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 Synopsis:
Birdsong -- A young man makes friends with a lonely young woman
traveling with her family westwards and is disappointed that their
wagon leaves the train as they near their destination. He has
taught her how to return to God, through his words and song. There
is a lovely twist to this story and it's told in the first person,
so you can feel all the emotional ups and downs of the lead
characters.

 


 


Sometimes, life is exciting. Sometimes, it’s
scary. But most of the time, it’s just downright boring. Plain and
simple. And out here on the trail, heading West, it’s even more
so.

At least, that’s what everyone else around
here seems to think. Never crack a smile, never daydream about what
adventures we might face in our new homes. They just rock back and
forth on their hard, wooden seats as their team of oxen plods along
in front of them, harnesses jingling and wheels squeaking in the
prairie silence.

And, it’s only been two weeks!

But I try not to let them infect me with
their contagious monotony. Why shouldn’t I be allowed to dream a
little? To pick a plot of endless prairie and imagine a little
house, then add a barn, and maybe a chicken pen? That’s what gets
me through long, hot days when the sun beats down on your back and
the windy, moonless nights when the pouring rain leaks through the
wagon roof. There’s something better ahead than the cold, spiteful
world I left behind.

 


 


“Aaron Norris!” Mama’s call snapped me out of
my daydreaming. “What are you doing staring into space again? Be a
gentleman, and see if you can help unpack some of the women’s
things. We’re camping here for the night.”

I leapt from my seat from where I had been
driving the wagon, embarrassed at having been caught yet again
staring into space. That was the second time this week.

There was one wagon in our train that didn’t
have any men travelling with it. Eliza Wilman was travelling West
to join her husband who had gone ahead a year earlier to buy land,
build a house, and stabilize a job. Eliza was bringing her
seven-month-old baby boy Caleb, whom her husband would get to meet
for the first time when they arrived. Travelling with Eliza was her
sister-in-law Flora Wilman and Flora’s two daughters, Elizabeth and
Laura. I didn’t know what had happened to Flora’s husband, and
frankly, I was too afraid to ask.

Eliza was unpacking a few utensils and plates
for the supper meal when I asked, “Excuse me, Mrs. Wilman, can I
help you with anything?”

“Oh, thanks, but I’m fine, Aaron. Why don’t
you check with the girls? They were going to unharness the
horses.”

I looked up, and lo and behold, little Laura
was struggling to unhook the harness from the yoke. Only nine years
old, she almost looked funny with her face screwed in a knot and
little muscles working as hard as they could.

“Do you mind if I give it a try?” I
asked.

Releasing the harness, she let out her
breath, as if she had been holding it in to give her more energy.
“Thank you,” she said in exasperation. “Usually Lizzie does it, but
she’s inside doing—”

Two dusty, black shoes stepped out of the
front of the wagon, and Lizzie’s body followed. “I can get it,” she
said tersely. Her cold, blue eyes flashed briefly toward mine but
bounced away just as quickly.

“Well, I can help if you were doing
something—”

“No, it’s fine. Thank you,” she cut in
coldly, clearly dismissing me and my presence. As I walked away, I
couldn’t help chuckle at Laura’s overly-dramatic repetition of
Elizabeth’s harsh “Thank you” followed by “Why didn’t you let him
help? He was just trying to be nice.”

At least someone around here appreciated my
help.

 


 


Later that night, after the sun darkened and
the stars brightened, our wagon train gathered around the
post-dinner campfire. These were the times when our thrown-together
family truly came alive. The men sparred with their hunting stories
and other wild tall tales to see whose story, though exaggerated
beyond recognition, was the best. Most of the women tried to appear
uninterested, but even they couldn’t keep from cracking a smile
every now and then.

Though we had only been on the trail for two
weeks, I knew that my family was nearly alone when it came to
religious beliefs. Sometimes, after the casual talk had gone on for
about an hour, Papa would try to get some good discussion going
about God, life, and what our purpose in this world is. He would
often succeed, but he and Mama would have to stand their ground
alone when they would talk about the love, faithfulness, and
kindness of God. Ashamed, I would remain quiet. This night was no
different.

“You say that God no longer cares about the
lives of His people,” Papa was saying, “but nowhere in Scripture is
that claim supported. What about when said He would bless a family
for a thousand generations? What about when Jesus prays in the
Garden of Gethsemane for all believers?” Papa would have been a
great lawyer if he hadn’t chosen to follow God’s call into
ministry. But how glad I am that he did. God had given him the gift
to cause his congregation, one minute, to weep because of their own
innate wickedness and the next, leap out of their seats for joy at
having been saved by the grace of God.

From across the campfire, Matthew Radley
responded just as fervently. “You say that God cares about His
people, but look at this world. Look at the evil; look at the
injustice. You yourself believe slavery is wrong. Why then has God
allowed it to continue for so many years? If God really cares about
this world, if He even exists, why don’t we see evidence of Him?
Answer me that.” Heads were nodding around the campfire; I thought
I even heard a few muttered “amens.”

Papa sighed. “Look, I don’t know why God
allows these things to happen. Isaiah says that God’s ways are
higher than our ways. He has a plan in mind that we can’t know or
understand. We just have to trust that He holds this world in His
hands. That’s why Paul writes that we live by faith and not by
sight.”

“Well, I don’t know about living by faith,
but I know what I see.” Mrs. Wilman, Elizabeth and Laura’s mother,
rarely spoke out, so when she did, my ears perked up. And this
time, she sounded agitated. “I see sadness. Loneliness,” she said
bitterly. “I see a pointless death and funeral. I see a penniless
household. And I see two daughters growing up without their
father.” Mrs. Wilman’s eyes bore deep into Papa’s as she spat out
her next few, painful words. “Tell me, where is God in that?”

Papa’s eyes, filled with genuine grief and
pain, never left hers. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that,
Flora. I can’t imagine what it must be like for you.”

Mrs. Wilman looked away and stared at her
hands in her lap, not saying another word. Elizabeth, sitting
beside her mother, had stared into the fire the entire time,
emotionless. No hint of sadness, no glimpse of inward pain. Like a
stone wall, her eyes betrayed no weakness.

After a moment of silence, Mama, sitting
beside me, nudged me in the side. “How ‘bout a song?” she
whispered.

I nodded and reached behind me for my guitar.
We would often end our evenings by singing a few songs around the
campfire before going to bed. I strummed a few chords, testing it
to make sure it was in tune and began playing a song with lyrics
from the psalms. Though our wagon train didn’t like talking about
the truths of God, they didn’t mind singing about them.

“The earth is the Lord’s and all of its
splendor. The whole earth is full of thine glory, Lord. The mount
boweth down and the vale riseth up; the birds sing in one
accord…”

 


 


Eventually, people began to drift away from
the campfire for the night. I stayed even after all the others had
left, still picking at the strings of my guitar. It was the best
way I knew how to think and to process what was on my mind.

Papa’s words still echoed in my mind. “I
don’t know why God allows these things to happen. Isaiah says that
God’s ways are higher than our ways. He has a plan in mind that we
can’t know or understand.”

Whatever God’s plan was, I couldn’t possibly
see how it could be good. Not after all that had happened back
home. Life had seemed so good, so right. I had been so happy,
believing that I could soon ask my closest and oldest friend for
her hand in marriage, only to have her heart stolen from my grasp.
Maybe it had never been mine to keep. Maybe I had imagined the
whole thing.

I heard Mama approach, and she sat down on
the ground beside me. A few orange embers illuminated her tired but
kind face. “Have you gotten to know Elizabeth at all?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “Not really. Any
time I try to help her or her little sister, she brushes me
off.”

“I think you should keep trying. I think she
could use a friend.” She planted a kiss on my cheek before saying
goodnight. Back home, that would have embarrassed me, but out here,
it didn’t seem to matter.

I stayed at the campfire for a few more
minutes, thinking about what Mama had said. Something inside me
told me it was the right thing to do. Elizabeth would be a hard
person to get to know, but maybe eventually she would at least not
despise my presence.

“On second thought, maybe I should start with
Laura…”

 


 


Getting to know Laura was not hard at all.
Some days I would ride with her on the front seat of her family’s
wagon to drive the oxen. We would talk and laugh together; I would
tell her stories from when I was younger, and she would humor me
with her overly-dramatized, innocent ideas of the world. Most days,
though, we would walk since the wagon was heavy enough already with
supplies. She would romp about as any other nine-year-old would,
gathering flowers and chasing any rabbits she found. My younger
siblings—three of them—sometimes joined her.

Laura’s play with the other children often
left Elizabeth and me alone. Neither of us talked much at first.
Sometimes I tried to strike up a conversation, but I usually
failed. Until one day in June, about a month after we had begun our
journey.

“Did your aunt hear anything from her husband
before she left? Is he settled?” I asked, speaking above the
jangling and clanking of the harnesses.

Elizabeth nodded, barely turning to meet my
eyes. “She received a letter from Uncle Tom earlier this year, in
March.” Elizabeth smiled a little. “Well, I guess you could say
that she didn’t lose any time making plans.”

“Well, I guess not! That would have left only two months to get
ready.”

“It was pretty stressful. But Uncle Tom sent
some of his savings home so that we could buy a wagon and get
enough supplies.” Her eyes lit up, and for the first time I could
remember, she smiled at me. “His cattle ranch has been very
successful. Right away, he hired some hands, and they had no
trouble selling the first herd.”

I returned her smile. “You must be proud of
him. He sounds like a good man.”

Immediately, her countenance fell; the smile
disappeared from her face and the light in her eyes dimmed. “Yes,
well, we’re all very glad that he’s able to provide for his
family.” She looked around, shielding her eyes from the sun. “Have
you seen Laura? I hope she hasn’t wandered off too far.”

“Oh, I think she’s with—”

“I’d better go find her. Mama gets worried
when she wanders off like that. Excuse me.” Elizabeth lifted her
skirt from trailing on the ground and walked away, her stiff back
reminding me of the impenetrable wall she had built that separated
her from the rest of the world.

 


 


I hadn’t meant to eavesdrop or to spy later
that day. We had stopped for the evening, and Elizabeth had taken
the oxen from her family’s wagon further down the stream in the
patch of forest that we had found. After nearly an hour had passed,
Elizabeth’s mother asked me to see if she was okay. There was any
number of dangers, no matter how unlikely, that could be faced on a
journey like this. I had wondered why Elizabeth didn’t just water
her oxen with the rest of the train’s animals. But now, I found
out.

I wanted to turn back, to disappear back
through the trees, knowing I was intruding on a personal moment,
but I couldn’t seem to tear my eyes away. Elizabeth, bare-foot and
long, blonde hair unbraided in the dimming daylight, stroked the
face of one of the oxen and spoke quietly to it. The soft breeze
carried her words to me.

“What’s it like being a cow? Hmm?” She smiled
and scratched the ox’s forehead as it mooed softly. “I know you
can’t answer. I wish you could. I bet it’s real boring. All you do
is pull a wagon all day, chewing your cud. It’s probably not too
fun.” Her bright smile dimmed, and her eyes glazed over as she
wrapped her arms around the ox’s neck. “But at least you don’t feel
heartache. You don’t know what it’s like to lose someone you love.
You have someone to take care of you.”

For once, I saw the wall removed, crumbled
down. But still her eyes betrayed her words. The pain pouring forth
from her words did not spill through her eyes as it should have. A
callous complacency had taken over.

Her eyes were dry.

I quietly retraced my steps and approached
again, cracking sticks under my feet as much as I could.
“Elizabeth?” I called, still a stone’s throw away.

After
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