordinary. Something in her eyes showed intelligence, and something else in her manner demanded respect. Cordy also got the distinct impression that Leo was someone to be avoided if at all possible. There was no humor in her expression, and little joy or relief at seeing her father again.


			“Henry,” Leo called from the porch. “See to their horses.”


			Cordy took the reins of her father’s horse and hers and followed Henry to the barn. She was glad to be away from the cold glare of the young woman on the porch.


			“Name’s Henry. What’s yours?” he asked.


			She removed the saddle from her horse and threw it over a low rail in the barn. A milk cow on the other side of the rail gave her a low moo as she blinked long eyelashes.


			“Cordy,” she said. She had both saddles off before Henry had even started on his.


			Two of the other boys came into the barn. One was carrying a pail of water.


			“My name’s Earl. That’s my brother Eb. We’re twins.”


			Cordy looked at their faces and smiled.


			“Earl’s the friendly one,” Henry said. “Like me. Eb don’t ever smile. He’s like Leo.” He removed the other two saddles and set them on the rail also. “Make sure all the horses get a good drink,” Henry told the younger boys. To Cordy he said, “I’ll show you around.”


			“I’ll stay with the horses.”


			“The twins here can take care of ’em.”


			She allowed Earl to begin unsaddling the horse she was closest to.


			“Come on,” Henry insisted. “I’ll show you around.”


			Cordy followed him out of the barn and saw no sign of her father, Milton or Jake.


			“Where’s my Pa?”


			“In the cabin, most likely.”


			“Then show me that first.”


			She was relieved to see her father sitting at the table. The smell of bacon frying made her stomach growl.


			“There you are,” Alva said.


			Cordy took in the cabin with a quick glance. It was clean and bigger than it looked from the outside. It had a wooden floor. The faint smell of smoke from the fireplace was nice and familiar to her. She could see a loft and a few pieces of furniture, but no clutter anywhere. Cordy noticed a lit lantern in the corner away from the fireplace. It gave off enough light for the entire room. There was a big table and several chairs that dominated most of the cabin space, and a window by the front door and a cook stove on the other side of the huge table. Cordy could see a ladder leading up to the loft, a bed in one corner and another room off to the left. The window had curtains on it and gave the inside of the cabin a warm, civilized feeling. Cordy had lived like this before her mother died. It made her sad to be there now.


			“Cordy, this is my daughter, Leona,” Milton said. “We call her Leo.”


			“Welcome,” Leo said, without looking at her.


			Cordy knew the polite thing to do would be to ask if she could help with anything, but Leo seemed totally unapproachable. Cordy felt more comfortable in the barn with the horses.


			“Sit here,” Henry said as he pulled out a heavy wooden chair for her. Cordy sat down and took off her hat.


			The sound of grease popping in the skillet made the cabin seem more like a home than anywhere Cordy had been in years. She understood why Milton wanted to do whatever he could to keep this place. As she sat down next to Henry at the table, Cordy noticed that biscuits were already in the early dough stage. A smudge of flour on Leo’s cheek seemed to soften her a bit.


			“I’ll get some water,” Henry said as he got up again. He smiled at Cordy on his way out the door with a pail in hand. She noticed all the adult Trasks were tall, thin and had thick black hair. Jake’s was sprinkled with gray, but he still had a lot of it.


			Being inside gave Cordy a mild case of claustrophobia. She was used to being in the open air. She followed Henry outside and sat on the porch steps. A few minutes later he returned with a full pail of water. He set the pail on the porch and sat down.


			“How long have you known my father and Uncle Jake?”


			“Not long.”


			“Where did you meet them?”


			Cordy glanced at him, but didn’t answer. He was about the same age as the boys Elena teased at the mission. They only want one thing, she remembered Elena saying.


			“Our corn crop’s dead,” Henry said. “No rain, but we can use it for fodder.”


			Cordy’s stomach grumbled again.


			“Got a new rifle,” Henry said.


			“Use it much?”


			“Every day.”


			The twins came out of the barn and closed the door. As they reached the porch, Earl said, “Fed and watered ’em. I’ll tell Uncle Jake the bay needs a new shoe.”


			“Here. Take this in to Leo,” Henry said, pointing toward the pail of water.


			Cordy could smell bacon frying inside the cabin. Her stomach growled even louder this time. Breakfast had been jerky and water, and had worn off hours ago.


			Earl picked up the water pail and the twins went inside the cabin.


			A few minutes later, the door opened and Earl came back out again. “Leo says it’s almost time for supper, so don’t go wandering off.” Henry stood up, stretched and smiled. “There’s nowhere to go wanderin’ off to anyway.”


			“Where you from?” Earl asked Cordy. He had his father’s dark brown eyes and an engaging smile.


			“All over,” Cordy said.


			“You got a Ma?”


			“No.”


			“Us either.”


			A solemn moment passed between the three of them. Finally, Earl said, “I’ll go see about the chickens. That fox has been around again.”


			









Chapter Four


			Leo’s initial relief at having her father and Uncle Jake there was purely selfish—it meant she didn’t have to be in charge now. The responsibilities that went along with being the oldest were one thing, but being totally responsible for four other people in her father’s absence had been a burden. When Papa left the first time, Leo resented his ability to just leave them alone, while Leo and Henry struggled to keep the farm going and everyone fed. Leo still missed her mother, and ached for the times when they had all been together.


			“How are Essie and Frederick?” Leo asked Uncle Jake as she checked on the biscuits. Jake had always been her favorite uncle. There was a playfulness about him unlike any other adult she had ever known. He always had tricks to show, and amusing stories to tell. He was what Leo’s mother once referred to as a “charmer.” Leo had never been sure whether that was a good or a bad thing.


			“They’re fine,” Jake said. “Essie’s married now and Frederick works as a surveyor in San Antonio. We meet up ever so often.”


			“Married,” Leo said under her breath with a cringe. She hadn’t seen her cousins in years. Essie was sixteen, Leo’s age. They had lived together in Ohio before moving to Texas when the girls, Henry, and Frederick were all small. Playing with her cousins in the first snow in Ohio was one of Leo’s best memories. So Essie is married now, she thought. Cleaning, cooking, caring for children and a husband. Leo couldn’t imagine getting married and doing that willingly. She longed for solitude, often having dreams about living alone and having no one but herself to look after.


			“Where’d Cordy go?” Milton asked. Little Luther helped his father get his boots off and then Milton showed him his huge, purple ankle.


			“How’d you do that, Papa?” Luther asked.


			“Landed on it wrong.”


			“Let’s see if mine’s any prettier,” Uncle Jake said.


			Luther hurried over to help Jake get his boots off, too.


			“Look at that!” Luther said, his eyes wide with amazement. “You landed on yours wrong, too!”


			“Must have!” Jake said.


			Leo glanced at the two swollen ankles in question and raised an eyebrow. She would have questions for her father later.


			The twins came in with the water pail. Leo motioned for Earl, and he met her in the corner of the room where she was tending to the frying bacon.


			“Where’s Henry?” she asked in a whisper.


			“On the porch talkin’ to that girl,” he whispered back.


			“Go out there and see what you can find out.”


			“About what?”


			“Just ask her some questions.”


			Earl nodded and went back outside. They didn’t come in again until Leo sent Luther to get them all for supper.


			* * *


			Leo stayed up late cleaning the kitchen and washing dishes to the chatter of Uncle Jake and his wild tales. Luther fell asleep at the table, his little shaggy head nodding over to the side at an angle that made Leo’s neck hurt just looking at him. She saw her father pick him up and hobble barefoot to his own bed in the far corner of the cabin. Milton tucked in his youngest son and kissed him on the brow.


			“Cordy can sleep with you,” Papa said to Leo a while later. “Jake and Alva can sleep on pallets here by the fire.”


			“The barn’s fine for us,” Cordy said from the end of the table. She glared at her father, who nodded.


			Leo was relieved not having to share her bed with a stranger. “There’s plenty of room in the cabin,” Milton said.


			“We’ll be fine in the barn,” Alva replied.


			“I can bunk with the twins,” Henry said. “Uncle Jake can have my bed.”


			Leo told her brother to help Alva and Cordy get settled out there. “Take the lantern and show them the way if that’s where they’d rather be.”


			Henry adjusted the lantern and led them to the barn. Cordy followed him out the door with Alva limping along behind them. Alva left the door open and Leo crossed the room to close it.


			“Where’d you two meet up with them?” she asked Uncle Jake. With the lantern gone, they only had the light from the small fire in the fireplace to see by.


			“Down south of here,” Jake said. “That Cordy’s a smart one.”


			“Not too friendly, though,” Leo said.


			Jake laughed, but didn’t disagree.


			* * *


			In the small bedroom that had once belonged to her parents, Leo loosened the long black hair neatly piled on top of her head. She combed it the way her mother used to when she was a child. Hearing Henry come back in from the barn, Leo went to her bedroom door and looked at him. Henry shrugged, indicating nothing new to report.


			Leo thought how nice it was to have Papa and Uncle Jake there with them. She was certain her father would leave them again soon, especially since Jake was with him. Uncle Jake was fun for children to be around, but Leo remembered many nights when her parents argued over the amount of time Papa spent with his brother. Jake’s antics never failed to get Milton in trouble with his wife, whether it was the drinking, the improvised sled attached to a horse when there was snow in Ohio, or moving the outhouse forward a few feet after dark. Uncle Jake had a history of irresponsible behavior, Leo was starting to remember. She loved Jake, but didn’t like Papa associating with him.


			Leo was tired when she crawled into bed, but there were so many unfamiliar sounds in the cabin—like throat-clearing and men coughing—that she had trouble falling asleep. Even with Papa home, the next day would not change for her. More meals to prepare, more people to clean up after, but she could overlook that for now. The thought that the rest of her life would consist of this every day was what disturbed her the most. Something always needed mending or fixed, someone was always hungry or sick. The only time she had to herself was when she was in bed at night…when the others were asleep and there was nothing to wash, sweep, scrub or feed. Do all women hate this as much as I do? she wondered. Could Essie possibly enjoy this constant servitude? Will I be stuck here raising kids forever? At times like this Leo became angry at her mother for dying and leaving them so unprepared for life without her. Maybe it’s time the workload was more evenly shared, she thought.


			* * *


			Leo formed the plan in her head. She wouldn’t put it into action until Papa announced he was leaving again to go back to work—wherever “work” was. Leo and Henry were both aware that things were not as they seemed as far as Papa and a job were concerned.


			Every morning Henry and Cordy left to go hunting, so there was fresh meat or fish for dinner. Leo continued to clean up after everyone while the three men sat around the table drinking coffee and telling stories most of the day, under the pretense of letting their ankles heal. Leo had to admit that the two purple ankles, Papa’s left and Uncle Jake’s right, appeared to be quite painful. Alva Kincade had no visible injuries and could wear both of his boots, so he had no real excuse for sitting around doing nothing all day.


			Leo had to constantly remind the three younger boys that just because Papa was home and company was there, chores still had to be done.


			“What if I decided not to do my chores today?” Leo asked eight-year-old Luther. “Who would fix your bacon?”


			“Henry,” he said.


			Luther and Leo both laughed. She tousled his shaggy hair. “Wait till I tell him you said that. Now go let the chickens out and give them fresh water. They’re depending on you today.”


			Yes, indeed, Leo thought as she watched her little brother go out the door to begin his chores. She had given the twins a similar speech earlier before sending them to the barn to clean up after the horses and turn the cow out into the corn after milking. Leo also had a list for Henry when he got back from hunting.


			Much to her surprise, Leo wouldn’t have known Cordy was even there most of the time. She came to the cabin to eat, then was gone again.


			“I’ve been asking her questions to see what Papa’s been doing while he was away,” Henry told Leo after supper. They were the only two in the cabin. Everyone else was out on the porch.


			“What did she say?”


			“Not much of anything. She’s loyal all the way to the bone,” he said. “We’ll get more out of Papa and Uncle Jake than Cordy.”


			“Keep trying. I’ll ask Papa if I have to,” Leo said, “but I’m not sure how much he’ll tell me.”


			* * *


			As the days passed, there was more activity outside the cabin. With their purple ankles beginning to heal, the men seemed to become more restless. They helped mend fences, chop wood, and patch the barn where woodpeckers had formed perfectly round holes. The small homestead looked good, but Leo still had an uneasiness deep inside that made her feel afraid and empty. When Papa requested that the twins take his and Uncle Jake’s horses out and give them a good run, Leo knew they would be riding out again soon.


			Then one night a few evenings later, Papa got out of bed while Leo was combing her hair. In hushed tones he told her he and the others would be leaving in the morning. Henry was to take the younger boys to the creek fishing.


			“When will you be back?”


			“I don’t know this time.”


			“We need you here,” Leo said. She heard the panic in her voice and hated it. At that moment Leo thought she also hated him for wanting to leave them again, but pushed the thought out of her head.


			“Here’s two hundred dollars,” he whispered, and stuffed a roll of bills in her hand. He put his own big hands around Leo’s and squeezed firmly. “Send Henry to town for supplies. Be frugal. I don’t know when I’ll be back with more.”


			“Two hundred dollars,” Leo muttered. She was trembling. She had never seen so much money before. It was more than they would see in two years…maybe longer! “Where are you getting this money!” she hissed.


			“Just take it and do the best you can for my boys.”


			He let go of her hand and went back to bed. Leo clutched the huge wad of bills to her chest and couldn’t stop shaking.


			* * *


			“They were biting today,” Henry said as he held up a stick with several nice fish on it. “Luther caught this big one.”


			“Eb helped me pull it out!” Luther said with a beaming grin. “Where’s Papa?” Earl asked. The boys looked around the empty cabin. “Where is he?”


			“They left,” Leo said quietly. She again resented being the one to break the news. “He had to go back to work.”


			Henry went outside and slammed the door, while Luther began to cry.


			“Go help Henry clean your fish.”


			Enough time had passed for Leo to work through some of her anger at her father for leaving them alone again. Her brothers, however, still had that ahead of them. Leo had a plan now. It included keeping them all too busy to miss their father, in addition to spreading the chores around in an attempt to make no one indispensable. She would bring it up at supper and put the plan in action beginning the next day. Leo now knew she was the one who would keep them all together. There was no one else they could depend on.
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