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Westward

Jacob Harper had spent most of his fifty years believing a man could prepare for almost anything.

The trail west proved him wrong.

Beside him on the wagon seat, Belle rested one hand over the swell beneath her dress. At forty-eight, after several miscarriages and years of disappointment, she was carrying another child.

Their six-year-old twin boys, Will and Ben, rode in the wagon behind them.

Jacob glanced at Belle.

“You should be resting.”

“I am sitting down.”

“That isn’t the same thing.”

Belle smiled. “You worry too much.”

“I’ve earned the right.”

He had nearly lost her twice during earlier pregnancies. The twins had been a blessing neither of them expected.

Now another baby was coming.

Jacob had wanted to delay the journey, but Belle refused.

“We’ve waited our whole lives for a place of our own,” she had told him. “I’m not turning back now.”

The wagon train pushed west across open prairie. Days were hot, nights cold, and every mile seemed rougher than the last.

Belle remained strong until the seventh month.

One afternoon, Jacob noticed her gripping the wagon seat.

“What is it?”

“Nothing.”

“Belle.”

She closed her eyes.

“A pain.”

His stomach tightened.

“How bad?”

“It passed.”

But another came before sunset.

By nightfall, the wagon master ordered the train stopped.

Two women hurried into the Harper wagon while Jacob waited outside with the twins.

Will looked frightened.

“Is Mama sick?”

“She’s having the baby.”

“Now?”

Jacob nodded.

Ben stared toward the wagon.

“But you said the baby wasn’t coming yet.”

“I know.”

Hours passed.

Belle cried out several times, and every sound tore through Jacob.

Near dawn, Mrs. Potter stepped from the wagon.

Her face told him before she spoke.

“The baby was a boy.”

Jacob swallowed.

“And?”

She shook her head.

“He never breathed.”

Jacob covered his face.

“What about Belle?”

“She’s alive, but she’s terribly weak. She lost a great deal of blood.”

Jacob climbed into the wagon.

Belle lay pale beneath blankets.

Her eyes fluttered open.

“Jacob?”

“I’m here.”

Her hand moved weakly across the bedding.

“Where’s my baby?”

Jacob froze.

Belle looked around.

“Bring him to me.”

Mrs. Potter touched Jacob’s shoulder.

“Not now,” she whispered.

Belle reached toward him.

“Jacob, please. I want my baby.”

He sat beside her and took her hand.

“You need to rest.”

Her eyes closed again.

“My baby,” she murmured.

Jacob looked at Mrs. Potter.

“What am I supposed to do?”

She had no answer.

Neither did he.
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The Empty Arms

Belle’s fever rose by midday.

She drifted between sleep and confusion, calling for the child she believed was still alive.

“My baby needs me.”

Jacob wiped her forehead with a damp cloth.

“You rest.”

“Where is he?”

Her eyes searched his face.

Jacob could not make himself tell her.

Not yet.

Outside, Will and Ben sat beneath the wagon.

Will picked at the dirt.

“Papa?”

Jacob stepped down.

“Yeah?”

“Did something happen to the baby?”

Jacob looked at his sons.

Children deserved the truth even when grown men feared it.

Mama’s gonna be alright. He answered too quickly.

He crouched beside them.

“We’re going to do everything we can for her.”

A scout rode into camp before noon.

“There’s an Indian camp about four miles north,” he told the wagon master. “They’ve traded with travelers before.”

Jacob looked toward his wagon.

“Do they have medicine?”

“Maybe.”

That was enough.

He saddled his horse.

Mrs. Potter stopped him.

“Where are you going?”

“To find something for Belle.”

“She needs rest more than anything.”

“She’s getting worse.”

Jacob rode north carrying coffee, flour, cloth, and a small bag of silver.

The Indian camp stood beside a narrow creek.

Several men approached as he dismounted.

One older man spoke some English and eventually led Jacob to the chief.

Jacob explained about Belle.

The chief listened.

Before any medicine was brought, Jacob heard a baby crying.

He turned.

An elderly woman held a tiny infant wrapped in soft hide.

The child had thick dark hair and unusually pale skin.

Jacob stared.

The older man noticed.

“Mother died.”

Jacob looked at him.

“The baby’s mother?”

“Yes.”

He explained that the mother had died following childbirth. The child’s father had been a white trapper who disappeared before she was born.

“No close family?” Jacob asked.

The man shook his head.

“No woman here can feed her. Child grows weaker.”

Jacob stepped closer.

The baby cried again.

Something inside him tightened.

“My wife lost her baby last night.”

The chief listened as the interpreter translated.

After a long silence, the chief spoke.

The interpreter turned to Jacob.

“He says perhaps your wife needs this child. And this child needs your wife.”

Jacob looked down at the baby.

He had come searching for medicine.

Instead, he had found a child with no mother.

And somewhere four miles away was a mother with empty arms.
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Her Baby

Jacob rode back toward the wagon train with the infant tucked safely inside his coat.

The baby was so small he could feel every breath against his chest.

He had gone to the Indian camp looking for medicine.

Instead, he was returning with a daughter.

Mrs. Potter hurried toward him as he dismounted.

“Did you find something for Belle?”

“Yes.”

Then the baby cried.

Mrs. Potter stared at him.

“Jacob, what have you done?”

He quickly told her about the dead mother, the white father who had disappeared, and the chief who had allowed him to take the child.

Mrs. Potter shook her head.

“Belle gave birth to a boy.”

“I know.”

“She’ll know this isn’t her baby.”

Jacob looked toward the wagon.

“She doesn’t even know where she is half the time.”

“That doesn’t make this right.”

“I’m trying to keep her alive.”

Inside the wagon, Belle tossed beneath the blankets.

“My baby,” she whispered.

Jacob sat beside her.

“Belle?”

Her eyes opened but did not seem to focus.

“Where is she?”

Jacob froze.

She.

Belle no longer remembered whether she had given birth to a boy or girl.

He carefully placed the infant in her arms.

The baby whimpered.

Belle pulled her close.

“There you are.”

Jacob looked away.

Belle kissed the child’s forehead.

“I knew you were all right.”

The baby stopped crying.

Belle smiled weakly.

“She knows her mama.”

Jacob could barely speak.

“Yes.”

“What shall we call her?”

He swallowed.

“You choose.”

Belle studied the tiny face.

“Hope.”

“Hope Harper.”

Belle smiled.

“Our little girl.”

Within minutes she was asleep, still holding the baby.

Mrs. Potter stood behind Jacob.

“You’re going to tell her when she’s stronger?”

Jacob looked at his wife.

For the first time since the terrible birth, Belle looked peaceful.

“I don’t know.”

Mrs. Potter frowned.

“She deserves the truth.”

“Maybe.”

Jacob pulled the blanket around Belle and Hope.

“But right now she needs that child more than she needs the truth.”
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