
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


WEST OF HER HEART
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Chapter One – The Letter and the Locket
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The train let out a mournful wail as it clattered into Cedar Hollow, Texas—nothing more than a tired bend in the rail with a depot no bigger than a church cloakroom.

Eleanor Whitcomb stepped down from the passenger car, one gloved hand clutching the handle of a small valise, the other pressed protectively against the silver locket at her throat. The Texas sun slapped her face like a heat she'd never known back East. Dust curled around her boots and caught in the hem of her traveling dress.

She wasn’t sure what she’d expected—trumpets? Warm greetings? Regret?

What she got was a crooked wooden sign that read “Cedar Hollow Station,” a trio of skinny dogs in the shade, and a man watching her from under a wide-brimmed hat with the stillness of a hawk on a fencepost.

He didn’t move as she approached, not even when she stopped right in front of him.

“Mr. Silas McRae?” she asked, voice even, chin lifted.

His eyes—gray and hard as river stones—studied her for a beat too long before he nodded once. “You Eleanor?”

“I prefer Nora.”

“Alright.”

He took her valise without asking and turned toward a wagon hitched to a tired sorrel mare.

No flowers. No handshake. Just a wagon and a long road west.

She climbed up beside him in silence, the heat seeping through her gloves and into her skin. After a while, he spoke.

“I got a daughter. Abigail. Six. She’s... quiet.”

Nora nodded. “I was, too.”

They rode for nearly an hour, past fields gone dry and fences in need of mending, until the land turned green again near a slow-moving creek. A modest house sat atop a rise, weathered and alone, framed by mesquite trees.

“That it?” she asked.
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