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      Hope Tucker surveyed her pupils one more time before dismissing them for the afternoon. It seemed like her class grew by a student or two every week, and at this rate, they would need a bigger schoolhouse by next fall. “Be sure to practice your letters this evening, Freddy,” she said to one of the smaller students in the front row. “Take your slate home, sit by the fireplace, and practice your strokes. You’ll get it in no time.”


      “Yes, Miss Tucker,” Jimmy replied, smiling up at her with a large gap where both of his top two front teeth were missing. She patted him gently on the arm and then walked between the rows one last time. The clock showed they had two more minutes, and each child was still fast at work on their lessons, particularly the older ones in the back who would be studying for exams in just a few months. She remembered that anxious feeling; it had only been two years ago when she’d been the one brushing up on her studies in anticipation of graduating from high school, hoping to earn high enough marks to become a teacher. Now, here she was with her own class, and while she loved her work, something was missing.


      She pushed those thoughts aside and cleared her throat so that she could speak loudly enough for everyone to hear. “All right, class. That is all for today. I shall see you back here bright and early in the morning.”


      All of the children, from the oldest to the youngest, gathered up their belongings, stopping at the cubbies and hooks along the wall to put on their coats and collect their lunch pails. Most of the older students had younger brothers and sisters, and they stopped to help them before heading out the door. None of them broke into a run until after they’d left the front porch of the building, something Hope had taught them a few months ago when the new term had started and she became the teacher of record for her hometown, Lamar, Missouri.


      Grabbing a broom from the small closet across from her desk, Hope began to sweep up the day’s dust and debris. There were books to straighten, shelves to dust, and the chalkboard needed erasing, but at least she didn’t need to mess with the fireplace just yet. It was nearly November, and soon enough, she’d be stoking a fire in the morning and cleaning out the fireplace in the afternoon, but for now, the kids seemed warm enough with all of their bodies in one room, and she was glad to have one less duty to fulfill.


      After half an hour or so of tidying up, Hope collected her own lunchbox and a stack of books before heading out the door, pulling the sweater her mother had knitted for her last fall tightly around her shoulders.


      Her house was within walking distance of the school, though it was about a half-mile away. The weather was nice enough, no rain today, and too early for snow, so she took off with a pleasant smile on her face, wondering what her mother had planned for dinner.


      Hope hadn’t made it too far down the road when she heard the sound of a cart pulling up behind her, which wasn’t unusual in a growing town, but when it slowed and came to a stop just in front of her, she turned her head to see who the driver might be, and a rush of pink filled her cheeks.


      “Howdy there, Miss Hope,” a familiar voice called down to her as she stopped alongside the road and looked up into the face of Jimmy Brooks. “Thought you might wanna ride home.”


      “Good afternoon, Jimmy,” Hope replied, holding onto her books and lunch pail with both hands in front of her. “Thank you, kindly, but I think I’d rather walk. It’s such a nice day out.”


      “Now, I can’t imagine you ain’t in a hurry to get home to your mama’s good cooking. I’m sure you can hot foot it up the road with the best of ‘em, but with ol’ River here pullin’ us along, you’ll be home in no time.” He gestured at the large brown horse at the front of the cart.


      Hope continued to take him in for a second, surveying her options. She had known Jimmy since she was a baby. His mother, Susannah, was best friends with Hope’s mother, Cordia, and even though Hope had lived much of her childhood out on the family farm, the two families spent many a weekend together whenever Hope’s family came to town to visit her grandparents. Once her parents had come to Lamar to stay, Jimmy had attended school with her but ended up quitting before he graduated so he could help his father and brothers on their own farm. Still, he was a smart enough fellow, easy on the eyes with his dark hair and brown eyes, and Hope certainly didn’t dislike him; she just wasn’t sure if she felt the same way about him as he obviously felt about her.


      “Well…” she began, looking at the cart and then down the road. She could practically see the turn she’d have to make to get home from here, it was so close.


      Jimmy took her hesitation as opportunity. He hopped down from his seat and came around to help her up, offering his hand. “Come on, Hopey. I came all the way to town just for you.”


      She glanced at his hand, rough and stained from working the crops, and slipped her much smoother one into it momentarily so she could make it into the carriage without taking a spill. Jimmy held her belongings in his free hand while she pulled herself up and took a seat. He handed her books and other things to her with a smile and then dashed back around to take his seat while Hope tried not to laugh at his enthusiasm.


      “How did your lessons go today?” Jimmy asked as he shook the reins, getting River to start down the road. “Them kids mindin’ you all right?”


      “Oh, yes. They’re wonderful,” Hope said, her smile growing as she thought about her pupils. “It was a lovely day. We made a lot of progress.”


      “That’s good. I heard some of the folks at the store this mornin’ talkin’ about what a fine job you’re doin’. Made me smile.”


      Hope wasn’t sure how she felt about a group of people standing around in the general store talking about her. While she was glad to hear it was positive, it still made her slightly nervous. It was one thing to think about her students going home each night and telling their parents what she’d taught them, but to think those same adults would join together to discuss her, well, she wasn’t sure what to think about that.


      “Hope, you all right?” Jimmy asked, a tinge of concern knitting his brow together. “I meant it as a compliment, that everybody thinks the school board done good pickin’ you as the new teacher.”


      “Oh, yes, I’m fine.” She hoped her smile reassured him. “That’s nice to hear.”


      “I know you’ve always wanted to be a schoolteacher, and now you are one. And a good one.”


      “Thank you.” Hope wasn’t sure what else to say. She could see the turn now; they were almost to Broadway Street. Turning left would take them to the downtown area where the new courthouse, the bank, and the general store Jimmy had mentioned all stood. The church her family attended, First Baptist, was also just a ways up the road to the left. To the right, there were lots of newer homes, all having been built after the war when so much of this part of town had been reduced to ashes. That was also the way Jimmy would turn to take her home, to the house her mother had grown up in, where Hope had lived for the last ten years while her mother helped take care of her ailing parents. Jimmy pulled the horse to the right, and Hope held in a sigh of relief that she was almost home. He was a nice enough man, but the compliments were making her uncomfortable, and Hope was hoping the conversation wouldn’t turn to anything more serious.


      “We finished clearin’ the north field this afternoon,” Jimmy said, regaining her attention.


      Realizing she’d been rude not to ask about his day, Hope replied, “Oh, that’s good to hear. I bet your father’s happy to have that finished.”


      “Yep. At this rate, we should have everything harvested before the cold weather sets in.”


      “Good. I’m sure we’ll need it. They’re sayin’ it’s supposed to be a rather cold winter.” Hope didn’t know what else to say about crops. Even though her daddy had been a farmer for years when she was younger, she’d spent most of that time inside with her mama and sister, usually with her nose in a book. She knew enough, she supposed, but she didn’t consider herself a farm girl by any stretch of the imagination, and the thought of marrying a farmer made her cringe. She’d be absolutely useless on a farm.


      Jimmy pulled the cart to a halt out front of a large two-story brick home, which sat well up a small rising hill from the road. Hope gathered up her things, wondering why he was staring at her, and was just about to jump down from the seat without his hand when he said, “Can I call on you, Hope Tucker? That is… would you mind if I came around from time to time? We could go for a stroll in the park, have a picnic, somethin’ like that. I know how you like your books. Maybe you could… read to me, or somethin’. What do you think?”


      Hope realized that her trepidations about getting in the cart in the first place circled around the conversation she was having at that moment. In her heart, she’d known it was just a matter of time before Jimmy Brooks asked to court her, and Hope had been thinking about her answer for more time than seemed right or normal. “I, uh…” she began, not wanting to hurt his feelings, while at the same time, she knew in her heart this wasn’t the best match for her, not that there was anyone else on the horizon. “I… I think, perhaps, you should speak to my daddy.” There—that answer should hold for a spell. Let him take it up with her father.


      Jimmy’s eyes widened slightly, as if that wasn’t the answer he was expecting at all, but he nodded. “I reckon that’s a fair response. I ain’t talked to your daddy yet. Probably should do that.” He let go a soft chuckle, a mixture of embarrassment and likely admiration of her gumption. “But if’n he says yes, you’d go?”


      Hope inhaled sharply. He was nothing if not persistent. “Of course,” she replied, knowing her father would say whatever she asked him to say. She just needed to speak to him before Jimmy Brooks had the chance. But then, she had a feeling her father wouldn’t be too quick to supply an answer anyway; he’d want to think on it, run it by her mother. Will Tucker wasn’t one for making rash decisions, especially not when it came to something important, like the hand of his eldest daughter.


      Jimmy grinned so wide Hope thought she could see his back teeth. “Well, all right, then,” he said, slapping his hands against his denim pants. “I’ll call on Mr. Tucker directly.” He leapt down off of the cart and shot around to offer his hand, which she took, and Hope sprung out of the cart as quickly as she could. “It was nice seein’ you, Miss Hope.”


      “You, too, Mr. Brooks,” she replied, not knowing what brought on the sudden formality other than nervousness. She gave him a little nod and then scurried up the drive, hoping he didn’t stand there and watch her the whole time, but when Hope was near the front porch, she turned back to look, and Jimmy was still standing next to the cart. He gave a little wave, which she returned, and then she darted into the house, closing the door behind her hard enough that the jamb shook.


      “Is that you, Hope?” Her mother walked in from the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron. “Everything okay, darling? You mad at the door?”


      “Sorry, Mama,” Hope replied, setting her books down on a table near the stairs so she’d be sure to take them up later and crossing to kiss her mother’s cheek. “I’m just a little out of sorts.”


      Cordia opened her arms and pulled her daughter in close, smoothing down her dark, curly hair as she did so. “You wanna talk about it?” she asked as Hope took a step back.


      Looking into hazel eyes the same color as her own, Hope replied, “Jimmy Brooks gave me a ride home from school.”


      Her mother’s eyebrows lifted. “Oh? That was nice of him.”


      Hope let out a sigh and walked into the kitchen where her sister sat working on her sewing in the corner, keeping her mother company while she started dinner. Faith was two years younger than Hope and had graduated high school in the spring. She was an impeccable seamstress and could sew anything. She looked up from the tiny stitches she was laying on a gown and smiled, but once she saw Hope’s expression, her mood dampened. “You don’t look like you had a good day at all, sister.”


      “Thank you for noticing.” Hope set her lunch pail down on the counter, not wanting to think about refilling it just now. Maybe there’d be leftovers she could take with her the next day. From the smell of it, her mother was making something with roast in it, maybe a stew.


      “I am confused,” Cordia admitted, opening the lid to the pot on the fire and giving it a good stir. “You said Jimmy gave you a ride home, but I don’t quite understand why you are upset about this. He’s a friend of the family. We see them every Sunday at church. His mama has been my best friend since I was in pigtails.”


      “Your curly hair could never be tamed by pigtails,” Faith commented as she picked back up on her sewing.


      “True.” Cordia giggled. “At any rate, I suppose I don’t see why you’re upset, Hope.”


      Pulling out a chair at the table near Faith, Hope sat down, and once her mother had finished tending the fire, she joined her daughters. In a quiet voice, Hope began to explain. “Jimmy asked if he could call on me.” Her mother’s mouth made an O shape, but she didn’t speak. “I wasn’t sure what to say, so I told him he’d need to speak to Daddy.”


      Faith laughed, and Hope turned her head sharply in her sister’s direction. “I don’t know what’s so funny. Maybe if you hadn’t been in love with Frankie Tyler since you were five years old, you’d understand why this is problematic.”


      “I’m sorry.” Faith tried to rein in her merriment. “I truly wasn’t laughing at you. I was only thinking of Daddy asking Jimmy a hundred and one questions about why he’s good enough to date his daughter, that’s all.”


      Cordia even chuckled at the idea, and it brought a smile to Hope’s face. “Well, maybe that’s why I suggested it.”


      “Hope, honey, I understand you wanting to spare Jimmy’s feelings. He’s a nice young man. But if you’re not interested in courting him, all you have to do is say so. You don’t owe him any explanation other than that.”


      Hope’s eyebrows arched as she considered her mother’s response. “But, Mama, isn’t that rude?” she finally asked.


      Folding her hands in front of her on the table, Cordia shook her head. “I’m sure that response won’t be what he wants to hear, Hope, but as long as you are polite, that’s all that matters. All you need to say the next time he asks is, ‘No, thank you,’ or if you’d like, ‘I value your friendship, but I do not have any romantic inclinations toward you.’ That should be sufficient.”


      Hope nodded, but the thought of actually saying that to someone made her stomach churn. It felt like she should at least give Jimmy the chance to prove himself to her, though she was almost certain she wouldn’t ever want to be anything more than friends with the young man, and that only because their families were so close. It would make for an awkward Sunday get together if she told Jimmy she didn’t want to court him, but then, it would whether she gave him a chance or not. And the longer she let things go on and get misconstrued, perhaps the more difficult it would be.


      “Did any boy you didn’t like ever ask you to court him, Mama?” Faith asked, laying her project aside for a moment.


      Their mother’s eyes went a little wide, and she cleared her throat. “I guess you could say that,” she replied. “A couple of times. You must be hungry, honey. Let me get you a snack. Dinner won’t be ready for another couple of hours, just in time for your daddy to get home from the bank.”


      Hope and Faith exchanged glances, realizing their mother was keeping something from them. Cordia went to the ice box and pulled out the milk, pouring a glass before putting the bottle back in, and then opened up the old cookie jar and pulled out a couple of oatmeal raisin cookies, sliding them on a plate and bringing them back to the table.


      “Thank you,” Hope said, smelling the goodness of her grandmother’s recipe. She felt like a little girl again. “Mama, do you not want to talk about your suitors? Because, if you do want to talk about them, I’m sure Faith and I would like to hear.”


      “We would,” Faith agreed. “And I would also like milk and cookies.” She batted her long eyelashes at her mother, who chuckled at her youngest’s antics as she got up to make a second trip to the ice box.


      She set Faith’s plate and glass in front of her, taking the gown her daughter had been working on and moving it away so that it wouldn’t get dirty, just as she might’ve taken a doll away if Faith were still a small child.


      Cordia let out a soft sigh and then a small smile formed across her mouth. “When I was a little girl, Grandma Jane and Grandpa Isaac were good friends with the Adams family, as they are now. We used to go out there near every Sunday for a good meal and socialization. Grandma would visit with your Great-Aunt Margaret, and Grandpa would go out to the barn with Uncle Arthur. I spent most of my time running around the pastures with the boys.”


      “With Zacharia and Peter?” Faith asked. “Isn’t John quite a bit younger than you?”


      “John wasn’t even born yet, not until I was too old to be running around outside,” their mother reminded them. “Sometimes Zacharia and Peter would be there, but they’re younger than I am, too. No, it was mainly their older brother, Jaris, and their cousin… Carey.”


      Hope saw a shadow pass across her mother’s face when she spoke the first name and it grew darker with mention of the second. She couldn’t remember many details about Jaris Adams having only heard his name a few times associated with his service, but Carey everyone in town had heard of. He was the one who told Quantrill how best to get into Lamar, which led to the arsenal exploding and most of the town burning down. There was still a hole in the attic upstairs from a cannon ball that struck this very house. Hope knew her grandfather still suffered from a gunshot wound he’d received that awful night.


      “You used to run around with Carey Adams?” Faith was just as shocked as Hope was, she could see it in her sister’s face. “Why have you never mentioned this before?”


      “Oh, that was a long time ago,” their mother said dismissively. “And it’s never come up. I didn’t see the point in speaking about things that happened ages ago.”


      “You talk like you’re as old as Grandma,” Faith interjected. “Mama, what does this have to do with courting? Are you gonna tell us you were courted by Carey Adams?”


      “Or Jaris Adams?” Hope said a prayer it was the celebrated Confederate officer who had been her mother’s beau and not the awful militiaman who’d betrayed his town.


      “Actually, it was both of them.” Cordia’s voice had a far off quality to it as she spoke. “I was meant to marry Jaris, but he died in the war. It was a terrible tragedy. I had already met your father by then and had fallen in love with him. I didn’t know how to tell Jaris I didn’t love him like that. He was a dear friend.” She paused for a moment, her eyes misty, and then turned her attention to Hope. “I know what it’s like to say yes to something you don’t want to agree to in order to spare someone’s feelings, honey. But trust me, it can only lead to trouble.”


      Hope nodded, understanding her mother’s point in bringing up the past now. She had a million questions, but asking them seemed like prying, and she took a swallow of her milk instead of continuing to probe.


      Faith was always the one with the most gumption between the pair of them, however, so she didn’t mind making their mother uncomfortable. “What about Carey? He courted you, too?”


      Standing, Cordia went back across the kitchen to tend the stew and fiddle with a few other items before she returned and said, “I didn’t have much of a say in that matter. He was conniving, sneaky even.” She lowered her voice and added, “Your grandmother thought he was a fine catch.”


      Hope’s eyes shot up to the ceiling, as if she might somehow see into her grandparents’ room where they were both taking an afternoon nap. It was hard for her to imagine her grandmother could’ve ever thought Carey Adams was a catch since she wouldn’t even speak his name now, but if she felt foolish for letting him talk her into courting her only child, perhaps that’s why.


      “What happened?” Faith asked, an excited look on her face. “Did Daddy show up and whoop ‘im?”


      Laughing, Cordia said, “Something like that. There was a big misunderstanding between your father and I, all due to Carey Adams stealing the letters I’d written to Will and destroying them. When Will found out the truth, well, there wasn’t much Carey Adams could do.”


      “And then he was killed during the raid, so it doesn’t matter,” Faith added in. “It’s too bad Jaris died, but think on what mighta happened if he hadn’t. Do you think you would’ve married him, or would you have found a way to tell him you were in love with Daddy?”


      “Oh, I would’ve found a way,” Cordia assured her girls. “It isn’t very often a love like the kind I found comes along.” Now, their mother was glowing. “It would’ve been difficult, though, and I could’ve saved us both a lot of trouble if I’d just been honest with him from the beginning.” Her hazel eyes focused on Hope again, and she nodded, understanding what her mother was getting at. Cordia pushed her chair out again. “I’m going to go check on your grandparents. Keep an eye on dinner, please, Hope.”


      “Yes, Mama.” She watched her mother leave the room before finishing her last cookie and taking another drink. It had been a day of revelations.


      “I always wondered what happened to that Carey Adams,” Faith said, pushing her empty dishes aside and picking up her gown.


      “Whose gown is that?” Hope wanted to change the subject. “That’s a pretty green.”


      “It’s Mrs. Peltzer’s,” Faith replied. “She’s gonna wear it to her granddaughter’s wedding. I just need to finish adding in a few more details.”


      “I’m sure she’ll look lovely.” Hope gathered up the dishes and carried them to the sink.


      “I wonder if he was shot by his own men, if Quantrill ended him on the way out since his plans were foiled,” her sister continued, but Hope wasn’t ready to be pulled into her game.


      “I’ve got some studying to do for my lessons tomorrow. I’m going to head upstairs. Keep an eye on dinner until Mama comes back?”


      Faith rested the gown on her lap and looked up at her sister. The sun was coming in through the curtains, and her light brown hair had a sheen to it. While Hope was the spitting image of their mother, Faith tended to look more like the Tucker side of the family, and their father often mentioned how much she reminded him of his deceased sister, Julia, though her hair had been blonde, and Faith’s was more of a caramel brown. Her eyes were the same shade of blue as their aunts, though, he said, and that fire that kept Faith fighting when most people would just step back he said also reminded him of his tenacious sister. Sometimes, Hope wished she could be more like Faith, that she could just go after her dreams without looking for a safety net.


      “You should say no,” Faith said, her tone even. “Jimmy Brooks isn’t the one for you, sis.”


      “I know,” Hope said with a nod, appreciating her sister’s insight and her candor. “It’ll be hard…”


      “But like Mama said, better to break his heart now than in two or three years.”


      “True.”


      “Or marry someone you don’t love. You deserve to find what Mama and Daddy have, what Frankie and I have.”


      Another reason to be jealous of her little sister, Hope thought. “Thank you, Faith. I’ll see you at supper.” She bounded out of the room, toward the stairs, before Faith could make any more case for why Hope needed to stop trying to please everyone else and put herself first for a change.
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      Lola Adams was tall, with strawberry-blonde hair that hung well past her waist when it was let down, which it wasn’t presently, but the wind caught loose tendrils and whipped them from the bun atop her head, and Hope was careful not to walk too close to her friend for fear of getting entangled in her tresses.


      “I don’t quite understand what the problem is,” Lola said quietly as they headed toward her carriage. Sunday meeting was over, and most everyone was headed to a nice meal with friends and family, these women included. Most Sundays, Hope’s folks headed out to Aunt Margaret and Uncle Arthur’s home after church, and since Lola had married their grandson, Ben, she would also be there. Lola had been Hope’s best friend ever since her family moved to Lamar when she was still wearing pink bows in her hair, and if Hope felt able to confide in anyone in the world, other than her mother, Lola would be that person.


      “What do you mean?” Hope asked, not sure what she’d explained so poorly that Lola didn’t follow. “Jimmy wants to court me, and I am not interested in doing so.”


      “But… why not give him a chance?” Lola urged, stopping short of her carriage and looking past Hope for a moment to see Ben talking to his Uncle John. “How do you know you don’t like ‘im if you haven’t given ‘im a chance?”


      Hope was a little surprised to hear her friend say that. She thought her advice would be similar to what her mother and sister had told her a few days ago when Jimmy had first asked if she’d like to see him. “Lola, I already know Jimmy well enough to be sure I don’t have that sort of feelings for him.”


      “He’s a good man. You could build a house out there near his folks. Then you wouldn’t have to teach school anymore.”


      Hope’s eyes widened. “Why would you say that, Lola? You know how much I love my work.” Her friend had been there with her the entire time Hope was taking her exams and waiting to hear whether or not she’d scored high enough to even qualify to become a teacher. She’d been there when the superintendent of schools was considering her application and when Hope had earned the job.


      “I know you do, Hope. I’m sorry. I’m not trying to be quarrelsome. It’s just… you always dreamt of going to a place where students really needed a teacher. What did you call it? Unsettled territory? Wild and dangerous? I had a feeling at the time you wouldn’t actually ever leave Lamar. I guess I’m just trying to say, teaching might not be exactly what you thought it was. You certainly haven’t gone off into any lawless place, looking for poor wretched children to help. Which I’m thankful for.” Lola reached out and touched her arm, and Hope considered snatching it away as each word burned her ears more and more. “I just think it might be time to settle down and have a family and let those dreams go.”


      Hope studied Lola’s face for a while, not sure what to say. She’d had no idea her friend thought she’d given up on her dreams by taking the position in their hometown. “I still think about all that, Lola. I do think, someday, maybe I will go somewhere else, somewhere I can really make a difference. But these children need me, too. This might not be the lawless, wild place I spoke of when I was younger and didn’t know the world so well, but these kids still need a schoolteacher.”


      “Yes, of course they do, Hope. And they’re very blessed to have you.” Her friend smiled sympathetically, and Hope wasn’t sure if she was sorry for what she’d said or that she’d hurt her feelings, but she wouldn’t have time to press it further as Ben had arrived and Lola would be headed out. He spoke to Hope briefly, and she forced a smile, not sure what he’d even said. “We’ll see you at the farm.”


      With a nod, Hope backed away so Ben could turn the carriage and noted her father sitting alone in their own cart, likely waiting for the girls to all stop chatting and get in already. Hope headed over, wondering whether she wanted to confide in him at this moment or not but knowing for certain he’d find a way to make her feel better.


      Will Tucker didn’t say much unless something needed to be said. Hope was fairly certain he would’ve rather stayed out on their farm where he didn’t have to see many people if the choice had been solely his, but when her grandfather had offered him a position at the bank, and her grandmother fell and broke her hip, everyone had agree that moving back to Lamar was best for the whole family. Of course, he was able to learn banking quickly and had ended up with Isaac Pike’s job as bank president as soon as her grandfather was ready to retire. Now, both of her grandparents’ health was poor, and they didn’t leave the house even on Sundays for service. Her mother worked tirelessly to care for them, and Hope didn’t feel bad about leaving the farm at all, except for on occasions like this when she saw her father so uncomfortable. Crowds were certainly not his forte.


      She pulled herself up into the seat next to him. “Hope, I would’ve helped you up.”


      “It’s okay, Daddy,” she said, secretly glad she’d managed to sneak up on him. “You don’t wanna talk to the townsfolk today?”


      He chuckled and leaned back slightly against the wooden slats that made up the back of the driver’s seat. “Not anymore today. Are you okay? You look troubled.”


      Hope scooted over, and her father put his arm around her, just as he would’ve done if she was still six years old and lost a doll. “I was just telling Lola about Jimmy, that’s all.”


      “Oh, I see.” He patted her shoulder but didn’t say more. She had already spoken to him briefly about Jimmy’s request, and Jimmy had stopped by the bank to discuss it with him, but being the diplomat he was, Will had told him he needed some time to consider the situation, and Jimmy was likely halfway across town by now. Hope hadn’t even looked his direction during the service for fear he might think she had an answer for him—which she supposed she did, though she didn’t want to speak it.


      “Daddy, do you think I’ve given up on my dreams?” She blurted out the question before she could even consider how harsh it might sound spilling out of her mouth when she was still upset at Lola.


      He raised an eyebrow at her, and Hope dropped her eyes to her boots, thinking he might agree with Lola’s assessment. “Why would you ask that?” Will finally asked. “Who’s puttin’ thoughts in your head?”


      “No one.” She glanced back up and could tell instantly he didn’t buy it. “Lola. She said I should just marry Jimmy and be a farmer’s wife.”


      Will nodded. “And how exactly does that mean you’ve already given up on your dreams since you haven’t done that?”


      Hope spun around, putting her knee up on the seat for a second before she dropped it and took a more ladylike position, still turned to face her father. “Don’t you remember, Daddy, when I used to say I was going to head out West and teach at a school where the kids really needed me? Where the parents were outlaws and saloon girls?” She lowered her voice for that last phrase, afraid some of the other church goers flocking across the yard might overhear.


      He chuckled. “I remember that. Are you saying you think you aren’t doing what you always intended because you are here and not out in Colorado or California or some place?”


      “Or Texas….”


      “Now, that’s south, honey.”


      Hope cocked an eyebrow at him, and her father laughed. “I know that, Daddy. It’s still lawless.”


      “I think, if you were to do that, Hope, you’d find out people are about the same wherever you go. Besides, you are making a difference here. I see it. People come in the bank all the time talking about how wonderful you are with their children, how much they’re learning.”


      “But Daddy….” She wasn’t even sure how that sentence was supposed to end. “What if I did miss my calling because this was the comfortable, safe choice?”


      Her father looked over his shoulder, and Hope realized her mother and sister were outside of the church building now, though they continued to speak with some other women, and Hope knew it could still be several minutes before they made it over to the carriage. Frankie hung back a few feet behind Faith, likely trying not to listen to women-talk but not able to give his betrothed more than few feet of space either.


      “Hope, you know I’ve always encouraged you to do what speaks to your heart. Your mother, on the other hand…. She doesn’t do so well with loved ones being away. If you were to try for a position in one of those lawless lands you speak of, you do need to talk it over with her first. I know you can handle yourself. You been shooting bottles like a deadeye since you were knee high to a grasshopper.” She laughed. “But I can’t imagine not having you here, and I’m not sure you understand how lonely it can be, striking out on your own and leaving everything you know behind you.”


      She soaked in his words, knowing he spoke from experience. He was about her age when he’d joined the Union Army and marched his way across several states, all on his own. She saw her mother laughing with Susannah, carefree, and knew she’d likely break her mother’s heart if she pursued leaving Lamar. Deep inside of Hope, there was a fire still burning, telling her she needed to try or else she’d always live with regret. It had been just an ember this morning, but Lola had stoked the flame, and now, Hope felt she had more to consider than just Jimmy Brooks and his proposal.


      “What was it like, Daddy?” she asked. “Being out there all alone.”


      He shrugged, and she thought he might not answer. She knew he didn’t like to talk about the war much. “It was lonesome most times. I made friends quick. People like Frank.” She nodded—Frankie’s father. “But I wanted nothing more than to come back here, to your mother. To my sister. Family’s the most important thing in the world, Hope. You can’t forget that.”


      Hope stared into her father’s eyes for a long moment before she nodded. The sound of her mother and sister brought her back to reality, and she remembered she was sitting in her mother’s seat. “Thanks, Daddy,” she said quietly, and he tilted his head down to let her know she was welcome before turning to step down from the cart so he could help her mother in. Hope jumped down, too, and as she turned her head, she saw Jimmy Brooks standing by the church. She’d thought he’d left, but he was still there, staring at her. Tears filled her eyes, and Hope had to look away. Maybe he was just one man, maybe there were others in town she hadn’t thought about, but Hope realized if she wanted a love like her parents’, she’d have to look elsewhere. She climbed into the back seat of the cart and listened to her sister tell Frankie she’d see him later, her heart longing for something like that more than she’d even considered before Jimmy Brooks had asked the question that led to a thousand others.
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      In all of the years she’d been coming to the Adams Farm, Hope had never walked the grounds. The furthest she could ever remember going was to the barn out back to visit the horses. Knowing her mother used to run through the pastures, past them to the woods, to a little pond, made her curious as to what may lie out there in the pleasant countryside. So after the meal was over, and she’d helped clear the dishes, she decided to take a little stroll.


      She hadn’t made it too far before she heard her name shouted from the distance. Without turning back, she knew it was Faith, so she slowed her step and waited as her sister rushed to catch up to her. “Where are you going?” She was out of breath by the time she caught up, and Hope almost laughed as she pressed a hand to her side and tried to control her breathing.


      “Perhaps you need to get out of the house more,” she said, poking fun at her younger sibling.


      “Perhaps I would if I could sew and walk at the same time,” Faith shot back. “What are you doing?”


      With a shrug, Hope replied, “I just realized I hadn’t actually explored the farm much. Mama said she used to run around here as a child. I thought it might be interesting to take a little walk. You wanna come?”


      “Yes, of course,” Faith replied, breathing easier now. They took off at a leisurely pace, headed in no particular direction, and soon found themselves walking through an overgrown orchard.


      “I wonder why this place hasn’t been taken care of,” Hope said as they wandered through apple and pear trees with last year’s fruit still scattered around the ground.


      “Maybe Uncle Arthur can’t take care of all of it anymore,” Faith replied. “All of his sons have married and gone off, as you know, and the grandsons have their own responsibilities.”


      One of those grandsons, Lola’s husband, had his own farm now. Maybe that’s why Lola wanted her to become a farmer’s wife, so they’d have something in common, though Hope remembered a time when Lola had also wanted to teach school. Her marks were good enough, but she chose to marry Ben and stay in Lamar after graduation, and since Hope was the only teacher the town needed for now, she’d settled out at the farm, not too far down the road from the Adams Farm.


      “He could’ve just parceled it up,” Hope thought aloud.


      “Maybe no one wanted it.”


      They walked a little farther, and up ahead, they saw a stone fence, nearly waist high, that squared off a small area about thirty feet by thirty feet. The grass on the outside of the space was overgrown, but inside, it looked like it was well taken care of, and as they drew closer, Hope realized what she was looking at. “It’s a cemetery.”


      “A family plot,” Faith agreed. “Maybe we shouldn’t go in.”


      “Why not? Clearly someone does. It’s well tended.” She stepped through a small opening in the stone, careful where she tread. There were only five or six markers, but there was room for more, and she wondered if Great-Aunt Margaret and Great-Uncle Arthur would be buried here someday.


      “Baby boy Adams,” Faith read, her voice filled with sadness. “I didn’t know Aunt Margaret lost a child.” It was sad, Hope agreed, but not uncommon. Poor baby didn’t even have a name, and the dates showed he hadn’t lived a day.


      Something else caught her attention. “Look!” Hope said, peering past the first row. “Look at the large one, with the muskets at the top.” They carefully stepped around the child’s marker. “Jaris Adams.” Hope turned and looked at her sister, whose eyes were wide.


      “He’s the one Mama was supposed to marry,” Faith remembered. “Look. He died at Wilson’s Creek. It says Confederate officer.”


      “Wasn’t Daddy at Wilson’s Creek?” Hope turned to look at her sister, puzzled.


      “Oh, can you imagine fighting against your own cousin?”


      Hope shook her head. “I think there’s a lot they’re not telling us.” Her eyes drifted again to another headstone near Jaris Adams’s final resting place. “Julia Tucker.” She moved a few steps over. “Aunt Julia. Your namesake.”


      Faith grabbed ahold of her arm. Her name, Faith Julia, was for the girl who lay beneath the ground here. “Daddy loved her so much.”


      They stood and looked at Julia’s grave for a few more minutes before moving on. What Hope saw next stunned her. “Carey Adams is buried here?”


      “Why would they allow him in the family plot after what he did?” Faith asked, her voice taking on a tone of outrage.


      “I don’t know.” Her eyes flickered down the tombstone. It was small and only had his name and dates on it, but she was certain by the year 1864 that this was the same man who had betrayed their town to Quantrill.


      “Carey was still part of the family.”


      They both turned at the sound of their mother’s voice. She was standing on the other side of the low stone wall but stepped through as she continued. “Aunt Margaret insisted, and I could hardly protest, even though what that man did was pure evil.”


      The girls exchanged glances, realizing their mother wasn’t just speaking about the town now. “Mama,” Faith began, carefully crossing back to where her mother stood. “Can you tell us the rest of the story? I feel like you started to the other day, but there’s more, isn’t there?”


      “Was Daddy there when Jaris died?” Hope asked, remembering what the tombstone had said about Wilson’s Creek.”


      “He was at the battle, honey, but he didn’t see him that day. Your father was wounded badly at Wilson’s Creek, and he almost died as well.”


      Hope looked at Faith, and their eyes met. How many times when she was little had Hope traced the scars on her father’s shoulder, his collarbone? She’d asked what happened, but he never seemed to want to talk about it. Hope had met lots of people who’d lived through the war, many vets, people who had defended their homes against Quantrill, and she knew most of them would rather not speak of those days, but she felt like she needed to know her parents story because it was a part of who she was.


      “Mama, tell us,” Faith said, her voice quiet as if speaking too loudly would wake the dead. “Tell us about Jaris, and Julia—and Carey. We want to know.”


      Cordia drew in a deep breath through her nose and nodded. “But not here.” Silently, she walked out of the little cemetery and over to some trees. She kept walking until she’d reached a pond, and Hope imagined this was the one she used to run to whenever Jaris and Carey were chasing her. Finding a shady spot beneath a tree, Cordia fanned out her skirts and lowered herself to the ground, her daughters doing the same. And then, she began to tell them a story of the ones she’d loved, and the ones she’d lost, during the war.


      “I was engaged to Jaris, as I mentioned, but it was here, at this farm, the day after your Uncle Nolan was killed, that I met your father. I had seen him a few times when we were much younger, but I didn’t remember him. I was out fetching water with Susannah when he and Julia rode up, and I remember thinking he was the most handsome man I’d ever laid eyes on.”


      “But you were engaged,” Faith reminded her.


      “I know. It was a dilemma. And your father being your father, it wasn’t as if I could just saunter over and have a discussion with him.” They all giggled. “It took some coaxing. And a spilled cup of water at a sending off party. But once I had him alone, there was no doubt in my mind he was the one for me.”


      Hope wasn’t quite sure what a spilled cup of water would have to do with anything, but she couldn’t help smile at her mother as her face radiated the sort of love Hope had only dreamt of. “Did he kiss you that night? Even though you were engaged to Jaris?”


      “No,” Cordia said quickly. “I kissed him.”


      Both girls gasped, and Cordia’s laugh rang out around them. “Mama!” Faith admonished.


      “I know, I know. It was very… bold of me. But I knew what I wanted, and I wasn’t willing to just sit back and let others dictate my life.”


      “But then, how did you end up engaged to Carey Adams then?” Faith asked.


      “You’re getting ahead of the story, Faithy,” their mother replied. She picked up where she’d left off, at the sending off celebration, told them about how she’d ridden to Springfield after Wilson’s Creek to find their father and Jaris, with her beloved servant Frieda, God rest her soul, and how she’d found Will in a church—alive but wounded. Jaris hadn’t been so lucky, and she’d brought his remains back with her.


      She went on to tell about letter writing for many years, and how she’d visited Julia almost every day when she was well. “No one knew about our promise to each other,” she explained. “Except Julia. She figured it out.” She went on to tell about how Carey had asked for her hand, and her mother was so overjoyed, she’d somehow found herself engaged to the tyrant without ever having said yes. “Your Aunt Margaret let your daddy know, and he thought I’d done something awful, that I was just toying with his emotions.”


      “Why would she do that?” Faith asked, wrinkling her nose.


      “She didn’t know about my engagement to your father, of course,” Cordia explained, absently twirling the ring on her finger. “She thought she was sharing good news.”


      “Was Daddy mad?” Hope asked, wondering how this repaired itself.


      “He was devastated.” Their mother still sounded upset about the situation, even though it had happened over two decades earlier. “He came home from the war and didn’t even tell me. I discovered he was here when I came to visit Aunt Margaret.”


      “Did he yell at you?” Faith asked.


      “Yes, something like that,” Cordia admitted, and Hope couldn’t imagine her father yelling at anyone, let alone her mother. “And then I went straight to Carey’s house and threw his ring at him, even though I will admit I was frightened of him.”


      “Did he hurt you?” Hope was practically holding her breath, despite knowing the eventual outcome.


      “Not right then, but later that night, he snuck into our house and tried to hurt me. If your father hadn’t come over to bring me the coat I’d left here, who knows what might’ve happened to me.”


      “That’s terrifying, Mama,” Faith said, covering her mouth.


      “In our very kitchen, your father rescued me from Carey Adams. And then that man went and told the law your father had kidnapped me, had a whole search party out looking for us. But I left with your father, you see, because I was afraid of Carey. I left a note for Grandpa in a secret location.”


      “Where at?” Hope wanted to know.


      Laughing, her mother said, “The cookie jar, of course. We went off and got married, and then Julia got awful sick, so Uncle Arthur came to get us.”


      “How did he know where you were?” Faith asked.


      “He was one of the only ones who knew where the family farm was.”


      Hope realized she meant the farm they’d grown up on, and she remembered another little cemetery like the one they’d stumbled on that day, one where she’d visited the graves of her Uncle Nolan and her paternal grandparents.


      “We came back to town, and Julia passed away that night.”


      “Daddy must’ve been heartbroken.” Faith had a tear in her eye as she spoke.


      “He was. So much so, he insisted I go to my parents’ house while he stayed here with her. He didn’t want me to see him all choked up like that. But you see, that was the night of Quantrill’s raid, and Carey Adams and his men showed up at the house that evening, so Grandpa and I had to defend it. And then your daddy rode in and took care of most of Carey’s men, driving the rest of them away.”


      “You mean he shot them?” Hope asked, wondering just how many men her father might’ve killed in his life, something he would never talk about.


      “I do,” Cordia confirmed. “And then we helped the townsfolk clean up and start over. We eventually went back to the farm, where we raised you two little angels until we needed to come back here to help Grandma and Grandpa. After Frieda passed away, they needed someone, and I didn’t see any sense in hiring someone when I was capable of doing it myself. Besides, I missed them. Family is very important to both your father and I.”


      The girls soaked in the story, and Hope reflected on just how much her parents must’ve loved each other to go through all of that. “But Mama, you didn’t exactly say what happened to Carey Adams. No one in town seems to know, but I think maybe you do.”


      “That’s not something we care to talk about, Hopey. You have to remember, Carey was your Uncle Arthur’s nephew, same as your daddy is Aunt Margaret’s nephew, and those were some dark times. Lots of families had lines right down the middle, some for the Union, and some for the Rebs.”


      Hope nodded, but she had a feeling her mother had answered her question without doing so directly. She swallowed hard, wondering if her father might be willing to tell her a little bit more since she’d put the pieces together for the most part already.


      “You and Daddy sure did have a one in a million kind of love, didn’t you?” Faith asked, her eyes still teary.


      “We did. We still do.” Their mother’s face was glowing, and Hope felt a tinge of envy. She doubted she’d ever have her entire face light up at the mention of a man the way her mother’s face was glowing now.


      “That’s how I feel about Frankie,” Faith said, swiping at her eyes with the back of her hand. “Even though we haven’t had to fight for each other, or go through a war, or nothin’ like that. I think we could survive it, though. Like you and Daddy did.”


      “Be thankful you haven’t had to, honey.” Cordia leaned over and wiped a stray tear from her youngest daughter’s eyes. “Men like your father and Frankie’s father fought so that your generation wouldn’t have to. People like Jaris gave their lives for what they believed in, even if we didn’t quite see eye to eye.”


      “Was Jaris for slavery then, Mama?” Hope asked, just curious. Being a border state, there were lots of folks in Missouri who were. But the Adams family had never had slaves on their farm.


      “No, he was fighting for states’ rights. He didn’t think it was right for the federal government to interfere with the laws of each state,” Cordia explained.


      “And was Daddy fighting to free the slaves?” Faith asked, her tears all dried up now.


      “Partially. But mostly, your father entered the war because of the guerrilla forces that were sweeping through here at the time. He wanted to do something to combat them. I guess he figured if the Confederacy fell, they’d have to quit their marauding as well.”


      “It must’ve been difficult for you to have someone on each side of the war that you loved.” Hope gave her mother a small smile.


      “It was, but I wasn’t alone. There were lots of families torn apart.” She let out a loud sigh and brushed a stray strand of curly, dark hair off of her cheek. “I pray nothing like that ever happens to our country again. It was a horrible time.”


      “Things aren’t much better now in some parts,” Faith reminded them. “There’s still marauders; they’re just not flying a flag.”


      Hope thought about her discussion earlier with her father. What Faith said was true. There were lawless parts of the country for sure, and she’d wanted to go there. Part of her still did. Her mother had defended her home against intruders, a rifle in her hand. Could she do the same thing? Her father was a dead-eye and had taught both of his girls to shoot as soon as they were big enough to hold a gun. She’d never even shot an animal before, though, and couldn’t imagine taking a person’s life, but maybe if the circumstances called for it….


      “We don’t have to worry about any of that around here,” Cordia said with a dismissive smile. “Now, we need to be heading home soon. Grandma and Grandpa will be missing us.”


      They’d stopped by home to make sure her grandparents had everything they needed before heading out to the farm, but Hope agreed they didn’t need to be left home alone for too long. Grandma had trouble walking anymore, and Grandpa’s shoulder gave him fits from where he’d been shot over twenty years ago. Cordia didn’t like to leave them home alone for more than a couple of hours.


      The three of them came to their feet, stretching their backs, and Hope looked around one last time, wondering if she’d ever meander out here again. It had been interesting to see the cemetery. She wondered what may have happened if Jaris Adams had lived. Would her mother have given in and married him instead of her father? Or if she married Will Tucker anyway, would it have caused such a rift in her family that Aunt Margaret would never speak to her nephew again?


      As they walked back toward the house, Faith said, “Someday, you’ll need to tell us about Julia.”


      “Yes, someday I will. She was a lovely young lady.”


      “Why didn’t you name Hope after her then?” Faith asked.


      “Because Hope was born just about the time Frieda got sick, and I promised her I’d name a baby after her. She’d done so much for me. She went with me that day, when I went to Springfield to see about your father and Jaris. Without Frieda, I’m not sure I would’ve made it.” She rested a hand on each of her daughter’s shoulders.


      Hope had never been fond of her middle name. It always reminded her of a little old lady, but the more she learned about her mother’s caretaker, the more proudly she could call herself Hope Frieda Tucker. She just wondered if she’d ever accomplish anything worthy of having a baby named after her.
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      A brisk fall breeze blew against the door of the schoolhouse as the last student left for the day, and Hope looked around at the leaves that she’d need to sweep up before she left for the weekend. She’d also have to make sure the fire was good and doused so that the wooden building didn’t end up a pile of ashes. Otherwise, the room was fairly neat, and she hoped to be on her way home in a half-hour or so. She needed a break after the last three weeks. It seemed like the colder the weather got outside, the less capable of getting their work done the students became, as if their minds were starting to freeze up. But today, she’d had a breakthrough with one of her toughest students, and he finally seemed to be getting his multiplication, so that was something she could smile about on the walk home.


      Grabbing the broom out of the closet, Hope set about sweeping up the debris of the day, and her mind wandered back to thoughts of what it might be like if this wasn’t a schoolhouse in the middle of a well-established little town in Missouri but one out west, maybe in Montana or California. Would she hear shots fired outside of her classroom windows all hours of the day? Would she be able to walk home alone, or would she need an escort? The thought of being out where the world was expanding and anything was a possibility was exciting, but at the same time, she thought about her mother’s good cooking and the safety of her grandparents’ solid, two-story brick home and knew it would be a hard trade to make, especially if the position didn’t come with her own home, which she’d heard a lot of them out there in the new settlements didn’t.


      “You’re fantasizing again, Hope Tucker,” she muttered to herself, brushing the last bits of dirt and leaves into the dustpan and carrying it over to the trash bin. It wasn’t nearly full so there was no reason to take it out that afternoon. She put the fire out, straightened a few more items around the room and then bundled up tightly against a cold October wind and headed out the door with just her lunch pail. No schoolwork for her this weekend—she was taking a few days off.


      She hadn’t made it far when she saw Jimmy Brooks coming up the other side of the road. He had on a thick coat and his hat was pulled down low over his ears, like he was just as cold as she was. It had been weeks since she’d spoken to him, and even at a distance she could see the pathetic look in his eyes, as if she’d broken his heart. It had never been her intention to do so, but her mother’s words hit home with her. Why would she want to give him the impression she might be interested in marrying him when that wasn’t even a possibility?


      He pulled his wagon to a halt across from her, and Hope found a smile. “Good afternoon, Jimmy,” she called, gazing up at him. “You in town to visit the general store again?”


      “No, miss,” he replied, not smiling at all; he looked pathetic, staring down at her. “I stopped by the bank to speak to your daddy.”


      Hope raised an eyebrow. “You did?”


      “Yes, miss.” She wondered why he was suddenly being so formal. “Might I give you a ride home?”


      She tipped her head and took him in, suspicious. Hope knew her father wouldn’t have promised him anything, but she may as well hear Jimmy out. “All right.” She was still uncertain but could see no harm in it.


      Jimmy leapt down and helped her into the other side of the wagon seat, and River whinnied, reminding them it was much colder out than it should’ve been for mid-October. Hope settled to the far side of the seat, leaving just enough space so as not to fall out and waited for Jimmy to come back around to the driver’s seat.


      He climbed up and gave the reins a quick jerk. Since he’d been headed the opposite direction of her house, they’d have to take a little longer route, and Hope found herself going back the way she’d just come. They sat in silence, and she felt more uncomfortable by the moment.


      Once he’d turned and headed the right way, Jimmy cleared his throat. “Your daddy said the same thing he did last time, that it was up to you. Now, I figured the way you been avoidin’ me, I had my answer already, that you ain’t interested in courtin’ me, Hope Tucker. But I wanted to make sure that’s right, cause I ain’t about to just give up on you.”


      Hope felt her stomach tighten as it had the last time he mentioned the possibility of the two of them spending more time together, and she shifted her gaze from the side of his face to the road in front of him. She remembered what her mother had said, but part of her thought it might be easier to just say yes, to go on a few dates with him, and then, maybe he’d see for himself that they were not a good match.
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