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Chapter One: Traveling With Five Children


[image: ]


In the winter of 1875, Maren arrived at the train depot in Philadelphia with a battered trunk, a suitcase held together by cord, and the five children she claimed as her own. She wore her best traveling dress—dark serge, nearly new, with only a few mended places at the cuffs—though her hands shook as she tried to pin her hair, sending scattered bobby pins clattering to the floor of the grimy station. She stooped to gather them, only to find that her oldest, Ruth, had already collected and returned them, silent as always, gaze fixed on Maren’s face for instructions.

They had not always been so many. Before the robbery at the Trust Company, before the bodies laid out in the church basement with coins on their eyes, Maren had only the one son, Henry, and her sister’s bustling household was two streets over—a safe distance for strong opinions and more fragile hearts. The husbands, both bank clerks, had died together behind the counter, and the city’s charity was swift but short. Maren buried her grief in the children’s routines: morning porridge, arithmetic lessons, shoes lined up on the stoop for inspection. At night, she listened to the hush of five even breaths and convinced herself they might, for a while, pass as a single family.

Her sister passed away days later, from grief. But the numbers did not add up. One woman could not replace two men’s wages, and within a year Maren resorted to sewing buttons on shirtwaists for mill girls, a task that left her cross-eyed and her fingers raw. The girls began to squabble. Henry, sullen with loss, glared at the world from beneath his bangs. Ruth shouldered responsibility with brittle pride, minding the littler ones even when they bit back. Billy, younger than Ruth by three years, tested limits and then feigned innocence so expertly it nearly fooled Maren. Lottie and Ben, the twins, invented their own language of giggles and shrieks and were only quiet when up to mischief.

It was Ruth who first read the advertisement in the Penny Press: “Blacksmith in Nebraska Territory seeks wife, robust and of good character, prepared to assist with house and children. Modest fortune assured. Correspondence welcome.” Maren laughed when Ruth pointed it out, but the girl’s jaw set in that way she had, daring Maren to explain why it was any less ridiculous than their present lot.

The man’s name was Anders. His handwriting was neat but forceful, every t crossed hard. In his first letter, he described the blizzards and the endless prairie, the village with its two churches and no school yet. He said nothing of love or longing, only practicalities: there were wages, a strong roof, livestock, and—most appealing—no one to scold her for bringing five children. He wrote, “I have long desired a large family, and the Lord has not seen fit to grant it. I am prepared to welcome yours as my own. You will find me steady, if not very romantic.”

Even so, Maren hesitated. She remembered the way her first husband had courted her, with awkward bouquets and bashful words. She did not want to love again, not in the same way, not with the risk of it. But the children needed food and shoes and a future, and so she responded to Anders with a careful letter of her own, highlighting her strengths as a housekeeper and her ability to manage a household. She did not mention the nightmares Henry had, or how Lottie sometimes woke up screaming. She did not mention her own moments of terror—the ones that struck in the dead of night, when the quiet stretched too long, and she imagined the world swallowing all of them whole.

When Anders proposed, it was by telegram, terse and to the point: “TRAIN TICKETS EN ROUTE STOP WILL PREPARE FOR SIX STOP.” Maren showed it to Ruth, who read it twice and then shrugged. “It’s not as if we’ll do better here,” she said, and there was nothing more to be said.
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Chapter Two: Indignities Large and Small
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The train ride west was both slower and faster than Maren expected—a purgatory of lurching hours punctuated by the shriek of iron, the ceaseless rattle of windows, and the eruption of children’s quarrels that seemed to gather in intensity the farther they traveled from anything familiar. The first night, they lost the top bunk in the sleeping car to a conductor’s nephew; by morning, Ben had bitten Billy hard enough to leave a crescent of white marks on his forearm, and Lottie’s shoes had vanished. Maren improvised slippers from the cut-off legs of her own stockings, then spent the next three stations in a silent, futile search along the platform, as if the shoes might miraculously materialize amid the porters’ shouts and the swirling dust.

At each stop, a new challenge: Ruth became feverish, but Maren’s remedies were limited to sips of boiled water and hopeful prayers. Henry refused to eat anything but hard biscuits and sulked in the corner with his book, occasionally sliding notes under Maren’s hand that catalogued each indignity suffered—too little bedding, too much noise, the smell of billy goats in the luggage car. Maren wanted to scold him for ingratitude, but she understood the impulse. She, too, kept a private ledger of wrongs and fears, tallying every cough, every sniffle, every sign that her careful plans for their future might unravel before they reached Nebraska.

Somewhere in Ohio, a wheel bearing overheated, and they waited five hours in a drafty station while men in overalls hammered and cursed beneath the carriage. The children grew wild with boredom. Billy incited Lottie and Ben to chase a stray cat, resulting in a spilled pail of milk and an outraged farm wife. Maren apologized, attempted to compensate with a spare coin, and led the children away under a chorus of glares. By the time the train shuddered back to life, Ruth’s fever had broken, but Maren’s head pounded with the effort of policing five sets of hands, five sets of needs, five mouths to feed with dwindling coin and sandwiches that tasted of sawdust and glue.

Each morning the train shuddered them awake to fields more featureless than the ones the night before. The further they traveled, the more the landscape seemed to empty itself, as if the world was being stripped of its excess, leaving only the essential—and, by all appearances, Maren and her brood were not part of that necessity. Towns melted into muddy siding posts, and even these grew scarce. The children pressed their faces to the grimy glass, absorbing the transformation with a mixture of awe and unease. Maren watched them: Billy, nose squashed flat, catalogued the cows and windmills as if keeping count would anchor him; Lottie and Ben, the twins, staged whispered conspiracies about running to the horizon; Henry made a ritual of ignoring it altogether. But it was Ruth whose quiet absorption unnerved Maren most.

The girl had always been difficult to read, her emotions doled out in delicate, bitter ounces. Now she sat so still that Maren suspected she was bracing herself, as if the prairie wind—should it breach the train—might erase her at a stroke. Once, Maren touched her daughter’s wrist and felt it tense beneath her fingers, sinewy and quivering, a live wire hungry for grounding. Ruth turned to her, and in the shadowed lines of her face, Maren recognized both the child she’d nursed and the woman Ruth would become—solitary, perhaps, but unbreakable.

The children’s moods shifted as rapidly as the scenery. By midday, Ben had grown bored with inventing new words for the color of the grass and instead invented ailments: he claimed to be going blind from the glare, then that his ears had stopped working, then that a prairie ghost was riding atop the train and would steal him in his sleep. Lottie, never outdone, began to insist she’d spotted wolves pacing alongside the tracks, waiting for a snack of city children. Maren tried to hush their games, but the train car was a greenhouse for such mischief, and the stories grew in the telling until even Billy and Henry, normally immune, took sides in the escalating contest.

The adults on the train—few of them, and most concentrated in the forward car—regarded the family with a mixture of pity and irritation. A matron with a hat like a funeral bouquet offered Maren half a loaf of rye on the third day, and Maren accepted it with gratitude and averted eyes. At one stop, a traveling salesman tried to sell her a miracle tonic for “women’s nerves,” which Maren nearly took as an insult until she caught her reflection in the window: cheeks hollower, eyes ringed dark, mouth pinched tight as a drawstring. She forced herself to smile at the children, to make light of their discomfort, but even Lottie seemed to sense the strain.

At dusk, the world outside the window turned the color of cooled iron, and Maren found herself mesmerized by the implacable sameness of it—the way the sun dissolved behind land and nothing, no buildings or hedges to catch it. She wondered if there was some trick to surviving such exposure, if the local people were born with thicker skins or if, over time, the emptiness simply wore a person down to the right dimensions. She envied the ease with which the train itself cut through the indifference of the land, always moving, never doubting its direction.

The closer they drew to their destination, the more Maren caught herself cataloguing the children’s faults—Henry’s sullenness, Ruth’s sharpness, the twins’ wild appetites for trouble—as if preparing a brief for the prosecution. What if Anders, when faced with the chaos and neediness of five not-quite-orphans, reconsidered his offer? The thought haunted her, followed her from station to station, night to night.
She tried to summon memories of her late husband, to recall the way he had steadied her with his broad, callused hands, but it was not comfort she felt—it was a knife of longing, which she quickly turned away from. Better to remember the reason they were doing this: a roof, a future, a chance for the children to become something other than hungry ghosts. She repeated it as a mantra, as the train rattled west and the prairie yawned wider and wider until the very idea of a home seemed laughably small.
Maren lay awake, calculating and recalculating what waited at the journey’s end: a stranger’s house, a stranger’s rules, and the impossible hope that her family might settle into something like safety. Doubt crept in with every clatter of the rails. She wondered if Anders would recoil when he met them—a sullen boy, a girl with fevers, three younger ones loud enough to shake the windows. Would he regret his offer, rescind it, send them back east or worse, to the poorhouse?
Nights were the hardest, with all six of them crammed onto two narrow benches and a web of blankets that never quite covered everyone. Maren lay awake, calculating and recalculating what waited at the journey’s end: a stranger’s house, a stranger’s rules, and the impossible hope that her family might settle into something like safety. Doubt crept in with every clatter of the rails. She wondered if Anders would recoil when he met them—a sullen boy, a girl with fevers, three younger ones loud enough to shake the windows. Would he regret his offer, rescind it, send them back east or worse, to the poorhouse? What would the house they were going to live in look like? She hadn’t seen many of the examples back east.

When they finally arrived, Anders was taken aback by the chaos and energy of the children but stood by his promise, welcoming them all with open arms. Maren’s relief was palpable, but new challenges quickly emerge as the family adjusted to their new surroundings. The children were restless and homesick, and the responsibilities of running a household in the rugged West stretched Maren almost to the breaking point.

Tensions mount when Maren feels overwhelmed and doubts her ability to hold the family together. Anders, equally unprepared for the demands of instant fatherhood, struggles to balance his work at the forge with his new role at home. 

Through patience and perseverance after a few days, Maren and Anders find their footing. The children begin to settle in, and Maren realizes that Anders's commitment is as steadfast as the iron he shapes. But, the bonding did not happen all at once.

The first thaw was so subtle that Maren missed it entirely, too preoccupied with the endless churn of chores and the fragile economy of a household that lived always on the edge of coming apart. But time, as it will, performed its slow alchemy. At first, she noticed the children’s voices growing rounder with the cadence of the West, the way they began to speak of “home” and mean this battered, wind-scoured house. 

Lottie, who spent her first days here locked in silence or shrieking in protest, began to trail Anders as he worked the forge, peppering him with questions about the glowing horseshoes and the hiss of metal in water. He never shushed her, only paused to explain, as if she were an apprentice in fine standing. Even Henry, who at their arrival had set his jaw as though to resist Nebraska to the bitter end, could sometimes be found in the yard, batting at scraps of wood with a stick, the sun on his face, a boy rather than a ghost.

Maren herself learned the new rhythms by touch and error. Anders’s needs were few and easily met, but his presence was constant—a gravity she struggled at first to interpret, having lived so long with men whose absences spoke louder than their words. She expected criticism, a reckoning for every failure, but it was not forthcoming. When she burned supper one night, distracted by Lottie’s scraped knee and Billy’s attempts to flood the latrine, Anders only spooned the scorched stew into his bowl and said, “I like it this way,” as though that could be true. 

There were, of course, awkwardness: the size of the bed, the etiquette of sharing a washbasin, the unspoken negotiations of two strangers who had bet their futures on a handful of hopeful letters. But Anders’s gentleness was as solid as his hands, and slowly, Maren let herself rely on it. The farm itself had its own demands. There was wood to split, water to haul, root vegetables to store against the next hard winter. 

Anders showed the children how to mend fences and build rabbit traps, and in the evenings, when the work was done and the light slanted long and golden, he would read aloud from the battered family Bible. The words came out slow and careful, as if he was afraid of getting them wrong, but the children listened anyway, clustered at his feet, lulled by the unfamiliar comfort of a man’s voice that did not rise in anger or threat. 

There were setbacks. Billy came down with fever in late March, burning so hot that Maren spent two nights at his side, cloths pressed to his skin, convinced she would lose him the same way she’d lost her own mother. Anders sat the vigil with her, brewing willow bark tea and taking shifts when her resolve flagged. When Billy’s fever finally broke, Anders hoisted the boy in his great arms as if he weighed nothing and rocked him to sleep. After that, Maren found herself looking at Anders in a new light, measuring a kindness that went beyond what was owed. Letters arrived from Philadelphia now and then, mostly from distant cousins or well-meaning acquaintances eager for news of the West. 

Maren sometimes read them aloud for the children’s sake but found herself more and more disinterested in the city’s gossip, the petty accounting of who had failed and who had married and who was already dead. The longer she lived in Nebraska, the more she realized that her future was not a matter of fate or fortune, but of waking each morning and choosing, again, to make the best of things. The prairie never promised safety. But it promised something else—a clean horizon, nothing to hide behind, and a chance for every day to be different from the last. It was Ruth who named the change. 

One night, after the rest of the children had gone to bed, she lingered at the kitchen table, pretending to tidy the crumbs but really just watching Maren. “You never smile like you used to,” Ruth said, not accusing, just curious. “But sometimes I think you’re happier.” Maren found she could not answer, not in words. Instead, she reached out and brushed the girl’s hair from her face, and Ruth, who had spent the last year coiled tight as a spring, let herself lean in close. 

By summer, the children ran wild through the bluestem and switchgrass, coming home filthy and exhausted and streaked with sun. Maren and Anders fell into the habit of walking the property line together in the evenings, the hush after sunset more companionable than any conversation. They still fought—over chores, over money, over the best way to keep rabbits out of the turnips—but the fights ended with laughter or, at worst, a truce sealed by shared coffee the next morning. 

They were married in a brief civil ceremony conducted by the town’s only civil servant.

The world did not get any easier. There were still storms, accidents, long months when it seemed they might go under. But the worst of the loneliness had been outlasted, replaced by a kind of stubborn hope. When Anders told her, one night, that he could not imagine life without the lot of them, Maren believed him. It was not the love of storybooks, but it was love all the same—hard-won, ordinary, and deeply real. 

In time, the house filled up with new customs and traditions, some invented by the children, some carried over from the city, all of them stitched together into a patchwork that belonged to no one and everyone at once. 

Ruth took charge of the kitchen garden, Henry apprenticed himself to Anders, and Lottie taught Ben to whistle through his teeth so loud you could hear him from the riverbank. Even Billy, whose brush with death had left him a little quieter, found contentment in the simple fact of being cared for. They did not speak often of the past. But Maren sometimes caught Anders watching her while she read to the youngest or mended a shirt, as if trying to memorize her into permanence. 

She let him look, and when he reached for her hand, she did not pull away. So, they endured, not untouched by their trials, but changed by them—tempered, as iron is tempered, by heat and pressure and the will to become something new. 
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Chapter Three: Settling In?
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Anders came in from the forge one afternoon in late July with something small and bright in his closed fist, and Maren’s stomach turned over in the old, familiar way—the way it used to turn at the sound of a knock on the door or a letter bearing bad news. But Anders only opened his hand, and there sat a little iron bird, no bigger than a walnut, its wings slightly raised as if it had been startled in the middle of flight.

“For the gatepost,” he said. “Figured it needed a finial.”

Maren turned it in her fingers. The metal was still warm from his palm, and the work was finer than anything she’d have expected from a man who spent his days shaping horseshoes. The bird’s beak was a delicate point, the eye a single punched dot. She looked up at him, and he looked away, scrubbing at the back of his neck with a soot-dark hand.

“It’s pretty,” she said.

“Wasn’t sure.” His voice had that careful quality it took on when he was afraid of having misjudged something. “Didn’t want it gaudy.”

“It isn’t.”

He nodded once and went to wash up, and Maren stood there in the kitchen doorway with the little bird in her hand, feeling something shift in her chest like a window being cracked open after a long winter. She set the bird on the sill above the sink, where the light would catch it in the mornings.

That evening, Lottie spotted it and shrieked so loudly that Ben dropped his spoon in his milk. “Is it alive?” she demanded, and Maren had to lift her up to prove it was not, and then Lottie wanted to know what kind of bird it was supposed to be, and Anders, from the other side of the table, said he hadn’t decided, and could Lottie name it for him. Lottie took the charge seriously. She sat up very straight and considered the bird from every angle and finally pronounced that it was a robin, because robins were the first birds to come back after winter and that seemed like the right kind of bird for a gatepost.

Maren watched Anders take this in. He nodded, solemn as a judge. “Robin it is, then.”

After supper, when the dishes were dried and the children had been herded upstairs, Maren found Anders on the porch with his feet up on the railing and the last of the light going gold across the prairie. She sat down beside him and did not speak for a while. The crickets had started up, and somewhere out past the barn an owl was calling, two low notes and then a pause.

“That bird,” she said finally. “You didn’t have to.”

“I know.”

“I mean—” She wasn’t sure what she meant. The gratitude sat too heavy in her throat to get out in one piece. “The children will love it
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