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Author’s Note

The struggles we face may change with time, place, and circumstance, but the deepest burdens of life remain remarkably constant.

We work to provide for our families.

We face uncertainty, loss, sacrifice, and hardship.

We lean on faith and carry the responsibility of holding things together when life grows difficult.

Though this story is set in another time, its heart is not far removed from our own.

No matter where or when we live, we are rarely as alone in our struggles as we sometimes believe. 

— Stephen Hardy
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​Chapter 1 — West
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The oxen moved slow but steady. Leather creaked and yokes groaned. The wheels pressed deep into the rutted earth and rolled on without asking whether the ground approved.

He walked beside the left team, one hand resting against the warm flank when the trail narrowed. Dust rose in light clouds around his boots. It hung in the air and settled on everything. He did not try to brush it off anymore.

The morning had started cool. It would not stay that way for long.

Behind him, the wagon canvas snapped once in the wind and settled again. His mother sat high on the seat, reins looped in her hands, eyes forward. She did not waste words on the trail.

A man riding ahead called back something about the river bend two miles out. The line of wagons adjusted without much fuss. They had been moving together long enough to know how to shift without stopping.

He tapped the ox lightly with the end of his stick. “Easy,” he said.

The animal’s ear flicked, but it did not turn its head.

The land had changed three times in the last week. First rock and scrub. Then open grass. Now low timber with shade that felt heavier than the sun. The trail cut through it like something borrowed.

He glanced back once at the wagon. Not long. Just enough.

His mother caught it. “I’m here,” she said.

He nodded. “I know.”

By midday the heat came down hard. The line slowed. A wheel ahead struck stone and jolted sideways. Men stepped in without shouting. Blocks wedged to check the axle.

It was busy. He moved when needed. Held when told. Carried water when asked. He did not ask how much farther.

Somewhere behind them lay a house that no longer held them. He did not look back toward it in his mind. There was no use in that.

When they stopped near evening, the oxen were unyoked and watered first. Always first. He worked the strap loose and stepped back as the animal shook its head free. Steam rose faint in the cooling air.

He ran his hand down the length of its neck, checking for sores where leather had rubbed too long. Still good.

His mother climbed down from the wagon without assistance. She moved slower than she had before the journey began, but she did not complain of it.

He handed her the water dipper. She drank, then passed it back. “You keeping up?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am.”

She studied him once, then nodded. “Good.”

Supper was beans and something salted thin enough to make it last. Men talked low around the fires. Someone laughed once at something small. It sounded out of place and then faded into the dark.

He lay on his back that night beneath the wagon, hands folded behind his head. The stars were larger out here.

He did not know what waited ahead of them. He only knew the oxen would rise at first light. And he would walk beside them.
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​Chapter 2 — The Crossing



[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Morning came and the wagons rolled again.

They heard the river before they saw it.

Not wide. Not roaring. Just steady and louder than the wind had been for the last three days.

The line slowed as the wagons crested the small rise. Below them the water bent across the trail, brown and moving faster than it looked from a distance.

Men rode ahead to test it.

They walked it first — boots sinking a little in the silt near the bank, then finding firmer footing toward the middle. One man jabbed a pole down and nodded.

“Shallow enough,” he called back. “Keep to the left of that snag.”

The wagons began to adjust. Loads were shifted higher. Loose items tied down tighter.

William stood near the tongue of their wagon, watching how the current pressed against the man’s legs midstream. It wasn’t deep. But it wasn’t gentle either.

A wagon ahead of them struggled with a bundle tied to its side — kindling and split wood bound tight with rope. The knot had swollen from the damp air and would not cinch properly.

“It’ll hold,” the man muttered, pulling once more before giving up.

His wife stood in the wagon bed, rearranging a trunk to keep it from sliding.

Their oxen stepped forward when urged.

The first wheels entered slow. The water climbed the spokes and then the hubs. The current pressed against the box. The oxen leaned into their yokes, steady and deliberate.

Halfway through, the bundle shifted.

The rope slid loose against wet wood. The bundle tipped, then dropped into the river with a dull splash.

Two boys waded after it, catching what they could before it drifted too far. They dragged the wood back to the wagon and heaved it up, dripping and heavy.

They made it across without losing anything else.

No wagon overturned. No team broke loose.

From a distance, it would have looked like a clean crossing.

By the time William’s wagon entered, the riverbed had churned darker where the first wheels had passed. He watched the oxen’s hooves press deeper than the men’s boots had.

Weight changed things.

The water climbed just high enough to soak the lower boards of the wagon. He kept one hand on the side, steadying himself as they moved.

On the far bank, he looked back once at the river. It looked the same as before they entered it.

But the trail beneath it had shifted.

That evening the wood would not light.

The damp had worked its way in deeper than it first appeared. The man from the wagon ahead crouched near his fire pit, coaxing flame from smoke that refused to rise.

He split pieces thinner. Scraped bark away. Blew until his face reddened.

The fire caught late.

Supper came late.

No one complained aloud.

William watched from where he knelt near his team, scraping packed mud from between a hoof and iron shoe.

He worked slow. Thorough.

Behind him, the man finally sat back from his fire, shoulders sagging. He had been on his feet longer than most that day.

When darkness settled and the oxen lay down, steam rising faint from their sides, William moved along each one, checking for stones lodged in the clefts, running fingers along the tender places where leather rubbed.

The man from ahead passed by once, glanced at his own team, then toward the dim glow of his fire.

“Tomorrow,” he said quietly to no one in particular.

William did not look up.

“Yes, sir,” he answered anyway.

Morning came cool.

One of the oxen from the wagon ahead rose slow.

It shifted weight wrong.

When urged forward, it leaned and balked.

Men gathered, measuring the situation.

The hoof was bruised and packed tight with river silt that had hardened overnight.

They worked to clean it.

The wagon could not carry its full load now.

By midmorning, a heavy dresser was lowered from the wagon bed and set off the trail.

It stood upright for a moment in the grass, drawers tied shut, polished surface catching the light like it still belonged somewhere else.

The line of wagons moved on.

William watched it shrink behind them until it was only a square shape against open land.

He tightened the strap on his own team before they stepped forward again.

He did not say anything.

But that night, when the oxen lay down, he checked them twice.
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Chapter 3 — Boots
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They made camp near dusk, wagons drawn in loose circles, oxen unyoked and hobbled close. Smoke lifted thin into the cooling air. Supper was simple and quiet.

He didn’t say anything about the boots right away.

He finished helping unhitch the team. Carried what needed carrying. Did what the day required.

Only when the fire burned low and most folks had turned in did he sit beside the wagon and pull one boot off.

The sole had split near the ball of his foot. The stitching along the side hung loose. The leather was worn thin where the trail had chewed at it.

William turned it in his hands, studying it like a problem that needed solving.

His mother sat across from him, mending a shirt sleeve in the fading light.

“Ma,” he said, steady, not complaining. “My boots gave out on the trail today.”

She looked up once, then at the boot in his hands.

“I see that.”

A wagon nearby creaked as someone shifted. An older man stepped down from his seat, stretching his back before turning in. His eyes fell on the boy and the torn leather.

He paused.

“Those done?” the man asked.

“Yes, sir,” William answered. “But I can stitch them some. They’ll last a while yet.”

The man studied him a moment longer, then nodded toward his own wagon.

“I’ve got a pair that won’t be used,” he said. “About your size, I reckon.”

William didn’t stand. Didn’t reach.

“That’s kind of you,” he said carefully.

The man waved it off. “I won’t make you a beggar,” he said. “You fetch two full buckets of water from the creek before dark, and we’ll call it even.”

William was already on his feet.

“Yes, sir.”

He carried the buckets down the slope, filled them steady and careful so as not to spill on the climb back up. His arms burned before he reached the wagons again, but he didn’t stop.

He set the buckets beside the man’s fire.

“Thank you,” he said.

The man handed over the boots with a slight smile.

“They’ll carry you a ways,” he said.

William nodded once. “That’s all I need.”

Later, when the camp had settled and the stars came clear overhead, he sat beside the wagon and pulled them on.

They were worn but solid. Broken in by someone else’s miles, but ready for his.

He worked the laces tight and stood, shifting his weight once, feeling how they held.

His mother watched from where she sat.

“You made a good trade today,” she said.

He nodded.

“Yes, ma’am.”

That was all.

But when he lay down that night, the boots rested beside him — not given, but earned.

And they were his.
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​Chapter 4 — The Milk
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The cow did not like mornings.

She shifted her weight before he even sat down, tail flicking once against his shoulder.

William set the tin pail between his knees and leaned in, working both hands at once the way he’d always done it before. He reached across the animal’s flank to catch the far side, stretching farther than he needed to.

Milk struck the pail in uneven rhythm.

It was working.

Slowly.

The cow stomped once.

He steadied her with his knee and kept going.

Behind him, a wagon wheel creaked as someone shifted their load. An older man stepped down from his seat, carrying a small wooden stool under one arm.

He watched a moment.

“You’ll wear yourself out reaching like that,” the man said.

William didn’t stop. “It’s coming.”

“I can see that.”

The man set the stool down beside him.

“Sit higher,” he said. “Closer in. And don’t fight all four at once.”

William paused, looking up briefly.

“You can only draw steady from two at a time. Work one side clean. Then switch.”

He shifted his position the way the man showed him, bringing the pail closer to his body. The stool raised him just enough that he no longer had to stretch.

He tried it.

Two at a time.

Firm. Even. Closer in.

With the adjustment the rhythm changed. The milk struck the pail faster now.

The cow stood easier.

William glanced up at the man once.

“That’s better,” he said.

The man nodded. “Hard work’s good. But there’s no prize for making it harder than it needs to be.”

William worked the other side, finding the pace.

“Thank you,” he said.

The man shrugged. “Somebody showed me once.”

He picked up the stool and walked back toward his wagon.

William finished the milking without the cow stomping again.

When he carried the pail back, he didn’t spill a drop.

His mother took it from him and looked at the foam near the rim.

“You’re getting quicker,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am.”

That evening, when he set the stool down again, he did it the right way.
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​Chapter 5 — A Quiet Morning on the Plains
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The change started before anyone said it had.

William noticed it in the way the fire was built the night before.

It burned longer than usual. Not brighter — just steadier. The pot over it was larger, and though it looked like supper, nothing went into it but water. He carried two extra buckets from the creek at dusk, the handles biting into his palms. No one had asked him twice. When the wagon master nodded toward the fire, William simply went.

The water boiled long after most of the camp had gone quiet.

He did not ask why.

He knew better than to ask everything.

Later, when the stars were high and the wind had settled, he heard low voices beyond the circle of light. Not angry. Not hurried. Just low.

He slept anyway.

He had learned that on the trail, you slept when you could.

He was shaken awake before dawn.

The wagon master stood over him, hat already on.

“Up, son.”

William rose without complaint.

He helped hitch teams while the sky was still gray. The oxen were restless but obedient. Leather creaked. Harness rings clicked. Somewhere behind the wagons, the dull thud of iron on soil sounded in steady rhythm.

He didn’t look that way.

He wasn’t old enough to be sent there.

If he had been a year older, perhaps he would have been.

Instead, he tightened straps, checked wheels, and carried wood where it was needed. Someone pressed a tin cup into his hand. The water tasted of smoke.

No breakfast was cooked.

No one mentioned it.

By midmorning, the wagons had begun to move.

There were fewer children running between them.

The line stretched out slower than usual, as if the prairie itself required more effort that day.

William walked beside his team, hand resting on the yoke.

“Ma,” he said quietly after a time, “why were we boiling so much water?”

She did not answer right away.

“Because sometimes,” she said at last, “clean water is all a body has left.”

He took that in and kept moving.

“Is someone sick?”

“Yes.”

“Will they be all right?”

She looked ahead, not at him.

“We pray so.”

On the trail, you learned not to tie your heart to every wagon.

They stopped earlier than usual that afternoon.

The wind carried no laughter across the camp.

William fetched water again. This time, no one asked. He brought what he could and stacked wood near the fire without being told. A woman from another wagon nodded her thanks but did not speak.

The pot was smaller now.

That night, the stars felt closer.

He heard a hymn carried thin across the dark — not loud enough for the whole camp, just loud enough for those who needed it.

By morning, the wagons moved again.

Quieter.

Slower.

The prairie did not change.

But the company had.

No marker was raised that he saw.

No speech was given.

Just a space in the line where a wagon once stood fuller.

William walked beside his oxen and kept his eyes forward.

The trail did not pause long for grief.

It never had.
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​Chapter 6 — Fishing
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They reached the river earlier than expected.

The trail dropped out of the timber and opened onto a wide bend where the water slowed before turning south again. The wagon master rode ahead, studied the bank a while, then turned his horse back toward the line.

“We’ll cross in the morning,” he called. “Camp here.”

No one argued.

The oxen were glad to be unyoked before the sun dropped low. Harness came loose. Wagons settled into the grass. Women carried washing to the shallows while men checked wheels and tightened straps that had worked loose on the trail.

For a little while, the trail was quiet.

William wandered down toward the water with a length of line and a bent hook he kept wrapped in cloth in his pocket. He had a few hooks his pa had given him.

The hook was small, but sharp.

Another boy stood farther down the bank, tossing sticks into the slow current and watching them drift.

William nodded once when he drew closer.

The other boy nodded back.

They stood a moment watching the water move past the bend.

“You fishing?” the boy asked after a while.

“Reckon to try,” William said.

The boy shrugged and stepped aside to give him room.

William worked the line loose from his pocket and baited the hook with a grasshopper he found in the weeds. The cast was short. The water there ran deeper along the shaded bank.

They waited.

The river made its quiet sound against the stones.

A minute passed.

Then the line jerked.

William lifted steady and drew the fish toward the bank. A small trout flashed once in the sun before he slid it onto the grass.

The other boy crouched beside it, eyes wide.

“Where did you learn to do that?” he asked.

William unhooked the fish and held it a moment before dropping it into a bucket half full of water.

“My pa taught me.”

The boy nodded like that was answer enough. He found his own grasshopper, baited his hook, and tried the cast. It took him three tries to land it where the shade touched the deeper water.

William watched without saying anything at first. When the boy’s line drifted too fast and tangled in the current, William spoke quietly.

“Try letting it drift a bit slower. They sit under the bank, waiting for something easy.”

The boy tried again, adjusting his wrist the way William showed him with a small motion of his own hand.

This time the line twitched. The fish that came out was smaller, but it shone bright in the afternoon light.

The boy grinned as he held it up. “Got one.”

William gave a small nod. “Good. Now clean it careful. Cut behind the gills, not too deep.” He demonstrated once with his own fish, slow and deliberate, so the boy could see. “Pa always said a messy job wastes good meat.”

The boy copied him, concentrating hard. His first cut was clumsy, but the second was cleaner.

Downstream, two girls raced sticks along the edge of the water, shouting whenever one snagged against the reeds.

The boys fished until the shadows stretched longer across the grass. Between them they caught three trout.

An old man walking the bank paused long enough to watch them.

“Water’s good for the head,” he said. “A body sits by it long enough, things tend to settle.”

Then he walked on.

That night the fish were cooked over a small fire beside the wagons.

Clara knelt beside the flames, coaxing them higher with dry grass and twigs while the wind kept shifting.

The trout, cleaned and skewered on green sticks, hissed and sputtered.

Smoke stung her eyes and the heat kept flaring uneven—one side blackening while the other stayed raw.

She turned them carefully, muttering under her breath as smoke filled her eyes.

It took longer than it should have, and the edges came out tough in places, but the flesh inside stayed sweet and fresh.

They were not large.

But they were fresh.

And for the first time in many days, the camp tasted something that had not traveled in a barrel.

When darkness settled and the river turned black beneath the stars, the wagons stood quiet along the bend.

The crossing would wait until morning.
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​Chapter 7 — The Sky Turns
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They had been on the trail a little over a week since leaving the last settlement.

The first three days passed steady. The ground rolled long and flat. The oxen found their pace again. The milk cow walked without fuss. William rose before sunup, checked the yoke straps, tightened the lashings, and walked beside the team the way he always had.

By the fourth day the wind shifted.

It came from the north.

Not strong at first. Just cool enough to notice.

William felt it against his ears and looked up. The sky hadn’t darkened yet, but it felt different. The air carried weight.

He didn’t say anything.

By afternoon the gray began building low on the horizon. Not tall clouds. Just thick ones, spreading wide. The wagon master called back along the line to tighten loads and check covers.

William walked the side of their wagon and tugged at the rope holding down the cover. It felt tight enough. He pressed down on the canvas and nodded to himself.

The wind rose quicker than he expected.

Canvas snapped sharp.

The oxen leaned forward into it.

Dust lifted first — then the rain came hard and flat, driving sideways.

No lightning.

No thunder.

Just steady force.

The ruts in the trail filled almost at once. Water ran down them like narrow streams. The ground that had been firm an hour before softened under the weight of the wagons.

One wagon ahead of them tilted when its wheel sank deep in a fresh patch of mud. Men pushed. Women held lines tight to keep stock from drifting.

William grabbed the milk cow’s halter and steadied her as she fought the wind. His boots sank nearly to the ankle in the thickening ground. He pulled her toward the wagon’s lee side, using the wagon body to break the wind.

The rain lasted less than an hour.

It felt longer.

When it passed, it passed quickly. The clouds thinned. The wind softened. Sunlight returned in broken patches across the plain.

But the ground was not the same.

The ruts were deeper.

The banks had shifted.

Water stood where dust had been.

William walked back to the wagon and checked the lashings again.

That’s when he saw it.

The knot holding the back corners of the cover had come loose. The bedding had been exposed to the rain.

It was wet.

Not ruined. Just wet.

He untied the rope and opened the bedding the best he could to dry.

That night held its own discomfort.

The knot had held under calm sky.

It hadn’t held under strain.

He turned that over in his mind.

The next morning he tied the cover with more attention.

He worked the rope through itself and back again, testing it with his weight before he stepped away.

They moved on.

For the next two days the land bore the mark of the storm. Mud clung heavy to boots. Wheels groaned where the ground tried to hold them. The oxen pulled steady and patient.

Nothing else failed.

But William noticed everything more carefully.

How quickly dry ground becomes mud.

How quickly firm footing turns soft.

How little it takes to loosen what seemed secure.

On the seventh morning, the trail crested a gentle rise.

And beyond it, far off but visible, sat the outline of buildings.

Not many. Just a few.

William did not know yet that he would leave the wagon train within days.

But he knew this much:

Ground matters.

And not all of it is the same.
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​Chapter 8 — The Bend in the Road
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Two days after the storm, the land began to change.

The trail narrowed first.

Then the grass thinned and gave way to more traveled ground. Wagon ruts deepened. Hoof prints crossed and recrossed each other. The air carried something new — smoke, faint but steady.

William saw it before he said anything.

“Town,” he said.

His mother followed his gaze.

It wasn’t much.

A low cluster of buildings set near a bend in a shallow creek.

A general store with a board porch.

A blacksmith shed.

A boarding house with two windows facing the road.

A handful of homes scattered wider than the rest.

A rough sign beside the road read: Clarion.

The wagon train slowed as they passed through.

Men stepped out onto porches to watch.

A woman paused from sweeping and nodded once.

No one stared long. They had seen wagon trains before.

William walked beside the oxen and looked without gawking.

He noticed the well near the store.

The timber stacked behind the smithy.

The creek was running slow but steady beyond the buildings.

It wasn’t grand.

But it held.

The wagon master called for a short stop to water stock and stretch legs. William led the milk cow down to the creek’s edge. The bank held firm beneath his boots. He tested it with his heel before stepping closer.

An older man stood near the store porch, arms folded across his chest.

“You folks pushing on?” the man asked the wagon master.

“Yes,” the wagon master replied. “Winter’ll catch whoever lingers too long.”

The older man nodded once and looked past him toward William and his mother.

“Plenty of open ground east of the bend,” he said. “Nobody’s claimed it. Creek runs year-round. Timber’s thin but workable.”

William glanced toward his mother.

She didn’t answer immediately.

Instead, she asked, “How far?”

“Couple miles,” the man said. “Far enough for quiet. Close enough for trade.”

The wagon master mounted up again not long after.

Those continuing west tightened their lines.

William’s mother stood still a moment longer, eyes moving from the creek to the open ground beyond the buildings.

“You want to take a look?” she asked.

William didn’t hesitate.

“Yes.”

They followed the creek east, leaving the main road behind. The wagon train creaked forward without them.

After a mile the ground rose gently. After two it opened into a stretch of grass bordered by a thin stand of cottonwoods.

The creek curved wide here before narrowing again. The land sloped enough for drainage, but not so steep it would fight a foundation.

William climbed the small rise overlooking it.

From there he could see the town’s smoke in the distance.

“It’s good ground,” he said.

His mother walked it slower than he had. She tested the soil with her hands.

Watched how the wind moved across it. Measured the sun’s direction without speaking.

When she came back to him, she nodded once.

“We can build here.”

They unhooked the oxen.

Back near the road, the wagon train had already begun to thin in the distance.

The wagon master rode back alone.

“You sure about staying?” he asked.

William’s mother answered steady. “Yes.”

The wagon master looked from her to William.

“You’ll need to work hard.”

William met his eyes.

“Yes, sir.”

The man studied them both a moment longer, then tipped his hat.

“Then don’t wait.”

He turned his horse and rode back toward the moving line.

William did not watch them go.

He picked up the lead rope instead and guided the oxen toward the rise.

The sound of wheels and hooves faded behind them.

Wind moved through the grass.

The land was quiet in a way the trail never had been.

William stood at the edge of the rise and looked across what would be theirs to tend.

No road dust.

No voices calling forward.

No one setting the pace.

He drove the first stake into the ground with two firm blows.

His mother steadied the stake with her hand.
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​Chapter 9 — The Job Offer
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