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      Sunshine peeked through the tops of the elm trees that lined the thoroughfare that was Broadway Street, the warm rays invigorating the sparrows who bounced around from branch to branch without a care in the world. As she passed beneath them, however, Cordia Pike could not help but think of all the worries that may be coming in the not so distant future. She made her way along the brick sidewalk, her long gown swishing back and forth. Occasionally, she waved at a familiar face within one of the wagons or carriages that made its way down the busy street from the town square. Conveniently, Cordia’s family lived only a few blocks from the Lamar Square, the geographical center of the town and the economic and social heart for its residents. So, she could easily walk the short distance between their home and any business she could possibly need to visit. The year was 1860 and Lamar had been settled for less than twenty years. It was the county seat of Barton County, Missouri, and it was thriving. Two railroad tracks kept the people employed and the visitors coming in streams. But Cordia could not help but wonder how much longer this peaceful life they had laid out for themselves would last.


      She made her way across the busy intersection on the southwest corner of the square. Her father was the President of Barton County Bank and Trust, which was located on the northwest corner of the square. She nodded her bonnet at strangers and greeted the many faces that she knew as she made her way across the final street and into the two-story building. Her father, Isaac Pike, had moved to the area that was now Lamar as a young boy. His family had done well, and he was able to found the Barton County Bank and Trust, with a little bit of help from a few state senators and congressmen he had befriended over the years. He and his wife, Jane, lived in one of the most beautiful houses in town, and he was well respected, both for his work at the bank and his dedication to the city. Cordia swung open the thick mahogany doors, Overly ornate for such a country settlement, she had always thought, shaking the dust off of her light-blue gown.


      “Well, hello there, Miss Cordia,” a familiar voice called from across the black and white checked marble floor.


      “Good day, Mrs. Adams,” Cordia replied, smiling at the older woman who was crossing the hall toward the exit. “It’s so lovely to see you,” she added, shifting the basket she was carrying with her so as to offer her hand.


      Margaret Adams beamed as she took Cordia’s white-gloved hand delicately into her own. “Cordia—it is always a pleasure to see your beautiful face. I was just getting some business out of the way for Arthur. He is very busy planting these days, you know. Has every single one of those boys of ours out there in the fields as well. You know what he is always saying, ‘Nothing quite like a long day’s work to make a man proud.’ Are you bringing that pa of yours some dinner?”


      Cordia nodded and stepped out of the way so that others could make their way in and out of the doors. “Yes, I try to bring him something at least a few times a week. It is hard for him to find time to eat these days himself. The town is booming right now.”


      Margaret’s face lit up. “I know! Isn’t it wonderful? Who would have imagined a railroad would have had this kind of impact on a little old town like ours?” She reached up and adjusted the bow of her bonnet. Margaret was a workingwoman whose hands and face showed what sun and weather could do. Her dress reflected this as well, Cordia noted, thinking of the difference between her own stylishly cut bonnet, and Margaret’s simple, homemade bonnet, designed to keep the sun out of her eyes, not the eyes of the men on her. Although, the Adams family had done quite well for themselves as local farmers. In fact, they were some of the wealthiest folks in town, though you could certainly not tell by their demeanor, or in the way they presented themselves to the rest of the citizens of the town. “Well, you give our best to your dear father,” Margaret smiled, embracing Cordia quickly before stepping toward the door.


      “Yes,” Cordia replied, a little surprised at Margaret’s show of affection. “Please send my best to your family as well.”


      “All right, dear. We’ll see you on Sunday.” Margaret stepped through the door and out to her wagon that was tied to the post not too far away. Cordia watched her briefly before turning back around and proceeding to her father’s office. Sunday. Just three days from now. She would be attending church at the First Baptist Church as always. But afterward, she would be joining Margaret’s oldest son, Jaris, on yet another afternoon stroll. She had been on many such walks with Jaris lately. Was Margaret’s embrace some indication that this Sunday would be different than other Sundays?


      “Miss Cordia? Is something the matter with you, dear?”


      Cordia looked up to see Mr. Sulley, one of the bank tellers, looking at her curiously from behind the banking counter. She blinked, wondering if he had been speaking to her and she had not heard, lost in her thoughts. “Good day, Mr. Sulley,” she said, a polite smile turning up the corners of her mouth.


      “Well, that’s more like it, dear.” The old man chuckled, adjusting his wire-rimmed glasses. “You must have been dreaming of your mama’s ham. I could smell the sweet aroma the second you walked in the door. Boy howdy, is your daddy in for a treat today.”


      “Yes, sir,” Cordia said over her shoulder as she continued toward her father’s office. She stopped and turned slightly to add, “If I ever do get it to him.” She smiled back at him and ascended the staircase. Her father’s office was on the second floor, giving him a view of the town as it spread out from the square. The door was slightly open so she only rapped her fingers lightly on the glass and peeked her head inside. “Hi, Daddy.” Her father was hunched over a stack of papers, one of which he was examining closely with a magnifying glass. He saw Cordia noticing this and quickly shoved the tool into a drawer. Both his wife and his daughter had been on him for several months saying that he needed to have Dr. Walters check out his eyes and get him a pair of spectacles. He refused. He was only fifty-three and that was no age to have to wear glasses, he insisted.


      Cordia pretended not to notice, though she mentally noted that she would mention this to her mother when she got home. She sat the basket down on the edge of her father’s desk and opened it up. “Mother has sent you some ham and a few other things.” She began to take the items out of the basket, but her father seemed famished and began to take them out himself.


      “Wonderful,” he stated, digging into the basket. “I’m starving.” Cordia laughed. Her father had a reputation around town as quite an eater, though you wouldn’t be able to tell just by looking. He was still a fairly fit man for his age. Her mother, on the other hand, had become quite plump as she aged. As her father dug into the well-prepared meal, she removed her hat, revealing her dark brown hair. Normally, she would have preferred to keep it down all day, but her mother insisted that if she was going to the bank, she had to have it pinned up properly. It seemed ridiculous to Cordia, especially in a town where all of the farm girls and their mothers seemed to be so much more practical, but it was not an argument she wished to have. So here she was with all three feet of brown wavy hair piled underneath her new blue and white flowered hat, direct from New York, which she had received a month before on her eighteenth birthday.


      Cordia wandered around her father’s office as he continued to eat his lunch. She peered out the window and could see dozens of houses spreading out from the square. She found it interesting to see how the town was growing. Just a short while ago, it seemed that the houses were only a block or two away from the square, with a sparse dwelling here and there dotting the distant horizon beyond. But now, houses stretched well past her line of sight, new ones popping up even as much as six blocks away from this main artery of life. And that wasn’t even counting all of the new farms that had sprouted up out in the countryside. These houses belonged mostly to new residents, which the railroad had brought this way. Some were craftsmen, others traders, businessmen, such as her father, who were now able to make their way in this thriving little community. And Lamar wasn’t the only such town. Lots of little places that weren’t even on the map not so long ago were spreading all over Missouri and into Kansas, the border of which was only about 25 miles to the west. It was amazing what the mines over near Minden, and the railroads that were needed to bring the coal out of them, had begun, bringing a flourish of growth to the area.


      Once again, Cordia realized she had not been paying attention. Her father was talking to her, and she had not heard a word he was saying. She tried to pretend she had heard the first part of the story and figured out what she had missed by catching the rest of it. “Then I told old Mr. Liverpool that he could take his farm and move it to China for all I cared, but I was not going to support him giving money to any cause that had anything to do with ol’ John Brown’s supporters,” he was saying between (and occasionally in the middle of) bites of ham. “I’m all for supporting the Union cause but not by the means that fellow employed.” Her father had always stood behind the idea that the Union should be protected, though there were other men in the county who thought otherwise. This debate seemed to be taking place more and more these days. “Boy, this is good! Your fine mother has really outdone herself this time,” he mumbled more to himself than to Cordia.


      John Brown. There was a name that Cordia could have done without hearing for the rest of her life. It seemed that most people around here were just now slowly beginning to realize what a name of significance that would be for the future of Kansas and Missouri. Though they certainly didn’t want to admit it. It seemed to Cordia that the days of pretending away the affairs of the nation were numbered. But, like everyone else, she was not likely to begin any conversations with notions of what that might mean for their way of life in Lamar.


      “I am sure that he didn’t take that kindly,” Cordia noted, walking back over toward her father’s desk.


      “Oh, no, he stormed out of here faster than you could believe a man of his age could ever move,” he replied, the grin on his face marred a little by the wrinkle that grew between his eyebrows. “Oh, well,” he said, smiling. “That is not a matter to discuss with a fine young lady such as yourself, my dear.”


      Cordia sighed and smiled at her father. Sometimes she was very offended by the way men treated women and their ability to partake in such conversation. But, in this case, she knew that her father was simply trying to protect his little girl from the concerns of the outside world. She wondered how much longer that would even be possible. And then it occurred to her that it might be her husband who held those concerns in the not so distant future; which prompted her to hesitantly say, “You know, Daddy, I bumped into Mrs. Margaret Adams downstairs.” She watched his face for a reaction as she sat down in the chair across from his oversized oak desk.


      His face didn’t seem to change too much, although she thought she saw a hint of something in his green eyes. “Such a lovely woman. So kindhearted. Wonderful family,” he commented, still eating his lunch.


      “Yes,” Cordia agreed, straightening the pleats in the front of her dress. “She said to tell you hello and that they would see us on Sunday.” Again, she studied his face for some sort of clue—perhaps Jaris had come to him, asked him for her hand, given an indication that maybe he intended their courtship to come to an end and a wedding to take place soon. But Isaac Pike only nodded and took a bite out of the roll he was holding in his hand.


      Sighing again, Cordia stood and walked away from the table, back to the window. She thought she heard her father chuckle quietly. Her head turned quickly, and she gave him a questioning look. Finally, he said, “Oh, Cordy, always has to know the future. Always has to find a way to pick everyone else’s brains. Why can’t you just let things unfold my dear?” He stood then, walked to his daughter, and hugged her. Instantly, at his touch, she became his little girl again and even laughed at herself. She turned and crossed back to the desk, wrapping up the leftovers, and packing them back into the basket.


      “I’m sorry, Daddy,” she agreed, nodding her head. “I guess the Good Book does warn us not to go looking for soothsayers and the like. Just wondered if there was anything you could tell me.” She closed up the basket and put it over her arm.


      He joined her at the desk, leaning a strong hand against it. “And what if there were? Would that be my place, dear? No, I think not. Now, you go on home and practice that new sheet music I got for you. All the way from Boston, you know. I will want to hear you play when I come home.”


      “Yes, Daddy,” she said, leaning over and kissing him on the cheek. New sheet music. Maybe she could think about that on the way home, instead of all of the other things that had been preoccupying her mind this morning. “Have a good afternoon,” she added as she closed his office door. She made her way down the stairs and back toward the entry, waving goodbye to Mr. Sulley, who was now with a customer.


      On her way back home, the thought of running her fingers over those piano keys did occupy some of her thoughts. But other ideas also sprang to mind. What would happen if this notion in the south that they needed to be an independent country escalated? What would happen if more John Browns raided along the border of Missouri and Kansas? And of course, she could not help but wonder what would happen this Sunday on a stroll through the park with Jaris Adams. If he asked her to be his wife, would she say yes?
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      “Your hazel eyes are as bright as the sky, and as vast in their reach, Miss Cordia Pike. Now, please don’t leave me in suspense any longer. What do you say? Please say yes. I don’t know what I will do if you won’t have me.”


      Cordia continued to look ahead of her, down the little lane that led out into the countryside and past the little town of Lamar, out into the expansive state of Missouri, and beyond. Thoughts of those distant places should have no bearing on whether or not one simple girl in a small town should accept the hand of marriage from a local boy. Yet, in these trying times, how could she not consider all that was going on around them before making such an important decision? She continued to walk, her red and white striped parasol protecting her delicate face from the sun. She had known Jaris Adams her whole life. She had attended church with him every Sunday since what seemed the dawn of religion. She had even run through his father’s farm fields at dozens of parties and social gatherings, all the way hollering, “You’ll never catch me, Jaris Adams!” He and his younger brothers, Zachariah, Peter, and John, as well as his slightly older cousin, Carey, had chased her numerous times, until she was trapped by the creek or a dense forest, or so out of breath she would collapse on the ground. Now, it seemed, he had finally caught her in a way she could not possibly outrun.


      And it wasn’t necessarily that she wanted to outrun him. The Adams family were mighty good people, and no one in Barton County could argue with that. Jaris was not only a kindhearted, loving, intelligent person; he was also very nice to look at. He had striking features, beautiful blue eyes and dark brown hair, though not quite as dark as her own. Their children would be lovely, strong and bright. Independent, just like both of their parents. And maybe that was part of the problem. Cordia wasn’t sure she was ready to be anyone’s wife. She loved Jaris in a way that no one could possibly understand—a love of familiarity, a love of friendship and respect. But she knew in her heart that she did not love him with the passionate love of a Jane Austen character. It was that storybook romance that she had always longed for. She did not think herself capable of ever loving Jaris in that way.


      “There are other ways to fall in love with a man,” her best friend Susannah had commented just the day before. They had been sitting on the back porch of Susannah’s house, shelling green beans, and watching her two little sons run around and play in the backyard. “When James proposed to me, I didn’t really know if I loved him either, but I knew I would learn to love him.” Cordia had to hold back a small chuckle at that comment. That was a complete fabrication. Susannah Dixon had been denying the very existence of James Brooks since she first laid eyes on him at the ripe old age of four. But Cordia had always known that she had her eye on him. She was more surprised to see that he had reciprocated, as he had spent the better part of his teenage years avoiding Susannah. But she did understand what Susannah was saying. She had heard a lot of women admit that they weren’t really in love with their husband when they first met them but that they had grown to love them over time. Maybe that was the best she could ever hope for. Lord knew she wasn’t going to just fall in love with anyone else in Barton County. Jaris was certainly the best man she could possibly hope to meet around these parts. So, if she were going to marry, it would probably be to him--sooner or later.


      But, in Cordia’s mind, as she walked along beside a very nervous suitor who was shaking worse than the time when they were seven or eight and they had come across a copperhead in the woods beyond his father’s farm, she could not help but beg the question of--was this the right time to get married? “Jaris,” she began, “you are one of my very best friends. You are a good man.” She thought she saw his face start to fall as she peeked up at him over the edge of her bonnet. “Let me finish,” she said, stopping and turning to face him just beneath one of the widest poplar trees in the county. She couldn’t help but notice all of the initials in hearts carved all over the trunk as she began her explanation. “I think marrying you is a very wise choice. And yes, I intend to do so. But do you think that now is the time for people to be pondering a peaceful future together, on the eve of a war?”


      Jaris leaned back against the stately trunk. “Cordia, always considering things that don’t directly concern you,” he mumbled. “Cordia, we don’t know for sure that there is even going to be a war, nor do we know that we are going to have to fight. We’re so far from Washington and all that politicking. South Carolina is about as close to Lamar as the moon. What does it matter what those men decide thousands of miles away? I want you to be my wife. I want to plan a life together. I love you, Cordia.” And with that, he placed his hands gently on the sides of her face. For a brief moment, Cordia thought for sure that he was going to lean down and kiss her, right on the lips. Then, she would know for sure if she could ever love Jaris Adams. But he didn’t—that would be too bold for him. Instead, he leaned over and kissed her on the top of her head, knocking her bonnet backward in the process, almost sending it to the ground. Then, he looked at her awkwardly with those big blue eyes, as if to say, “All right—I’m awkward, but don’t you love me anyhow?”


      He turned around to face the tree, something easier to look at than Cordia, as she straightened the hat he had toppled over. He was wearing his very best suit and the bowler hat his father had given him for Christmas last year. It was his favorite and he only wore it for special occasions. So, Cordia knew when she saw him at church that day that her suspicions had been correct and that he would have an enormously important question to ask her after Sunday meeting, on their weekly stroll. She had been wondering what to say for weeks, especially these last few days since seeing his mother in the bank on Thursday. Now, here she was, unsure of every word that was coming out of her mouth. She placed her hand on his shoulder, and he turned his head to look at her.


      “Jaris, I’m not saying ‘no.’ I’m just saying, I know you, and I know if there is any chance that you can go enlist in an army and fight for what you think is right that you will do it. You’ll do it in a heartbeat, regardless of what I think. And what if we had children? What if we had little ones left at home while you were off fighting? I just don’t think it’s a good idea right now.”


      He spun to face her. “Cordia, what if we did?” he asked, his arms flailing out in exasperation. “That would be wonderful. You and your family could raise them for a little while. Heaven knows my mama would be there, more than you could ever wish to see her, at the idea of grandchildren. I’m not saying that if there is a war that I won’t go fight. But even if there is—and that’s a big if, in my opinion—it’s bound to be a short war. Everyone is saying so.”


      She could not help but throw her head back in a sarcastic “Ha!” before continuing. “Yes, everyone is saying so. Everyone who wants good men such as yourself to enlist for the duration. This is an issue thousands of years old. I do not rightly think that it will be decided in a battle or two. It hasn’t been decided by old men deliberating and discussing it for over two hundred years. It sure won’t be decided by young men dying much faster.” The passion in her voice and the glint in her eye made him realize that this was something she had spent many hours thinking about. It was amazing for him to consider that a woman would put so much thought into issues like war and slavery. But then, Cordia Pike was no usual woman. And that is why he finally decided to let her have her way.


      “All right, Cordia,” he began. “Just what do you believe we should do then?”


      She had spun around at the end of her speech so violently she was shocked to hear him speaking so calmly. She put her parasol down, point resting on the ground, and turned to face him. She cleared her throat. “Well, I think that it would be in our best interest to wait until after the war. If there is a war,” she added, before he could even open his mouth to throw that idea in. “If they do get all of this decided peacefully, and South Carolina does not secede—which it will,” she commented quietly, more to herself, looking at the ground. She looked back up at him, “Then, we can plan an earlier wedding. But if there is a war--and I don’t see how there is anyway there won’t be—and you enlist, then I propose we wait until your safe return before we carry out our wedding plans.” She was looking him straight in the eye now and she could see that he was beginning to accept the fact that, though not under his most choice circumstances, she had, in fact, agreed to be his wife.


      Jaris nodded. “Yes, ma’am,” he agreed, a smile beginning to grow across his face. After all, when you were asking someone like Cordia Pike—and there weren’t too many women like Cordia Pike in this world—to be your wife, you had better reckon on something not going directly as planned.


      “Do not call me ma’am,” she said, eyes open wide, only half kidding. This was a little game they had been playing for about six years, ever since the day that Jaris realized he was infatuated with Cordia and wanted to marry her. He would call her ma’am because he knew that it irritated her. Eventually, he knew that she would hit him, which had been about the only way that Cordia Pike was likely to touch a member of the opposite sex. He would take what he could get.


      He smiled at her and she could not help but smile back. “Oh, I almost forgot,” he said, digging around in the pocket of his jacket. He pulled out a small gold band with a very tiny diamond adornment. Cordia gasped. She had forgotten all about a ring. Likewise, she was surprised to see it included an actual diamond. “This belonged to my great-grandmother, Helen Teal Adams. My ma said it should belong to you because you are just as strikingly beautiful and just as prone to fits of reason as any woman she has ever known since.” Cordia’s eyebrows rose at these last comments. His mother thought that she was difficult. “Cordia,” he continued. “You shouldn’t be surprised that you have a reputation as a strong-willed woman. My ma meant it as a compliment. She will be extremely happy to hear that you have accepted my proposal.” He thought, but did not admit out loud, that his family would have a hard time accepting an indefinite date for a wedding. Cordia wasn’t so sure that calling her strong-willed was a compliment, but she stuck her hand out for him to take and he slipped the ring delicately onto her finger.


      “Now it is official,” he said, proudly. “Someday, we will be married.”


      She laughed and actually reached over and put her arms around him. “Jaris Adams, you are something else.”


      “So are you, ma’am,” he said, turning to walk back toward her house where his horse was waiting.


      “Don’t call me ma’am!”


      “Sorry,” he started, but couldn’t help but add, “ma’am.”


      Cordia balled up her fist and punched him in the side. He pretended that it hurt and doubled over in pain. “Help, my wife-to-be is beating me!” She laughed and pulled him back up.


      “Stop it! People are going to start looking at us,” she said quietly.


      Jaris spun in a circle. There was no one in sight. “There ain’t no one around, Miss Cordia. But don’t you already know that people can’t help but look at you, the prettiest girl in town.”


      Cordia actually felt herself blushing. She’d never had a young man say anything quite like that to her before.


      “But, I reckon you had better be careful about hitting me,” he continued. “You know, once you are my wife, I will be able to hit you with a stick, so long as it’s no wider than my thumb.” She knew he was teasing, and when he started to laugh that confirmed it. Still, the very idea that he would have control over her once they were married was a little alarming to her. He saw her eyes widen and stopped, turning her around to face him. “Cordia,” he said, no longer laughing and with a very serious look in his eyes, “I can promise you that I will love you until the day I die.”


      She looked deeper into his eyes. Yes, she could see that. He would love her always, until the day he died. She did not know if she could say the same. “I know you will,” she admitted. And then, Jaris Adams did something he had wanted to do since he was 14 years old. He leaned over and kissed Miss Cordia Pike right on the lips.
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      April 1861


      Will Tucker was startled. He sat up in bed quickly; sure that he had heard something. Not quite sure what it was. And then he heard it again. It sounded like the thump of horses’ hooves moving through the woods just in front of the Tucker cabin. His brother, Nolan, must have heard the noise, too. Will could see him standing at the window, his rifle in one hand. Will sat up and pulled on his pants and  boots as quickly as possible. In the moonlight, he could see that Nolan was already dressed. His sister, Julia, was still asleep on her cot across the room.


      “What is it?” he whispered, crossing to the window to join his brother.


      “Not sure,” Nolan replied. “Thought I heard branches breaking, hooves. Maybe three or four horses. Don’t see anything though.” Just then, Julia began to stir. Will glanced back over to see his sister pulling on her robe.


      “What’s going on?” she whispered as she crossed the room. Just then, out of the trees appeared four shadowy figures on horseback. They entered the front yard of the little log cabin, guns in hand. Nolan shuddered, and walked to the front door. He stepped out slowly.


      “What can I help you with?” the oldest brother asked, squinting in the moonlight, trying to make out any of the marauders' faces.


      Atop a sorrel stallion, one of the men, who seemed to be the leader, cocked a double barrel shotgun. “This the Jones place?” he yelled down. The other three riders fanned out beside him. It was hard to see in the pale light, but all of the figures seemed menacing. He continued, “Word has it that the Jones family has been harboring Union raiders.”


      Nolan stepped out of the door, gun in hand but not raised. “No, sir,” he answered. “Name’s Tucker. Jones place is a few miles up the road.”


      Will wondered what these people could possibly be planning to do with the Joneses. Peaceable family, older man and his three daughters. The leader leaned over to one of the other riders and whispered something. The other man laughed out loud, and then spat on the ground.


      “That’s funny,” the first man continued. “We were right sure this was the Jones place. Folks down the lane said so.”


      Now the other three men seemed a little restless. Will stepped out the door as well, trying to get a better understanding of exactly what was happening. Julia was still concealed in the darkness beyond the threshold.


      “Neighbors must have given you wrong directions, sir. Like I said, name’s Tucker. My daddy built this house with his own two hands about twenty-five years ago, and we’ve worked the land ever since.” Nolan and Will both stepped farther out into the yard. An old well, long ago dried up and since that time used mostly to collect trash, not to mention a hiding place that gave their mother fits before she died, was all that stood between the boys and these strange riders.


      “Where is your daddy?” a third man asked. He seemed not quite as old, but something about the tone of his voice seemed very evil to Will, as he stood behind his older brother, wishing he had grabbed a gun himself.


      “Dead,” Nolan replied. “Our ma is dead, too. Both died about five years ago.”


      “You all that’s left?” the first man asked.


      “Yes, me and my brother and my sister,” Nolan replied. Will assumed Nolan thought he had better tell the truth right up front.


      “Sister?” the final man asked. “I like the sound of that word, sister.” He looked at the other men and they all began to laugh in a purely devilish fashion, all but the leader, who kept his cool.


      At her mention, Julia stepped out the door, holding her robe tightly around her. Nolan continued. “We ain’t the Joneses, and we ain’t looking for trouble. We’ve got some provisions, if you want to take them. Some ham, a few beans. They’re yours if you want. Otherwise, please be on your way.”


      “Provisions?” The younger man repeated. His horse seemed restless, and it began to bounce around a little bit. “Is your sister there a provision?”


      The other man who had seemed so interested at the idea of a woman began to laugh. He commented, “I like the idea of that, too.”


      Nolan shifted his position, stepping between Will and Julia, who was now closest to the old well. Will took a step backward, thinking he could dart into the house to get his gun if need be. “No, she ain’t.” Nolan said, taking hold of Julia’s arm.


      Now the leader chuckled. “We’ll see about that. Manny, get the girl,” he said, looking at the younger of the men. Manny was more than happy to oblige. He quickly dismounted.


      Nolan started to raise his gun, but then realized that all three of the other men had their guns drawn on him. Once again, he began to verbally protest, but all he got out were a few words. “Wait a minute now, let’s talk about this.” Then, in a flash so bright, the sky seemed completely lit up, the leader’s gun went off. Will could see the whole thing unfolding, as if in slow motion. Before he could even register what was happening, he saw his brother’s head snap backward, and a tiny bead of blood start to roll down his forehead. His brother’s expression changed from a look of total shock and surprise to anguish. And, just before he began to fall, he turned his head slightly, and looked right into Will’s eyes.


      Horror swept over Will. He knew he had to react quickly because he would be next. Acting instinctively, he snatched his brother’s rifle out of the air with one hand and pushed his sister into the well with the other. Fortunately, Julia, though equally stunned at the fate of her oldest brother, had the same idea, and she was already jumping into the well herself. In one fluid motion, Will turned the gun on Manny, the closest marauder, and shot him, right in the chest. Then, with no time to reload his own weapon, he grabbed Manny’s shooter and trained it on one of the other men, at the same time dodging behind the well, using it for protection. He exchanged fire with the other two mounted raiders as their leader reloaded. His second shot hit one of the men square between the eyes, and he slumped backward, nearly falling off his mount. Both of these two men’s shots had missed, hitting the cabin behind him.


      Just then, Julia popped out of the well, handing another gun to her brother, and training her own weapon on the leader. By this time, the large man had reloaded and fired in the general direction of the well, but his horse had been startled by all of the noise, and he missed. Julia, as good a shot as either of her brothers, hit him in his stocky chest, knocking him to the ground.


      Will had his gun trained on the remaining gunman, but seeing the fate of the rest of his company, the man took off into the woods. Without even considering letting him go, Will ran to Manny’s empty horse and leaped atop it. He took off after the final assassin. Branches snapped back, hitting him in the face as he began to close in on his prey. He didn’t feel them, though, nor did he feel the blood trickling down his sallow face. Finally, the two riders came to a small clearing and the outlaw ahead of him drew his steed to a stop.


      Throwing up his arms and dropping his gun, he turned his horse partially around. “Please,” he begged, and Will could see in his face that he knew he could not escape. “Please let me go. I got a wife. I got two kids.”


      But Will was not listening to the dirt-covered bandit’s pleas. “Yeah, I had a brother once,” he said, his face void of all emotion. Then, the marauder, seeming to understand his fate was sealed, began to weep, his face turning from an expression of hope, a pleading look of distress, to wide-eyed terror, as Will raised his newly reloaded gun and blew the scoundrel’s brain matter all over the trees behind him.


      The horse whinnied loudly and tried to buck the lifeless rider from its back. Finally, the corpse’s grip slipped from the reins, and he fell to the ground, what was left of his head hitting first. The horse slowly began to trot out of the woods, stunned, but aware of his freedom. Will Tucker turned his borrowed horse around and headed back to the cabin he used to call home.


      As he entered the yard, a realization of all that had just taken place began to creep at the corners of his consciousness. He pushed it aside, knowing he would have to act fast. Gunshots echoed for miles around here and it was not likely that this small band of four were the only raiders around. They usually rode in bands of twenty or more, or so Will had been told by neighbors who claimed to have seen them. Until now, he wasn’t quite sure he believed them. Talk of looting and burning had traveled up and down this borderland for a few years now, since the idea of war had spread into so many folks’ heads. And while he knew that such things were going on over in Kansas, he had yet to hear of any families actually being attacked this far into Missouri. Until now.


      He could hear his sister crying softly as he climbed off of the horse. She was leaning over Nolan’s body, trying to wipe away an endless trickle of blood that continued, no matter how many times she brushed her handkerchief over it. “Julia,” he said softly as he approached, “we need to get going. There will be others looking for us soon. We don’t have much time.”


      At the sound of his voice, Julia looked up, the expression on her face frantic, almost as if she wasn’t sure who was talking, someone behind her, or her dead brother in her arms. “Will?” she asked, bewildered. Then she repeated herself. “Will? What are we going to do?”


      He gently placed his hand on her shoulder. Poor girl was only fourteen and she had seen too much death. Their parents had both died of consumption within a few months of each other when she was nine. Julia had suffered from the illness ever since. Even now, she began to cough. Will kneeled down beside her, next to the lifeless body of his brother, and handed her his handkerchief, knowing she could no longer use her own. He looked at his brother’s face. Julia must have closed his eyes, which was good because he didn’t think he could bear to look into them again. Nolan had taken care of them, practically raised them both, since their folks had died. He was only three years older than Will, and just twenty-five, but he had shown the strength of character and the endurance of any man Will had ever known—just like their pa. Now, they would need to leave, leave their home, leave all the memories that they had behind and try to outrun the closing darkness that was taking over these parts of the land.


      Again, he repeated to Julia that they needed to get going. And this time, as if she had snapped out of a trance, she nodded, gently resting Nolan’s head on the ground as they both came to their feet. “I’ll go inside, get dressed, and gather up what I can. You’ll get the horses ready?” she asked. Will nodded. Then, she looked back at her dear brother’s body on the ground. “We can’t leave him,” she added.


      Agreeing, Will nodded again. “I’ll saddle up the horses and hook them to the wagon. We can bring shovels and bury him up in the family plot before we leave the wagon and ride out of here.”


      “Where will we go?” she asked, a solemn look on her young, pretty face.


      Will sighed, where would they go? He could think of only one place where they might be out of danger. “We’ll go to Aunt Margaret’s. I think we will be safe there. Now go, get dressed. We need to hurry if we are going to make it out of here before sunlight and before any of these outlaws’ friends come a’lookin’ for us.”


      Disappearing inside of the cabin with a nod, Julia went to put on a dress, find her boots, and grab the little provisions they had. She took the ham and beans that Nolan had promised to his murderer and then managed to find some bread. She stuffed it all in a knapsack, along with a change of clothes for her and her brother, all of the ammunition they had for the rifles, and a stack of drawings she had made of her parents before they died, as well as some drawings of her oldest brother. That would be all she would have to remember them by.


      As she came out the door, she could see that Will had the horses all hitched up and ready to go. She went back inside and grabbed a bed sheet to wrap around her beloved brother’s body as Will tossed some shovels into the back of the open wagon. “Can you help me with him?” he asked, sadness welling up in his deep brown eyes. She nodded, pushing a stray blonde curl behind her ear. They carefully wrapped the sheet around their brother, as delicately as if he were a newborn baby, and loaded him into the back of the wagon, Julia taking his head and laying it down as gently as possible. Then, they rode out to the lane that would take them up the hillside to their family plot. As they left the little homestead, neither of them could bear to turn their head and glance back at what remained from the life they had known before that horrible night.


      [image: ]


      On April 13, 1861, Jaris Adams turned 21 years old, just a few days after Fort Sumter fell to the Confederacy. Of course, word of what had happened so far east traveled slowly and it was unclear to the residents of Lamar just exactly what had happened. Still, the townsfolk knew there would be implications that would affect all of them.


      It was a cool spring Saturday afternoon, and his parents had invited over many neighbors for a birthday celebration out in the yard beside their house. A fine hog was roasting, his mother bustling around readying all of the other fixin’s. His brothers were setting up tables and chairs and carrying on like young men do.


      As of December of 1860, seven Southern states had seceded from the Union, South Carolina being the first to do so. Texas was the latest, seceding in February. Since then, there had been lots of speculation as to whether or not the so-called Border States would follow in the Deep South’s footsteps. Missouri and Kansas were both torn between the two sides of the issue. Many in both states wanted to stay with the Union, while others wanted to join up with the Confederate States of America, as the new Southern government was calling themselves. And Barton County was divided about half for one, half for the other. Most people were still avoiding talking about the issues. It was amazing, Jaris thought, as he strolled about the yard—he had offered to help but his family wouldn’t let him lift a finger on this special day—how people around here were still refusing to talk about these issues, as if pretending there was nothing to talk about was going to keep them safe. Even though the residents of Barton County, Vernon County to the north, and Jasper County to the south, bordered along some of the bloodiest counties of “Bleeding Kansas,” many people still seemed to think that the bands of marauders and raiders would simply stop when they got to the border. Jaris thought it was just a matter of time before they began to pour over the rim and saturate this state like an overturned cup of poison.


      He glanced over his shoulder and saw his father helping his mother with the tablecloth. His father had worked hard his entire life, provided a good home for his family, and made some money doing it. But, even though Missouri’s State Guard was active in the area, and some of the young men of the town had even ridden off to join their appointed sides, Arthur did not even want to hear Jaris speak of joining up. Jaris had thought long and hard about which side of the issue he truly supported. It was difficult with so many friends and schoolmates choosing different sides. Finally, both Jaris and, even more strongly, his older cousin, Carey, had decided that they would join the Missouri State Guard, and support Governor Claiborne Jackson in his effort to dismantle Missouri from the Union.


      Though Jaris did not necessarily believe in slavery, he did believe that every state had a right to be independent, to make its own choices, independent of the Federal government. Lincoln had been very adamant in stating that he would not let any of the Southern states go without a fight, and that just didn’t seem right to him. So, unbeknownst to his parents, he and Carey had enlisted the day before. And though he had discussed enlisting with his fiancée, Cordia, he had yet to tell her he had done so. He would announce it to her along with the rest of his family over his birthday dinner. He knew his parents would be sad to see him go, but he truly believed they would be proud of him for supporting his cause. As for Cordia, well, he wasn’t exactly sure how she would react. Just as he was thinking of her, he saw a wagon coming up the road. He could see her dark brown hair blowing in the wind, and knew it was the Pike family, first to arrive. He couldn’t help but think of how her mother must have carried on at the idea of her coming to a social event with that hair down. He laughed and walked toward the hitching post where he knew the vehicle would be headed.


      “Miss Cordia, Mr. and Mrs. Pike,” he said as the horses came to a stop just in front of him.


      “Hello, dear Jaris!” Mrs. Pike called. She looked, as always, the picture of respectability, in a fine gown, her hair tied up nice and properly beneath her bonnet. Cordia was also dressed very fashionably, but her hair was blowing around in the April wind such that she almost looked like an Indian Princess. “Happy birthday!” Mrs. Pike called, as she stood to dismount. Mr. Pike called his greeting and congratulations as well, and it took both gentlemen to help the very plump Mrs. Jane Pike down from her seat. As she was climbing down, Margaret crossed the yard to greet them, and the parents went off to chat.


      When Jaris turned back to the carriage, Cordia had already jumped out and was standing beside him. “I’m sorry,” Jaris said, studying Cordia’s stunning, fair face. “I would have been happy to help you down.”


      She smiled, her hazel eyes gleaming in the bright sunlight. “Quite all right,” she said. “I can manage.”


      “I reckon you can,” he agreed, taking her by the hand and leading her across the yard, toward the rest of the family. “I can’t help but notice your hair is down today, my dear.”


      She sighed. He knew that her hair was always a touchy subject with her mother. “Yes, she insisted that I put it up, pleaded with me, even used the wind as an argument. I just hate putting it up, though.” Even as she was speaking, the wind was whipping through it, leaving it tangled and a bit messy. “I did bring a bonnet,” she added, reluctantly. “Just in case it starts to drive me batty.” The bonnet strings were wrapped around her arm, along with her fan and a small purse. Jaris couldn’t believe how much baggage these fashionable ladies had to carry around with them, but he knew better than to comment.


      Within a few minutes, several more carriages, wagons, and horses had shown up and many of the women were helping Margaret set the food out and make sure everything was in place, including Cordia and her best friend, Susannah. The men were sitting around, several smoking pipes, sharing news about their families. Finally, someone dared to bring up the topic of Fort Sumter and even secession. It seemed that, just like the county in general, those attending the party were split down the middle, fifty-fifty, half for Missouri leaving, half against. Jaris and Carey, who had arrived shortly after Cordia, looked at each other, wondering if this would be a good idea to announce their enlistments. Carey’s mother had died when he was born, but his father, an older, more rigid man, was present, and was sure to support his son in his decision to go off to fight. Just as Jaris began to open his mouth, his father stood up, looking over his shoulder toward the road.


      Two riders came into view, making their way toward the hitching post. “Who could that be?” Arthur Adams asked. “I believe all of the families that we invited are here.”


      His mother had also noticed and had walked over to where the men were gathered. She was staring intently while wiping her hands on her apron. “Why, that looks like Julia and one of the boys, come down from Vernon County.”


      Arthur stood, and he and Jaris started walking toward the unexpected visitors, Margaret just behind. Though his cousins were certainly welcome, they seldom came to visit, since the trip was rather long, and they had little time for such things since their folks had died. This was a clear indication that something must be wrong.


      Sure enough, as they drew nearer, they could tell that it was in fact Jaris’s cousins, Julia and Will. But why wasn’t Nolan with them?


      “Julia?” his mother called. “Why, tarnations, whatever are you kids doing here?”


      The looks on his cousins’ faces should have been enough to tell them that all was not well. As they each dismounted, Julia looked near to collapsing. It was quite evident that she had been crying and both of them were streaked with fresh dirt. “Oh, Aunt Margaret!” Julia cried, running toward her aunt and throwing herself into her wide-open arms. “It was just terrible. I can’t believe we are finally here. Those awful men!” Then, she began to cry.


      Jaris could hear his mother’s soothing voice repeating, “There, there now, it will be all right child,” as she held his younger cousin in her arms.


      “We were attacked by raiders, early this morning. We rode out quickly, trying to put some distance between the guerrillas and us,” Will was explaining. Though he did not appear to have been crying, he looked exhausted, worn, covered with dirt, and relieved to have finally reached his destination.


      By now other visitors had come over to see who the strangers were. There was a crowd of people standing around. Jaris glanced back to see only a few women still standing behind around the table. “Where’s Nolan?” his father asked. At these words, Julia’s wailing grew even louder, and the question was answered before Will could even reply.


      But he gave a brief explanation anyway, apparently all he could muster. He removed his filth-covered hat, smoothed back his hair and said, calmly, almost matter-of-factly, “He’s dead. They shot him.”


      Jaris’s head fell. He knew that Nolan had done so much to help raise his younger brother and sister after his parents had been stricken down so young. His cousin had been a very good man. Sadly, he was probably the first of the good men he knew who may not survive the impending war. “I’m so sorry,” he and his father said, almost simultaneously.


      Will nodded, clearly not able to think of any sort of reply to their remarks. “We took him up to the cemetery, buried him by our ma and pa. Then, we thought we should head out of there right quickly, before any of the raiders’ friends made their way back to our home. On the way, we saw two of our neighbors’ houses, burned to the ground, and no sign of any survivors. We were lucky to make it out of there alive.”


      Before either of them could even ask, Margaret generously extended their home to her niece and nephew. “We have plenty of room for both of you. Now, let’s get you some clean clothes and you’ll probably want to freshen up. You both are just covered in. . . .” she paused, realizing the dirt must have been from the grave they just dug, “Well, we need to get you all cleaned up. Follow me into the house, and we’ll get things sorted out.”


      Both Will and Julia, who was still sobbing on her aunt’s shoulder, made their way into the house. Though Will was still in a state of shock and not thinking too clearly about much of anything, the image of a beautiful long-haired girl rounding the corner of the house with a bucket of water in her hand, did register in his mind as he entered the home. But he had no time nor need to think about anything right now except for the welfare of his sister and the sort of governors who would let men maraud around burning down the homes of perfectly law-abiding citizens.


      Cordia had gone back behind the house to get a bucket of water, with Susannah tagging along behind, and had missed Jaris’s cousins arriving. She noticed two strangers accompanying Margaret into their house. For a brief second, she caught the dark, haunting eyes of the man, and blinked in surprise. “How could someone just a few years older than her have that much sadness in his eyes?” she wondered.


      “Who is that?” Susannah was asking her husband, James, who was walking toward them, followed by Jaris, Carey, and several other men.


      “That was Jaris’s cousins,” James explained. “They were just attacked up in Vernon County somewhere. Their brother was killed.”


      Cordia’s eyes widened in horror. How awful! Though she didn’t know these people, the thought of what they must have just gone through was inconceivable to her. She dropped the bucket of water, a small portion of its contents splashing her leg, and ran to Jaris, who still looked a little stunned himself. “My goodness!” she exclaimed, grabbing her betrothed by both hands. “How terrible. What happened?”


      “I’m not exactly sure,” he replied. “Will doesn’t seem to want to talk about it, and Julia is too out of sorts. They lived ten or fifteen miles from the town of Nevada, no other towns close by, just some neighbors here and there. Pretty close to the Kansas border.”


      “We are pretty close to the Kansas border,” Cordia exclaimed.


      Carey actually laughed at her, causing her to turn her head and look at him, stunned that anyone could be laughing at a time like this. His dark eyes were menacing even when he was amused and Cordia had difficulty looking directly into them. “Your woman scares easily, Jaris,” he said crossing back to where they had all been sitting peaceably only moments before.


      She started to follow him, wanting to know why she shouldn’t be alarmed at this news, but Jaris had her hand and pulled her back, well aware that she would be ready to argue with Carey at the drop of a hat. “They were closer, Cordia,” he explained, although not so sure she didn’t have reason to be concerned.


      “Still,” Cordia continued, staring at Carey who no longer seemed to be paying her any attention at all. In fact, he had drawn out a pipe and was smoking, nonchalantly, as if nothing had happened. Jaris led Cordia back over to where the majority of the guests were congregated. “I don’t think we should just be casual about this. Are there some authorities in Vernon we should notify? Isn’t there something we can do?” she asked.


      Jaris sighed, not knowing what to say next. Luckily, he didn’t have to. “Cordia,” her father was saying, “I don’t think there is too much anyone can do about these raiders. You know they have been riding through Kansas for years. If people are going to make their homes out there, practically in the wilderness, then they will need to be careful of them. It is a shame that Jaris’s cousin has died. Let us help him by tending to his brother and sister. Especially his sister. Poor girl. So young to have lost so much.” He sighed, turning to Arthur who began to fill his guests in on the history of the family. Isaac Pike had his hand on his daughter’s shoulder, and he pulled her with him as he crossed back to the chair where he had been sitting.


      Cordia sat down on her father's knee, as if she were still a little girl, without even realizing it, half listening to the story, half lost in her own thoughts. There must be something that she could do to help that poor girl and her brother. She just needed to figure out what it could be. Meanwhile, she felt the icy eyes of Carey Adams crawling up her skin. She had known Carey her whole life and never cared for him. Unlike his gentle cousin, Jaris, Carey could be mean spirited. He had sandy blond hair and a handlebar mustache, which he was often seen twirling between his fingers. When they were younger, he would find it funny to catch an animal and threaten to torture or kill it in front of Cordia. Usually, Jaris could convince him not to harm the animal, but occasionally, he would break its neck, or cut it open, just to hear her scream. There was something not right, in her mind, about people who liked to cause pain to other living creatures. In fact, she was surprised that Carey hadn’t enlisted in one army or the other yet. She had thought he would be the first to sign up when it came to causing bloodshed.


      As she sat there on her father’s knee, Carey continued to stare at her, and she began to wonder if he wasn’t thinking of all of those times when he upset her so as a child. Perhaps he was wondering what she would sound like if he cut her open or rang her neck. A chill went down her spine, and then, thankfully, she realized that Susannah was calling her to come back to the table and finish the task they had been working on before the visitors had arrived. Margaret was coming out of the house as well. The hostess forced a smile, and Cordia knew it was only because she did not want to ruin this special day for Jaris.


      Cordia crossed back over and picked up the bucket where she had left it. She glanced over her shoulder and noticed that Jaris watched her walk away. Carey, however, was no longer staring at her. He was sitting in his chair, looking bored with Arthur’s tale of his wife’s brother and the woes of his children. Then, she realized she must have been listening to the story more than she had originally thought. She did know that it was Margaret’s brother and his wife who had moved up to Vernon about twenty-five-or-so years ago and eventually started a family. She also knew that they had died of tuberculosis, which the girl, Julia, still suffered from, and that Nolan and Will were hardworking, respectable men. She had heard that they had only been to visit a few other times, when Julia was very small, though Margaret and Arthur had gone up to visit them several times. As she began to pitch in with the necessary chores, she wondered if she had ever met these folks before. Chances were that she had if they had visited the Adams Farm.


      Susannah was asking Margaret how her niece and nephew were doing. “Those are strong kids,” she said, proudly. “Julia is resting, and Will is getting cleaned up. I don’t know if he will be joining us, or if I’ll just bring them some food later. They must be famished. Can’t imagine they are much in the mood for celebrating though, and I don’t want to spoil this day for Jaris, if it can be avoided.”


      Finally, the finishing touches were done, and Margaret picked up the triangle, to ceremoniously call everyone to eat, though it wasn’t really necessary as they were all gathered relatively close together. The men made their way over and Rev. Jacobson, who had come along with his wife, said a short prayer, not only blessing Jaris on this occasion, but praying for the welfare of his extended family and for his beautiful young wife-to-be, which caught Cordia by surprise. She opened her eyes and looked at Jaris, who just happened to be looking at her. She blushed and closed her eyes again, feeling like a little kid who had been caught with her hand in the cookie jar, though in all fairness, he had his eyes open, too.


      As the others dug into the bountiful feast that the Adams family had spread before them, Cordia wandered off toward the horse corral, too much on her mind to eat just now. Jaris’s horse, a big appaloosa named Sam, came over to greet her, and she absent-mindedly began to stroke his long nose. She still felt an overwhelming sadness for those poor people who had lost so much. First their parents, now their brother. She was still feeling Carey’s eyes on her, though he couldn’t possibly see her now, as he was around the other side of the house with everyone else. Finally, she was thinking about Jaris. She wanted so badly to be in love with him and in many ways, she really did love him. But not in a way that was satisfying enough for her.


      So many times in the past months, since he had asked her to be his wife last June, nearly a year ago now, he had asked her to set a date, to pick a month. At one point, he asked if she even thought it would be this year. But she had explained to him over and over, she had to see how the war was going to go, if there was going to be one, before she felt right planning a future. Though he had given in at first, he didn’t seem to understand that she was serious about this issue. He seemed to think that she would change her mind. And, maybe she would. But right now, she just couldn’t dream of marrying someone who was bound to enlist at a moment's notice. She sighed and ran her fingers through Sam’s long main. The wind had died down and her own hair was actually beginning to look like human hair again, rather than a horse’s mane. Just then, she heard someone calling her name. It was Jaris, of course, approaching her from around the house, the same way she had come. She turned and walked toward him giving Sam one more stroke as she went.


      “Are you hiding?” he asked, a cup of coffee in his hand. Had she been gone that long? Were they already drinking coffee?


      “No, just thinking,” she said, forcing a smile.


      He looped his arm through hers and began to walk back the way they had come. “Well, I have some news I need to tell everyone, and I think you ought to be present for it.”


      “News?” she asked, shielding her eyes from the sun. Perhaps that bonnet did some good after all. “What kind of news?”


      “You’ll see,” he said, smiling broadly.


      “But shouldn’t you tell me first? I’m practically your wife,” she inquired. It ought to be good for something.


      He laughed. “Cordia always has to know everything first.” By then they had made it most of the way back to the table. “Ladies and gentlemen, friends and family, I have a few words to say,” he began, letting go of her arm, and raising his cup in the air, as if that would somehow draw everyone’s attention. At first few people looked up, but then, when they realized it was the “guest of honor” speaking, the idle chatter stopped and all eyes were on Jaris as he made his important announcement.


      “First of all,” he began, “I want to thank my folks for this delicious birthday meal. And I can’t wait to try the cake.” Everyone laughed and his mother beamed proudly. “Second of all, Carey and I have an announcement.” He looked at his cousin, who had also been standing, and was now walking over to stand on the other side of Jaris. “Carey and I enlisted yesterday. You are looking at Lt. Carey Adams, and Lt. Jaris Adams, Missouri State Guard.” At first, everyone seemed to draw in a deep breath simultaneously. But then, there was a round of applause.


      Cordia looked at the other people in the crowd—some were clapping wholeheartedly, others, who clearly wished he had enlisted for the Union—were only clapping in support of this young man on his birthday. His parents actually seemed to approve and were nodding proudly. Soon, everyone was standing and offering Jaris and Carey their congratulations. Even Carey’s stern old father seemed not at all shocked or surprised at the announcement. So why was it that Cordia seemed to be the only one horrified at the thought of her fiancé joining in the war effort?


      Just then, she noticed one other person who was not joining in the backslapping; Jaris’s cousin, Will. He was sitting on the porch rail of the cabin, looking out past the pasture, past the woods beyond them, seemingly past the horizon itself. She studied him for a moment, seeing that he still seemed haggard and weary, but that he had changed into clean clothes, maybe even bathed. As she stared at him, he turned his head and looked at her, again, catching her eyes in that deep, almost mystifying stare. She caught her breath and looked away. Jaris was taking her arm again and was looking at her for some form of approval to his announcement. She smiled and nodded at him, as if to say she understood. She had known all along that she couldn’t stop him anyway. And then, she couldn’t help but peek back over her soon-to-be-husband’s head to see if his cousin was still looking at her. But when she turned to look, he was gone.
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      Will had cleaned himself up, as had Julia. He had even considered going outside and being sociable, as he was sure that is what Nolan would expect him to do. But he was not in any mood for introductions, nor was he ready to tell anyone about the ordeal they had just been through. His aunt had brought him in a plate of food—which he had devoured. Julia’s sat untouched, waiting for her. He was hoping that she would sleep awhile. She could use the rest.


      Eventually, he had wandered outside, hoping the fresh air would clear his head a little. But he did not dare venture into the crowd of strangers. It was hard enough for him to talk to a group of people he didn’t know, and the events of the day would make doing so even more difficult. He stood on the porch for a few minutes, looking around the farm. His uncle had some good land here and had done a fine job of clearing it and turning it into food and profit. He sat down on the porch rail, looking out beyond the farm, and thinking about all that had happened in the last few days. For a moment, his mind slipped away, and he was not in Lamar anymore. He was back on their farm.


      “Come on, get down!” his brother was yelling at him. “Ma is going to see us!” In his vision, Nolan must have been about eight, he no more than five. They were standing on a board they had nailed across the inside of the old, dried up well. He could hear his ma’s voice calling to them. Why did she fall for this same trick every time? She would come out the door, and her sons would jump up and scare her. They must have done it a dozen times since the well dried up the year before. He turned his head and looked into his brother’s eyes. But suddenly, they were not the mischievous, carefree eyes of an eight-year-old anymore; they were the eyes of a dying man as he fell to the ground, blood running trickling down his forehead....


      Will turned away from the vision, trying to shake the idea out of his mind. But as he turned his head, he caught another pair of eyes. Clear, curious, hazel eyes that must have been watching him as he sat there, transfixed. Suddenly, she remembered herself and turned around. Will could clearly see that she was with his cousin, Jaris, by the way she was standing next to him. This was confirmed when he took her arm, and she smiled up at him. Will went back inside then, thinking maybe he should lay down himself. Maybe some sleep would help him to get beyond the awful visions dancing around in his weary mind.
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