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BE GOOD, MY STARLIGHT

Barbara stared out the window of the train. Her journey was almost at its end, but that didn’t make her happy. Traveling to Texas was not something she wanted to do. In fact, it was something she practically loathed doing. 

She’d been on the train for a while now, she was eager for this all to be over. She could see that other passengers were enjoying themselves, some were chatting and sharing a conversation as if they were having the time of their lives. 

The train jolted as it went over a rough section of the track. Barbara fought the tears that threatened to spill from her eyes at the movement. 

“We’re almost to Briar Creek, ma’am,” the young man who seemed to be in charge of passengers said as he stopped by her seat. He seemed to be making the rounds, letting everyone know they were almost to their destination. 

“Th-thank you.” Barbara was caught off guard by both his presence and his words. 

“Are you all right?” Concern flicked across the man’s face. 

“I’m fine.” Barbara waved his concern away. She was fine. She just needed to get her emotions under control. Her mother was gone. The last real family she had in the entire world had passed away only four short weeks ago. 

Barbara kept thinking of that day, the moment that her mother slipped away forever. She felt like she needed to make the trip to Texas, to tell her mother’s sister the news in person. 

She didn’t know her aunt well. She had heard plenty about her aunt from her mother. Over the years she had only spoken to Jenny once and that was when she was barely old enough to walk herself to school. But Jenny was important to her mother. The two were twins and had written each other every single week of their lives. 

Despite her lack of relationship with her aunt, Barbara couldn’t bear the thought of her aunt receiving the news by mail. The rest of the day passed slowly. Each minute creeped by very slowly, making her think that the time would never come to get off of the train. 

But then, eventually, it did come to a stop and Barbara surveyed the train platform curiously. There were lots of people milling about. Briar Creek seemed to be a much bigger town than she had originally anticipated. 

She gathered her satchel which held her few belongings, and stepped off the train. Her stomach felt hollow and her head dizzy. She hated new situations like these. She knew where her aunt’s home was. She and her mother had visited Jenny when Barbara was young, and her mother had always spoken about that visit and how they had arrived. 

When her mother started to fall ill, she insisted on explaining to Barbara exactly how to get to her aunt’s home, just in case Barbara wanted to go and live there. 

Barbara didn’t exactly have plans to go back home to Chicago, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to stay with her aunt Jenny either. Besides, it was unlikely that Jenny would want Barbara to stay since she was nearly a stranger. 

Barbara did not stick around at the train platform, but she kept walking through the large group of people and down the center of town. She didn’t stop until she arrived at the small, modest ranch where she had visited as a child and where her aunt lived. 

After several knocks and a wait of many long minutes, the door to the cabin opened. Her aunt was standing there, a slightly shocked look on her face. 

Barbara was certain that her own face had a similar emotion. Jenny looked so similar to her mother. An ache formed in Barbara’s chest. It was almost as if her mother were back to life, standing in front of her, with a confused smile on her face. 

“Barbara? Is that you? What are you doing here? Your mother didn’t mention anything about you visiting. Speaking of which, she hasn’t written in a while. Is everything okay?” 

“Well that’s why I came to talk to you. I know it is out of nowhere, but can I come in?” Barbara almost found it strange that Jenny hadn’t invited her in already. 

After a moment of what appeared to be hesitation, Jenny opened the door wider and motioned for her to come in. 

Barbara followed her to a small kitchen with an equally small table. She sat down at one of the many chairs crowded around the tiny table. 

As she waited for Jenny to take a seat, she took a look around. The cabin was sparse, barely furnished and there were children, quite a few children. It was an interesting thought that she had nieces and nephews. In fact, her aunt seemed to have five children, or at least, that was how many Barbara counted. 

“So, what brings you to the west, Barbara?” Her aunt’s eyes were tired, and worried. 

“Aunt Jenny, I know it’s been a long time. I actually came to talk to you about my mother.” Barbara faltered. She didn’t want to just tell Jenny that her twin sister was dead. But she couldn’t avoid the topic for long, if at all. 

“All right then, where is she? My goodness, is she, all right?” Jenny’s face paled and her hands gripped the toddler on her hip a little tighter. 

“She- she passed away.” The words choked out. She hated to say it out loud. 

“What? No. that can’t be. How long ago?” Her face went white and for a moment Barbara was afraid she might faint.

“She passed away four weeks ago.” 

“No, you are lying to me. I received a letter from her two weeks ago.” 

“Yes, because she sent you a letter shortly before she died. It was a sudden sickness. We were both taken by surprise. The doctor, he couldn’t figure out what was wrong, and he also couldn’t save her although he did try.” 

“No, no, no. This is all so wrong.” Jenny’s face twisted into grief. 

“I’m so sorry, Aunt Jenny. It just...I had to come out here to tell you in person. I know how close the two of you were and it wouldn’t have been fair for you to receive the news any other way.” 

“But...no, this can’t possibly be true.” Tears filled Jenny’s eyes and then streamed down her face. 

“I’m sorry, Aunt Jenny.” 

Barbara knew that even though she’d come in person, it wasn’t any easier for her aunt to hear the terrible news. 

—-*—-

The afternoon was a long one. It took a while to explain things to her aunt, how she had lost her mother and how she had come west to tell her. 

The sun had nearly gone down and was resting barely above the horizon, signaling the onset of the night. 

“Where are you staying tonight?” Jenny asked, wiping yet more tears off of her cheeks. 

“I- I guess haven’t thought about it.” Barbara looked up, startled. Even though she had sold most of her possessions, she didn’t have a lot of money, and as far as she knew Briar Creek didn’t even have a hotel. 

“I’m sorry. You can’t stay here. If I had extra room, I would love to have you. But Tom, my husband, he doesn’t like visitors very much and with all the children...” Jenny trailed off. 

She knew that her aunt was in a difficult position, but she also suspected that there was something else behind the reason that her aunt didn’t want her to stay. She wasn’t sure what it was, but she could tell that Jenny was definitely not prepared to offer her a home. Maybe she reminded her aunt too much of Barbara’s mother.  

“I- I have a plan of where to stay in town. Then tomorrow I will be leaving town. I only came to tell you about my mother.” Barbara’s words were soft. She didn’t want to discuss the details or for Jenny to know that she really had no plans and was secretly very worried about what she would do for the night. “I really should be going. It’s already dark.” 

“Are you sure?” Jenny looked suddenly remorseful for her behavior. “You can stay for supper if you would like.” 

“No, I really need to be going. I still have quite a few things to figure out.” 

“Look, Barbara. I really didn’t mean to be rude by saying you can’t stay here...It’s just...we aren’t doing so well, and having another person to take care of, it isn’t possible right now. My oldest daughter is a little younger than you and she got married two weeks ago. We couldn’t support her anymore.” 

“I understand, Aunt Jenny. You don’t have to explain. I didn’t expect you to take me in. I just didn’t feel right about you getting a letter saying that your sister was gone. I am going to be fine. I have to go now.” Barbara stood suddenly, then paused. She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around her aunt, giving her a quick hug. 

Barbara had noticed the scantily furnished cabin, the bare cupboards, and the way things were. Even though there was a logical explanation to her aunt’s rejection, it still stung to know that she was really and truly alone in the world now. 

After further apologies from her aunt, she left the little cabin and ranch and hurried back to town. It took her longer than when she had looked for her aunt’s ranch. Maybe it was the fact that she was devastated and distracted during the whole walk. 

The darkness seemed to accentuate every sound coming from the wooded side of the road and she felt like she was nearly holding her breath the whole way. When she got back to the train station, she sat down on a bench, up against the long building at the back of the platform and sighed. 

She was glad to be back inside the town, but she didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t get on a train back home right away, and she had no idea how to find somewhere to stay. Why hadn’t she thought this trip through a little better?

The sound of someone approaching made her turn. There was a man, with a young girl at his side, maybe seven or eight years old. The two of them were practically running up to the train station. 
The man was tall and handsome, with a chiseled jaw and intense blue eyes that made Barbara’s heart pound even though she had no idea who he was. 
When they reached the train station, the man scanned it, his shoulders falling and his face caving in disappointment. 

He looked like he was going to turn and leave the station and then his eyes landed on Barbara. 

She stiffened. Even though the man seemed fairly harmless with the child holding his hand, she had no idea who he was. It was quite dark and she was alone on the train platform. 

He rushed over to her, excitement on his face. “Amy? My goodness, I’m sorry. I meant to be on time, but we had a terrible day. The cattle got out of their pasture and then by the time we got them all herded again...well, there’s plenty of time for that story later. I’m David.” David put out his hand in a friendly gesture, but Barbara made no move to take it. 

“I’m- actually, I’m not Amy.” Barbara stood, watching the confusion bloom on David’s face and even on the silent girl’s face beside him. 

The girl looked like him, but in a distant way. Where he had dark brown hair, hers was blonde, almost white. His eyes were dark, almost black and hers were a vibrant blue. 

“I’m sorry. You’re not Amy? I thought...I mean, Amy was supposed to come on the train today. She said so, and I didn’t get here on time. I figured that since you were sitting here all alone...” 

“I don’t know who Amy is. I came out west to deliver a message to my aunt. It turns out she doesn’t have anywhere for me to stay, so I was just sitting here trying to figure things out. I’m sorry.” 

“You have nothing to be sorry for, I’m the one who walked up and started saying all sorts of ridiculous things. Do you have a place to stay tonight?”

“No.” Barbara forced herself not to show the emotions that were filling her chest. She was starting to panic and wonder if she would have to sleep on the bench in the open tonight. 

“All right then. Well, you can’t stay here. Another train isn’t coming through here for at least a couple of weeks.” 

“What? I can’t stay for a couple of weeks. I don’t have enough money to pay for a boarding house or anything...I thought they had trains out here every day or...” Barbara trailed off. What was she going to do? She couldn’t pay for a stagecoach to get back to Chicago. She had no idea about other towns here in Texas. Maybe there was a good one nearby where she could find employment to support herself. 

“You can stay with us. We were expecting Amy, but since she didn’t show up on the train, she must have decided to delay her trip. We have plenty of room back at the cabin.” 

“But I- I don’t know you.” Barbara wasn’t sure if it would be a good idea to agree to staying at a stranger’s home. 

Her eyes went to the little girl at his side. Her tiny face looked worried as she glanced between David and Barbara. 

“I’m not sure...” 

“If it makes you feel more comfortable, I will bunk with the ranch hands. You can stay in the cabin with Ava here.” David held up the little girl’s hand. 

Barbara looked around the train station. It was empty and the sun was long gone. The crickets had begun their night chorus. She couldn’t just sit out her alone on this bench for the rest of the night, and with no idea how dangerous this town was. 

“All right, I suppose I can stay the night tonight and we can think more about things in the morning.” 

“All right then. It’s settled. Let me take your satchel.” David swooped down and grabbed her satchel from where it had been sitting beside her. 

Barbara felt herself smiling. It seemed that David was cheerful and bubbly, and he also seemed to have the ability to lighten people’s moods even when they were a perfect stranger. 

David set her satchel in the back of the wagon and then motioned for Barbara to give him her hand. She did so a bit timidly and he helped her up into the wagon. She sat down on the far side of the seat, leaving room between her and where David would sit. She was relieved when he set Ava between them and then took up the reins and slapped them gently against the horses. 

“Is Ava your daughter?” Barbara asked, not able to stop the question before it slipped out of her mouth. 

“Yes and no. She’s actually my niece by birth. My sister passed away in an accident almost a year ago.” David spoke in a low voice and sadness filled his eyes. 

“I’m so sorry,” Barbara’s heart softened. Any doubts she had about David slowly melted away. 

“She doesn’t talk much, but she says a few words once she gets to know people.” David glanced down at Ava. “She certainly understands everything that’s going on around her. 

Barbara looked down at the little girl. She did look smart. There was a brightness in her eyes. 

“My ranch isn’t far from here. We will be there sooner than you would think.” David continued to make conversation the rest of the way to his ranch. Barbara couldn’t see much, but she could tell that the ranch was a decent way away from town, even though David had said it wasn’t that far. He pointed out several invisible landmarks along the way making her smile to herself.

When they arrived, she was surprised to see that his ranch was slightly bigger than her aunt’s ranch. The cabin was in the center with a light burning in the window. The other buildings on the ranch were only shadows. Barbara was certain she would have time to see the rest of the ranch the next morning. 

—-*—-

After a brief tour of the modest cabin David showed her to a comfortable room in the back of the cabin at the end of the hall. It had a bed along one wall and a small desk and chair on the opposite wall. There was a small wardrobe on the far end of the room with rich mahogany wood that gleamed in the light of the lantern he sat on the desk. He pulled a thick quilt from the top shelf of the wardrobe and laid it on the foot of the bed.

David cleared his throat and looked awkward. “If you get cold
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