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Look at the end of this story to match the couples and their book titles.

Connely-Brenner-Wilerson Families

Grandparents: Isaac Connely married Cate Wilerson. 

Cate Wilerson Connely’s children:

Jacob Wilerson married Rania Hamner.

Children: Alva (married Asher Brenner), Harry, Felix, Juliana.

Adam Wilerson married Millie Donovan.

Children: Ben and Beth.

Noah Wilerson married Hilda Hamner.

Children: Greta (marries Jeb Stein), Inga, Karin, Justina, Kirstin. 

Sarah Wilerson married Marcus Brenner, Isaac Connely’s nephew.

Adopted eight children in 1873.

Marty Brenner married Lucy Smith. 

Maggie Brenner married Peter Gehring, adopted Christian, Bonita, and Alice. 

Molly Brenner married Tobin Billings, adopted Tim and Tom. 

Moses Brenner married Faith Geller. 

Maisie Brenner married Squires Miller. 

Matthew Asher Brenner married Alva Hamner. 

Mark Beckett Brenner married Willa Foster

Micah Carsten Brenner married Emma Hamner. 

Faye Longoria, Isaac’s step-niece, married Rusty Tucker.

Children: Violet married Tully Reagan.

Luther married Myreta Hamman.

Anton married Regina Waters.

Hamner Family

Parents: Oskar and Annalina Hamner.

Leif Hamner, first wife, Britta, deceased. Second wife, Tina Martin.

Children: Robby, Emma (married Carsten Brenner), Oliver, Finn, Saul.

Dagmar Hamner married Cora Elison.

Children: Nils, Theo, Pernilla, Sigrid, Abner, Baldwin, Ebba, Hadwig, Inga, Taddeus, Walt, Gottfrid.

Rania Hamner married Jacob Wilerson.

Children: Alva (married Asher Brenner), Harry, Felix, Juliana.

Hilda Hamner married Noah Wilerson.

Children: Greta (married Jeb Stein), Inga, Karin, Justina, Kirstin. 

Reagan Family

Parents: Pastor Patrick and Kaitlyn Reagan.

Angus Reagan married Daisy Clancy.

Seth Reagan married Lily Lund.

Mack Reagan married Dr. Pansy Walline.

Cullen Reagan married Rose Leander.

Tully Reagan married Violet Tucker.
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A Spring morning in Western Kansas, 1893

Moses Brenner sat on his canvas bedroll, watching the sky slowly change from pitch black to gray and finally to an array of morning colors. He leaned back against the waist-high limestone rock wall that enclosed the old Fort Wallace cemetery and took another sip of hot coffee from his tin cup. Moses arrived at the graveyard last night as the evening light faded from the sky, on purpose, and made camp for the night. He wanted to watch the sunrise as his parents would have watched it on their last day on earth two decades ago.

Moses’ hobbled horse snickered close by, waiting for a walk down to the nearby river for a long drink of water. The gelding would be tended to as soon as it was light enough to view the area again.

He took another sip of coffee and studied the horizon. Did his father notice a clear morning sky of colors or go just about his work getting the horses hitched to the family’s wagon?

Moses’ adoptive father, Marcus Brenner, was one of the cavalry soldiers appointed to accompany that group of wagons from Fort Wallace to the Kansas and Colorado state line that fateful day. There had been rumors of trouble from the Cheyenne along this stretch, and four soldiers were sent to ride along to ensure their safety.

Marcus remembered the early morning promised to be sunny. He and his fellow soldiers joined the group as they left Fort Wallace, where the wagons camped overnight. Marcus remembered spending time riding beside the wagon train, moving back and forth between the wagons to introduce himself to those he’d been assigned to protect.

As they passed a swell in the land, a band of Cheyenne rode over the hill, their horses running at full gallop. The wagon drivers barely had time to stop their wagons, let alone grab their weapons.

Marcus’s only recollections of those few minutes were being on the ground and shoving a young boy behind him right before he was stabbed in the thigh and then hit on the head. The last thing he saw before passing out was an arrow slicing through a young woman, pinning her to the side of the wagon.

Marcus survived the attack, left the army, and stayed with his uncle Isaac Connely on his central Kansas ranch to recover from his wounds and nightmares. Marcus was asked some months later to travel back to the fort in hopes of identifying two children rescued from a Cheyenne village.

It turns out Marcus remembered two youngsters, Moses, and his sister, Molly, because they had exchanged names, and Marcus remembered their names started with an M, the same as his name. Marcus and his wife, Sarah, adopted Moses and his sister simultaneously as they adopted another family of six orphans.

What did Moses remember of that day so long ago? Very vague bits of sights, sounds, and smells that had been haunting him in nightmares for years.

Maybe facing the place where it all happened would finally ease his child’s visions in his adult mind.

Moses rose from the bedroll, lifted it off the ground, and laid it across the rock wall to dry while walking around the cemetery.

Marcus thought Moses’ parents were buried at the attack site, six miles further west, but Moses wanted to read the stones here anyway, not that anyone remembered his parents’ first names or their last.

According to the town locals Moses visited with yesterday after he arrived by train, the fort was closed, and the buildings were dismantled in 1886. They said eighty-some soldiers' bodies were moved to the national cemetery in Fort Leavenworth, and Moses could see the slightly lower spots among the other graves now. As Moses walked through the cemetery, he noticed that very few graves had actual stone tombstones. Most had wooden headboards, carved with information known about the person. The boards were in various stages of decay depending on the decade of the burial they represented.

Moses walked the rows of graves, not so much looking at the deceased's names, but the information and year they died.

Murdered at Pond Creek Station. 4-3-1868. Name and Age unknown. Relatives unknown.

Died 9-22-1868 from wounds received from Indians at Rose Creek.

Killed at Pond City. 12-21-1868.

Died from consumption. 9-3-1873.

Died of intermittent fever. 9-16-1873.

Five graves of the same family. 1874.

Moses walked all the rows but never found any markers dated April 2, 1873. Satisfied his parents weren’t buried in the post cemetery, he left, hoping to see their final resting place.
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Faith Geller pulled aside the living room’s lace curtain and looked out the window when the dogs barked, notifying her a visitor was approaching their ranch.

She watched as a man slowly and quietly rode up on a bay horse, looking around the homestead, taking in their weathered one-story wooden house, which had replaced the soddie they lived in the first years of their homesteading this ranch. The house needed paint, and Faith always cringed when a visitor came by, especially one as nicely dressed as this young man. His trousers and coat weren't patched as many drifters were, who occasionally stopped to look for work.

His dark blond hair under his wide-brimmed hat had been cut recently, and he was clean-shaven. His brown boots were dusty but well-heeled. Faith guessed he was in his mid-twenties in age, similar to her.

The tall, lean man descended from the saddle and dropped the bridle reins over the hitching post in front of the house. He came directly to the door and knocked, politely as a well-mannered gentleman, sure of himself in a confident way.

Faith smoothed a hand over her curly dark brown hair and wished she had the time to take off her apron. Instead, she hurried to the front door, trying to get there before her father pulled the door open first, but she was too late. He’d moved to the door the second the dogs barked instead of peeking out the window and worrying how he’d look to the stranger.

“Hello, ma'am, sir," the young man greeted them as he pulled his hat off with his left hand while reaching out with his right hand to her father.

"I'm Moses—"

"Where you been?" Faith’s father demanded before the young man had a chance to say his last name. And Papa ignored the man's outreached hand too.

Now the stranger dropped his hand and started again. “I’m not sure what you mean, sir. I'm Moses—"

"You’re late for the meeting!"

The man stared at Papa a long second and then at Faith to clarify the situation.

"Sir, I'm not—"

"Papa," Faith interrupted the man before her confused father blurted anything else out. "Why don't you get things ready for your meeting, and I'll take the man's hat and coat first?"

Papa's expression barely cleared before he limped out of the room, his old knee injury giving him problems today. He was in his seventies now, and his health was deteriorating. Papa was the age he should have been Faith’s grandfather, but her parents had married later in life.

Faith held one finger to let the visitor know she needed to let her father get out of earshot before she'd speak again.

"I'm so sorry for the confusion, but my father has spells where he doesn't know what year it is or who he's talking to," Faith apologized as she felt her skin redden from embarrassment.

"That's all right. I’m Moses Brenner from Clear Creek, Kansas. I'm in the area to visit the cemetery at the Geller Ranch. Am I at the right place?"

"Yes, my father, John Geller, owns this land, and I’m his daughter, Faith. There are some graves in the pasture, but I wouldn't call it a cemetery. Victims from an Indian attack were buried there twenty years ago."

Faith didn’t add that the graves she mentioned included her siblings. She was too young to remember her brother and sister or the incident which killed them.

“My parents were part of that group, Miss Geller, and I’d like permission to view the graves,” Mr. Brenner quietly said.

Would this stranger’s questions about the graves help or hinder her father’s mental state? Certain things tended to trigger her father’s mind to slip into the past. But it was only fair that her father help this man with any facts he knew.

“Oh, yes. I’m sure Papa would be fine with that once his mind clears again. He may be able to give you information about the travelers as my family was part of the group too.”

Mr. Brenner’s eyes widened when it registered what she said. “Your father knew my parents?”

“It’s possible, but I can’t guarantee he’ll remember much. Some days I’m his daughter, and other days he calls me Elinor,” Faith confessed.

“Did you lose any family members in the attack?”

“Yes, my older brother and sister. I was only two at the time and don’t remember them,” Faith said matter-of-factly.

“My parents died. My sister, Molly, and I were taken from the group and lived with a Cheyenne tribe before being brought back to Fort Wallace. Marcus Brenner, a soldier who escorted the group, was injured and went to his uncle’s ranch in central Kansas to recover. After being notified there were two children from the raid at the fort, Marcus traveled back to identify us. He and his wife, Sarah, adopted us.”

Mr. Brenner looked past Faith, but she stalled, asking him inside the house. It was hard to tell if her father went to the kitchen to set out cups of coffee for his “meeting” or get the shotgun to accuse Mr. Brenner of stealing something off the ranch.

“How was it your father stayed in the area, with it being unsafe after the raid?”

Mr. Brenner’s question drew her mind back to his question. The man had to be anxious to find out the details of his family.

“We traveled on to our destination and stayed a while, but then we came back to homestead the land where the attack happened. Mama couldn’t leave her children behind,” Faith answered with a shrug. The incident had shadowed her family forever since they wouldn’t leave the area.

“My mother died when I was sixteen and is buried beside their graves.”

“I’m sorry for your losses.”

“It’s in the past, but it’s always part of our lives,” Faith answered softly.

“I can understand that. Even though I don’t remember my biological parents, I’ve always wondered about them. I don’t know their names, let alone where they came from and why they were traveling through western Kansas.”

“And if you have family somewhere who thought you’d perished with your parents?” Faith asked, and the man slowly nodded his head. Mr. Brenner looked sincere, and Faith felt she could trust him.

“All right, you may come in, Mr. Brenner, but please, ask your questions carefully, and be patient with my father. I don’t know from hour to hour what he is thinking, and at times he loses his temper because he’s so frustrated with his mind.”

“I understand, Miss Geller. I’ll do my best not to confuse him.”

“This might take time to get the information you want about your parents. Hours, or even days,” Faith warned him.

Mr. Brenner cocked his head to one side and looked at her thoughtfully before answering. “Would it be all right if I stay and do some work around your ranch in exchange for your time? I noticed repairs that may be hard for your father to do. Unless you have hired help already?”

Mr. Brenner just asked his question to be polite because it was evident that the ranch buildings and corrals had been neglected.

“No hired help, as my father and I can manage with the daily livestock chores. Neighbors help out occasionally, like when we need to round up the cattle in the fall.”

“I’m familiar with that routine as my family lives on and manages the Cross C Ranch in Ellsworth County. The ranches in our area help each other out too when more hands are needed for a task.”

Mr. Brenner stood patiently on the porch, his hat in hand, as he waited for her to step aside and let him walk into their home.

Faith swung the door fully open and motioned for him to enter. He did so, taking in the interior of their living area. It was free of dust, but Papa tended to pile up papers and books on any surface available.

“Please hang your hat and coat here on the hooks on the wall, Mr. Brenner,” she offered as she closed the door.

Faith listened for her father, realizing he was in the kitchen instead of the dining room where he liked to lay out maps on the table.

“Please let me start the conversation. Papa might not remember what he last said,” Faith said over her shoulder as she walked into the kitchen, Mr. Brenner following closely behind her.

"Papa, we have company, a Mr. Moses Brenner," Faith said, seeing him sitting at the kitchen table. She watched her father's face to see his reaction. He looked up and stared at Mr. Brenner as if he didn't remember answering the door a few minutes ago and seeing the man then.

"You here to work with the new horses?" Papa asked.

Mr. Brenner looked at Faith, wondering what to say, and so did she. They hadn't bought any horses for several years.

"No, sir, I’m just looking for a place to stay and meals for a night or two before heading back home. I was wondering if you need any help repairing the corrals in exchange for room and board? I'm good with a sledgehammer and dirt tamp. Thought you might like to get the place ready when you bring in calves this fall," Mr. Brenner smoothly said while keeping eye contact with her father and sitting down at the table.

Papa looked at Faith, and she nodded to approve Mr. Brenner's idea, as there was work around the homestead that needed attention.

"That might work. Faith, could you give our visitor a cup of coffee, and we'll visit before we walk outside to see what might be repaired?"

"Of course," Faith agreed as she reached for cups and saucers on the shelf beside the woodstove. She had been baking oatmeal cookies when Mr. Brenner arrived and would serve a plate full of them too.

"Where you from, Mr..." Papa asked, already forgetting the man's name.

"Mr. Moses Brenner, from central Kansas. I grew up on my family ranch, but I uh, decided I wanted to see a little country this spring before we start our busy summer season."

"Got a wife and family back home?" Papa asked as he stared at their guest. Faith wished she knew what her father was thinking.

"No, Mr. Geller, not yet, but I look forward to being blessed with a family someday," Mr. Brenner said and cleared his throat as if to continue. "My sister and I were orphaned twenty years ago, and we were adopted by a wonderful couple, who also raised six other sibling orphans. I can't imagine a home without children."

"Sylvia and I only have William and Martha. I can’t imagine a home with eight children, but my wife would have loved the chaos.”

“Papa, you forget me,” Faith gently reminded him.

Her father stared at her a second, and his face lit up. “We also had the pleasure of raising Faith, too.”

Faith cherished the moments when her father’s mind was clear. Those times were getting fewer by the day.

Faith poured three cups of coffee, setting them down in front of each man, and one for herself. She needed to start lunch soon, but she felt like she needed to monitor the men’s conversation. And she had to admit she wanted to visit with Mr. Brenner. It was rare to have a visitor in their home.

"It was interesting to see the difference in this part of Kansas compared to home. We have more rolling land in our area and taller grass. A few more trees. But I followed the same river from my home to yours."

"We need to set up our new town along the river on the Kansas and Colorado border. There isn’t a town there yet," Papa said as he switched decades. But this might bring up information Mr. Brenner needed to ask.

Mr. Brenner glanced in Faith’s direction, sensing her father's mind had wandered again.

"Please tell me about your plans, sir," Mr. Brenner inquired for information.

"We’ve been through this before. We'll travel to Hays on the train, and then outfit wagons to haul our equipment to a site we all agree on," Pa said, impatiently.

Who was Papa confusing this stranger with?

"Who all is traveling with us?" Faith played along.

"Us and other families who want to start over in a new town."

"Are they planning to open businesses or homestead land nearby?" Mr. Brenner asked.

Papa opened his mouth to answer, but his mind must have clouded again because he took a sip of coffee instead of answering.

Faith prompted what her father had talked about in the past. "We're going to open a mercantile."

Papa looked down into his coffee, wrestling with his thoughts.

"Anyone going to open a hotel? A blacksmith shop? A newspaper?" Mr. Brenner asked, trying to get her father's thoughts back to the 1870s.

"I don't remember. That's been so long ago," Papa said before he took a cookie from the plate, dipped half of it in his cup of coffee, and ate it.

The baby’s waking cry sent Faith out of her chair and out of the kitchen. No matter her father's state of mind, Faith had a baby needing her immediate attention.
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"Is that your grandbaby waking up?" Moses asked, enjoying the muted murmur of Faith talking to the baby. And where was the baby’s father since it seemed that Mr. Geller and his daughter lived on the ranch by themselves?

"No. I don't have any grandchildren. My children passed twenty years ago."

His denial puzzled Moses because his daughter, Faith, was still living here too. Mr. Geller was probably in his early seventies but seemed to be in good shape, save his limp and an occasional lapse of memory.

"Whose child then?" Moses asked as Faith came back into the room, holding a sleepy baby.

"This is Ruth Strauss, our neighbor's daughter," Faith announced with a smile on her beaming face. The baby had a thin patch of dark brown hair similar to Faith’s coloring and would pass for Faith’s child.

"Who lives here more than at her father's home this month," Mr. Geller dryly stated.

Faith frowned at her father and cuddled the baby closer to her chest to protect the baby from his words. The young woman’s simple brown calico dress matched her eyes and showed off her curved figure. Moses guessed she was in her twenties instead of a younger woman.

"Mr. Strauss needs help since Doreen Nelson, the mother of his child, disappeared. They weren’t married and didn’t seem to get along when we were around them.”

"I didn't mind when you took care of the baby during the day, and Strauss picked her up in the evening, but it's been a week since he's been here."
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