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Chapter 1: What If...?
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Billy Joe Dare had been working his father’s fields since early morning and now the late summer sun beat down on him like a devil. His hands were dirty from pulling weeds and hauling rocks. Knowing his mother would soon ring the bell for supper, he trudged home in the heat and dust, shirt sticky with sweat, feet sore, and back aching.

He went to the stable to fetch High Top, his mare and childhood friend. She paid no attention as Billy Joe grabbed her reins and mounted. He had just enough time for a quick dip in the swimming hole—and a much-needed bath. He’d been thinking about the swimming hole all day. It was located on the northern border of his father’s homestead in the great state of Tennessee, where the forest started in earnest.

In less than three minutes, High Top had him there.

“Whoa,” he said softly as he pulled on the reins.

He dismounted and rubbed her muzzle affectionately. “Get yourself a drink,” he ordered. High Top did as she was told.

The swimming hole was a small bend in Burkett’s Creek surrounded by sprawling oaks and pines, very isolated. Some thought it a lonely spot, but not Billy Joe. It offered privacy and quiet. He removed his stained clothes, starting with his old boots and not stopping until he was nude. The feeling of the warm sun beating down on his bare, tanned flesh was magical. He crouched at the water’s edge, rinsed his shirt and undergarments, and spread them out on the creek bank in the sun.

He glanced at High Top.

What if he just mounted her and...rode away?

Others had done it, some much younger than he. Fourteen. Fifteen. Just rode off into the wilderness. Went west. Like everyone else. The settlers, fur trappers, traders. The gold diggers, cow-punchers, wranglers, prospectors. Some joined exploratory expeditions—they got good money to sit in a boat and paddle upstream so they could make maps of the territories! Other were hired as hunters or guides for expeditions.

What if he just mounted High Top and...

It wasn’t just adventure. There would be others out there. Others who were like him. Because he was different. He liked boys. The parson said it was dead wrong and unnatural, but Billy Joe paid no mind. Without much in the way of book-learning, he was hard pressed to put his thoughts and feelings into words, but knew the truth of what he felt. And if he felt it, there must be others who did as well.

He glanced at High Top again, felt that familiar restlessness in his bones.

What he wanted was out there, in the trees and forests, the mountain passes, the mighty rivers. Out there in Indian territory. Maybe Oregon. Maybe California. Maybe Wyoming. Maybe in the foothills, the plains, the prairies, the other side of the continental divide, away beyond the Mississippi.

Out there, somewhere.

But not here.

In the morning, he thought.

I’ll leave in the morning.

* * * *
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Chapter 2: The Way West
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Thinking was easier than doing.

He barely slept that night, tossed and turned, impatient to be off, yet terrified in some inexplicable way. Afraid to leave the safety of his home and family. Fearful of what might await him in the wilderness—Indians, bears, cougars, wild animals, starvation, trigger-happy gunslingers, the bitter cold of winter. But others had done it, hadn’t they? Had gone off, unannounced, some bread and cheese wrapped in a cloth, perhaps with a firearm slung across their shoulder and a set of extra clothes in the saddle bag. Why couldn’t he?

He eventually threw off the blanket and sat. It was midnight or later. If he was quiet, he could slip away unnoticed. His younger brother slept next to him, but the house could be burning down around them and Jerome would not wake up.

He felt about for his clothes, slipped them on soundlessly.

It had to be now—if not, he would lose his nerve and never leave.

He wanted to say something to his little brother. Some sort of goodbye. But did not dare. He thought about leaving a note, but nothing he could say would make it any easier. His mother would be hurt. His father would be furious. Jerome would be mad. His words would not change any of that. Besides, he was no good with words.

Once dressed, he picked up his boots—he would carry them, put them on outside. He also grabbed the bag he had prepared that held an extra shirt and pair of britches and his fishing gear. He had thought—briefly—about talking the shotgun, but it was the only firearm his father owned, and it felt too much like stealing, so he had decided against it. He might be abandoning his family, but he was no thief. He would take High Top; she belonged to him and had done since the day she was foaled. They had several other horses, and she would not be missed.

Glancing down at his sleeping brother, and feeling a pang in his heart, he turned and walked softly away. From the kitchen table, he took bread, cheese, and two apples and put them in his bag. He opened the front door slowly, carefully, afraid it would make a noise and wake his parents.

Once outside, he hurried to the barn, put on his boots, got High Top saddled, and his gear settled. Mounting her, he paused to look back at the house where he had been born and had spent all his days. Something dark, sharp, and painful gripped his insides. Unwanted tears came to his eyes.

With sudden resolve, he turned away and urged High Top to get moving.

He did not look back.

* * * *
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Chapter 3: The Indian by the River
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The first hour was rough, the second a little easier. The third easier still.

He would miss his family, but something else swirled in his belly, heady and intoxicating: the feeling of freedom. The forest about him was deep and vast but not altogether frightening. Comforting, rather. He would survive. Would find a way. The challenge thrilled him. It would be like camping; he’d done plenty of that with his friends. This time, though, he would just keep camping—and keep going.

The terrain was mountainous, rocky. Trees marched away on all sides, up steep cliffs, down ravines. After several hours of riding, he found a quiet spot next to a small river and reined in High Top. He was hungry and needed the feel of solid ground beneath his feet. High Top was winded and needed water. He could see the sky beginning to lighten; morning was on its way.

Back propped against a tree, he ate one of the apples in his bag. Just one. They would have to last for a while. He wanted to ride the rest of the day and be as far away as he could by nightfall. There would be no turning back. The decision had been made.

He was free now. No longer would his father order him around. No more endless chores; animals to feed and water, fields to clear and tend, weeds to pull, water to haul, fences to mend, a little brother to care for and watch over. His life was his own now.

He had a lot of confidence in himself, but some doubt as well. He was smart enough to know to be careful. Pay attention. Steer clear of trouble. Bear and buffalo didn’t scare him half as much as the thought of Indians. From stories that circulated endlessly among the old ones, the tribes were savages who would just as soon plant a tomahawk in your forehead as say good morning. Violent, unpredictable, silent—you could be riding along and minding your own business and suddenly find an entire war party materializing out of thin air around you. They blended in with their surroundings and walked on feet that made no sound. Some were friendly, but only some. There were plenty of Cherokee about, but also Choctaw, Creeks, the Seminoles. If you went far enough, he’d heard, you’d run into the mighty Sioux nation out on the plains on the other side of Missouri. If you went south down into Texas, you might run afoul of the Apache—they were the worst, he knew. Them, and the Comanches. God rest your poor soul! Horse-driving devils one and all, his father called them. The war with Mexico was raging down there, too—Billy Joe remembered some of the older boys had signed up when a recruiter came through Tennessee. He’d been too young to go, but sure envied those boys. “They’ll do us proud,” his father had said.

Billy Joe rested a few minutes before standing.

“Hey, girl,” he said to High Top as he gathered her reins. “We’ve got to ride.”

He rode that day until the sun began to sink off into the western horizon.

There was still a lot of light left in the day, but he stopped anyway. He needed to make camp, start a fire, do some fishing, get food in his belly. He was going to miss his mama’s cooking. And why hadn’t he thought to bring a little salt? He would have to make do without.

He’d been following the course of the river all day. It was beginning to broaden. The trees, on the other hand, seemed to grow ever larger and more dense, the terrain more mountainous and difficult. He had passed a few homesteads earlier in the day, but all afternoon there had been nothing but trees, birds, grasshoppers, and the occasional deer or possum as High Top picked her way up one ravine and down the next.
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