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“Katie was against this trip,” he told Fritz, the sooty buckskin grazing nearby that wore the sweat marks of his saddle.  Sam looked around the camp he’d made in the little grove of trees.  The sun was setting, and evening was settling over the land in a golden haze.

He looked at his campfire, ‘small enough to fit in a hat’ that he was roasting a rabbit over and was quite content.  The less stamp he made on the land, the better.  Off to the side was a recently filled canteen and under the trees was his bedroll.  The tent wouldn’t be needed on such a fine night.

His horses were hobbled and grazing on the tall grass that covered the area around them.  They had already slaked their thirst at the river at the foot of the knoll.

Looking about, he did not see a light shining anywhere and he gloried in it.  “Like the old days,” he told his horse.  “She thought I was a foolish old man, trying to relive my youth,” he referred to his wife.  Feeling the soreness of his muscles, he had the feeling she might be right.  But he was well on his way; there was no turning back now.

Three weeks ago, he and Katie had traveled by train to St. Louis to be with her sister Margaret, whose husband, Randolph, had passed away.  His good friend Hugh O’Hanlon was married to Katie’s younger sister, Mary, and all had met there for the funeral.  Though it was for a sad reason, it was good to be with them again.

The three sisters were glad to be together and Sam was willing to stay a little longer if it made Katie happy.  He and Hugh took advantage of the billiard table in Randy’s office, reliving the old days and challenging one another in the game.

“I’m in the process of producing a play,” Hugh informed him.

“What’s the name?”

“Alder Gulch.”

He looked up from the pool table.  “We had a few adventures there.”

“Yes.”  

“Am I in it?”  Sam knew there were several characters based on him in his friend’s books and plays and he was never happy about it.  But, if it helped his friend out, he could live with it. 

“I’ve used you enough,” Hugh said, dryly.  “We’ve known plenty of people to base characters on.  My creative output is not all about you.”

“Thank God.”  With a firm, smooth stroke, Sam sent two balls flying into corner pockets.

Hugh decided not to tell him that his work was already in production and yes, it was based on his and Sam’s earlier adventures.  The only difference was it was to be a silent film.  And, from the studio’s insistence, quite a bit more flamboyant than the plays he’d written.

“Have you heard of moving pictures?”

Sam glanced at him.  “Of course.  I live in Arizona.  Not on the moon.”

“I’ve been writing scenarios for them,” his friend informed him.  “Abe Shattls and I are thinking about forming our own production company.”

This time, he had Sam’s full attention.  “Why?”

Hugh shrugged.  “Why not?”  His eyes took on a faraway look.  “The West we knew, thirty, forty years ago, is disappearing.  I’d like to record things that remain.  For our children and grandchildren.”

Sam nodded.  “That’s commendable, Hugh.”

“Why don’t you come in with us?”

“And do what?  I’m no writer.”

Hugh shrugged his shoulders.  “I don’t know.  It would just feel like old times if you did.”

The appeal to sentimentality was not lost on Sam, but he shook his head.  “I’ll think about it.”

“You should do it, Sam,” Katie was in the doorway.

He glanced at his wife, knowing she had an unerring sense of what should be done.  “Alright,” he agreed.

“I’m headed upstairs,” she told him with a smile.  “See you tomorrow, Hugh.”

The big man leaned forward for her kiss on his cheek.  It was a custom they’d had for years.

“Good night, my dear,” Sam watched his wife leave the room.

Hugh looked at him.  “You are one lucky sonofagun.”

“I know.  But so are you.”  Sam nodded to the half-empty billiard table.  “Are you going to take your turn?”  

“You want to know something I know?”  Hugh asked, propping himself on the edge of the table.  “If films ever get to having voices, I want to record yours.”  He sent one ball then another into pockets.  

“Why the hell would you want to do that?”  

“Because therein lies the West.”

“Talk sense.”

“When I think of an opening scene, like maybe rolling plains,” Hugh made a broad gesture with his hands, nearly slapping Sam in the face with his cue.  “There should be a narrator with a voice embodying the West, explaining what they’re seeing.”

“Can’t they figure it out?”  Sam asked.  “Or come and see it for themselves?”

“It takes a certain heart, a courageous spirit, to do that.  We’d be helping people to see what a grand country this is,” Hugh explained, then went on with his narrative.  

Another shake of his head.  “Play.”

Hugh only made half an effort and missed the ball.  Then, he put his cue back on the rack.  Experience told him what would happen next.  

“My God, Hugh.  Can’t you leave me alone?”  Sam complained while he cleared the rest of the table.  “You’ve got everything else of me.  Why do you want my voice, too?”

“Don’t worry, Sam.  That will be years away from happening, if ever.”  He smiled.  “I’m grateful that I got to share all these adventures with you.”

“Adventures that you’ve been able to make a good living turning into plays,” Sam reminded him.  Then, he stood and turned to face his friend.  “Some of which, I wouldn’t have lived through without you.”  He tilted his head and looked at the big man.  “Do you put that in your plays, too?”

Hugh started to answer, but his wife, Mary, appeared at the door.  

“Good night, Sam,” she smiled at him.  “We will see you in the morning.”

“Good night, Miss Mary,” he took her hand in his and bowed over it.  

As Hugh walked by, he hesitated, then held out his hand.  Sam bypassed it and gathered him into a hug, which the big man returned.  Neither one spoke of their glistening eyes but turned away.

And then, he was alone, with a house full of friends and family all about him.  Sam walked outside onto the front porch and lit a cigarillo.  It was less a cigarette and more of a cigar, since one did not smoke it, but taste it.  At Katie’s insistence, when she stopped off smoking, he had, too.  But he always carried a case with a few in it in his jacket pocket, for special times.  

“Here’s to you, Randy,” he lifted the tobacco up and spoke to the night.  “I applaud your selection.”  He tasted the smoke one more time, then ground out the flame and tossed it aside.  

The next day was the funeral and most of the it was spent at the church, the graveyard and then the wake at Margaret’s house.  Later that evening, several of Randy’s friends, men he’d known, back in his St. Louis days, stood around in the billiard room, drinking and talking.  Off to the side was the poker table and someone mentioned getting a game up.  

Though he hadn’t sat at a poker table for a decade or more, Sam was enticed to join a ‘friendly’ game.  Back in his playing days, he would have said there was no such thing as a friendly game of poker, but he went along with it.  After all, he hadn’t seen these men in years.

Along with putting aside the cards, he’d also forgone drinking whisky except on special occasions.  It appeared that Randy had acquired some very good whisky and they toasted to the deceased man with every round.  Though Sam knew what the next day’s result would likely be, again, he went along with it.

Katie looked in but did not say yea nor nay when he sat down to play.  To himself, he promised to not bet too much nor drink too much.  However, regardless of what he did, his skill with the cards came back to him and he came away ‘winners.’  If, as Katie remarked, coming away with a horse was ‘winners.’

That was the thing.  An old acquaintance of the family, Hack Collier, sat down and began to play.  Any time Sam would think about folding or leaving the game, Hack would make a comment about his lack of fortitude or concern about money or some such.  Though Sam knew he was being needled and that he should just ignore what the man said, it rankled.  He could have blamed the whisky.  But it was also Katie.

Sam knew that when he left Katie and the children in St. Louis years previous, the Collier family had stepped in to help in whatever way they could, especially, the oldest son, Hack.  Of course, he and Katie had been together for the last seventeen years, but still, it rankled.

Hack’s brother Tip was one of the players.  It was Sam’s thought that the younger man would have bowed out much sooner, but Hack’s encouragement kept him playing.

So, they continued playing until finally, Sam had won the pot and a horse from Tip Collier.  He carefully avoided looking at Katie who stood in the doorway, a hint that he should leave.

Afterward, she advised Sam to forgo collecting on the bet, since they were in St. Louis and their ranch was miles away in Arizona.  But he was adamant.  Hack had insisted Tip stay in the game and Sam wanted him to pay up.  His stubbornness on the subject was probably connected to Hack helping Katie in the past, but he wasn’t going to spend time figuring it out.

Thus, the next day, Sam and Katie took a trip to the Collier farm, west of town.  It was an old homestead settled by Tip’s grandparents.  When they passed away, his father had inherited.  When he, too, was buried, Hack wanted nothing to do with it, so Tip got it.  From the look of the place, the younger brother had done well with the place.

“A better farmer than gambler,” was Sam’s observation.

A tree-lined lane led up to the big white farmhouse and behind it, an even larger white barn.  On either side of the lane were pastures with a half dozen horses in each.

As they drove up the lane, a black and white pinto horse threw up his head and kept pace with them on the other side of the fence.  Katie commented on his dramatic coloring and action.  “Logan would certainly like that one,” she added.

“Yep,” Sam agreed.  Meanwhile, his eye was taken by a bright bay mare on the other side of the lane.  She had a thick black mane and tail with tall black stockings almost the height of her legs.  “Now, that’s a horse.”

“She’s beautiful,” his wife said in appreciation.  “She reminds me of Raven, only Raven was black.”

Sam looked again, surprised at her dip into the past.  Yet, it was true.  The mare had the shape of Raven and looked up as they passed.  

“Look,” Katie nodded toward the field where a buckskin stood to one side under a tree, watching their approach.  “That horse could be a twin to Eagle.”  She mentioned the buckskin gelding he’d ridden to the ranch years ago, reuniting with his family once again.  

Eagle had developed into one of the most dependable horses he’d ever owned and as a cowhorse was known county-wide for his skills.  

Looking at this younger version, Sam felt a tug at his heart, since the old buckskin had passed away the year before.

“What do you think?”  Hack met them at the barn.  

“Gorgeous animals,” Katie assured him.  “Simply gorgeous.”

“Pretty is as pretty does,” was Hack’s flippant reply.

Sam looked at him.

Hack nodded toward the buckskin.  “So far, the only person that can ride him is the man who rode him here and traded him.”

Sam looked at the horse again.  In the past, he would have taken the horse on as a challenge.  However, he was older now and looking for something a little more settled.

“What about the bay mare?”  The gambler asked, then noted that just about every horse in that field was bay and a mare.  “The solid one.”

“Daisy,” Tip walked up to them, wiping his hands on his overalls.  “She’s a good one, for sure.  My daughter rode her some til she got married and moved to Tulsa.”

Sam nodded.  Daisy sounded like his kind of horse.

They talked about the horses some, moved on to other subjects, then back around to the horses, as horse traders do.  Katie walked to the fence as the pinto did the same.  He stuck his nose through the rails and sniffed her gloved hands.  Then, she peeled them off and he was equally interested in her hands.

When next Sam glanced at them, the buckskin had joined the pinto at the fence and each horse took his turn at having his face smoothed by his wife.  He was not surprised.  All animals liked Katie.

Finally, the deal was done, and Daisy was the price of the bet Tip had lost the day before.  The two brothers assured Sam that shipping the horse to Arizona could be done at a reasonable rate.

As they drove back to Margaret’s house, Katie spoke up.  “I liked all of the horses.”

“Were you wanting one as well?”  He asked, surprised.

“Well, Raven has been gone for a good while.  Blanca has gotten old, and I really don’t have a riding horse.”

Sam nodded slowly.  “Which one would you like?”

She turned to him with a smile.  “If you would choose the buckskin, then I could have Daisy.”

“But he said only the original owner could ride the horse,” he reminded her.

“That was then,” Katie confirmed.  “I think he’s lonely, now, and looking for a new partner.”

“Well, it will have to be a younger man than me,” Sam growled.  He didn’t often go against Katie, but this was his hide she was talking about.

“Why don’t we go back?  Why don’t you try him out?”

Sam looked at her.  

“Just try him,” she said.  “Saddle him up.  See how he is.  If you still feel like he’s not trustworthy, then get Daisy.”

“Sounds like we’re about to get two horses.”

She smiled.  “With Daisy, I can accompany you on your rides around the ranch.”

Sam had to admit that it appealed to him.  He liked being with Katie and loved it that she liked being with him as well.  Though he was sure there were horses in Arizona she could ride, he went along with her suggestion.

“Wear your riding clothes tomorrow,” he told her.  “And we’ll see how it goes.”

It went better than anyone could have hoped.  Before Katie could get in the saddle, Daisy put her head against her blouse and that was that.  Once aboard, it was if the two were made for each other.

As his wife suggested, Sam saddled up the buckskin, who readily accepted the bit.  He knew he couldn’t be cautious about stepping up onto the horse, so he cheeked him and put a leg over the saddle.  The buckskin stood quietly, waiting for him to take up the reins and urge him forward.

As he tried him out, Sam knew he had to have him.  He reined like a cow horse should, the trot was easy to sit, and his canter was like being in a porch rocking chair.  All in all, it was as if he was riding Eagle once again.  The gelding never offered to buck, sulk or balk.  

Both Tip and Hack were amazed.

“I would have bet money you were going to land in the dirt, Dollar,” Hack told him.  

Sam did not respond, because he would have bet the same. 

When he cantered the buckskin down the lane and back, the pinto ran alongside the fence, calling all the while.  It was a little unsettling, but the gelding never missed a step.

“You’re going to miss him, aren’t you?”  Katie asked the black and white horse, who seemed to nod his answer.  She looked at Sam, asking a silent question, but he shook his head.  Two horses were enough to take back to Arizona.  They had their own cavvy back there.

After dinner that evening, Sam and Katie sat in the pair of rockers that had been in the Rexrode family for decades and enjoyed the twilight.  Inside the house, Margaret was talking to her deceased husband’s sisters.

“Looks like we’re going to be two horses richer,” Sam noted.  Somehow, he was more pleased than he admitted.  Katie had expressed a desire to ride with him and that made life all the sweeter.

“Three,” she stated.

He looked at her.

“That pinto won’t be left behind,” she told him.

Sam had the feeling she was right.  “He’s a young horse.  And I’ve done all the riding of young horses that I’m going to do.”

“There’s Logan.”  She brought up their youngest child who was currently in school in Austin, Texas.

Sam smiled.  Katie was doing it again; expanding his focus and getting him to look at things from a different angle.  “Logan would certainly like his coloring.”  His youngest son liked flashy horses and tack.

“Let me think on it,” he told her.  “It’s going to cost some money shipping three horses to Arizona.”

“You’ll figure it out,” she assured him.

And he did, though not in the way he would have expected.  That night, he had a dream where he was riding a horse and leading two others, one with a pack.  He was traveling over the plains under a big sky.  It was a beautiful land though nothing like Arizona, so he thought he might have been in Texas.  As he rode, it was as if his horse grew taller and taller, so that he could see long distances.  

From his great height, he noted a wagon with a young woman driving it and, in the back, sat a little girl, perhaps five years old, sitting facing the way they had come.  A cat was in her lap, and she stroked it.  

Sam tried to look at the woman’s face, but her bonnet concealed it.  

Each time he looked at her or the countryside or even at the sky, he could feel a question in his chest.  He neither knew what the question was, nor the answer and he woke up feeling the same way.

“What a strange dream,” he told himself.  Then, he remembered the very last part, the bit with Katie in it.  She met him, somewhere that wasn’t home, and asked him, “Where’s Logan?”

He was dismayed that he couldn’t answer her, though awake he knew that his son was staying with Ben Shaw and his family in Austin.

Dreams were dreams and didn’t always make sense.  He tried to brush it off, yet the question would not leave him alone until he came up with an idea.

He was sure she would nix it but decided to ask her anyway.

“You want to what?”  She asked, surprised.

“I was thinking to take the three horses and ride to Austin.  Fritz and Daisy can switch off being my saddle horse and the pinto can be the pack horse.”

Katie sat down.  

“It would save shipping them,” he added.

For a long moment she looked at him, studying his face.  He met her gaze, frankly.  “You, at your age, want to ride several hundred miles to Austin, Texas.  There you will pick up Logan and what?  Ride to the ranch?”  

“Sure,” Sam assured her.

Once spoken, the plan flowed from his lips as if he’d been considering it for three months instead of appearing in his head three minutes previous.

“Sam.  You’re not a young man anymore.”  She hated reminding him because it meant she, too, wasn’t young anymore.  And she pushed that fact as far away as possible.

He scratched his graying goatee, as if reconsidering his plan.  Then, he shook his head.  “I’ll just go and pick up Logan.  Could ship the horses to the ranch from there.”  

Katie knew that their son would love the adventure and she was aware that it would create a father and son bond like no other.  Both she and Sam had hated to send Logan off to school, the boy was such a light to their lives, but they had also agreed, it needed to be done.  The West was getting settled and their son needed to be prepared for the new and changing times.

She was also aware that Sam was one of the restless ones.  New horizons and new adventures appealed to him, almost as needful as food and water.  To herself only, she admitted that she was lucky he’d stayed in one place with her for the last seventeen years.  Surely, a horseback ride to Austin and then to the ranch had been well-earned, and quite possibly would be the last one he’d desire.

Yet, she was still unsure.

“Sam?”  She asked.  “Is there something you’re not telling me?  You’re sick and this is your last hurrah or something?”

That was Katie.  Always getting to the bottom of things.

“No.  There’s nothing to tell you.  I just thought I’d do this trip.  With Logan.”

She stared at him.  “I know you’ve been all over the West,” she began.

“Yep.”

“But that was with Hugh.  And you were both a lot younger.”

He shrugged.  “If you don’t want me to, I won’t.”  His voice was mild and not defensive.   Katie was right.  What was he thinking, to attempt such a trip at his age?  After all, it would mean miles in the saddle in rain and shine, sleeping on hard ground and eating his own cooking.  He tried to be glad that he wouldn’t be going.  But something inside him was insistent that he do it.

“Let me think about it.”

He knew she meant she would pray about it.

Katie turned away, then back to him.  “Are you sure nothing is wrong?”

“Nothing that I know of,” he replied with a smile.  Then he added, “it was a hare-brained idea, Katie.  Let’s just forget about it.”

But they didn’t.

That afternoon, she brought up the subject again.

“You’re not as young as you used to be, Sam,” she reminded him.  “Anything could happen on the trail, alone.”

“Nothing will happen, my dear,” he smiled.  “If it does, you or Ben are just a telegraph away.”  He referred to their friend, Ben Shaw, who Logan was staying with.  “Come on, humor an old man, wanting to ride down memory lane.”

“I wish Hugh was going with you.”

“That would be great.  Then, it truly would be like old times.”  

With that in mind, he approached Hugh about going with him.  At first, his old friend and trail partner was all for it, though he’d had an accident in his buggy just weeks before.  His horse startled at a sudden trolley car bell and in darting away, turned the vehicle over.  He dragged it half a block, with Hugh trapped inside.  The big man now walked with a cane but insisted he could ride and moved about without it, to prove his words.  

However, when reminded by his wife, Mary, that their oldest daughter, Lillian, was about to have a baby, he declined the offer.  Over a glass of wine, he agreed with Sam that he had no idea how his staying would help Lillian.  But Hugh would do anything to please Mary, so he nixed the trip. 

Meanwhile, Katie had yet to be convinced that the trip was a good idea.  Yes, she agreed that Logan would love to do it, and it would give them more father and son time.  And, Sam, having spent almost two decades in one place, had probably earned a revisit to the trails he’d ridden years before.  

Once, when exasperated at his continued return to the subject, she told him, “Things just seem to happen to you, Sam.  And I wonder, will I ever see you again.”

“Of course you will, Katie.  You can’t get rid of me that easy,” he’d replied with a smile.  “Besides, there’s always the homecoming to look forward to.”  He pulled her close, with meaning. 

“Oh, Sam.”

“That’s how Denver and Logan came to be, you know.”  He referred to their coming together in Denver, Colorado which had resulted in their youngest daughter.  Then, six years later, he had found her and the children on the ranch, and after some adventures of their own, had reconciled once more.  Conceiving Logan was the almost immediate result.

“You’re impossible,” she proclaimed, then gave in to his kiss.  “And you know, I’m too old to have children!”

“Let’s find out,” he replied and added another kiss.

“Sam!”  She pushed him away with a laugh.  “If you don’t stop, we’ll find out right now!”

“Not a bad idea.”

They were in the hallway of Margaret’s house and when he glanced around, he noted Allan, the youngest of Margaret’s grandchildren looking at them with wide eyes.

“Good afternoon,” he nodded to the four-year old.  Then, taking Katie’s hand, he led the way upstairs.  

The next day, they made another trip to the Collier farm and came away as the owners of three horses.

“They came in together and now they’re leaving together.”  Tip told them as he handed over the bill of sale.  

Sam and Katie looked at one another, then at him.

“Yep.  The cowboy rode up on the buckskin and I bought him.  Then, later that day, he brought in the other two.  Rode the mare.  Led the pinto.”

“Did you ever see him on the pinto?”  Sam asked, hoping the answer was yes.  It would make breaking him easier if someone had already sat in the saddle.

“Nope, never did.”

Tip wished them well and promised to take care of them until they were ready to take them off his hands.  

Sam spent the next couple of days buying a tent, packsaddle and various supplies.  At a pawn shop, he found a saddle that was both comfortable and a good fit.  He bought two bridles, thinking to let each horse have its own bit.  That way he wouldn’t have to adjust the headstall every time he switched horses.

Katie was apprehensive about the trip but kept her chin up.  Sam knew she had given the situation to God.

The horses were shod at a local blacksmith, and each was good about it, which was a relief to Sam.  Later, on the road, he might have to tack on a loose shoe and having gentle horses would make it easier.

Then came the morning he was to leave.  He knew Katie was concerned, hell, he was concerned.  But, somehow, he knew it was something he had to do, and she knew it, too.

“I’d tell you to behave yourself,” Katie said, smiling, “if I thought it would do any good.”

“It’s nice to have a wife with such confidence in me,” Sam replied.  Then, he brought her close and kissed her.  “It will be nicer still when I get to do that again.”

Katie thought about reminding him there would be more kisses if he didn’t leave, but she was silent.

The morning was foggy which wouldn’t burn off til mid-morning.  The low visibility and sound deadening effect made it seem otherworldly.  Fritz, the buckskin, stamped his foot, reminding him that they should be on their way.

“Well, I guess this is it,” Sam took up the reins then swung into the saddle.

“God keep you,” Katie told him.  She stood beside the horse, her face upturned.

Quickly, Sam bent to kiss her once more.  Margaret’s butler handed him the lead rope to Daisy, and he smiled his thanks at the man.  At this point, the pinto had no name, but the trail would take care of that.  His lead was tied to the pack saddle and after testing it a couple of times, he lowered his head and walked behind.

Taking up his reins, he walked his horses into the fog.  Glancing back at the house, it, too, had disappeared, along with Katie.  His past behind him, he turned in his saddle to look forward to the future.

Thankfully, the mare did not protest to being the pack horse.  From the first, Sam swapped her and Fritz as his saddle horses.  This meant that just the two of them were working every day but Sunday.  When he rode Fritz, Daisy was the pack horse and vice versa.  The black and white horse merely followed along behind.  

Sam had intended to leave the pinto for Logan to sort out.  But one morning, he cinched the pack saddle onto the gelding who only seemed mildly interested in the process.  When encouraged to walk off, he threw a couple of bucks, scattering the contents of the pack.  After expressing his opinion on the subject, he walked off, unconcerned.

“Damn you,” Sam muttered, then shook his head.  This was life on the trail, one thing after another to take care of.  With the reminder of Katie’s prompting, he looked for the good in the situation.  For one thing, he gave the pinto the name of S.O.B. and for another, it made him be a better packer, making sure things were tied down so tight that nothing came undone.  Whether or not the pinto was testing his packing skills or just expressing his opinion, he was now one of the workers.  

He only bucked the first day.  Yet, he wasn’t above sulling up or balking when being led by Daisy.  When that happened, Sam would take a dally around the saddle horn with the lead rope and the mare would pull the pinto out of his balk.  

Being a pack horse was earning S.O.B. his way West and helping to make him a useful citizen at the same time.  Sam had the idea that by the time they got to Austin, the pinto would be leading just fine, pack or no pack.  None of the horses seemed to suffer from their work and he was glad.

After a couple of weeks on the trail, Sam and the horses settled into a routine.  So as not to rush and to give himself time to enjoy the trip, he’d planned for twenty to thirty miles a day, with a day of rest on Sundays.  Most of the time, he avoided towns unless he needed supplies.  Or, he admitted, to get a bath, which he could smell that he needed.  He had also sent Katie a telegram, to let her know he was doing well.  It was something he wouldn’t have done in years past but was glad to do so now. 

To make it seem the whole experience of what he’d done before, Sam also practiced drawing his pistol from his shoulder holster as well as the one on his hip.  And every evening, he shuffled and dealt cards.  The practice was his own private joke, since he knew it was likely he wouldn’t be using either one.  After all, the turn of the century was coming up and the country was getting settled and tamed.

Now, here he was at eventide, somewhere not too far from Texas, tired and weary, though not sore, hunched over a little campfire cooking his dinner.  Though he rode almost daily at the ranch, it wasn’t as much.  At this point, he knew he’d lost weight and gained muscle, of which he took some pride.

Breathing in the smell of the campfire and roasting meat, he settled back.  Life couldn’t be much better, he thought.  Then, he corrected himself.  It was fine since he knew it was temporary, but he wouldn’t want to make living on the trail permanent.

Waking the next morning, Sam stretched his stiff muscles then looked about him.  Fog was settled in the hollows but was sure to burn off before too long.  He scanned the area around him to see the three horses, their heads down, eating the long grass.  

“It’s Sunday!”  He told them, even as he climbed out of the bedroll.  

None of the horses flicked an ear but kept grazing.

After breakfast, Sam considered staying in camp and letting the horses and himself rest.  However, a restless feeling came over him and he brought in the horses and packed up.

It was a fine Sunday morning, he told Fritz.  Fine for a few miles on a bright, sunny day.  Of course, if he honored the day and stayed in camp, he’d have all day to spend doing very little.  Somehow, that did not appeal to him, especially when the restless feeling seemed to be pushing him onward.  

“Maybe I’ll sing a few hymns,” Sam informed Fritz.  “In keeping with the day.”

The horse flicked his ears back and his rider broke into song.

As he rode, he surveyed the surrounding land.  It was pretty country.  The land heaved and rolled in gentle waves.  At the base of each slope there seemed to be a creek or stream of some sort.  Being from Arizona, he appreciated water being so handy, but he didn’t envy it.  Nope.  With all the drawbacks the high desert had to raising cattle, he still preferred it.

Glancing down, he became aware of two thin strips of tracks on the dusty road in front of him and noted how straight and true they were.  It was a buggy and whoever was driving the horse was keeping it on course.  

Then, the tracks made a sharp turn to the right before straightening out again.

“Bad news,” he said to his horse.  Of course, he had no idea of the reason why the sharp deviation; he was just making conversation.

A little further on, over the rise of the roll of the plains, he saw the maker of the thin tired tracks, a buggy.  It had come to a stop, and he wondered at it.  Since the top was up, it was hard to see how many people were in it or just who was driving.

He wondered if it would start up again before he got there.  It was of no nevermind to him.  He and his horses had miles to go; this was just something to break up the trip.

Perhaps it was the sound of his approach with his animals, but the buggy started up again.  Almost immediately, a flash of white came from it.  A sudden gust of wind had taken a paper and sent it across the prairie.

His own horses startled at the white scrap, but quickly settled.  When he turned his attention to the buggy, it was to note that a man had stood up to dismount from it.  However, his lowering foot missed the step and he fell backward, landing on his back.

As the man fell, Sam was aware of two things; he was old, because of his hunched back and the white hair revealed when his hat rolled away; and he was well-dressed, according to the cloth of his suit and his brightly polished boots.

The fallen man lay there a moment before putting an arm across his face.  His horse had startled at his fall but stood.

Trotting Fritz to the fence that lined the road at that point, Sam tossed the reins around the top wire and threw Daisy’s rope around the post.  Both horses had been taught to stand ground tied, but at this distance from home, Sam wanted to make sure.

When he got to the old man, he was still lying on his back, the arm across his face shielding his eyes from the sun.

“Are you alright, sir?”  Sam asked.  “Hurt anywhere?”  He noted the cut of the suit and the fine fabric.  Both re-enforced the thought that whoever he was had some money.

The old man removed his arm to reveal the tracks of tears on his cheeks.  “Thank you, son,” he told Sam.  “Yes, I’m alright.  If you’ll just help me up.”  His voice was deep and gravelly, full of regret or remorse.

Slowly, Sam helped him to sit up, then at the old man’s insistence, to get upright and then to the vehicle.  Once there, he turned to look at the field next to the road.  There in its innocence of having done any wrong was the piece of paper, lying still.

“Could you get that for me?”  The old man asked, holding onto the buggy.

“Sure.”  

Sam eased through the barbed wire, walked to the paper and bent over, just as another gust of wind started to lift it.  Yet rather than take it further, the breeze seemed to bring it to his fingers, and he grasped it. 

The gust grew in strength and Sam braced against it to keep from being blown off his feet.  Prairie winds were like that, he told himself.  Soft one moment and a hurricane the next.

He glanced at the paper in his hand and realized it was a telegram, but on white paper, not yellow.  Realizing the nature of it, he looked away.  In that glance, all he got out of it was that someone named Ortiz was dead.

This time when he went through the barbed wire, his jacket was caught, and he had to work it loose.

“Thank you, son,” the old man gratefully took the page from him.  He started to get into the buggy.

“Here, let me dust you off,” Sam appreciated fine clothes and liked them clean, not dirty.

The man stood there and let himself be dusted off.

“That’s better.”

With his words, the old man once more boarded his buggy and sat down.  “Thank you, sir.”  He hesitated for a moment.  “What did you say your name was?”

“Dollar

.  Sam Dollar.”

The old man held out his hand.  “Thank you, Mr. Dollar.”  

They shook hands, then Sam stepped back out of the way as the driver called to his horse and slapped the reins on its rump.  The buggy was rolling before Sam realized the old man hadn’t introduced himself.

It didn’t matter.  He was just a traveler through this part of the country and would likely never see him again.

While he was stopped, he checked the pack on Daisy and the girth on his own horse.  The pinto, he merely glanced at.  The horse looked after the buggy with interest, then tried to lower his head to the ground.

“Not now,” Sam told him and gently tugged on the lead, to keep his head up.  “Later.”

Back in the saddle, he glanced around him.  On the next knoll over, he could see that the buggy had turned off on a lane and the horse was going at a trot.  He noted that the fields on either side of it were full of healthy-looking grazing cattle.

“Good-bye, whoever you are.  And good luck to you.”
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He saw the cat, first.  Well, Daisy saw it before he did, her ears snapping to attention and looking intently toward a grassy area in front of a group of trees.  Sam followed her gaze, noting that the cat’s coloring of gray and orange helped it blend into the shadows even while its white bib and the tall white socks on its forefeet stood out.  

As he watched, it leapt after the already injured mouse that it had let go of due to a lapse of attention.  Daisy’s focus moved on to the road before them, but Sam considered the copse of trees as a likely camp.  Beneath them, shade was offered, so he turned his horses toward it.  Since it was well after noon and he hadn’t eaten, this seemed like a likely spot.

The cat, twenty feet from the place he intended to camp, merely watched his actions, unconcerned with anything but the mouse in its mouth.

“Bloodthirsty creature,” the rider murmured.  Though he liked cats, he didn’t love them the way his wife did.  There was something about the way they toyed with their victims that made him uneasy.  Katie believed that the good they did in ridding the house and barn of mice far outweighed any disgust for their hunting style.  She always assured him that beyond this idiosyncrasy, they made the best pet.  

A small stream ran through the copse, seeming to seek shade after its travel through the sunbaked grasslands and just before another long stretch of the same before meeting the river.

By now, he could set up his camp in short order.  Then he took the horses to the stream to drink then hobbled them and let them eat of the tall grass.  They got a bait of grain every night and morning, which Sam believed kept them close to camp.  

After they were attended to, he went to the stream to fill his canteen.  In the shade, the water was cool and he was grateful for it.    

This meal’s fare was yet another rabbit that he’d shot earlier that morning.  Delving into his saddlebag, he brought forth the biscuits he’d made the day before.  Making biscuits in the Dutch oven was another skill that he’d revived by weeks on the trail.  Already, they were almost of the quality he remembered making in years past.

“Another day or two and we should come across a town,” he told himself.  It wasn’t that he was hankering for company, but something else to eat.  Something that came in a can.

This day, Sam thought the roasting rabbit smelled extra good and the biscuit and jelly tasted sweeter than usual.  

He was thoroughly enjoying his meal when something brushed up against him, around his ribs and under his arm.  It was the cat.  Apparently, the mouse wasn’t enough of a meal, and it had come to his camp seeking more food.

The cat pushed harder against him, and Sam gently shoved it away.  “Wait your turn,” he said, knowing he would never let an animal under his care go hungry if he could help it.

Once his meal was over, Sam stood and kicked dirt over his small fire.

“Pa?”

He whirled at the sound, surprised at his quickness and the fact that he held a pistol in his hand as he did so.  Not bad for an old man, he told himself, even as he beheld the reason for it.

Before him stood a child, maybe five or six years old.  Katie could have told him; he wasn’t one to know ages by looks.

Her pale skin was dirty and scratched, and her red hair, possibly once braided, was now a wild mass of curls.  As her light eyes, were they green or blue, looked up into his, he noted the trust in them and felt a grab of his heart. 

What was a young child doing out in the middle of nowhere?

“Dolly!”  The little girl cried out and ran to the cat who did not seem to feel threatened.  

Though the cat was hunched over the carcass of the rabbit, the little girl wrapped her arms around it and picked it up by the middle.  

Sam holstered his weapon, expecting he would have to save the child from an irate cat.  To his knowledge, they didn’t like this kind of treatment by anyone.  However, it seemed that they weren’t strangers because the cat allowed it and rested in her arms.

“Is that your cat?”

Sam knew he was just making conversation, because the situation was hard to comprehend.  Where had the two of them come from?  All around him were spring green plains, gently undulating into far-off distances.

The little girl continued to embrace the cat.  “Hungry,” she said, looking at him expectantly.

Of course, she would be, he chastised himself.  The rabbit was long gone, but he had a few more biscuits and cans of peaches in his pack.  

He quickly re-built his fire then considered whether she would drink coffee or not.  Well, a fire meant a meal, so he kept it going.  Then, he unpacked the biscuits and peaches. 

“My name is Sam,” he told her.  Wetting his handkerchief, he cleaned her face.  When she offered her hands, he wiped them clean as well.

“What is your name?”

“Grace,” was the reply.

“Grace?”

She nodded.

“Grace?  Grace what?”

“Grace,” was her simple reply.  

He’d already cleaned his coffee cup and put it away, but brought it back out, to fill with water from the stream.

“Where is your Mama?” 

Grace seemed unconcerned about her parent.

“Your Papa?”  It was likely she had one, because she’d referred to him as Pa.

The little girl’s interest was on the can of peaches he’d just opened and did not answer.  He looked at her critically then made another trip to his pack to get one of his last cans of beans.  Opening them, he put them beside the fire to warm.

Sam had a small pan he could have warmed them up in, but he rarely used it.  Thus, her meal was prepared the same way he made his.  He did bring out the blue speckled enameled plate to serve the food on.

When he handed her the plate of beans, he wondered if she would need a table and chair to be able to eat them.  However, she sat down on the ground, cross-legged, and quickly finished off the serving.  Taking the biscuit, she wiped up the sauce from the beans.  

Then, he dumped the peaches onto the cleaned plate.  This time, the little girl slowed down, only eating about a fourth of them. 

“Are you full?”  He didn’t know how much a child her size could eat.  

She handed him the plate, as if sad she couldn’t eat more.

After tossing a couple of slices to the cat, Sam finished the rest.  After all, he hadn’t had his dessert, either.

Well, there was still daylight enough for several more hours of travel, so he broke camp.  Grace sat beside her cat, petting it, her eyes growing sleepy and glassy.

Sam looked about them.  There were no houses or buildings of any kind, as far as the eye could see.  Surely someone was missing a little girl.

“I’m not leaving you out here,” he told her, still trying to puzzle out the situation.  “Someone, somewhere, is missing you.”

Sam looked over the horses.  Usually, he changed horses after nooning, and it was Fritz’s turn to be ridden.  He’d stripped the saddle from the mare and begun saddling the buckskin, already.  But he didn’t know how well Fritz would take to the little girl riding before him.  Eagle would not have batted an eye, but this buckskin had let him know they weren’t the same horse.

The bay mare turned to look at him and he noted once again her wise eyes, as if giving him the answer.  It would only take a moment to put his saddle back on her.

As he pulled the saddle from the buckskin, the pinto bumped his nose into his back.  Today, he was the pack horse and as such, would be tied to whichever horse was saddled.

“There’s no way she’s riding you,” Sam muttered as he worked.  The pinto seemed to have other ideas and bumped his back again.  When he turned to face the horse, it moved away, giving him space.

But it made him think.  With the little girl around, he’d better christen S.O.B. with a name one could say in nice company.  He settled on Tex, since he was headed to Texas.  Actually, he wasn’t sure but what they might be in Texas, though it could still be Oklahoma Territory.

Smoothing the mare’s back, he placed the blanket on it, then the saddle.  Fritz, now free, dropped to his knees and rolled.

Standing nearby, Grace clapped her hands and laughed.  Apparently watching a horse roll was funny.  Sam made sure she was at a safe distance so that when Fritz got to his feet and shook, the little girl was in no danger.

He began working to get the little caravan on the road.  Fritz, now in a halter, was tied to a tree.  Daisy stood to one side, hipshot, dozing in the shade.  She was well broke to being ground tied, so Sam had no worries about her.

However, the S.O.B., or rather, Tex, was another story.  He only stayed tied when he wanted to.  Knots were a plaything to him, and given enough time, undone.  More than once, Sam thought he was secured to a post or a tree, to see his pack walking down the road.  The S.O.B. never ran away at speed, he just seemed anxious to see new country.  Sam agreed with that, but at his discretion, not the horse’s.

Which was why he started tying the horse to his saddle.  It made it harder to get close enough to work the knot.  Daisy, especially, would pin her ears if the pinto got too close.  He respected her demand for space and walked along behind.

Tying him to his saddle, he then turned to the little girl who was once more petting the cat.  Watching the scene, Sam knew the animal had to go with them.

So, he picked up the cat and put it on the pack on Tex.  She hunched down and blinked her contentment.  The pinto made no protest, if he even noticed, so Sam figured that was settled. 

Untying Fritz, he tied him to the pack.  It was how they’d traveled for several hundred miles; he should be good for another couple hundred.  

“Ready to ride?”  Sam asked the little girl, then halted.

He scanned the area about them.  Where had she come from?

“Where’s your mama?”  He asked her.  “Where are your people?”

The question would not let go of him.

Leaving Daisy tied and the other horses attached to one another, he went to the road and looked about.  Grace gripped his hand and resolutely walked along beside him.

There were plenty of wagon tracks and horse prints in the dust.  One stood out among the rest as having been the most recent.  Sam followed it back down the road, trying to find the place where the little girl had fallen out of the wagon.

Suddenly, he stopped.  Two little feet prints were solidly in the dirt.  His blood ran cold when he realized that Grace hadn’t fallen out but had been let down out of the wagon.

“Damn their hide!”  The words were out of his mouth before he remembered the little one beside him.

Her interest, however, was on a grasshopper that bounced out of the road and into the tall grass beside it.

Sam looked around and came at the tracks a different way, hoping that he wasn’t seeing what he saw, trying to believe something else had happened.

No.  The wagon had stopped.  The little girl had been let down to stand in the road.

Perhaps the cat had jumped out and she’d been let down to go after it.

Sam moved about, following her tracks.  Yes, it seemed that she went after the cat.  

“Did your kitty jump out of the wagon?”  Sam asked Grace.

“Dolly?”  She looked around, her gaze going back to where the cat sat on the pack.

“Your kitty jumped out and you went after it?”

“Dolly kitty,” she assured him.

“Where are your people?  Where is your Mama?”

Sam could not believe anyone would let the little girl out to chase after her cat, then drive off without her.  Yet, when he went back to the road, there were no other footprints.  No one had gotten out of the wagon to go after the little girl.

He was angry and he was numb.  Who would do such a thing?  This was a well-traveled road, and anything could have happened to the little girl.  Had the people in the wagon seen another family and thought they would pick Grace up and care for her?

From what he could tell, plenty of wagons had traveled the road that day, though theirs had been the last one, headed south.  What about the wild animals; wolves, coyotes, and possibly cougars.  Anywhere there were large animals, there would be large predators.  Though he hadn’t seen any cattle in the last few miles, he knew they were around.

Finally, Sam walked back to the horses.  The cat was already asleep on the pack and Tex could have cared less.

Grace held up her arms to him and he swooped her up and put her on his saddle.  Then, he mounted behind her.  Wrapping an arm around her, he picked her up so that he sat in the leather, and she rested on his lap.  

Daisy turned her head, as if to make sure everyone was situated, then when he lifted the reins, walked forward, once more headed to Texas.

At first, Sam’s attention was on the country ahead of them.  Then, he became aware of the solid little body riding before him, her head turning this way and that, looking at the scenery.  The day was already hot and being so close to her made him that much warmer.  But he wasn’t going to put her down or on another horse.  He already felt protective of her.  Knowing what he knew of the tracks, the feeling had increased.  

Grace tried to sing, a last valiant fight against napping, but only minutes later was limp in his arms, having fallen asleep.

“We won’t get far if we stop now,” he told the mare and decided to ride on for another hour or so before stopping.

Yet even as he spoke, Daisy’s ears suddenly shot forward.  They were coming upon another copse of trees, and he wondered if she’d seen a wild animal running for shelter. 

Though they’d only gone a mile or two, Sam knew they needed shade and more water, for the day was growing quite warm.  He’d found the little girl’s bonnet back where she’d been let out, so at least her head was covered.  Using the shadow of his arms, he tried to keep her bare legs protected, but they were slowly turning red.

The copse of trees beckoned.

Just as he was about to turn off the road, he noted bootprints in the road.  He would swear that the wagon, the very wagon he’d been tracking, had stopped once more.  This time, however, something or someone else was taken from the back of the wagon.  Their tracks led to the copse of trees, heavier and more distinct than when they came back.  

He looked south along the road, but there was no wagon or vehicle of any kind in sight.  “Damn you!”  He cursed them under his breath.

Turning Daisy’s head to the grove of trees, he kept one hand near his pistol, the other arm supporting Grace who drooped over it, while his hand held the reins.

Following the trail that the men from the wagon had made, Sam rode into the trees.  Perhaps they had shot something, a deer maybe, that had run into the little forest.  After a quick scan, he started to relax.  There seemed to be only shade and a little cool breeze.

Then, he saw it.  A litter was on the ground and a woman lay on it.  A blanket covered

her body and a nightgowned arm reached out to the cool grass.  She, too, had a mass of red hair, though darker than her daughter’s.  At least, he thought Grace was her daughter.

Sam had no more than dismounted and put Grace on the ground than the little girl waked and ran to the woman, her arms wide.  “Mama!”

He glanced back up at the trail, and though he knew this was nothing new, that wagon trains and settlers had done the same for years on their way west, leaving behind the dead and dying, he again said, “Damn them!”

Kneeling beside the bed, he noted the woman’s clammy skin and her short breaths.  He took off his glove to feel her forehead.  It was hot.

Now, he knew the whole story.  Whoever she had come west with had enough to deal with.  They’d put the little girl out, planning to put the mother out a few miles down the road.  In this way, the two would not be united, and perhaps, someone would come along, as he had, to take care of the little one.

Though he understood, there was a raging fire in his heart against the inhumanity of it.

There was nothing else to do.  He would take care of the woman to the best of his ability until he buried her and then continue his journey to Texas.  It was a story oft repeated in the settling of the West.  Many started but also, many were lost to the dream.  

Sam felt like cursing.  The woman had given up hearth and home, only to die on a lonely prairie far from loved ones.  “Couldn’t they have waited a day or two?”  He asked no one in particular.  “No one should die alone.”  Especially not a young mother, he added to himself.

A quick glance around the grove and he decided on a likely burial spot in soft ground.  A fleeting thought came to him that whoever had cast her aside, he could only hope would meet the same fate.  He thought it, even though he knew Katie would not approve.  She would say they had their own reasons for their actions, and he should forgive all.

Regardless, Sam knew that he would stay with the young woman until the end.  And then, he would bury her, making sure she would lie in a shady spot, her gaze forever westward toward a goal she would never reach. 

He scanned the area, aware of the quiet.  The wind grew, moved the tall grass about, then subsided.  Above him, the overspreading limbs made a dark green canopy.  A small breeze rustled through the leaves, making the dappled shadows move and dance on the forest floor.  Birds chirped and sang along with the coo of mourning doves.

As far as he could see in all directions, there was no one else.  Daisy stamped at a fly, then nuzzled the ground, looking for some blades of grass.  The reins were in a puddle at her feet, so he knew she wouldn’t leave the spot.

Sam stood up.  Though he didn’t know how sick the woman was or what her illness was, he knew she needed broth to sip and water to drink.  He glanced at Grace, who snuggled close to her mother’s chest, a smile on her lips. 

There was no telling how long she’d been away from her mother, but it was clear to see that she was glad to be with her.

Moving about the grove, Sam unsaddled Daisy and threw the pack off Tex.  Then he hobbled and picketed the three on the grass beyond the forest.  It was due to the pinto that he did both, since the horse was quite adept at moving quickly even hobbled.

He glanced about.  The little stream that trickled through the trees would draw them back to the glade, he was sure.

Sam noted several rabbit trails and set up snares to try to catch one or two.  He wanted to keep his bullets for bigger game.  Moving about the grove, he gathered sticks, leaves and limbs for a fire.

“I won’t get far like this,” he murmured to himself as he worked making a camp.  Not that he was on a schedule.  Logan would still be in Austin when Sam got there.  Well, he told himself, things happened as they should.  

Occasional glances at the two lying on the litter made sure that they were still asleep.  Once the woman was buried, he could move at a faster rate, he reminded himself.

Sam checked on the horses, scanned the road both north and south, then settled back against a tree trunk to think, and inadvertently, to nap.  When he awoke, the woman and child were still on the litter and his horses were standing in the shade, swatting flies with their tails and dozing.

No one was on the road, coming or going.

Sam believed it was strange, but when he glanced to the west and saw the curtain of black clouds, he thought he knew the reason why.  A bad storm was coming, and everyone was staying home.

Though it was likely the small tents would provide little shelter, Sam put them up.  At least, he was doing something for mother and child.

He made a little fire but did not light it, instead, covering the mound of sticks with a piece of canvas.  Then, reluctantly, he knelt beside the woman.

Her lips were parted, and she breathed in short gasps.  

“Ma’am?”

She stirred but her eyes remained closed.

“I’d like to move you to the tent,” he told her.

Her eyelids fluttered, but no other movement.

Bending low, Sam quietly turned her onto her back, then slid one arm under her knees and supported her upper body with the other.  Getting to his feet, he took her to the tent and knelt to get her inside.

As he placed her on the ground, the thin blanket slipped away and revealed a heavy, rounded breast that was a mottled red.  From the looks of it, the woman had a nursing child.

“That’s not right,” he muttered to himself.  Having been around Katie when she breastfed his children, other than DeeDee, he thought he knew what a breast should look like.

Quickly, he replaced the quilt, concerned for a dying woman’s modesty.  The little girl followed her mother into the tent and lay down, her big eyes watching Sam’s every move.

“Do you have a new brother or sister?”  He asked the little girl.  “Brother?”

She nodded slightly.  “Brudder.”

“Is he -,” how did one ask if her new brother was alive?  Since his mother was here, it was likely he was not.

Sam scanned the road again.  Nothing and no one.  He thought it strange, then thought through the days since he’d taken to the road.  “I thought yesterday was Sunday,” he told Daisy as he checked on the horses as they stood in the grove.  Regardless of what day it was, the road was empty.  And scanning the land around him, there were no farms or homes.  Just cattle, here and there. 

He glanced overhead as clouds overwhelmed the sun.  The storm was closer, taking up the whole sky.  The wind blew fitful, first east, then west, as if trying to make up its mind.

There came a thrashing about in the underbrush and all the horses looked.  Sam turned to face the disturbance, surprised to find that his pistol was in his hand.  It had appeared there without thought and he wondered if it was good or bad.  Was he reverting to the man he had been years ago?

Walking over to the area, Sam noted that a rabbit strained against the snare.  Quickly, he used the butt of his pistol to hasten its demise, then reset the snare.  Rabbits seemed to abound in the area, and it was likely he could catch another one.

Another glance at the ever-darkening sky decided him.  There would be no more riding until after the storm.  He tied the rabbit to a limb and decided to keep an eye on the cat.  After checking for saddle or harness sores on the horses, he made sure their hobbles were tight and picket pins were thrust deep into the ground.

Above him, the trees began shaking their leaves and swaying in the increased wind.  In the woman’s tent, he noted that she still slept.  Putting a hand on her forehead, he felt the fever within.

“Damn!”  He felt helpless, with no way to help her.  If only they were near a farm or a town, with better shelter and a doctor who could be summoned.  With a sigh, he sank to his knees and crawled into his tent to wait out the storm. 

He had no more than got in than he got back on his knees and bowed his head.  “I need help, God.  For her.  Amen.”  It was all he could think to say, then added, “thanks.”

Across the land, the gray veil of rain approached.  Lightning struck here and there, and thunder shook the ground.  A particularly close strike blinded him momentarily.  He heard the horses startle and snort and then, he was tackled by a little body.  Grace came to join him in his tent and wrapped trusting arms about his neck.

Gently, he released her grip, since she was strangling him, then drew her into his lap.

She still clung to him but seemed to take courage from his calm and eased her grip.

“It’s just a storm,” he assured her.  Though he well knew that a storm on the prairie could be quite violent and devastating.

“Storm,” she repeated.

The curtain of rain reached them, dropping a multitude of drops as if the storm couldn’t get rid of its burden fast enough.  Above the roar, he was aware of the trees shaking and bending and limbs falling to the ground.  Yet, the tents seemed to be unscathed.

Then, the hail began.  He was grateful they were under the trees, because the tent only tore in a couple of places.  If they’d been out on the plains, he believed the canvas would have been ripped to shreds.

Hearing the horses snort and plunge, he was glad he’d picketed them at the edge of the grove.  In that way, they could shelter under the trees, if wanted.  

The hail continued, growing larger.  Sam felt the canvas of the tent drop to his back and shoulders and with it, pounding of the hail.  The temperature dropped as well, and the wind felt like icy arrows.

Finally, the storm passed and the sky cleared..

Sam looked down into Grace’s face, noting that her cheeks were tear streaked.

“Are you alright?”  He asked and ran his hands over her back and shoulders.

“Alright,” she replied and held up the cat for him to see.  Apparently, it had joined them in the tent as well.  It gave a soft mew, and she released it.

“What is your cat’s name?”  Sam stroked the soft fur, marveling that it was dry.

“Dolly,” was the reply.

Sam thought it a fitting name.  After all, if she didn’t have a doll, the cat was the next best thing.  Or perhaps, it was the best thing.

He eased out from under the deflated canvas and looked around.  As he suspected, his tent had two holes in it, but other than being ripped from one of its pegs, was still serviceable.

Grace crawled out behind him and took his hand.

“Let’s see how your mother is doing.”  Sam knew a sudden concern when he saw the big branch that lay across the other tent.  Should he let Grace view what might be under it or not?

The little girl decided for him as she ran to the leaves that screened the tent, pushed them aside and disappeared within.

Sam took another look at the branch.  It lay at an angle against the tree beside the tent, protecting it from other branches and possibly, the hail.  

Pushing away the leaves, he opened the tent flap.  The woman lay as he had left her, eyes closed but still breathing.  He put a hand to her forehead.  It was hot, but perhaps felt more so because of the drop in temperature.

Her tent was in better shape than his, even with the limb lying across it.

“God was with you,” he told her, since it was what he believed in his heart.  “Perhaps you aren’t meant to die.”

And with that, he became determined to do all that he could to make sure that Grace’s mother lived.

He didn’t remove the limb from the tent, because he thought it might give her more insulation, for the temperature had become quite chilly.  Of course, the wind had stripped away the canvas cover over the firewood, but there was enough dry that he could use to start a fire.

It didn’t take long to get the fire going, coffee on, and biscuits in the Dutch oven.  He quickly skinned the little animal, unpacked enough utensils to make a meal and in between, kept the cat from his kill.  While digging through the various parcels, he came upon a crock of honey that Katie had put in, but he had overlooked since.

“We’ll eat good tonight,” he told the little girl.

And they did.  They had rabbit stew, for he’d used some of the potatoes and carrots that Katie had packed for him, along with biscuits and honey.  When Grace wasn’t looking, he tossed the head of the rabbit into the forest, after letting the cat get a sniff of it.  In the next moment, Dolly bounded after the treasure and Sam was well satisfied with the meal.

He was able to get the woman to take some spoonsful of broth and tea.  Though he didn’t much care for tea, Katie, in her all-knowing woman’s wisdom, had packed it.  And, once more she was right.

Spreading a little honey on the woman’s lips soon had her tongue seeking more and more.  He took his time with it.  His goal was to help her gain strength and not weaken herself with retching.

Grace followed him when he went to the picketed horses and checked them for wounds from the hail.  They seemed unscathed, though the SOB, er, Tex, had a rope burn on his right foreleg.

Sam slipped nosebags over their heads, filled
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