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Carolyn's feet treaded carefully as she crept from the house. She flinched with every breath, every creak of the wooden floor beneath her feet, heartbeat ringing in her ears. Once she left this place, Carolyn would be free - but first she had to actually make it out.

The front door was old and rusted, the wood warped within it's frame. Carolyn's hands were damp with sweat as she reached to turn the key within the lock. The door shuddered, lurching open with a dull creak that echoed throughout the silent house. She froze, breath caught in her throat - but nobody arrived. The occupants continued to sleep soundly, unaware of the short, dishevelled woman about to flee.

When she stepped outside, the first thing Carolyn noticed was the breeze. It whipped her hair about her face and stung her nose, but it felt so good she didn't even care. How long had it been since she had enjoyed something so simple? Weeks, at the very least. She hadn't been able to truly appreciate anything since her husband died, and then her mother-in-law had made everything worse...

No. There was no sense in self pity. Carolyn had her bag, everything important crammed inside, and she had her freedom. It was all she needed. Hefting the bag over her shoulders, she began to walk. This late at night the streets were empty, lit by flickering oil lamps that provided only a weak, sallow light. Carolyn wandered without any real idea of where to go - this late the train station would be empty, without trains to take her out of here. There were inns, but staying to morning risked being discovered. 

She had planned her escape so well, focused on just getting out, that she had no idea what to do now that she had escaped. 

At the very least she could get out of town. Turning a sharp left, Carolyn strode down the vacant streets, away from her home, away from the town square and everything she knew. Soon enough cramped houses turned to neat little cottages, which in turn became nothing but fields for miles. Carolyn had no idea how long she walked, not even when her feet grew tired and her joints began to ache.

Pausing for breath, Carolyn dropped her bag into the cold ground and stretched her arms. Her shoulders cracked uncomfortably, glad for a break from the weight pressing down on them. Her entire body felt bruised - her arms from carrying that heavy bag, her feet and ankles from tripping over the uneven road. How much longer until the next town over? Perhaps she could-

Her thoughts were cut off by the thud of hooves in the distance. They echoed throughout the quiet night, growing louder and louder by the second. Carolyn turned, brows raised - only to see the dim shape of an enormous caravan creeping into view. It was pulled by two dark roan horses, and the caravan itself was patterned in brilliant red and black. Carolyn darted back to let it past - but instead it rolled to a stop.

The woman riding dropped the reins and leaned across the coachman's seat. She had thick, dark hair and big brown eyes, her smile kind. "What's a young woman like you doing out here alone?"

Carolyn winced, but had no energy to be annoyed. It was expected for this woman to be curious, considering it was midnight and she was out here alone. "Just trying to get to the next town," she answered quietly.

"Why that's... well its several hours, and that's with a horse. Come inside, we can take you there?"

"We?"

"My family are inside, too. Come, please." The woman beckoned her closer, a gentle smile spread across her features. 

Usually, Carolyn was smart enough not to climb into carriages with strangers. Before now, the need to do so had never come up. Yet she was exhausted, her legs ached, and she felt terrible. So against her better judgement, Carolyn took the woman's offered hand and climbed inside.

Considering the exterior, the caravan was decorated simpler than expected. It was the perfect miniature home, complete with a wide bed in the corner, concealed by curtains that were partially pulled back. There was a sofa and an armchair, a table bolted to the floor, and even a tiny fireplace that was currently burnt to embers. 

Two children sat on the bed - a slender, somewhat gangly boy and a younger girl, both with freckles splashed across their face. A man sat between them, brushing out the girl's long hair.

The woman smiled and urged Carolyn forward. "This young lady would like to travel with us until we reach the next town. How about we make some tea and make some space for her, hmm?"

The man stood - and he was so tall that his head almost bumped the ceiling. "It's nice to meet you; you can call me Enoch. As my wife forgot to tell you, her name is Oshina."

The woman - Oshina - rolled her eyes, already busying herself with adding logs to the fire. "Introductions have never been my strong suit - but anyway, what's your name?"

"Carolyn," she murmured. Still standing by the entrance - which consisted of a solid door and thick curtains - she felt so out of place. This family were clearly travellers, used to the road; Carolyn had never so much as left her hometown for a holiday. Shifting, she cast her gaze across the little caravan. It was cosy and sweet, and she had to admit she saw the appeal.

The little girl climbed from the bed, tossing hair over her shoulder. "Miss, why were you alone so early in the morning?"

"Oh," Carolyn replied. Well, there was no sense in lying. "Well, my husband died many months ago, and my mother-in-law, she... wanted me to marry her other son, instead."

The girl's nose wrinkled, "that's mean! I'm sorry your husband died."

"Now Elvira, stop pestering the poor woman. Her business is her own." Oshina hauled an enormous kettle onto the fire, turning to stare at her two children. "Now, you and Silas need to sleep, so go on. It's time for adults to talk."

The two children grumbled and moaned, but did as they were told. There was another curtained off area she hadn't noticed before, where two child-sized beds were crammed side by side. They climbed into the beds and drew the curtains. Then silence fell over the caravan.

"You're welcome to stay with us as long as you need," Oshina said kindly, "be that the next town, or the one after that."

Somehow, Carolyn managed a smile - and for the first time in a while, things felt okay.

***

Carolyn had to sleep on the sofa that night, but it was plush and warm and surprisingly comfortable. They had parked by the side of the road - not ideal, Enoch claimed, but better than some places they'd been forced to stop. 

When she drifted back to consciousness, rolling onto her side and brushing thick red hair from her face, they were already on the move again. The rhythmic turning of the wheels was somewhat soothing, even as it jostled her on the narrow seat. Sitting up, she glanced around.

Suddenly a plate was shoved onto her lap, a cup placed between her palms. "Breakfast," Oshina chirped, "I hope porridge and honey is all right?"

"Perfect, thank you." Carolyn glanced down, inhaling the sweet scent of the porridge mixed with the coffee in her cup, and her stomach growled in response. Cheeks flushing, she took a hefty gulp of coffee.

"We're hoping to make it to the next town over by midday," Oshina said as he settled down in the opposite chair. "But one of our wheels has been giving us trouble, so we might stop for maintenance."

Before long, the children joined them - little Elvira watched Carolyn curiously the entire time she ate. Her big, dark eyes remained unblinking. Silas was a few years older at least, and didn't seem to care much about the curiosity of a stranger sharing their space. They both ate quickly, and then disappeared back behind the curtains to dress.

"Have you spare clothes?" Elvira asked as she finished her coffee, "I'm sure I can find you something that will fit."

Carolyn glanced at her bag, which had been left by the caravan's door overnight. "I've got some clothes," she replied quietly, "just whatever I could fit, really." It had been difficult to leave everything else behind. Carolyn had been forced to abandon her favourite books, all of the ornaments her parents had given her, even her wedding dress was still in the closet back home. Back there, because it wasn't home any more.

Oshina lay a gentle hand on her shoulder, smile gentle. "I don't know what you went through, and it's none of our business, but know that we will look out for you. In our community, we look after people."

Warmth bloomed in her chest, and Carolyn couldn't help the nervous laughter that left her lips. How was it that these strangers, people she had barely met, had offered her more than her own in-laws? They had hated her from the beginning, her mother and father in-law. When Anthony died they used it as an excuse to bully her, to make her feel useless. Then Anthony's brother had decided he wanted her for himself - and well, he always got what he wanted in the end.

Not this time.

"If you ever want to talk about it," Oshina said kindly, "I'm an excellent listener. If you don't, that's all right too," she added with a smile. She was the opposite of Carolyn's mother, all dark hair and slender build, where Mother had been bright blond and a little stocky. Oshina was younger, too. Yet there was something about her - perhaps her smile or the way she tilted her head when she spoke - that was reminiscent of her nonetheless. 

Ducking her head, Carolyn set down her now empty bowl and turned her gaze to the door. With the curtains drawn back she could see through the little window - a bright blue sky rolled past, dotted with fluffy white clouds. "Thank you, but it's.. it's still to raw."

"I understand."

Although Carolyn parted her lips to say something else, she never had the chance to voice her thoughts. The caravan shuddered, the whole thing rocking perilously, and Carolyn let out a squeak as she tumbled into the sofa. 

The kids laughed and jeered - but Oshina's face had gone ashy pale. "Enoch?" she called, "what's wrong?"

The caravan rolled to a complete stop, still rocking gently even as it ceased to travel. Silence filled it - thick and tense, weighing down on Carolyn like a physical force.

Enoch broke the silence first, peeking his head through the door with a sheepish sigh. "Wheel's broken," he murmured, "snapped off completely. The good news is, there's a ranch right ahead of us."

One by one they all clambered out, turning to gaze at their surroundings. Sure enough, Enoch had managed to guide the horses - and caravan - onto a dirt path. The path led to a solitary farmhouse surrounded by beautiful green fields and towering trees.

"I'll see if anyone's in," Enoch said as he dusted off his shirt, "maybe someone could help with repairs." He ambled off down the dirt path, heading straight for the house.

"Should we follow?" Carolyn suggested quietly, "what if they're rude, or don't want us here..."

Oshina was already ushering the children back inside, her face pinched in concern. Yet when she glanced at Enoch's disappearing figure, she smiled. "He'll be fine. My husband has his charm, and he's good with strangers. There's no need to worry."

Yet Carolyn did, because it was embedded in her very bones. She had always been a worrier, the type to overthink and panic - Anthony had always said it it worried him, how easily she could spiral. Shaking her head, Carolyn forced out a sigh and ran a hand through her hair. It somewhat helped, making herself breathe deeply.

Enoch was still gone long enough to make concern rise in her chest, her gaze fixed on the path ahead. Yet soon enough he returned, a second figure trotting along beside him. Said figure turned out to be a tall, well built man with bright green eyes. He looked young, perhaps only Carolyn's age, but the scowl across his face made him look much older.

"This caravan is in bad state," he murmured, apparently more to himself than anybody else. "how did the wheel come off?"

"It's an old thing," Enoch replied defensively, "it's lasted us many decades."

The man's nose wrinkled, but his eyes lost some of their harshness. "It will take work - why don't you come inside and get warm first?"

Oshina was all too eager to comply, fetching the children and sending them running off ahead. "Only to the porch!" she called after them, then turned to the man with an apologetic smile, "They're at that age where they're nothing but energy. Apologies, Mr...?"

"Just David is fine," he answered with a shrug.

The four of them traipsed back to the house, where the children waited by the front door. The house itself was modest, clean yet scarcely furnished. There were no photographs or paintings on the wall, no ornaments or clutter taking up shelves. Even the kitchen, as David took them in, was basic. There wasn't so much as a newspaper lying on the table.

"I'll make tea," David offered, "have you eaten yet?"

"We had breakfast not long ago," Enoch answered, "but it wasn't much as we haven't restocked."

"Then I'll make eggs and bacon."

"And I'll go back to have a look at the caravan," Enoch replied with a frown. Climbing to his feet, he disappeared into the hall.

With David focused on the meal and Oshina entirely occupied with the children, Carolyn was at a loss of what to do. She perched awkwardly on the nearest chair, twirling a loose strand of hair around her finger. She found herself watching David as he cooked, admiring how delicately he cracked the eggs into the bowl. Eventually she stood, coming to his side. "Do you need help with that?"

He watched her from the corner of his eyes, but didn't turn his head to face her. "You could fill the kettle and fetch the teapot, please. Cupboard to your left."

Eager to be helpful, Carolyn darted to fetch the kettle. It was a huge metal thing that made her arms ache to lift up, but she managed to drop it not too inelegantly onto the hearth. Then she hefted the teapot from the cupboard above the sink, setting it on the table for later. It was almost entirely white, the teapot, save for a delicate silver pattern that wound around the base. It was far more ornate than she would have expected, given the simplicity of the rest of the house - and it looked brand new. As if it had been a gift for someone, but David had decided to use it himself.

Wandering back over to the kitchen counter, something flashed in her vision. A letter, tucked beneath the bread bin. She only caught a glimpse of the name Mary-Anne before David leaned across to get the bread, blocking her view.

"Do you live here alone?" Carolyn questioned.

His eyes narrowed curiously. "I do. Why?"

"That letter, from Mary-Anne-"

"Mary-Anne isn't any of your business," he snapped, "so I suggest you leave it alone."

Carolyn pursed her lips, eyes going wide. Even the children had stopped bickering, turning their wide gaze to stare openly at David. Silence filled the room, nobody daring to speak first. Not even Carolyn, despite how guilt swelled in her chest.

Moments passed, and eventually David huffed out a sigh. "If you must know, Mary-Anne was to be my wife. She was from California, but never made it here. Now, you don't need to know any more - you are guests, and this is my home." Without another word, he turned his back on Carolyn to place a heavy pan over the flames, where the bacon began to sizzle.

Carolyn and Oshina shared a wide-eyed look, but said nothing. Frankly, Carolyn had no idea what to make of David. He had invited them into his home, offered them help, and then treated them like a burden. His motivations were a mystery, if he had any at all. 

The meal passed in awkward silence, with even little Elvira unwilling to speak. Enoch arrived back inside to join them, and by his uncomfortable fidgeting he noticed the atmosphere, too. By the time everyone had finished eating, the silence had stretched on for so long that nobody was willing to break it.

It wasn't until later that Carolyn caught David outside, looking over the caravan with a scowl. She came to a stop beside him, staring down at the broken wheel. Broken didn't describe it properly - smashed was more like it. It had broken into half a dozen pieces, and the underneath of the caravan had suffered damage because of it.

"It's going to take days to fix," David huffed, "this caravan should have been retired years ago."

Biting down on her lip, Carolyn only shrugged. "They obviously love it," she replied quietly, "but I didn't come here to talk about the caravan."

"Then what?"

Why was he so difficult to talk to? Yes, he was a stranger - but Oshina was a stranger too, and she had been nothing but lovely. Was David naturally this rude, or was it on purpose? Frowning, she said, "I'm sorry, for earlier. I had no right to bring up something personal."

"No, you didn't," David replied - yet he paused in his observations to turn to Carolyn, his features relaxing, "but it's my fault, too. I don't... get visitors. Ever. I suppose I've forgotten how to talk to people."

Sympathy twinged deep in her chest, made her heart skitter anxiously. "I'm sorry," she repeated kindly, "how about we start again? Hello, I'm Carolyn."

"David," he replied, amusement sparkling in his dark eyes.

When Carolyn saw the smile spread across his angular features, she decided perhaps he wasn't so bad after all.

***

They fell into routine, after that. Oshina cared for the children while David and Enoch worked on the caravan. Carolyn mostly tended to the horses, who had been put in the stables with David's own animals. A few days passed like this, with everyone kept too busy to talk much, until they unanimously decided to take a break.

Somehow, Carolyn found herself hovering by David as he chopped wood. "You should really take a break too," she offered, watching they way his muscles stretched beneath his shirt. He wasn't overly muscular, but David had a broad build and wide shoulders that strained the confines of his clothing.

He only huffed, bringing up a new log to chop. "I still have to take care of the ranch. Just because you need help doesn't mean I can let my normal duties go."

"Then I could help?" 

He turned his gaze to Carolyn, biting down on his lip. He seemed to truly consider it for a moment, humming low in his throat - but eventually shook his head. "It's a kind offer, really, but I've been doing this for years."

"You wouldn't want a townie ruining your schedule?" Carolyn offered with a smile. She was more useful than he gave her credit for, but he was right in one respect - Carolyn would only have slowed him down. Sighing, she turned to cast her gaze across the ranch. In the mid-afternoon sun everything was a shade of soft yellow-gold, giving the fields an ethereal look. Dreamlike. Despite the hard work it took to keep a ranch going, she understood the charm.

She turned back to David, feeling more relaxed than she had in weeks - only to see him doubled over in pain. With a hand pressed to his chest he let out a rumbling cough, one that came from deep inside his lungs. In the time it took Carolyn to dart forward, that cough turned to heavy, gasping hacks as David struggled to stay upright.

Without thinking, Carolyn scooped an arm around his waist and eased him to the ground. He didn't even try to fight her, whole body shaking as they sank into the grass together. Heart pounding, Carolyn could only watch in muted horror, her own breathing coming in fast, sharp gasps. "What do you need?" she demanded, but he only waved her off. "David, look at me. What do you need?"

He waved her off again, eyes narrowed as he glared at Carolyn. The coughing died down soon enough, however, leaving him red-faced and breathless, but apparently unharmed. Taking in slow, deep breaths, David still didn't sound like he was breathing right.

"What happened?" Carolyn demanded. Her heart was still thundering against her ribcage, pulse painfully hot. She reached out for him, anxiety turning in her gut, only to be shaken off. "Do you need a doctor?"

"Doctor's won't help," David snapped - but as breathless as he was, there was no venom to his voice. Taking in another struggling breath, he added, "I've been ill my whole life, no point in trying to fix it now."

Ill? An illness was the flu or a stomach bug, but this was worse. She had seen him there, unable to breath as he coughed up his lungs. Yet he made it sound so normal, as if it was just a part of every day life.

She must have been staring, because David turned to shoot her a narrow-eyed glare. He was handsome even then, although the intensity of it worried her. "You want to know what's wrong with me, don't you?"

Well, yes. Could she be blamed for that? Cheeks flushed, Carolyn simply nodded.

"I was born with weak lungs," he answered coolly, "so if I get too cold or too hot, or overwork myself... well, breathing can get difficult. It isn't usually this bad, but
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