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      March 1860, Maryville, Missouri

      

      She sat on a rock, hunched over with her arms wrapped around her knees. She was looking out over the hills of farmland stretching out before her toward Maryville, Missouri. Her eyes were open, but she didn’t see it.

      He saw the tears on her face and a darkening bruise on the delicate curve of her cheek. She was so young. He’d loved her for years, always at a distance. Only recently had he admitted his feelings to her and that he would leave her behind.

      “Carolee, you can’t stay out here. It will be dark soon,” Jacob McGavin said as he approached her.

      “I won’t go back,” she cried, burying her face into the folds of her skirt. “Jacob, take me with you!”

      “I can’t take you with me,” he said, sitting beside her and putting his arm around her thin shoulders. “It’s getting worse around here. Everyone talks about war, and my brother Homer is hollering the loudest. Pa didn’t believe in slavery, but he’s not around anymore to stop my brother. Homer says it’s the only way to make a profit. He’s sent a man to a slave market in St. Louis. I can’t have any part of it. I won’t, and I’m moving on.”

      “I’ll go with you,” she cried.

      “Carolee, you can’t. You’re only fifteen!” Jacob said. “I’ve got a hard road ahead of me. I’ve got to find a good piece of land and build a place to live before I can care for a wife.”

      “We could do it together! No law in Missouri says we can’t marry,” Carolee cried. “A girl can marry at twelve, and a boy can marry at sixteen. I hate living with Eula! Everyone is talking behind my Papa’s back, and she treats me awful.”

      “I’ll come back for you,” Jacob said. “I promise!”

      “It won’t do any good, and you’ll be too late! Eula has already told Elmer Trenton he can have me as his wife. I heard her bragging to her sister that she’d have me married off before the spring thaw. Elmer has already worked his first wife to death!”

      “Your Pa won’t stand for it,” Jacob said. “Elmer must be over forty!”

      “He’ll do anything Eula wants him to do!” Carolee exclaimed. “You know that’s true! I’ve told him over and over that I hate Eula, but he keeps saying he’s doing what is best for me.”

      Jacob sat silent for a few minutes. He pulled Carolee closer, and he tucked her head under his chin. “I won’t let that happen. I promise I won’t let that happen. Let me sit here and think through this problem for a spell. I’ll figure something out.”

      Carolee turned her innocent face to him with such a look of faith that Jacob swallowed hard, and he knew he would do whatever was needed to protect her.
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        * * *

      

      Jacob McGavin stood solid and determined as Carolee cowered behind him.

      “I love him, Papa,” Carolee squeaked behind him.

      “We can have it annulled,” Eula Hansen yelled.

      “No, you can’t,” Jacob said. “Carolee and I were married at the Pickering Crossroad by Reverend Holbrook. We spent last night there at the rooming house. We are married, and it’s a done deed. There ain’t nothing you can do about it.”

      “Why?” Alonzo Oldham demanded.

      “Look at her,” Jacob said, pulling his young bride from where she was hiding behind him. He pointed at her bruised face. “This is shameful! I don’t want anyone treating Carolee like this! That’s the only bruise you can see. She’s got a lot more on her arms and under her clothing where you can’t see them!”

      “She was sassing me,” Eula yelled.

      “I wasn’t,” Carolee exclaimed. “Eula told me I had to marry that old Elmer Trenton, and I told her I wasn’t gonna do it.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with Elmer,” Eula spat.

      “Then, you marry him!” Carolee spat out. “Lord knows no man’s been stupid enough to marry you yet!”

      “Hush, child,” Alonzo Oldham said to his daughter. He turned to the young man facing him. “Have you taken the vows before a man of God?”

      “Yes, sir, we did,” Jacob admitted. “We are wedded and... bedded.” He swallowed hard and knew his face was blushing. “I’ve got the marriage license signed by the Reverend. We are married proper and legal.”

      Alonzo Oldham’s temper deflated, and he seemed to shrink into himself.

      Eula Hansen huffed in anger and pointed her finger at Carolee. “Are you going to let that little snip talk to me that way?” she demanded.

      Alonzo looked at his daughter’s bruised face. He reached to touch her, but she backed away from him and into the safety of her young husband’s arms. Closing his eyes, Alonzo shook his head silently. Opening his eyes, there was anger in them. He had shamed and wronged his daughter. Alonzo straightened his shoulders and turned to the woman he’d brought into his home.

      “Yes, I am. My Martha would be ashamed that I haven’t done right by our daughter. Pack your things, Eula. You have overstayed your welcome!”

      “What? You said you’d marry me!” Eula yelled. “I wouldn’t have shacked up with you if you hadn’t promised to marry me!”

      “Well, I’m taking it back because you haven’t lived up to your part of the bargain, and you’ve been abusing my daughter. You told me you’d help my girl get through her growing-up years. Instead, you’ve driven her away,” Alonzo said bitterly. “I want you out of here. Get your things together. You won’t stay another night in this house!”

      Alonzo turned to his new son-in-law. “I want to talk this out with you, Jacob, man-to-man, but it will have to wait until I take Eula to her sister’s place. Will you wait for me?”

      “Yes, sir, I will,” Jacob said. “We’ll go outside while you’re dealing with Eula.” He took Carolee by the hand, and they walked away from the cabin, but not far. They could hear screaming and yelling inside. Carolee winced when she heard a crash of something breaking.

      “If Eula has broken my momma’s china teapot, I’m going to tear her hair out,” Carolee exclaimed.

      “Hush that talk,” Jacob said. “Remember you’re a married woman now. A proper married woman.” When they heard another crash, he winced and walked with Carolee toward the barn. “Let’s go up to the hayloft. You’re a married woman now, so you can’t be acting like a child.”

      “I don’t feel any different as a married woman,” Carolee said.

      Jacob gave her a grin, and she blushed.

      “Well, except for down there. Doing what we did didn’t hurt this morning like last night,” she whispered.

      “It won’t hurt like that again,” Jacob said, looking away. He was sure his face was blushing. “We had to do it, or we wouldn’t have been legally married. We can do that whenever we want now that we’re married.”

      The barn door opened, and Alonzo came inside. “Carolee? Jacob?”

      “We’re up here,” Jacob called, looking over the loft's edge.

      Alonzo Oldham raised his head. “I’m taking Eula to her sister Zelda’s place. You might as well make yourself comfortable in the house. I’ll be gone a spell.” He took a horse from the stall and hitched it to a small wagon.

      Jacob and Carolee stayed in the barn until they couldn’t hear Eula’s complaints, cursing, and yelling. Returning to the cabin, Jacob added wood to the stove and filled the wood box. Carolee swept up the remains of a broken pottery bowl and a platter.

      Jacob was looking around. “This is only my second time in this house.”

      “That’s because we knew Papa would have a fit about our meeting and talking,” Carolee said. “Not that we were doing anything wrong.”

      “No, we weren’t doing anything wrong,” Jacob agreed, looking around. The cabin had a central room with small bedrooms on each side. “We were sneaking around and meeting each other. I have always enjoyed talking to you.”

      “That room is mine,” Carolee said, shyly pointing at a curtain-covered doorway.

      “Your Pa’s going to be gone for a spell.”

      “Jacob, we can’t do that here!” she whispered.

      He laughed. “Yes, we can. We’re married!” He kissed her, drew her to him, and then backed her through the curtain-covered doorway. “I think I’m going to enjoy being a married man now that I know what all the fuss is about!”

      Carolee went to her bed that night alone. Her Papa hadn’t returned until it was almost dark, and he asked her to go to bed so he and Jacob could discuss what he called a situation. She could hear her Papa’s low, rumbling voice and that of her new husband, but she couldn’t make out what they were saying.

      Later, Jacob came to her bed. He said her father had gone to sleep in the barn. When asked what they’d talked about, Jacob promised to speak of it in the morning. He made gentle love to her again. He turned to her again in the middle of the night and at dawn.

      When they got up in the morning, Alonzo wasn’t there.

      “Where did Papa go?” Carolee asked.

      “He left so we could have privacy. We came to an agreement last night, and I have to talk to you about it,” Jacob said.

      “What kind of an agreement?”

      “Come sit, Carolee,” Jacob said. He sat in the only chair with a back to it and pulled her into his lap. “Your Papa is worried about you marrying so young. He’s also worried about me taking you away when I don’t know where I will settle. I may find land in Kansas or go further to the Nebraska Territory. Either way, it’s a hard trip for a girl barely grown.”

      “I don’t care about that,” Carolee said, smiling. “Most girls my age around here are already married and having babies at my age. You’re only four years older, and they say girls mature faster than boys.”

      “No one will doubt I’m of age because I took after my Uncle Ralph in height, but I figure I’ve got less growing up left to do than you. I’ve been doing a man’s job on my Pa’s farm since I was twelve. Your Papa wants me to leave you here with him for a little while.”

      “No!”

      “Yes,” Jacob said firmly. “Carolee, you just turned fifteen a few weeks ago, and you have some growing up left to do. It’s more than that, though. Your Papa is also worried about what will happen with this war everyone is talking about.”

      “What do we care about what they’re doing back east?” she demanded. “That’s crazy talk, and it’s their problem. Let them sort it out!”

      “I figure it that way, too, but Missouri is a split state. I can’t agree with Homer’s plan of buying enslaved people to work the farm. It’s not right. If the southern states start seceding from the Union, there will be a fight to stop them. One way or another, Missouri will be drawn into the fight. I read in the newspaper that Missouri would be called a border state. It will be a battleground between the North and South’s competing beliefs. It’s going to be neighbor against neighbor. I don’t believe in slavery, and no one is ever going to change my mind. Your Papa thinks the same and wants you to stay with him until I return for you.”

      “No!”

      “Hush,” Jacob said. He kissed her forehead and gave her a light swat on her bottom. “I’ll come to fetch you as soon as I file on a homestead or outright buy a plot of land to build us a proper house.

      “I’ve thought this out, and I agree with your Papa. I love you, and this is what is best for you. I want you to have time to grow up and learn what you need to know to be a good wife. Your Papa has promised that Eula won’t return and he won’t bring another woman to live here. Maybe I shouldn’t have said it, but I told Alonzo it was shameful how he brought that woman into his wife’s home and let her mistreat his daughter.

      “I made him swear on the Bible last night that there ain’t going to be no more hitting on you either, not by Eula or anyone else. The only one with the right to set your bottom to stinging is me, and I won’t be here. I’ve given Alonzo money to pay for your keep while I’m gone. That’s only right, as you’re my responsibility now.”

      “Jacob...”

      “No, listen to me, Carolee. Kansas became a free state in January. Settlers are swarming in like locusts, trying to get the best land. If I wait too long, all the best parcels will be taken. I might have to go further to the Nebraska Territory. I know the Homesteading Act didn’t get signed this year, but that’s not stopping men who have the fortitude to go and build something in the territories. It’s only a matter of time before Nebraska becomes a state. Now that President Lincoln is in office, I think he will stir things up in Washington. Most people here don’t think much of him, but I do. He’s a self-made man. He started with nothing, and now he’s the President of the whole country!

      “I will tell you this, but I don’t want you telling another living soul. Not anyone. This is a secret between me and you. When my Pa got sick this past winter, he told me I was old enough to strike out on my own. He said he knew Homer would claim the farm as the oldest son. He also knew that Homer would expect me to break my back working for him and that I wouldn’t do it. Homer and I have never seen eye-to-eye on anything. He’s always been a loudmouth and a bully. Pa said Homer was to have the farm as the oldest, but he gave me five hundred dollars in gold coin for my inheritance.”

      “You’re rich!” Carolee exclaimed.

      “It’s more than I ever expected,” Jacob agreed. “But, if Homer ever finds out about it, he’ll claim I stole it ‘cause he’s that kind of a man.”

      “Why don’t you buy a farm here if you’ve got that kind of money? You won’t have to go away,” Carolee asked.

      “Darling, I have to do what is right for us, and staying in Maryville won’t do it. I want to build something I can call my own, but I don’t want it to be here. Slavery is an awful thing, and I’m not friends with anyone who thinks it’s right,” Jacob said. “My list of friends has been getting shorter every year. If it is like the newspapers say, and war is coming, the South might win. I don’t think they could force slavery on the northern states, but I’m no politician, and I don’t know what might happen. I reckon no one does.

      “I’m not doing anything different than many husbands and homesteaders do. You’ve heard how scarce women are out there in the wilderness. Men are coming out of the territories, and if they can’t find a grown woman, they find a young girl and marry her before another man can. Then, they leave her with her folks to grow up before returning to claim her as a wife.

      “You’re older than some, but you still have some growing up to do. Alonzo and I talked about this last night. I’m giving your pa some money to support you while I’m gone. Part of what we talked about was you staying in school. You need to learn so you can teach our children when we have them.”

      “What if... what if you’ve already planted your seed in me?” Carolee whispered.

      “I’ll write, and you’ll write,” Jacob promised. “If you are with child, I’ll return to get you, Carolee. I wouldn’t let you face that alone. We are husband and wife now. I want you to be safe, and I don’t know what I’m facing. I want you to do this for me ‘cause it’s right. With Eula gone and with the agreement I made with your father, you should be safe here. You love going to school, and with a little more learning, you’ll be smart enough to teach our children. I’ll come back for you. I swear on my life I will come back for you.”
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        * * *

      

      Carolee was crying so hard she could barely catch her breath. Jacob had tears in his eyes but was determined not to shed them.

      The sun was going down, and he wanted to start his journey. He needed to stop at his family farm. It belonged to Homer now, and he couldn’t pretend that his older brother wanted anything more from him than cheap labor. Jacob had to tell him he was setting out to find his path. The McGavin farm was on the other side of the valley. Jacob would spend the night in a friend’s barn and face his brother Homer at daybreak. He kissed his young bride. He’d put off going because he couldn’t bear to lose the connection they’d found together.

      “My beautiful, Carolee,” Jacob croaked, his voice breaking. “Look to the sunset every evening. You look to the northwest every evening, and I’ll look southeast. Just looking at the sunset will make me remember my beautiful wife, with eyes as blue as the summer sky and hair as bright as the setting sun, not orange or red, but somewhere in between. When the time is right, I’ll be coming over that horizon to fetch you, and we’ll be together for the rest of our lives.”

      Jacob kissed his young bride, wiped his face with his shirt sleeve, and stuck his foot in the stirrup. He didn’t look back for a while. When he did, he saw his young wife crying in her father’s arms. Alonzo Oldham raised a hand and waved. Carolee didn’t turn around again, and Jacob was glad she didn’t. If she had, he knew he would break and return for her. He’d sworn on her father’s Bible to give her time to grow up. Alonzo Oldham promised to treat her properly until he was settled and returned for her.
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      July 1865, Maryville, Missouri

      

      Carolee McGavin looked at the watch broach pinned to her dress. She clapped her hands twice to get the students’ attention and smiled at them.

      “Today is the last day of school for this session. School will resume on the first Monday in September for those returning next term. You have already been told whether you have been passed to the next grade or not.

      “I would like the next term, seventh-grade class, to write an essay about what you expect to learn by continuing your education. You have two months to write it, so no excuses will be accepted. I can loan you a few sheets if you don’t have paper. Think through your essays before you begin. Write your first draft on one side of the paper, change what you need to change, and write the final on the other clean side. Make it clear to me which version is the final. If you don’t, you may be graded on the wrong essay.

      “Please be careful with the paper. You know how hard it is to come by. After I grade the essays, I’ll have to soak the paper in ashwood and lye soap to remove the writing so it can be reused next term. Pass all the books forward, please.”

      Her students obeyed, and there was the usual shuffling of books, slates, and lunch buckets, signaling the end of the school day. When the classroom was quiet, she smiled and said, “Please have a good summer, and I hope to see you next year. School is dismissed!”

      What followed was the loud rejoicing of children who were released. The younger boys thought of school as torture. Most of the older boys considered it a waste of time. Carolee thought it was a shame that what she called her older boys were under the age of thirteen, except one boy of fifteen who walked with a limp.

      The boys ran to escape, and the girls weren’t far behind. Most of her students were town children or those close enough to ride a horse or a mule to school. She kept the school in session until mid-July. Many of her students dropped out in the spring months to help their families plant the fields of crops and gardens needed to feed their families. When the planting season was over, some of the students returned. With her help, they would complete the necessary lessons to catch up with their classwork.

      Carolee smiled at one of her shyer students and gathered the books stacked neatly on the first desk of each row. Jane Skinner wasn’t always happy to leave school and go home. She had recently married Wilbur Skinner, a young man who had been a problem student, two years earlier. Wilbur was an oversized boy and a mean-spirited bully. As a student, he’d tried to intimidate Carolee. Carolee hoped he wasn’t mistreating his young wife.

      “I stayed back because I wanted to tell you I won’t be coming to school anymore,” Jane said, handing a book to her teacher. “Ma Skinner says I don’t need more learnin’ to tend to babies, keep house, and cook. Wilbur agrees with his Ma. We’re moving out of town and back to the Skinner farm.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Carolee said. “You are one of my best students.”

      Jane ducked her head and lowered her eyes. “I know you don’t like Wilbur, but it’s been hard on my Ma since my Pa died last winter. Wilbur promised to care for my Ma, brothers, and sister if I married him, and he has kept his word. We’re moving back to the farm. My Ma and the young’uns will live in the old cabin. I’ll live in the bigger house with Wilbur and his mother.”

      Carolee laid the books aside and turned to the woman-child of only thirteen. Wilbur was only sixteen himself. She cupped Jane’s chin and raised her face. “Jane, we must make it through this life as best we can. Wilbur has become a fine young man if he provides for your family and his own. You can tell him I said so. Would you like to come into my room and have tea before you go?”

      Jane nodded. “I can’t stay long. Wilbur will be coming with the wagon to clear out the last of my Ma’s things from the shanty where they’ve been living.”

      “We won’t take long,” Carolee said. She waved her hand at the blackboard. “I’ll come back and clean the schoolroom later. It’s not like I have anything to do in the evenings except grade papers and read.”

      Jane looked around the small room behind the classroom. It held a single bed against the wall, a small table with a stiff-backed chair, a fire-sitting chair, and a small pot-bellied stove connected to the same chimney as the stove in the schoolroom. There were curtains on the single window and framed pictures on the walls.

      “This looks nice,” Jane said, looking around.

      “Most of these things came from my parents’ home,” Carolee said. “The last couple of years have been hard on everyone. I lost my Papa four years ago to what Dr. Gibson said was influenza. I sold the farm to Mr. Whittaker a few months later. I didn’t know what to do until Miss Taylor offered to take me in and help me get my teaching credentials. I lived with her for almost a year before she decided to marry and move back east where her family lived.”

      Jane looked around the room and at her teacher again. “Eula Hansen says you ain’t married to Jacob McGavin like you say.”

      Carolee smiled at her student, but her tone was bitter. “Eula Hansen and her sister have a lot to say about things they have no knowledge of, nor is it any of their business.”

      Jane ducked her head and smiled. “That’s a true statement, Mrs. McGavin. My Ma said she’d skin me if I had anything to do with her. She said Eula is a wicked woman, and her sister Zelda ain’t no better, even if she is the Post Mistress.”

      “I shouldn’t say this, but just about anything and everything about the Springer sisters is shameful,” Carolee said, smiling. “Now, drink your tea and have a treat. A friend of mine makes them for me. I’m going to miss you as my student. If you want to continue studying, I’ll make an exception and let you borrow from my collection of books.” She looked over to the two-tier bookshelf that held her precious books.

      Jane smiled, but she looked a little sad.

      Carolee realized her young student would probably never have the time to read again. Between caring for babies and working in the fields, there would be no time for herself. Jane had sacrificed her childhood to support and protect her widowed mother and siblings.

      When Jane left, Carolee went back into the schoolroom. She checked every book for pencil markings, erased a few carefully, and stored the books in the schoolhouse cupboard. She didn’t have enough books for the students. The younger grades had to share three or four to a primer. Even slates had to be shared. Paper was scarce and only used by older students. It had to be doled out a sheet at a time and reused as many times as it would hold up to whitening. Writing paper was a necessity to Carolee, and she’d go without food to be able to afford it. Her reasons were private.

      The War of the Rebellion had taken a toll on everyone for the last four years. Maryville hadn’t been involved in a direct battle, but the bitter sentiments of war had walked the streets.

      The Confederacy claimed Missouri as its 12th state. Yet, Missouri remained in the Union and was called a border state, the same as Delaware, Kentucky, Maryland, and now West Virginia. Citizens were caught between opposing views. Missouri went so far as to have dual governments, and the state’s population was flanked by both sides.

      It didn’t matter if the men wore blue or gray or the trappings of raiders. It wasn’t safe for a woman to walk alone or be unarmed.

      No one dared speak of politics, principles, or beliefs. The only adult men left in town limped and hobbled from missing limbs. Their injuries were so severe they were sent home from the battles. Even Carolee carried a revolver when she ran errands around town. Boys in their pre- or early adolescent years were kept hidden by worried mothers. Sometimes, even old age and infirmity didn’t stop the roving conscription gangs. They dragged elderly men and young boys from their beds, put rifles in their hands, and claimed by law that they were soldiers. Either side, regardless of your personal beliefs, was expected to fight or die. Wilbur Skinner was an example of forced conscription. At fourteen, he was the size of a full-grown man, and the recruiters had taken him and claimed he was lying about his age. Wilbur had returned home seven months later, limping with one useless arm. He’d been discharged and sent home because he was useless to the army.

      Carolee washed the blackboard, straightened the desks, and checked the lock on the schoolhouse door. She opened the side door wide to look westward toward the horizon and northwest as she did daily. Chores could wait. She had a letter to write.
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        * * *

      

      Jacob McGavin stopped walking and ducked into the woods when he heard a horse and wagon coming. It didn’t matter that he wore civilian clothes; he was in enemy territory. While waiting for the wagon to pass, he dug a piece of cardboard out of his canvas haversack and cut a square before removing his worn boot and covering the hole. The cardboard wouldn’t last long. It never did, but he hadn’t been issued boots in two years. His boots were so worn no one would recognize them as army issue. Footwear had been so scarce he’d seen soldiers taking them off the battlefield dead. It didn’t matter which side. As long as he traveled, Jacob wanted to look as poor as possible. More than a hundred dollars was hidden on his person, and that was more than enough to get a man killed. He had risen to the rank of Corporal serving in the Union Army and earned thirteen dollars a month on the rare occasions when pay was distributed to the servicemen. He’d sent as much home to Carolee as he dared.

      Jacob had been part of the ground forces left behind the 3rd Cavalry Division, which had secured Waynesville, Georgia, and allowed Sherman’s March to continue to the sea. When General Lee surrendered at Appomattox Court House in Virginia in April, the Southern troops refused to believe it. Waynesville hadn’t totally surrendered until the first week in May. The Southern forces were either unaware or refused to acknowledge Lee’s surrender until the newspaper headlines printed stories of fights and battles still occurring. The war was supposed to be over. Southerners refused to believe they’d lost and that life for them would never be the same.

      As long as Union soldiers were under fire, they would reciprocate. The officers on both sides had to wait for orders to stand down.

      Since the Southern sentiments about surrender were deadly, and Jacob’s regiment was in the South, it hadn’t taken long for the Union officers to decide to move their troops into neutral territory, if it existed.

      Jacob’s unit was told they would be paid, mustered out, and sent home. Most of the soldiers in his unit were both hopeful and skeptical. All the enlisted men he knew wanted to go home and be done with the fighting. Bets were laid against getting their back pay. The army paymasters had never been diligent when passing out pay packets except to the officers. His unit didn’t get it until they were in Union-held states and mustered out of service.

      Truthfully, Jacob didn’t care. He wanted to be free of the uniform and a man on his own terms again. His unit was marched to a train heading north. Upon reaching Ohio, they received discharge papers, back pay in near worthless greenbacks, and a train voucher. The voucher was unredeemable, and he joined hundreds of men in overcrowded cattle cars heading northwest. He’d gotten as far as Bloomington, Illinois, and had been walking since.

      Jacob needed to go northwest now, entering his home state of Missouri. Declared as a border state, all that meant was that both sides were supported and determined to wipe out the other. Missouri had endured many deadly neighbor-against-neighbor battles.

      Missouri and other states might not have seceded from the Union, but it was a slave state, and there were no doubts to those living there about which side most people had taken. The war was over, but the bitterness was still alive. If you told the wrong person your affiliation during the war, you could be killed for the honesty of telling.

      General Lee might have accepted his surrender as a gentleman, but many of his troops hadn’t. Since the assassination of Abraham Lincoln, it seemed that most men were angry and violent.

      Jacob was a native of Missouri who had fought for the Union. When he enlisted, he claimed the Nebraska Territory as his home and could only pray that his property was still standing. He’d heard about marauders torching homesteads when there wasn’t anything worth stealing. The territories were neither north nor south because they weren’t states yet and were still having problems with the Indians. Jacob had land there, filed in his name, and was returning, but first, he had to stop in Maryville and claim his wife.

      Jacob had walked hundreds of miles between catching trains, although the railroads were turning a blind eye to men who hopped on freight trains, only wanting to get home. He’d gotten a few rides on freight wagons, too. Jacob had five twenty-dollar gold pieces in his pocket and needed to save them until reaching Bethany, Missouri, the nearest town east of Maryville. He hadn’t left town a pauper and wouldn’t return looking like one.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Carolee never knew what to do on Saturdays. At least on Sunday, part of her day was spent in church, and she could chat with other women and her sister-in-law. The church had been built and finished before the war. Before the church was built, the schoolhouse had been used for the services. Her little room behind the classroom was always spotless. She didn’t have a particular day to wash, as she did her laundry piece by piece in the evenings. She hung a clothesline in her room in front of the stove in the winter to dry her things. She hung a clothesline in the schoolhouse in the summer months after the children left. If she went out, it had to be before dusk, and she tried to be accompanied by someone she knew. The only days she made an effort to leave the schoolhouse were Sundays.

      Mary Grace, her sister-in-law, stopped by the schoolhouse on their way to church, and she joined them. Carolee rode in the back of the wagon with her young nephew and Matthew Northstrum, the farm worker. There were a lot of widows in Maryville now. Some had remarried, others hadn’t. There were fewer men to choose from since the war. Most that returned were injured and bitter.

      When Carolee married Jacob, marriageable women in the western territories were scarce. They might still be the same, but the aftermath of the war had left far too many widowed women. Women had been left to fend for themselves for the duration. Many widows had resorted to answering newspaper advertisements from men living in the territories and wanting wives.

      Carolee sat at her small table and wrote a letter to Jacob as she did every Friday evening. When she finished, she kissed the letter, wrote Jacob’s name and the date on the back, and numbered it. It was carefully added to a stack of letters inside a box. Four years of letters were in the box, but she’d never known where to send them.

      She had received three letters from her husband, one nearly two months after he’d left to find a homestead for them. Jacob described purchasing a legal claim for one hundred and sixty acres as a married man and claimed Carolee was his successor should something happen to him. He had hired a land essayer to record his property, and he’d been one of the first in Nebraska territory to purchase land outright. He had chosen a valley over forty miles west of the nearest settlement of Brownville.

      His second letter had been written months later, telling her about building a cabin and a barn. He apologized and explained that sending mail meant he had to go to Brownville. His last letter had come from Illinois the following spring. He had joined the Union Army because it had become clear that he must enlist by his choice or be forcibly conscripted. There were bands of marauders who roamed the territories looking for able-bodied men. Those who didn’t volunteer were considered cowards and often branded with a C on their forehead or hung for believing differently. Jacob did not want to be conscripted into the Confederacy. He thought President Lincoln’s reasons for fighting were more in line with his beliefs, and he’d left his property and joined the Northern Union forces.

      Since the last letter, Carolee had heard nothing. Considering where they lived and the prevailing sentiments against the Union Army, Alonzo Oldham warned Carolee never to confide Jacob’s choice to anyone. Her husband had joined the Union army, and Alonzo was terrified that someone would find out. He’d sworn Carolee to secrecy. Several months later, Alonzo had died of an unknown ailment. The only doctor in town had already been conscripted into the Confederate Army.

      Carolee was faithful, and she believed Jacob was alive. Whether it was blind faith or wishful thinking, she wouldn’t give up hope that her husband would return for her. Carolee prayed every night and every morning for her husband’s life, pleading with God to spare him. Regardless of what anyone said, she knew in her heart that Jacob would return. The Army hadn’t sent her a letter saying he was a casualty, and she would continue being faithful to her memories of her husband.
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        * * *

      

      When Jacob reached the town of Bethany, he went to the livery. He looked over eight horses carefully before making his selection. He bargained with the old man to buy a horse, saddle, and gear for fifteen dollars. The old man said the horse and tack had been sold to him by an unlucky man for twelve dollars to pay off a saloon bill rather than go to jail. With a bill of sale in his pocket, Jacob went to the mercantile and spent another two dollars on clothes and two dollars on a pair of used boots with good soles left on them. There were no new boots to be had. He spent nearly a dollar on food and four cents on a bar of soap. Before leaving town, he stopped at a barbershop and got a shave and a haircut.

      Jacob packed his horse and headed west. Several miles out of town, he stopped and followed a creek for a spell and then jumped into the water and scrubbed himself from head to toe several times. Feeling decent and clean for the first time in a very long time, he was dressed in almost new clothing. Jacob ate a loaf of bread while riding along the road toward Maryville. Part of him feared what he might find when he got there. He hadn’t heard from Carolee in years. He didn’t write often, but he had tried to post a letter every few weeks, no matter where he was sent. Carolee was twenty now. That was a long time for a woman to wait. She might have moved or divorced him. He’d heard of women doing that while their men were at war. Even if Carolee was still in Maryville, she might not want him. She’d grown up in his absence.

      Jacob felt his gut tightening as he worried about many things that could have happened. The closer he got to Maryville, the more anxious he became and the more he pushed his horse. Finally, he slowed to a walk but kept going until it was too dark to see. He was forced to stop for the night. Abusing his horse and himself of rest wouldn’t get him there any faster. He still had a full day’s ride ahead of him.

      The following day, Jacob looked down over the valley where he’d been born and raised. There was no sense of homecoming. He went to the Oldham farm but was told the farm had been sold in the spring of ’62. The new owner, Mr. Whittaker, hadn’t known Alonzo Oldham, but he knew where his daughter lived. She was the schoolteacher in Maryville. She’d moved to town after he’d bought the farm. Mr. Whittaker didn’t know her well, but he’d heard she was a fine young woman, and they saw her in church every Sunday.

      Carolee fixed stew and biscuits for dinner, but then she realized the July heat made it too hot to eat. The window in her room was open, but the air wasn’t stirring. She looked out the window and walked through the schoolroom to the side door. She opened it and looked out as she did every evening, sitting on the steps to watch the sunset. She would enjoy the evening air before eating.

      When Carolee saw the man, she was startled. She was a lone woman, and too many raiders and marauders still roamed the countryside looking for someone to rob or hurt. She jumped to her feet, but then she looked again as the man dismounted and started to lead his horse toward her.

      Carolee trembled, and a sob escaped her.

      “Carolee, is that you?” a voice called out.

      It was a slightly lower-toned voice, but it was the voice she remembered. “Jacob?”

      “Yes, Carolee, it’s me.”

      She ran down the steps and across the schoolyard. The stranger—her husband, dropped his horse’s reins, and he closed the distance between them. Then she was in Jacob’s arms, and Carolee was sobbing.

      “You came back!” she cried. “You finally came back!”

      “I did, my love. It took me a while, but I’ve come for you,” Jacob exclaimed, his throat closing around his words, and then he kissed her. There were five long years of loneliness in that kiss.

      “You came back,” Carolee cried. “I knew you would. Why did it take you so long?”

      “That, my dearest, is a very long story,” Jacob said, taking her face in his hands and drinking in the fact that she was his wife. “You’re more beautiful now than you were before. You’re a fully grown woman, although you haven’t grown much in size.”

      “You did,” Carolee said, searching his face. “You look taller, stronger, but you’re skinny!”

      Jacob laughed and realized it had been too long since he’d felt joy. He picked up his wife and spun her around, throwing his head back and laughing aloud. Setting her on her feet again, she burrowed into his chest, trying to become part of him. He guessed that was exactly what she wanted because he wanted that same closeness with her.

      Jacob looked up and saw two women standing across the road. They were staring and pointing with their heads together.

      “Carolee, we need to take this reunion out of public view. Is there anywhere I can put my horse for the night, or should I take him to the livery? Is there anywhere we can be together, or do you board out?” Jacob asked.

      She took a step back and swiped at the tears on her face. “I don’t board out. The old school was burned down, and when they built the new one, they built a room for the teacher in the back. There’s a small lean-to building behind the school and a small paddock for those who ride horses or ponies to school. There might be some grain left in the bins. I don’t know. Most of the children in school are from in-town families, and they walk. When you finish putting up your horse, come to my room, I’ll leave the door open.”

      Jacob only knocked once when he was ushered into her room.

      “Are you hungry?” she asked.

      “I’ve been hungry for the past four years,” he said. “Stop fluttering,” Jacob said, drawing her over to the chair he recognized as having been in her father’s cabin. He sat in the chair and pulled her into his lap. “I stopped by Alonzo’s farm. What happened?”

      “Papa died of a fever December 4th of ’62,” Carolee said quietly. “He kept his word to you. He sent me to school every day, and Miss Emilia Taylor, the teacher, took an interest in me. After Papa died, I couldn’t manage the farm on my own. When war was announced, people seemed to believe thievery was part of it. Raiders stole or killed the animals, even the chickens. They stole the grain, the hay, and even Papa’s seed for the following year’s crop.

      “There wasn’t anyone left to hire, man or boy, and it was dangerous for me to be out there alone. Emilia took me in for a while and prepared me to take the tests for a teacher’s certificate. Then, she married a man who enlisted on the Union side, and her family wanted her to return to Connecticut. I was hired to replace her. I’m qualified to teach to a ninth-grade level, although no one has gone that far since I’ve been teaching.”

      “I’m sorry you lost your father and the farm,” Jacob said.

      “When Mr. Whittaker offered to buy the farm, I took what he offered. I didn’t squander the money, Jacob. I have it in a safe place, along with Papa’s and my savings.

      “I don’t know what you said to Papa that night, but he treated me much better after you left. He stopped going to town, and he stopped drinking. As far as I know, he never spoke to Eula again. He even started attending church and was good to me like he was before Momma died.”

      “I’m glad, although he didn’t care for you for long,” Jacob said. “If you’re still willing to go with me, Carolee, I have land in Nebraska. It’s near a settlement named Brownville. I built a house and a barn. I can only hope that it’s still standing. I left someone behind to care for it. I didn’t want to join the war, but every well-bodied man had to pick a side. I know the Union Army was supposed to be fighting against slavery, but I swear they didn’t treat their soldiers much better. It got worse toward the end for the enlisted men. We weren’t being paid, and sometimes there wasn’t food unless we scrounged for it.”

      “Is that why you stopped writing? You couldn’t pay the postage?”

      Jacob looked at her in surprise. “I never stopped writing, Carolee. I always wrote to you and paid for the postage even if I didn’t eat. I sent money to you. I swear on all that is holy that I did, but I never got a response.”

      “The last letter I got from you was posted from Illinois,” Carolee said. “I sent letter after letter, but I never received an answer, and I didn’t know where you were sent. I’ve had no word from you for all these years!”

      Jacob took her hands in his, and he laid his forehead against hers. “I sent letters, too, but I didn’t receive any in return. I’m so sorry. I’ve had to live on faith, Carolee. Not in God, because I couldn’t believe God would pit men against men to act as we did in the war. My faith was in you. I had to believe you would wait for me to come back. I had to trust that you would still love me, regardless of the awful things that were going on around me and what I had to do to survive. My memories of our short hours together gave me hope and truthfully kept me alive.”

      “Jacob, I have loved you since I first met you, and I was only a child! My feelings have never changed, except they have matured into a woman’s love. Nothing is holding me in Maryville except for a few loyal friends. I want to see what you have built for us and go with you to make it our home. If it’s not standing, we’ll rebuild together. This time when you leave, I’m going with you. I must warn you, though, I have grown bolder and a bit more stubborn in your absence. I’ve been on my own while you were away.”

      Jacob smiled and held her against him, and Carolee finally felt peace. She was where she belonged, in the arms of the man she had married so long ago.

      Carolee fed Jacob the stew and biscuits she’d made. She had him eat all of it and claimed to have eaten before he had arrived. They talked, and he told her of the property he had staked in Nebraska. It had good water and fertile soil. It wasn’t far from a small town named Brownville. There had been talk about a railroad coming, but he had no idea how the war had affected those plans.

      Jacob asked about his family, and she had to tell him the truth. Homer, his older brother, had been killed in late ‘62. Homer had been a staunch supporter of southern secession, but he hadn’t been killed in uniform. His body had been found in a ditch, with three bullets in his back. Homer’s outspoken views must have angered someone, and the town’s sheriff had little or no time to try to find his assailant. Homer had made many enemies.

      Jacob then worried about the welfare of his sister-in-law and his nephew, who had been an infant when he left. He was relieved when he heard she was doing well. Jacob said they would have to visit Mary Grace before they left.

      “She’ll be here Sunday,” Carolee said. “She stops here to take me to church with them.”

      There was a loud banging on the schoolhouse door, and Carolee went to answer it. Jacob pulled her protectively behind him before opening the door.

      “It’s just like I told you!” Eula Hanson shouted from behind a large man. She was there with her sister, Zelda Springer. “She’s got a man in there with her. Carolee Oldham ain’t fit to teach children! She should be fired and run out of town. She’s a trollop!”

      “My last name is McGavin,” Carolee said, stepping forward. “It’s been McGavin for five years, and only you are ignorant enough to still ignore that I have carried my husband’s name for all these years. Mayor Stockenburg, this is my husband, Jacob McGavin.”

      The white-haired man turned around to frown at the women behind him. He turned back to Jacob. “Are you Mrs. McGavin’s husband, sir?”

      “I am,” Jacob said, vaguely remembering Stockenburg as a town merchant. He looked past the man to Eula Hanson, who had only gotten bigger and uglier since he’d left. “Still trying to raise a stink where there isn’t one, Eula? Mayor Stockenburg, Carolee won’t be teaching any longer. We won’t be in Maryville very long. The war stopped me from returning and retrieving my wife before. But, now that has been settled. At least, we can hope it is. We’ll be leaving as soon as I can make the arrangements.”

      Mayor Stockenburg nodded at Jacob’s statement. “I understand, Mr. McGavin. Mrs. McGavin, I hope we can find a new teacher who is as good as the one we’re losing. You’re welcome to stay here in the school quarters with your husband until you’re ready to leave. I’ll write you a letter of recommendation, and I thank you for your devoted service to our children.” He tipped his hat to Carolee and offered his hand to Jacob.

      “Just ‘cause she says she’s married, don’t make her married!” Zelda snapped nastily.

      “That works both ways,” Mayor Stockenburg said. “Can you prove you’re married, Zelda? I have known you for quite a few years, and I’ve never seen hide nor hair of the husband, you claim.”

      “My husband is sickly!” Zelda huffed. “He moved south to the Mexican border for his health!”

      “So you say. At least Mrs. McGavin has a man standing beside her,” Mayor Stockenburg said with a sly wink at Carolee. “Give me a day or two, and stop by my place, Mrs. McGavin. I’ll have a recommendation letter ready for you.” He tipped his hat again.

      Jacob closed and locked the door. He stood silently for a moment and then looked around the small room.

      “Zelda is as nasty as her sister, Eula,” Carolee complained. “She’s been talking behind my back and trying to stir up trouble since Papa threw Eula out. Eula made quite a stir after you left. She tried to charge Papa with a breach of contract.

      “Judge Norland said she had no proof that Papa had made any promises to her. He said any woman that would share a man’s bed without the benefit of a preacher marrying her was no lady.” She turned, but Jacob’s hand stopped her, and he searched her face with longing eyes.

      “It’s been a long time. If you don’t want me to share your bed, I will bunk on the floor here or in the schoolroom until we get to know each other again.”

      “It has been a long time,” Carolee said, dropping her eyes in modesty and then raising them with an assuredness she hadn’t had as a young bride. “I have missed you terribly, Jacob. I have grown and matured into a woman in your absence. I wish we had been able to spend those years together, but it wasn’t to be. All we can do now is accept what separated us and move forward in our lives together. I have grown in the ways of a woman, and I have felt yearnings to be with my husband for a while.”

      Jacob smiled and took her hand. “Let’s spend some time getting reacquainted.”

      They talked for hours about many things. Jacob told her where he had been in the eastern parts of the country. He described the pretty little towns in the eastern states. He’d also seen unbelievably large mansions in the deep south and the wretched hovels where enslaved people served those who lived in the mansions. Jacob had seen towns that had been burned to the ground or destroyed by cannon fire. People were living in caves, dugouts, and tents.

      Jacob wouldn’t discuss what he’d done in the war. He shook his head sadly and said he would never speak of it. He wanted to lock those memories away forever.

      When they were talked out and exhausted, Carolee took Jacob’s hand and led him to her narrow bed. “Make me your wife again, Jacob,” she whispered.

      “I’ll be gentle,” he promised.

      “You are my husband, and I am not a frightened child,” she said boldly.
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