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1903

Beth,

My heart is heavy an’ keepin’ me from sleep. There are too many thoughts on my mind. Too many to figure out, so I decided to write you a letter and sort things through, though you are in the next room. 

You asked me today, “Where did we go wrong?” 

I didn’t have the answer then, but now, I think I do.

Seems like all this is ’cause we taught our son to love. We taught him that love’s the most important thing, worth all you got, without goin’ over love’s consequences. Love hurts sometimes. Look at how much your Granny Sanders loves her son, Andrew, though he’s been gone all these years. Look at how much Mama loves Papa, since he’s passed.

They love, but they hurt from it. We didn’t tell him that.

Our Savior set us the finest example. He loved the world so much that He gave his life for it. An’ it was painful. He suffered a horrible death on account of love, but the difference was, He knew His heavenly Father would take good care of Him.

Our son couldn’t face his loss. He loved too much and not knowin’ we would help him carry his sorrow, he lost his common sense. We taught him how to love, but not what to do with it. We should have taught him how to pray. We should have told him the Good Lord would heal his broken heart.

I have prayed, and I believe he will return. Like the prodigal, it may not be until he finds himself amongst the swine, but whatever the reason he comes to his senses, I will not stop trustin’ God for it. An’ I will cherish our granddaughter even more ’til then. She’s part of him and has our love in abundance. Our son’s as well. He held her in his arms the day she was born and wept. Don’t forget that.

Always yours,

Tad
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CHAPTER 1
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1926

I loved that dog. He was just a stray, but he was mine. He turned up one afternoon waggin’ his tail. Well, wagging his entire rump really. And I tried to shake him. I screamed and hollered, clapped my hands until my palms stung. I even acted real mean, makin’ faces and all. And he ran off – for a time. Yet that evenin’ he was back. He’d decided he was my dog, come what may. He hopped right in my lap and looked me in the eye as if to say, “Where we goin’?” I loved that dog, and I miss him.

He’s long gone now. Gone with his black and white spots, his crooked ear, and his whiny growl. Gone with a lot of things in my life, and I lay here past my prime, my joints sore, my ankles swollen, my legs withered, wishin’ I could get it all back. I hate being old. I really hate it. So I live in my memories, in my thoughts of other times, times like when I had that dog.

Dog died not too long after Dad returned from the war. Dad was a changed man. For one thing, he had terrible nightmares. He’d cry out at night, howlin’ somethin’ awful. I’d hear him from my bed and pray to God for him to find peace. I never asked ‘bout his dreams ‘cept once, and he was upset afterward. Made me feel poorly for bringin’ it up. 

I loved Dad, but I didn’t understand the war. Mama didn’t either. She did a lot of prayin’ while Dad was gone and even more prayin’ when he was missin’. She prayed for his health, for his comfort, and for his spirit’s sake. That’s what she used to say. “I pray, good Lord, for his spirit’s sake. Keep his mind sound and his belief strong.”

Thinkin’ back on it now, I marvel that she never prayed over his death. Not once did she believe he was gone. That took great faith it seems to me. ‘Cause I remember others dyin’. Well, I remember overhearin’ others died, and I remember how strange it was to think about people bein’ gone forever. Boys I looked up to, boys I wanted to be like, and them not here anymore. 

I reckon God heard Mama’s prayers ‘cause one day he came home. I wonder though, why God answered Mama’s prayers and not all the other people. He must’ve heard a powerful lot of prayers from a great many mamas. Maybe He lost track, there bein’ so many. Then again, He’s God. He must have a system for that kind of thing. What do I know?

I only know it was years later before my dad found out about that Boy in his dreams, and that there is a strange story. There Dad was tryin’ to get on with his life after the war when all the while the Sanders family was missin’ their Boy, Andrew. Us livin’ right beside them the whole time, and them livin’ right beside us. Yet neither one known’ the connection. Dad had their answers, and they had his. Funny, how it all worked out.

And that’s how I met Beth. 
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JULY 1877

“Beth Sanders, you’re going to be an old maid!” Mandy Curtis stomped her foot on the wooden boardwalk and spun around in a huff, her skirt swirling around her.

Beth let out an exasperated sigh. Why is everyone so pushy? Should she marry the first man that came along? Whatever happened to falling in love?

Her fists balled at her sides, she watched Mandy storm a hasty retreat. Now, she’d done it again – turned down yet another of Mandy’s blind dates, and maybe sacrificed their friendship. She shuddered at the thought of going out with another of Mandy’s relatives. That last cousin she’d brought around was bad enough. What would the next one be like?

Beth caught her reflection in the nearby store window and tucked a stray hair escaped from the coil at her neck back behind her ear. Perhaps looks was the issue. She was rather plain, not what others called beautiful. Yet ... and she flipped her face back and forth ... Papa always said she had gorgeous hair. 

She extended her lip in a pout. No, perhaps instead the trouble was the decidedly short list of decent men hereabouts. She pressed her hand to the glass.

“Hello Beth.” A male voice spoke timidly in her ear. 

Not him again. She pasted a weak smile to her face. “Hello, Edward.” 

Edward Stockton was by far the strangest fellow in the entire town. She suppressed a groan. She gave him no encouragement, yet to her dismay he chased after her. How long had it been? Some ten years now?

“You look pretty today, Beth,” Edward said. Extending his pudgy fingers, he offered her a clump of wilted daisies. 

A shiver crept up her spine. Flowers? She loved flowers, but not these. 

Her Mama’s voice echoed in her head. “Be kind to one another. It’s what the Good Book says.”

Beth snorted. Yes, well, Mama doesn’t have to take flowers from Edward Stockton.

Edward shoved his wire-rimmed glasses further up his nose, his breath wheezing through fleshy lips. Sweat beaded on his brow. 

“You really shouldn’t have,” she said.

Edward’s face broke into a lop-sided grin. “Pretty flowers for a pretty lady.”

“Seriously, Edward, you shouldn’t have.”

Edward shrunk an inch, and her Mama’s voice chided her. “Beth Sanders, act like a lady.”

She examined the crushed bouquet flopping over Edward’s broken fingernails. Sad, like my romantic life. Then teeth gritted, she forced her hand open. 

Edward beamed from ear to ear and new light sparkled in his eyes. He pressed the flowers into her palm. “Beth, would you like to go ...” he gushed.

“No, Edward, I don’t.” She cut him off. Not now. Not ever.

He hung his head and shuffled his feet, raising a cloud of dust. The glow on his countenance faded.

Her gut twisted. “Look, Edward, thank you for the flowers. I appreciate the gesture, but I’m simply not interested in dating.”

Edward edged away but stopped three steps later to cast a hopeful glance.

Well, I guess Mama will hear about this one. Nothing stayed quiet in this small town. And then she would get a lecture, something about being kind to one another. But Mama didn’t understand. This was Edward Stockton.

She waited until Edward rounded the corner before dropping the flowers on the ground.
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LATE AFTERNOON SUNLIGHT cast angular shadows across the packed soil of the lane as Beth entered the house. She stomped her boots on the braided rug at the entrance.

Her mother glanced up without pausing from her work, her nimble fingers whizzing in and out of the cloth. “How was school today, dear?” she asked.

Beth sat her satchel on the table and slid into a chair. “Fine. But Charlie and Aaron missed again.”

Her mother tied off the last stitch and stuck the needle in a pincushion. “Their Ma still sick?” She didn’t wait for the answer to resume her sewing. A stray tendril of her graying hair twirled down her cheek. 

Beth resisted the urge to brush it away. Her mama was the loveliest person. She had this youthful, radiant quality she about life, which spread to everyone around her.

Beth took an apple from the wooden bowl and balanced it in her hand. “Yes, they say she hasn’t long now.”

It was sad, her pending death, because Charlie and Aaron were only four and five years of age. There’d be only their daddy to raise them once she was gone. Would they even remember of her? 

“I’ll have to speak with your grandmother. I’m sure she’ll want to organize something with the church.” Her Mama tied off this second thread and folded the cloth inside out. “There, how’s that?” she proclaimed, and between her thumbs and forefingers, she held the garment forth.

A dark cloud settled over Beth’s head, and Edward’s face emerged. A baby’s dress. And across the front of the crisp, white linen, her mama had embroidered the loveliest pattern of flowers and swirls. 

At this rate, she’d never have children of her own. Why did Mama seem so young, yet she felt so old?

Her mother laid the dress on the table. “Here now, what’s with that long face?” 

Beth studied her nails, a frown creeping to her lips. “Oh, nothing.” 

At that, her mother’s eyebrows rose, and she folded her arms on the wooden table. “Doesn’t seem like nothing to me.”

She’ll only find out anyhow. Beth licked her lips. “I ran into Edward,” she said. “And I spurned him again. Plus, Mandy’s mad at me because she has another cousin to offer.”

A chuckle flew from her mother’s mouth and her eyes danced. 

Beth soured. This wasn’t funny. 

Her mother inhaled and wiped the tears from her eyes. “I’m sorry, dear. I shouldn’t laugh. I know you’re frustrated. Edward’s a nice enough fellow, but definitely not marriage material.”

Beth struggled to find her smile. After all, how could she stay upset with Mama? “I figured you’d be mad,” she said. “Since I’m always underfoot.”

Her mother patted her hand. “Don’t be silly. You’re always welcome here ... and forgive me for laughing.”

Beth rose from the table and kissed her mother on the cheek. “Forgiven,” she said. Crossing to the counter, she poured a glass of water from the pitcher by the sink. “What’s this Grandmother mentioned about Saturday?”

Her mother scooped the baby dress into her lap and folded it into a brown paper wrapping. Then she tied it with a string. “She’s going to visit that Old Man who knew Andrew. The one she met at the cemetery in South Carolina? I think she doesn’t want to go alone.”

Beth clutched the drink and gazed out the window and the swaying grasses in the meadow. That was a curious story, what happened to her uncle. He’d died in a prison camp way south. They’d only found out earlier this year. 

“You don’t mind going with her, do you?” her mother asked. She wrinkled her brow, and fine lines creased her delicate skin.

Beth shook her head. She never minded being with her grandmother. Time spent with her was precious. “What’s their name anyway?” She took another swig of her drink.
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