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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Heading West

          

        

      

    

    
      I am of the impression that this land is out to kill me.

      So far, I have yet to be wrong in that assessment.

      The sun beats down without mercy. The humid air slicks hot sweat down my neck. Beautiful bursts of blue bonnets dot the landscape in azure wonder, and though ordinarily the flowers would be a sight to behold, the bushes are filled with bugs, and they are more than eager to plaster themselves to my skin.

      “Eleanor,” I hear my father say from his place at the head of the wagon.

      “Yes, Father?” I ask before slapping at a fly that has landed on my arm.

      “How’s your mama doing?”

      My mother has been lying beneath the thick canvas of the family’s covered wagon for the past two days. She is very pregnant, beyond sore, and obstinate in her declarations of being just fine.

      “She’s—” I start to say.

      But my father cuts me off by saying, “Just fine?”

      I giggle as I turn my head to look into the wagon and gaze upon my mother—who, with her head propped up on a number of clothes, dozes contentedly despite the rocking wagon. On one hand, I am thankful that she is resting, particularly because she is suffering from cramps and bloating. She’s told us not to worry—that the baby will not come for another few weeks—but both me and my mother’s friend Emily Becker, who is a midwife, are not entirely convinced.

      I struggle not to sigh as I return my gaze to the wilds of Central Texas, which stretch for what seems like an eternity beneath the vast blue sky. Not only am I tired of simply traveling, I am tired of waiting.

      For nearly a week we have been on the road to Settler’s Point.

      Now that we are drawing close, I am more than anxious to see what will soon be my new home.

      “Don’t fret,” my father says. “We will be there soon enough.”

      “You’ve been saying that for three days,” I reply, somewhat stubbornly at that.

      My father smiles—a true, genuine smile—and tilts his head up to bare his unshaven neck to the sky. “It’ll be glorious,” he says.

      “What will?” I reply. “The settlement?”

      “Yes. I mean the settlement.”

      Though I want to believe him, if only to still my wandering heart, a part of me can’t help but feel restless.

      We’d set upon this journey on the pretense that we would make the lands to the west our new home. My father, a former Texas Ranger and military veteran, had been promised land in Settler’s Point from the Republic of Texas. While not presently active in the armed forces, my father had agreed to the military’s offer, and from San Antonio we’d departed.

      That’d been almost a week ago; and beyond my mother’s struggles with her pregnancy, we’ve had absolutely no complications whatsoever.

      A long, drawn-out sigh escapes me, causing my chest to swell, my shoulders to ache.

      I ask my father, “Do you know how much longer?”

      He lifts his head to face me, only to say: “I know as much as you do.”

      “Wait. You mean⁠—”

      “We’ll make it when we make it, Eleanor. It’s not like I can tell you how long it takes. I’ve never been here, just as you never have either.”

      I cross my arms over my chest, purse my lips, and try my hardest not to pout.

      Behind us, my mother stirs.

      “Go,” my father says. “Check on your ma.”

      I turn my head to gaze into the covered wagon, and for a moment, I simply stare, watching my mother’s chest rise, her belly with it. She appears miserable, and though I know there is little I can do to help ease her discomfort, I understand that my presence may be enough to help her.

      So, with that in mind, I nod to my father, relinquish my hold on the edge of the wagon, and slide beneath the canvas.

      My mother stirs almost immediately. “Eleanor,” she whispers, blinking, slowly, as she opens her eyes.

      “Are you all right?” I ask.

      “I’m… fine,” my mother replies. “I just wish this wagon would stop shaking.”

      “I know.” I reach down and take hold of her hand. “Do you want me to fetch Missus Becker? To see if maybe she can help?”

      “There is nothing Missus Becker can do, my dear. This is simply a part of being a mother.” She grits her teeth as one of the back wheels rolls over something, causing the wagon to shift once more. “Oh, dear Lord, please, let us be there soon.”

      “We will be,” I say. “I promise.”

      She merely smiles and squeezes my hand. “Go,” she says, gesturing to the far end of the wagon, where light streams in beyond my mother’s feet. “See how Sarah is doing.”

      With one last nod, I lean down, kiss my mother’s cheek, then half crawl, half walk to the end of the wagon.

      The moment my head pierces the sunlight, I sling my legs over the wagon, slide down, and plop to the ground.

      A man hollers almost immediately.

      “Sorry, Mister Becker!” I say.

      “That’s Doctor Becker to you,” the redheaded man says, taking care to hold his horse’s reins steady as my family’s wagon continues to advance west. “What in God’s name are doing, jumping out of a wagon from the back?”

      “I figured it would be better than jumping down from the front, sir.”

      A small smile pierces out from beneath Doctor Becker’s heavily mustached lip. “Looking for Sarah Dyer, I take it?”

      “Yes, sir. I am.”

      “She’s back a ways, with her mother. Go—see how she’s doing. And cover your hair while you’re at it.”

      “Yes, sir,” I say. “I will, sir.”

      Doctor Becker nods and urges his horse to follow my family’s wagon, leaving me to stand in the hot summer sun, beneath which I can already feel myself baking.

      After adjusting my bonnet atop my head, I turn and begin to retrace my steps down the road.

      Beneath the oppressive nature of the Texas sun, it is hard to lift one’s head clearly. Without the wide brim of a man’s hat, it is almost downright impossible. Still, I am able to gaze into the distance and look upon the many faces that crowd this long and dusty road.

      Four families—the Beckers, the Dyers, the Emersons, and my family, the Weavers—had set out from San Antonio with one goal in mind: to reach Settler’s Point safely. Though each has a special place in my heart, it is my best friend, Sarah Dyer, and her mother, Rebecca, who I am searching for.

      As I advance, slowly but surely making my way along the path the wagon has just come down, I listen to the call of birds and the buzz of bees that flit from vibrant flower to vibrant flower, my heart swimming and my mind at ease. The sights are a welcome distraction from my worries about my mother and how life will change come time the new baby, be it a boy or a girl, arrives.

      “Hey, Eleanor!” I hear Tommy Dyer’s familiar voice call out. “Watch this!”

      The boy throws a stick my way.

      His dog—an Airedale Terrier by the name of Tippet—bounds toward me, his brown fur glistening with dew in the afternoon sun.

      I am just barely able to dodge the wet mutt before it can strike me.

      “Tommy Dyer!” I hear my best friend Sarah call. “You stop that this instant!”

      “You can’t tell me what to do, Sarah long-nose!” Tommy calls back.

      “I do not have a long nose!”

      “Yes, you do!”

      “No, I do not!”

      “Yes, you⁠—”

      “Children!” their mother, Rebecca Dyer, snaps. “Stop that name calling right now!”

      “Yes, ma’am,” both of the Dyer children reply.

      “Tommy Dyer, you apologize to Eleanor this instant.”

      “I’m sorry,” the eleven-year-old boy says and pouts, rather indignantly at that.

      I offer a small smile as the dog, wet from who knows what, nudges its cold nose against my hand. “Chasing sticks are we, Tippet?”

      The dog barks.

      I crouch down. Shake the stick. Then I say, “Go get it!” and toss it along the side of the road.

      The dog bounds after his stick almost instantly.

      Lifting my eyes, I set my gaze on Rebecca Dyer, seated upon the bench guiding their family’s wagon, and say, “Hi, Missus Dyer.”

      “Hi, Eleanor. How’s your mama doing?”

      “She’s managing, ma’am.”

      “That’s all you can do when you’re as far along as she is.”

      My best friend, Sarah, jumps down from the bench beside her mother and comes toward me, tossing her unruly strawberry-blond hair back from her heart-shaped face. “Hi, Ellen.”

      “Hi, Sarah.”

      “Shall we walk?”

      The two of us start up the road, careful to give wide birth to the untrodden path for fear of stepping into rabbit’s nests or worse: a snake’s den.

      The first thing Sarah asks is: “How’s your mama?”

      To which I reply by saying, “I’m not sure. I think she’s fine, but… I honestly don’t know how she’s going to make it to Settler’s Point at this rate.”

      “She hasn’t… started or anything… has she?”

      “No,” I say, “but she’s been complaining an awful lot, and, well…”

      Sarah watches me carefully.

      “I just don’t want anything to happen. You know?”

      “I know,” Sarah says before reaching out to touch my back. “Everything will be fine, Eleanor. I promise.”

      How she can promise such a thing I’m not for certain. Regardless, I’m not in the position to dwell upon it.

      As we advance further up the road—and as the Dyers’ family dog goes barreling into the bushes—Tommy cries out and gives chase.

      Sarah catches him before he can dive after the terrier.

      “Tippet!” Sarah calls. “Get back here!”

      “Lemme go!” Tommy cries.

      “Only if you promise not to follow.”

      “All right. I promise.”

      Sarah relinquishes her hold.

      Tommy goes barreling into the bushes anyway.

      Sarah, muttering the Lord’s name for patience beneath her breath, pursues. I do as well.

      The moment Tommy enters the bushes is the moment a plague of flies erupts into the air.

      “Oh, cool!” Tommy says. “A skull!”

      “A what?” Sarah asks. “I swear, Tommy Dyer, if you’re messing around with something⁠—”

      “I ain’t! Look!”

      We push through the bushes, only to discover a grisly sight.

      The deer—or, more aptly, what was once a deer—lies in a shallow pit. Reduced to bone by the elements, there is little to actually see of it.

      “Tommy Dyer!” Sarah cries. “Get away from it!”

      “But it’s so cool!” Tommy says.

      “What’s so cool about a dead thing?” Sarah asks.

      “Its… skull,” I say.

      That’s when me and Sarah lean forward to take a closer look.

      “Looks like wolves got to it,” a voice suddenly says.

      The three of us jump. Even Tippet—who’s been sniffling around looking like he’s going to try and mess with the bones—jerks, fur bristling and a bark rising from his throat.

      “Mister Emerson,” Sarah says, pressing a hand to her heart. “You scared me.”

      “Sorry, girls, Tommy. I was just saying”—he turns his head and spits—“that it looks like the wolves got to it.”

      “What kind of wolf nearly splits a skull in two?” Tommy asks.

      I turn my head to look at the skeletal remains—at the prominent bite mark that has scarred the bone between the eyes—and frown.

      “Had to have been an awfully big wolf,” I say.

      “They get big in these parts,” Mister Emerson says. “At least, that’s what I’ve heard, anyway.”

      Of anyone, Mister Joseph Emerson would be the most likely to know. He is our hunter, after all, and he and his wife, Lydia, have been providing us consistent meals since our departure from San Antonio.

      The man lifts his head to regard the road in the distance. “Best to stay away from dead things,” he says, most pointedly to Tommy. “They can carry bad things, like bugs, disease. You hear me?”

      “I hear you,” Tommy says, though he pouts once more. “Come on, Tippet. Let’s go.”

      The dog barks and bounds back into the road.

      Me and Sarah make a move to follow.

      Mister Emerson emerges behind us, only to say, “I wouldn’t worry about this too much, girls. Wolves tend to stick to themselves and, unless diseased, prefer the wild. We won’t have any problems with them in the Point.”

      “Yes, sir,” me and Sarah say.

      “Would you look at that?” Mister Emerson says. “I think we’ve almost made it.”

      “Thank the Lord,” Sarah says before pressing a hand to her heart.

      The only thing I can think of, as I gaze down the road, is my mother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            Settler’s Point

          

        

      

    

    
      Settler’s Point rises like a knife from the land. Erupting from the west, it appears before us in less than an hour’s time, offering the promise of not only a new home, but a fresh start. My heart is wild at the thought of finally sleeping beneath a real roof, but my mind is racing with the possibilities of what all this could mean.

      To think, I muse, that we’ve come so far in such a short amount of time.

      We’ve been going for days—have covered so much land both physically and geographically.

      And now we are here.

      Sarah Dyer is beside herself. She has not stopped praying since the settlement has come into view and is clutching her long-gone father’s silver cross as if it is the only grounding force in her world. Behind us, her mother looks on sadly—as though she is even more lost now that we’ve finally arrived. This would be a fresh start for her and Sarah, too. Especially after what happened at that battle in Salado those three years ago.

      All those guns, I think, all that fighting.

      My father had promised that there would be none of that here. There’d be trials, sure, but no more battles.

      Nodding, I turn my head to look at Sarah and say, “Stop that.”

      “What?” my friend asks, blinking, wide-eyed and mouth agape.

      “Praying. You’ll give the Lord a headache.”

      “I… I don’t⁠—”

      I smile, and after a moment, Sarah smiles, too.

      “Oh, Eleanor,” she says. “I’m just so scared. After what happened to Papa… I don’t know how we’re going to manage.”

      “We’ll manage just fine,” I say. “Remember what my pa said? About your father being his best friend?”

      “Thomas Dyer’s family will never suffer so long as I draw breath.”

      “Exactly,” I say and reach down to take hold of her hand. “Don’t you worry about a thing. You and your family will be just fine.”

      With a small yet sad smile, Sarah withdraws her hand from my own. She then says, “You should go. Your father’s the one they’re expecting.”

      “I’ll see you soon,” I say.

      Sarah nods and turns to make her way toward her family wagon, leaving me to my thoughts and everything within them.

      Returning to then climbing into my family’s wagon is an act that draws discomfort within my bones. With aching feet and an unsure heart, I find that little I do can ease my worries on the matters at hand, even though my joy of finally arriving is almost bursting from me. I am, first and foremost, concerned about my mother and how the baby will fare come time for them to arrive.

      “Eleanor?” my mother asks as I settle my weight into the wagon.

      “It’s me,” I say before crawling to her side.

      “I hear voices. Does that mean we’ve finally made it?”

      “We’ve finally made it,” I say.

      “Thank God,” my mother breathes.

      I set my hand on hers. Lace our fingers together. Then I lift my eyes to gaze out the front of the canvas flap, at which my father sits, his gaze set to the far road, where a boy on a horse is making his way up the road.

      “I think they’re coming to greet us,” I say.

      “Don’t eavesdrop,” my mother says. “That’s rude.”

      Still, even though I’ve been taught not to listen in on the conversations of others, I find myself doing just that.

      “Sir!” I hear the boy call. “Sir! Are you the party from San Antonio?”

      “We are,” my father replies.

      “Would you be Mister Liam Weaver?” the boy then asks.

      “That I am.”

      “My pa’s been expecting you. We all have.”

      “Good,” my father says. “Go on ahead. Tell them to arrange our lodgings quickly. My wife is with child, and the midwife says she’s to rest in a comfortable bed.”

      “Yes, sir,” the boy says.

      And then I hear the trample of footsteps as the boy turns the horse back down the road.

      “Eleanor,” my mother says.

      “Yes’m?” I ask, hoping that she hasn’t caught me spying.

      “You’ll help me out of this abominable wagon once we’re there?”

      “Of course, Mama.”

      She smiles. Then she says, “I will rest for now. Be good, and listen to your father.”

      “Yes’m.”

      My mother closes her eyes and almost instantly falls into a deep sleep.

      On the bench ahead of us, my father sighs, then turns his head to look into the wagon. “I know you were listening,” he says.

      “Papa,” I say, crawling forward. “I didn’t… I mean, I⁠—”

      “It’s all right, Ellen. You’re young. Confused. Maybe even scared.”

      “I’m not scared,” I say, a bit more petulantly than I would like.

      “Not even a little?”

      I think of everything we have come from—all the land we’ve crossed, all the things we’ve endured—and realize that, yes, I may, in fact, be scared. But it is not fear of what we will face once we arrive at Settler’s Point. Rather, it is the fear of what the future will bring.

      Still—even if I was not born with a lioness spirit, I know I cannot afford to be afraid. Not here. Not now. Maybe not ever.

      With a short sigh, I say, “Okay. Maybe I am a little scared.”

      “Fear is good in small doses, Ellen. It keeps you wise to your surroundings, your circumstance, even yourself. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      “I think so, Papa.”

      “Good.” My father turns his head back to the road. “We’re coming up on the settlement now.”

      The first of the buildings that rise on the outskirts of Settler’s Point are undoubtedly those of the working or hunting man. Whereas on one side there stands a small lodge, tanning racks and all, opposite that lies a stable, and pastures beyond, where cows and horses and even sheep graze from the green grass spreading like a thick carpet into the lands beyond. Those I look toward expectantly—as if from the great green beyond something tall and proud will rise—but it isn’t until we pass the outskirts and begin to make our way into the settlement that I realize how alive this place really is.

      There is, in the middle of everything, one great center—a heart beating at the inside of it all. From this point there stands a stone well, and beyond that, houses and other places of work spread out like limbs from a great tree. In one smithy a man smelts at his forge, while at a number of coops a woman, aided by young children, tends to her chickens. Laundry dries on lines strung taut in the alleys between homes, and the children—they run through it, laughing and jeering and crying out when one is pushed or stumbles or even falls.

      Only the heavy trample of horses approaching up the road is enough to draw me from my thoughts.

      “Papa,” I say. “Is that⁠—”

      But I cannot speak, for within moments, the boy who’d previously spoken with my father draws forward alongside another man. “Mister Weaver,” the boy says, lifting his head to face us. “This is my father.”

      “We’ve been expecting you,” the strange man says.

      “I take it you’re Mister Matthew Elliot?” my father replies.

      “Yes. I am him. And this here is my son, Henry.”

      “Pleased to meet you,” Henry says.

      “Same to you, son,” my father replies. “This here is my daughter, Eleanor. Most call her Ellen.”

      “G’day, miss,” Mister Elliot says.

      “G’day, sir,” I reply.

      “My wife is in the wagon,” my father continues. “I asked your boy Henry if he could warn y’all ahead of time.”

      “Your lodgings are ready,” Mister Elliot says. “Have been for the past week. They’ve been cleaned, tidied, and outfitted with what we could manage, just as we said they would be.”

      “I can’t thank you enough.”

      “We should be thanking you, Mister Weaver. It’s not often we get a Texas Ranger in these parts.”

      I try my hardest not to grimace but find myself doing just that.

      So, I then think, turning my head in an effort to hide my expression. That’s why we’re here.

      I’d overheard my father tell Mister Becker in passing that the army had wanted someone with experience out west. In case something were to happen, he’d said.

      Now that we’re here, though, I can’t help but wonder:

      Is there trouble brewing? Or expected? And if so: what would my father be able to do about it?

      With a nod, my father says, “I hate to cut this short, but my wife is in need of a proper bed.”

      “Of course,” Mister Elliot says. “Yours is the one here, next to the house at the end of the lane. We arranged it so you and your folks’d have access to the well for when the babe arrives.”

      “Thank you, sir.” My father turns to look at me, then my mother. “Mary, darling. Wake up. We’re finally here.”

      “Thank the maker,” my mother says and groans as she attempts to sit up.

      “Mama!” I say.

      “I’m fine, dear. You worry too much.”

      I open my mouth to speak but stop before I can do so.

      A moment later, Missus Becker is stepping forward and helping her husband, Mister Becker, to lower the rear of the wagon.

      “How are you feeling?” Missus Becker asks.

      “I’m—fine,” my mother says, gritting her teeth as I help her to her feet. “Just a little—sore—is all.”

      “That’ll pass once you give birth,” Mister Becker says. “Now, you see here, this all has to do with⁠—”

      “Hush now,” Missus Becker cuts in. “She’s gone through this before. She knows how it works.”

      Mister Becker opens his mouth to say something, but a quick, sharp look from his wife silences him before he can speak.

      Rather than speak further, Mister Becker reaches up, takes hold of my mother’s one hand, then waits for my father to take her opposite hand before assisting her out of the wagon. My mother audibly gasps as her feet touch the ground.

      “Are you all right?” I ask.

      “I’m fine, Eleanor. Don’t fret.”

      “If I were a gambling man, I’d say that baby’s coming any day now,” Mister Matthew Elliot says.

      “By God, I hope so,” my mother replies.

      This inspires a laugh out of Mister Elliot, who turns to his son and says, “Come now, Henry. Let’s leave the newcomers be. There’s work to be done, especially regarding supper.”

      “Yes, Pa,” Henry says.

      The two turn their horses and begin their trek down the road.

      Helping Mama up the short path to the small wooden cabin is a slow process, which entails waiting for her to walk a few steps, waiting for her to get her bearings, then waiting for her to walk a few more steps. I am of the horrible belief that she will go into labor here and now, and as a result, we won’t be able to get her into the home—that she’ll have the baby here in the street. Somehow, though, I am able to remain calm and look to Missus Becker for support.

      The midwife steps up to the front door. Opens it. Peers inside. Smiles.

      My mother asks, “How is it?”

      Missus Becker replies, “Absolutely lovely.”

      A short moment later, we are entering the small home, whose interior living space contains a small sitting room, an attached kitchen, and a short hall with two rooms at either edge.

      One for us, I think, and one for them.

      A flicker of hesitation strikes me, and for a moment, I begin to panic.

      I am unsure if I am ready to be an older sibling. Sarah says it isn’t bad—that, for as much as she hates Tommy, she loves him, too—but at the same time, I’ve always been alone, and I’m not sure if I’m ready for that to change.

      It’s gonna happen soon, a small part of me says. You better get ready sooner rather than later.

      A short nod is all I’m able to offer myself as my father and Mister Becker help my mother into her room.

      By the time they settle her onto the bed, I fear she will pass out from exhaustion.

      “Thank you,” is all my mother is able to say.

      “Are you all right?” Missus Becker asks, crouching down beside my mother.

      “I’m fine,” she says. “Don’t fear for me.”

      “Let’s leave them be,” my father says, pressing his hands to my shoulders.

      We exit into the hall. Step into the living room. Look to the windows, out which we can see this small but thriving settlement. Mister Becker and my father talk, but within moments, I am drifting into my thoughts once more—wondering how, if ever, I will learn to adapt to a place such as this.

      For so long I had been used to the city.

      Here, though? In the wilds?

      I purse my lips just in time for Mister Becker to tip his hat to me and wish me a farewell.

      “Is everything all right?” I ask my father as he comes out of the hall.

      “Everything’s fine,” my father then replies. “You have nothing to fear. We’re here now. Safe. Your ma will have the baby, and we’ll fall into routine.”

      “And after that?” I ask.

      “After that,” my father says, “we’ll live life how it was meant to be lived: freely.”

      Freely.

      Though a part of me wants to ask what my father means by that, I know that doing so is likely to only inspire more questions than answers.

      For that reason, I turn to the window once more and continue to watch the world as it passes by.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            Living Freely

          

        

      

    

    
      The baby begins to come in the middle of the night.

      Ripped from sleep by my mother’s cries, I stumble from my place in the small bed that is tucked beneath a window at the edge of the room and allow myself a moment of preparation before I open my bedroom door and step into the hall.

      “You’ve got to push,” I hear Missus Becker say. “I know it hurts, Mary, but you’ve got to push.”

      My mother’s anguished cries, followed by her low moans, leave me reeling with anticipation. A part of me wants to walk down the hall. Push open that door. Step inside and see my mother. But another can’t fathom the reality that this is it—this is finally it. My baby sibling is coming.

      “Push,” the midwife instructs.

      And judging from the sound of my mother’s cry, she does.

      A short moment later, there is a gasp, a cry. Then the midwife is saying, “It’s a boy.”

      I can’t help the single tear that slips from my eye.

      Guided by candlelight, I make my way down the hall, pause a moment to allow myself a chance to prepare, then knock.

      My father says, “Come in, Eleanor.”

      I push the door open. Look in at my mother. See the baby, swaddled in a blanket, pressed against her bare skin.

      My mother says, “Eleanor.”

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      “I’m fine, dear. Come—sit with me.”

      I try my hardest to ignore the sight and smell of blood, which is so fresh and sharp in the small room. Averting my gaze is almost impossible. Appearing as though I haven’t just stared is beyond that.

      My father pats the space beside my mother.

      I settle down as Missus Becker attends to the afterbirth.

      “Isn’t he beautiful?” my mother asks.

      I’m not sure how to respond. Truth be told: the baby isn’t exactly pretty. He’s so fresh that his skin appears soft and pliable—as if I could reach out and carve valleys and rivers along his flesh. But he almost has a full head of dark hair, and his eyes are blue as can be, almost exactly like mine.

      “He’s—” I swallow. “He’s⁠—”

      “Come now, Mary,” my father says. “The girl’s just been woken from a dead sleep. Surely you don’t expect a response at this hour?”

      My mother smiles and strokes the back of the baby’s head.

      “Does he… have a name?” I ask.

      “We were going to ask you to name him,” my mother says.

      “Me?”

      My father nods. “Yes. You.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’ve done so much for this family these last few years,” my mother says, “and because I know only you know what his name should be.”

      “I… I can’t,” I say.

      “Please, Eleanor. Do it for us. For me.”

      I swallow the lump that has risen in my throat. Burdened, now more than ever, by this immense responsibility, I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and think for a moment before finally exhaling.

      “Daniel,” I say, opening my eyes to look at him. “His name is Daniel. Daniel Roy.”

      “Then Daniel Roy Weaver he shall be,” my father says.

      I extend a hand—and though not expecting much at this ungodly hour, on this hard first night, I watch the baby reach out, then wrap a hand around finger.

      I could cry.

      Somehow, though, I smile.

      And the baby coos.

      

      A sharp series of knocks on the front door is what awakens me early the following morning. Drawn, instinctively, from sleep, I open my eyes to find that the rafters above me are still there, as are the four walls and the bed beneath my back.

      So, I think. It wasn’t a dream.

      The knocks come again. “Eleanor Weaver!” I hear my best friend call. “Eleanor Weaver!”

      “I’m coming!” I call back.

      It takes only a few short moments for me to don my dress, to pull my hair back, and to secure my bonnet atop my head.

      Come time I make my way to the front door, I can just make out Sarah Dyer peering through one of the two front windows.

      She smiles as I open the door. “I heard the baby came last night,” she says.

      “You did?” I ask. “From who?”

      “Hard not to hear when you’re right next door.”

      “Oh.” I yawn. “I’m sorry. It’s just… I was up late last night. On account of Mama.”

      “I understand.” Sarah peers into the house. “Are your ma and pa awake, or…”

      “I think they’re still asleep,” I say.

      “Would you like to come to our house? The farmer’s wife brought fresh eggs. My mama says she’ll cook for you.”

      “I couldn’t impose,” I say.

      “It’s not imposing if it’s being offered, Eleanor.”

      “All right. Just let me put my boots on.”

      A few moments later, I am slipping out of the house and into the light of the hot Texas sun, beneath which my skin feels as though it is cooking.

      “I knew it would be hot,” my best friend says as we begin to make our way toward her house, “but I never imagined it would be like this.”

      “My father warned me that it would be like this in the hills,” I reply.

      Sarah comes to a halt not far from the door to her home. “Ellen?” she says.

      “Yes?” I ask.

      “May I confess something?”

      “You know you can tell me anything.”

      “I’m scared,” my friend says, “and before you say something, it ain’t on account of us being strangers in a strange land. No.” My friend shakes her head. “It’s… it’s about us. Me and Momma, and Tommy, too. Being here without my father.”

      “We already talked about this,” I say. “Remember? As long as my father lives⁠—”

      “—Thomas Dyer’s family will not suffer. Yeah. I remember.”

      “Then what’s wrong?” I say, tilting my head down when my friend lowers her eyes.

      “It’s just… I know your father means well, but… I also know it’s not the same. It’s just me and Momma, and with Tommy still a boy and not yet a man, well… I fear it may be too much for her.”

      “Your mother’s a strong and resilient woman,” I say. “Besides—we’ll all be fine. I know we will be.”

      “What makes you so sure?”

      “Because I have faith that we will be.”

      Sarah reaches up to wrap her hand around her father’s silver cross. “Faith,” she whispers, in a voice so soft I can barely hear.

      I nod, set my hand on her arm, and say, “Come on. Your mother will worry if we don’t hurry.”

      “I know.” Sarah turns but stops before she can step forward. “Eleanor?”

      “Yes?” I ask.

      “Thank you. For what you said, I mean. And for being here. And being my friend.”

      “Friends stick together,” I say. “Through thick and thin.”

      Sarah nods.

      Then, together, we make our way up to the Dyer homestead.

      

      Sarah Dyer’s home is much like mine, in that it is built the same. There’s a table. A few chairs. A kitchen, with pots and pans hanging from the racks above. A threshold divides this home in two, and though I can only make out the one room, I imagine they are much the same.

      “Hello, Eleanor,” Missus Dyer says as she turns from the stove. “I hope you’re hungry. There’s plenty of eggs to go around.”

      “Yes’m,” I reply. “And thank you.”

      “How’s your mama?” she asks. “We heard her in the night. Did the baby come just fine?”

      “He did.”

      “And his name?”

      “Daniel Roy.”

      “That’s a nice name,” Sarah says.

      “Your mama name him after someone?” Missus Dyer asks.

      I shake my head. “No, ma’am. They… they told me to name him.”

      “They asked you to name the baby?” Missus Dyer waits for me to nod before continuing. “An awful lot on a person, isn’t it?”

      “I suppose so,” I say. “But… I’ve always liked the name Daniel, and Roy, well…” I turn my head toward the window. “I’ve liked it, too.”

      Sarah giggles.

      “Oh?” Missus Dyer asks.

      Sarah giggles once more.

      “What’s the matter?” Missus Dyer says, a smile curling her lips. “Is there something I don’t know?”

      “Eleanor used to have eyes for a boy named Roy back in San Antonio,” Sarah says.

      “Please don’t tell,” I say, shifting my gaze from Sarah, to her mother, then back to Sarah again. “It… was my way of holding on to a bit of my past, I guess.”

      “We all hold on to the past in one way or another,” Missus Dyer says.

      The door bursts open. In runs Tommy, and Tippet, who instantly darts toward me.

      “Stop!” Sarah says.

      The dog comes to a halt.

      “Good,” Sarah then says and pats the dog’s head.

      I lean forward to acknowledge Tippet as Tommy asks, “Where’s our breakfast?”

      “I think you mean to say, ‘Thank you for cooking breakfast,’” Missus Dyer says. “Tippet—down.”

      The dog spreads out along the floor.

      Missus Dyer deposits the eggs atop a plate, then turns and makes her way to the table, where she serves us each two, piping hot and steaming. A dash of pepper and ground herbs are added to give them that extra flavor.

      “Thank you, Missus Dyer,” I say.

      “I’ll cook some up for your parents when we’re finished,” Missus Dyer says, seating herself across from me and Sarah, and beside Tommy. “Shall we say grace?”

      I take Sarah’s hand and reach across to take hold of Missus Dyer’s.

      “Oh, Lord,” Missus Dyer says, “we thank you for your acts of kindness, your guiding hand, your heart filled with grace, and your careful, watchful eye. We thank you for a safe journey west, and for blessing the Weaver family with a little boy. We also thank you for the kindness of strangers, and for the food that has been offered to us out of their trusting hands. We thank you, dear Lord, for everything you have done, are doing, and will continue to do. Please: bless this food, let it nourish our bodies, and let it give us the strength to keep one another safe. Amen.”

      “Amen,” the rest of us say.

      Tommy immediately picks up his fork and knife and begins to cut into his eggs.

      “Careful with the knife,” Missus Dyer says. “You don’t want to cut yourself.”

      “Ma!” Tommy moans. “I’m fine! Really!”

      Missus Dyer smiles and cuts into her own egg.

      The dog whines.

      Sarah warns, “Tippet.”

      The terrier settles himself to the floor.

      “Don’t be mean to him,” Tommy says.

      “It was bad enough listening to him whine after the baby came,” Sarah counters. “We don’t need to listen to him now.”

      “Was he upset by the crying?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. Maybe it was your mama’s crying, or the baby’s. Or maybe he got spooked by something outside.”

      “Mister Elliot did say the raccoons sometimes come in to fish for scraps,” Missus Dyer says.

      “Did you hear a raccoon?” Sarah asks her mother.

      “I did hear something last night, but…” Missus Dyer pauses, then frowns as she realizes all three of our gazes have fallen upon her. “Maybe it was nothing,” she then says. “Maybe it’s just the fear of being out in the wild getting to me. Yes. That’s all it is.”

      “We shouldn’t worry,” Sarah says. “I mean… I feel safe here.”

      “Me, too!” Tommy adds.

      I exchange glances with Missus Dyer, then say, “I don’t think we have anything to fear here.”

      “No,” Missus Dyer then says. “I don’t believe we do, either.”

      Then we eat.

      

      Sarah bids me goodbye after breakfast and sends me home with a basket filled with fried eggs, which I promptly return to the family cabin.

      “Mama!” I call. “Papa! Missus Dyer sent home eggs!”

      “Quiet,” my father says. “You’ll wake the baby.”

      I startle at his voice but turn to find him gazing out the back window, near where the fireplace stands.

      “Is everything all right?” I ask.

      “Everything’s fine,” my father replies, turning to face me. His bloodshot eyes paint a different story, but somehow, I doubt it’s from more than just a hard night with a new baby. “You said Rebecca Dyer sent home eggs?”

      “Yes.”

      “Serve some for your mother. I’ll take ’em in for her in a moment.”

      I set the basket on the table and lift my eyes to face my father as he steps up to the cabinets arranged above the stove. “Papa?” I ask, then wait a moment for him to acknowledge me before saying, “Did you hear anything outside last night? After Daniel Roy came?”

      “I didn’t,” my father replies. “But I was also asleep.”

      “Sarah says Tommy’s dog Tippet was whining—like maybe he heard something.”

      “There’s a lot more critters around here than we’re used to in the city,” my father says. “To be honest: he could’ve heard anything.”

      “We don’t have to worry about anything,” I say after a moment’s hesitation. “Do we?”

      “No,” my father says. “We don’t.”

      He steps forward. Opens the basket. Carefully scoops some eggs out with a pair of forks and places them on a plate. He then closes the basket and turns his head toward the hallway. “I’ll be back in a moment,” he says.

      As he slips into the hall, I make my way across the living room, then come to stand at the window he was just looking out of.

      From green grass, to tall trees, to thick shrubs, and bursts of flowers in between, a whole other world extends beyond the settlement, wild and free and potentially mean as could be.

      Though I try my hardest not to frown, I find one curling my lips anyway.

      Maybe Missus Dyer was right.

      Maybe living out here will take some getting used to.
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