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PROLOGUE
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​​In 1970, a year when I was fully absorbed in my education at Texas A&M University, a significant part of my life unfolded within the hallowed halls of knowledge, my days spent laboring at the Reserve Reading Room of the campus library. What I failed to recognize initially was that this seemingly ordinary workplace was situated just beside one of the State’s most expansive microfilm repositories. Little did I know that within its dimly lit chambers, my journey into the depths of family history would commence with the beginning of writing of this novel.

Fresh from a visit to my grandmother’s quaint abode in Eagle Lake, Texas, the echoes of our discussions lingered in my mind. Our topic of conversation centered on the elusive ancestry of my great-grandfather, obscured by the silence that typically shrouded such matters in German households. My father's solitary remark was that he was an illegitimate child—enough to spark my determination. Who was his father? Who was his mother? Armed with this fragment of information, I resolved to uncover the identity of his parents, with the intent of dispelling the shadow of illegitimacy that had hung over his memory.

And so it began my unrelenting obsession with genealogy and the beginnings of my career as a professional genealogist. 

All of this is set against the backdrop of the Texas A&M University library, a place where every seeker of ancestral truths inevitably faces the impenetrable brick wall that halts their research. In those days, the landscape of information was not yet graced by the marvels of the Internet; we relied on tangible records and the ceaseless quest for hidden truths.

My curiosity, a persistent companion, drove me to confront the challenge head-on. My ancestral quest took me back through time to the mid-1800s in Germany, a journey that stretched across oceans and centuries. But as I navigated this intricate web of history, a stark reality emerged—I was confronted with an uncharted expanse. With my German lineage as the focal point, tracing my steps back to those who walked before me was a task of immense proportions.

The daunting question remained: what steps should I take next? How does one breach the formidable barrier that obstructs their path? More than five decades have elapsed since that juncture, yet the essence of that pivotal moment remains ever-relevant. And at the heart of it all was a simple truth: to progress, I needed to embrace the spirit of my forebears' experiences.

Before delving into the grand tapestry of my family's history, I made a pilgrimage to Columbus, Texas, and embarked on a journey through the courthouse's hallowed archives. With diligence, I unearthed the records that revealed the identities of my great-grandfather's parents. A treasure trove of information unfolded before me, leading me to the hinterlands of Frelsburg, Texas, where my great-grandfather had once tread. There, amidst the dust of time, I stumbled upon his last will and testament—a testament to his existence and his indelible impact on my own journey.

It was in those moments that the roots of my profession as a genealogist and an author took hold. A novel, In the Eye of the Storm, later christened Adversity – Keeping the Faith, began to take shape within me. The first twenty pages were birthed from the rich tapestry of my great-great-great-grandfather's voyage from Oldenburg, Germany, to the vast expanses of Texas in 1845. However, life's intricate weavings often dictate their own pace, and my career and the responsibilities of raising my family took precedence.

More than four decades would elapse before the final pages of that novel would emerge, a testament to the perseverance of both my characters and my own journey. Over time, twenty-one additional novels followed, each tethered to my fascination with genealogy, history, and beyond. Whether it be the intricate memoirs of Dilue Rose Harris in The Rose of Brays Bayou, the storied saga of Sam Bass in Aces and Eights, or the resilient spirit of Faith in Seventy Times Seven, my narratives are imbued with a fascination for the social history that enshrouds my subjects.

For me, genealogy transcends mere names and dates; it brings the past to life, allowing me to connect with the struggles, triumphs, and sacrifices of those who paved the way. In every line of research, I endeavor to immerse myself in their world, to experience the echoes of their lives, and to honor the journey that brought me to this place.
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CHAPTER ONE - At the Foot of a Freshly Covered Grave
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The mist rolled thick and low across the undulating hills of northern Colorado County, Texas, laying a white shroud over the earth like a burial cloth not yet shaken off. The land breathed quietly beneath it—silent, still, sacred. Trees disappeared into the ghostly veil. Fences stood forgotten, their lines erased. Even time itself seemed to hesitate here as if afraid to speak aloud.

Nestled atop a gentle rise, the Trinity Lutheran Church in Frelsburg loomed like a ship lost in the fog, its steeple poking through the milk-white murk. The graveyard behind it, usually a patchwork of history etched in stone, now floated in obscurity. One could barely make out the etched names—Brune, Frels, Malsch, Fehrenkamp, Struss—names whispered from another time, now half-swallowed by the vapor. A new grave lay among them, its soil damp and raw, the edges uneven where loving but trembling hands had tried to smooth the hurt.

Mary Wilhelmina Struss stood at its foot.

She didn’t shiver, though the air bit like sharpened breath. The mist clung to her skirts and hair, beading on her lashes like morning dew. She reached out, palms forward, fingers splayed—as if to touch the earth or something deeper beneath it.

But her hands disappeared in front of her.

From within the fog, a figure began to emerge. Slow. Silent. Sinister in its stillness. She narrowed her eyes, her heart ticking louder with each step it took toward her. The shape moved like memory itself—indistinct, not quite formed, not quite forgotten.

Then, it became clear.

It was her.

Same shape. Same face. The same silver-threaded braid wrapped tightly around Mary’s head. Her own eyes looked back at her, distant and unblinking.

Her mouth opened, but no sound came.

The silence roared.

A gust of wind stirred the mist. A cross materialized through the haze, formed of shadow, etched dark against the bright canvas around them. The figure—her reflection, her spirit, her echo—faded, and Mary was left alone again.

She lifted her eyes to the heavens, but the sky gave no reply. Only the fog, dense and soundless, swirled around her boots.

And then, a whisper broke through.

"Is she fading?"

A voice—boyish, panicked. Then another. "Mother, open your eyes!"

The words didn’t echo in the air. They reverberated inside Mary. They came not from around her but from within. A flicker of something familiar—a pulse of urgency, a tether.

Mary spun toward the voices. “Who’s speaking? Johann? Johnnie? Carl? Where are you?”

Her voice was her own, but higher, breathless. She moved without walking, her feet never touching the earth, her path uncertain as if forged through the dream. Then she saw it: her body, lying motionless atop wooden crates. Pale, mouth slightly parted, hands folded not in peace, but surrender.

"No," she whispered. “I’m not gone. I’m right here.”

But her voice did not reach the ears of the grieving.

The world tilted. She floated above it—detached, diffuse, untethered. A woman not alive, yet not entirely dead. Suspended.

"Lord," she whispered again, a threadbare plea in the ether, "what is unfolding? Have I crossed the veil? If so, where are the stairs to heaven?"

Fear knotted her stomach, though she had no body in which to feel it. Her soul trembled.

And then—out of nowhere—came memory.

The scent of cinnamon and wet pine. The hum of her mother’s voice was ancient and warm. The grip of her father's hand before Sunday church. She closed her eyes, and into the darkness flowed the prayer of her childhood.

Now I lay me down to sleep,

I pray the Lord my soul to keep...

If I should die before I wake,

I pray the Lord my soul to take.

The words felt different now—less rhyme, more reckoning.

Her thoughts thundered: Is this the realm of the divine, or simply confusion? If I am not flesh, then what am I? A wisp? A soul cast into limbo?

Sound returned, not loud, but everywhere. Murmurs, distant and mounting. As if a crowd had gathered just beyond the veil and began to chant—words she could almost understand.

Mary clutched at her head. "Enough!" she cried, but the voices rose higher.

“I can’t... I can’t hear myself think...”

Then silence, sudden and brutal. The mist receded like a tide pulling back into some unseen abyss, and darkness swallowed Mary.

Not just night. Not absence of light.

A void.

She fell—not down, not fast, just... away. A slow tumble into a well with no bottom, no echo, no end.

The air was damp and cold, like the breath of a cellar long sealed.

She groped for anything familiar—floor, wall, warmth—but found only space. And the crushing weight of nothing.

“Johann,” she murmured, though her lips no longer moved. “I’m lost...”

A pinprick of light appeared.

Small at first. Insignificant.

Then another, brighter. And then more, shooting out like fingers reaching across black velvet. They danced around her... warm and golden.

Could it be?

“The sun,” she breathed. “Is this the sun?”

The lights burst, and with them came warmth. Not heat, but memory. Laughter. A boy’s shout by the river. The hum of a loom. A kiss in a hayloft.

Her chest eased.

"This must be awakening," she whispered. “This is not a dream. I feel it. I remember...”

She searched the glow for faces. Johann. Her boys. Her mother. But only light stared back.

Then the voices returned—this time clear.

"Mary is fading.”

“Yellow Jack has taken her.”

“Mother! Mother! I love you.”

Sobs followed. Her heart cracked.

"I’m not ready,” she cried. “I want to stay. I have more to say! My children...”

But her body was gone. She no longer felt her arms, her legs. Only spirit.

And yet—peace.

A lightness she hadn’t known in decades.

She turned toward the radiant horizon, her voice a whisper of certainty. "God is near. I feel Him. I’m not afraid anymore."

But then... music.

Soft at first, drifting in from behind her like wind through dry reeds. A gospel hymn.

Swing low, sweet chariot,

Coming for to carry me home...

She turned.

Darkness still lay behind her. Yet from it came the hymn—tender, slow, full of yearning.

Should I go forward to the light? Or back toward the music?

A tug-of-war began inside her.

She lingered at the crossroads of eternity.

Let us go back—one year to 1843 before Mary Struss stood at the edge of mist and eternity...

The wind howled outside their timber-framed cottage, rattling the shutters as though Old Man Winter himself tried to gain entry. Inside, the aroma of chicken and dumplings thickened the air, heavy with pepper and the scent of boiled flour. It curled through the narrow hallways and settled into the knitted curtains Mary had spent weeks making by hand.

She stood over the cookstove, cheeks flushed from both heat and emotion, stirring the pot with more energy than the task required. Flour smudged the edge of her apron. Her back ached. Her patience was thinner than the broth.

Johann burst through the front door, trailed by a gust of cold wind that extinguished the low fire she had coaxed to life an hour ago. Snowflakes clung to his silver-streaked beard like tiny promises broken at the threshold.

"Close the door!" Mary snapped, her voice sharp, like flint striking steel.

Johann paused, blinking at her. “Nag, nag, nag,” he muttered with a crooked smile, shaking snow from his shoulders. “Rough day, sweetheart?”

She spun a wooden spoon in hand, eyes bright with unshed frustration. "Do you want to see rough! Carl and I slaughtered the hens today. One got loose and ran through the parlor, spraying blood all over those drapes!" She pointed toward the living room. “Those took me weeks, Johann. Weeks!”

He winced, but before he could reply, she continued. “Then the stove smoked out the kitchen because the flue was clogged, and now you’ve let in a gust that’s undone every bit of warmth I worked for.”

Johann held up both hands in mock surrender. "Alright, alright. I'm sorry. It’s been a cursed day for both of us."

“Where were you?” she demanded.

“Wagon broke down loading the tobacco,” he said, walking toward the hearth. “Axle pin sheared off.”

“Trouble at Kleberg’s Saloon, more like,” Mary shot back, folding her arms.

Johann chuckled, rubbing his hands over the rekindled flames. “Well, there was a pint or two involved. And maybe a hand of cards. But that was after.”

Mary’s glare didn’t waver. “You took Johnnie with you, didn’t you?”

“He’s nearly thirteen. A man by most measures,” Johann said, turning toward her with a shrug. “He’s earned some freedom.”

“I told you I didn’t want him in those saloons,” she said, voice quaking now—not with rage, but with something closer to despair.

She stirred the pot again, more slowly this time, tears clouding her eyes. The spoon scraped the bottom.

Johann came up behind her and gently took the spoon from her fingers. “Come now,” he said softly. “Talk to me. What’s really bothering you?”

Mary turned, her face streaked with tears she didn’t remember letting fall. “Everything,” she whispered. “Our older children have moved so far away, Johann. We barely hear from them. Town’s changing. Machines are replacing hands. And... and we’re standing still.”

Johann frowned, brushing a stray curl from her cheek. “We’re managing. We’ve saved. The shredder I bought saved us two weeks’ labor.”

“That’s exactly the problem,” she said, stepping away. “That shredder took food from the Brune boys’ table. And from the Frels, too. They relied on that pay. You remember how happy they were to help us harvest.”

“They’ll find other work,” Johann said flatly.

“But will they?” Her voice cracked. “Everyone’s looking. No one’s hiring. And you still talk as if tomorrow’s just another day.”

Silence stretched between them. The fire popped. The smell of dinner turned stale in the growing tension.

Then she said it.

Softly. So soft Johann almost missed it.

“I WANT TO GO TO TEXAS.”

The air left the room like it had been sucked into a vacuum. Even the fire seemed to pause its flickering dance.

Johann’s body stiffened. He turned slowly, face unreadable.

“You’ve been rereading the Bremen paper.”

“I read a letter,” Mary said, voice trembling. “From Friedrich Ernst.”

He exhaled loudly, gripping the back of a chair. “Mary...”

“I need you to hear this. Just listen. Please.”

She reached for the folded newspaper on the table, smoothing it as reverently as a pastor would a passage from scripture. Her fingers trembled, but her voice steadied.

“Texas is a beautiful and glowing country. The climate is similar to that of southern Italy, and the terrain is slightly rolling. Many plots of wooded land alternate with grassy prairies...”

Johann dropped into a chair and leaned back, arms crossed, eyes closed.

“This past winter, I only saw ice outside my home twice. One field near my home has a blue flower with many petals. There are millions of them, and the entire hill looks like an ocean...”

Mary glanced up, tears glinting. “He says one acre produces forty bushels of corn. They have cows—hundreds of them. Ten dollars a head. And people are becoming well-to-do, Johann. Even with nothing but their backs and belief.”

Johann rubbed his face hard, the heel of his palm pressing against his forehead.

“You read the poetry of a salesman,” he muttered. “But not the fine print. No mention of the sickness. The bandits. The journey.”

“What about our future?” Mary asked, voice rising. “What about the boys? You’ve plowed this same earth for thirty years, and we’re no better off than your father was.”

“And yet I stayed,” Johann said sharply. “And honored my father’s land. We owe our blood to this soil.”

“What will that soil give our children? Debt? Dust? Dependence?”

He stood now, his tall frame towering over her, face flushed not from anger but hurt.

“We can’t just abandon our land, Mary.”

“We can’t afford not to,” she said quietly.

From the hallway came the patter of small feet.

Carl, no older than six, peeked into the room. His bottom lip quivered. “Daddy, don’t hurt Momma.”

Johann’s anger dissolved like snow into spring water. He knelt and pulled the boy into his arms, pressing his cheek against Carl’s hair. “I won’t, son. I promise.”

Johnnie stood silently in the corner, eyes darting between his parents. He looked at Johann the way a boy looks at a hero who suddenly bleeds.

Johann sighed and set Carl down gently. “Go on now. Tell your brother to finish his soup.”

He turned to Mary, and for the first time that evening, he truly looked at her. At the lines around her eyes, the quiet pleading in her gaze. The years of hard-earned wisdom standing in the shape of his wife.

“I heard you,” he said.

Mary stepped forward and placed the newspaper in his hand.

“I want you to read it. All of it. Not just Ernst’s letter—but what’s beneath it. The notice about the Verein. The meeting is next Friday.”

Johann nodded slowly. “I’ll read it.”

She reached for his hand. “Promise me you’ll consider it.”

He hesitated.

Then gave the smallest of nods.

“I promise.”

Night descended like a hush across the rooftops of Rastede, soft and slow. The lamps glowed dimly within the Struss cottage, their oil-fed light pooling in golden circles across the carved black walnut table Johann had made with his own hands before the harvest two winters ago. Shadows danced across the walls, thrown by the flames crackling in the hearth, alive with stories of their own.

Mary sat by the window, the kerosene lamp flickering at her side, the Bremen newspaper open across her lap. Her lips moved silently as she reread the same lines she had read ten times already. Not for the information—but for courage.

Across the room, Johnnie sat on the floor with his legs crossed, watching his father with bright, questioning eyes.

“Father,” he asked quietly, “is Texas near where Wilhelm and Friedericka live now?”

Johann glanced up from his steaming bowl of chicken and dumplings, his spoon poised midair. “No, son. Your brother and sister are by the Elbe River, near Hamburg. Texas...” He sighed. “Texas is across the ocean. A world away.”

Johnnie nodded, lips pursed in thought. “Louisa Frels said her parents are thinking of going. Said they might sell everything and move. Said the Brunes might help pay for their way.”

Johann chuckled. “The Brunes, is it? They’d give their wagon axle before they parted with coin.”

Johnnie grinned. “She also said her father was yelling about it to her mother. Just like you and Mamma did tonight.”

Mary looked up, arching a brow. “Oh? And what else did little Miss Louisa tell you?”

Johnnie’s face reddened. “Nothing! I mean... not much.”

“She’s the one with those little blue ribbons in her pigtails, isn’t she?” Johann teased.

Johnnie ducked his head, smiling shyly. “Yes, sir. And she said if they go, they’ll work for the Brunes once they’re in Texas. To pay them back.”

“That’s called indenture,” Johann said, his tone growing serious. “Selling your labor before you’ve even set foot on new soil.”

“Could we do that?” Johnnie asked. “I mean... if it helped us get there?”

Johann’s smile faded. He set his spoon down and leaned back in his chair, letting the question linger. “I don’t know, son. I truly don’t know.”

Across the table, Carl had fallen asleep in Mary’s lap, one chubby arm slung over her shoulder. She rocked gently, absently brushing crumbs from his cheek. Her eyes didn’t leave Johann’s.

“You always say Johnnie is nearly a man,” she said. “Don’t you think he deserves a future?”

“That’s what I’m trying to protect,” Johann replied, his voice low. “Even if you can’t see it.”

Mary turned toward the stove and rose with care, lifting Carl in her arms. She walked him back to his room, laying him down gently beneath two woolen blankets. She kissed his forehead and lingered a moment, her eyes glassy with emotion.

When she returned, the room had quieted. Johnnie had cleared the bowls and was rinsing them in the washbasin without being asked—a small act, but it said much.

Johann sat back in his chair, watching the boy with a softness rarely seen.

“You’re growing fast,” he murmured.

Johnnie smiled, his sleeves rolled up, hands red from the cold water. “Louisa says I look older than thirteen.”

Johann let out a laugh—genuine and full. “That girl’s got eyes, then.”

Mary returned to her chair, brushing her apron over her knees. She opened the paper again but didn’t read. Her eyes were locked on Johann.

“Do you remember Fritz Ernst?” she asked.

“The gardener who worked for the Grand Duke? Of course.”

“He wrote a letter to Theo Schwartz in Oldenburg ten years ago. It was published again this week. I read it to you earlier.”

Johann nodded slowly. “You said he painted Texas like paradise.”

Mary’s voice softened. “You didn’t see his words. Not really.”

She reached for the paper again, smoothing the edges.

‘Texas is the most fantastic place,’ she read aloud. ‘Anyone who comes over to Texas is assured of becoming well-to-do in only a few years.’

Johann’s jaw worked silently as if chewing on something far tougher than dumplings.

Mary leaned forward, her eyes shimmering. “He wrote about fields of blue flowers—millions of them. Hills that look like oceans. Grass so plentiful you could feed a thousand cattle. He said winters are gentle. He said men can become something new.”

Johann looked down at his hands—calloused, scarred. He turned them over, studying the life carved into their lines.

“And what would I become there?” he asked. “A man with no roots? No land to call mine?”

“You’d be free to shape our future,” she answered. “To build something greater.”

He stood and walked to the window, resting his hand on the wooden frame. Snowflakes danced in the moonlight. The world outside felt smaller now like it no longer stretched far enough to hold their dreams.

Mary rose and crossed the room to him. She placed her hand on his back. “You know I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t believe. Deep down. In every part of me.”

Johann turned. He took her face in his hands, his thumb tracing the line of her cheek. “And what if I say no?”

She swallowed hard. “Then I’ll go without you.”

He didn’t flinch.

But his breath caught in his throat.

“You’d leave?”

“If it meant my sons could live with hope in their hearts instead of worry on their shoulders—yes.”
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