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WILL’S
WAR





PROLOGUE


Seguin, Texas, America.


The train carried the body of the young woman from Karnes City to Seguin, Texas. It stopped at San Antonio and Cibolo, Marion and McQueeney, and at each station the passengers inside drew away from the windows, comforting each other on their dreadful, untimely loss. Outside, along the tracks, crowds of strangers became more and more vocal and abusive. Only the harsh breath of steam and the screams and thunder of the great iron wheels drowned out the sound of stones and insults hurled by those they passed. Within the car, they whispered praise of this woman who had been so loved, had lived so boldly and had died so young. A dark-suited band played the music of Handel, Mozart and Krug in counterpoise to the insistent drumming of the wheels on the tracks. Beyond the windows, cold, hard faces cursed the people on the train, believing they were in league with those who had so recently blackened civilization with their barbarous acts.


When the train left the San Antonio station, a brick carried away a window and shards of shattered glass clattered on the coffin. A cold December wind howled into the coach and whipped the dark coattails and veils of the mourners. Two men moved between the ruined window and the coffin as if to draw the hatred away, like enemy rifle fire, from the body of the woman they had loved. The darker man was one of her brothers. The other, a slender man of elegant bearing, wearing several diamond studs that had belonged to his grandfather in Germany, was her husband.


Because of the Great War in Europe, the German-Americans on the private railroad car symbolized to many Texans the evil that had nearly brought the world to its knees. The native sons of little Texas towns like Karnes City, McQueeney and Cibolo were suffering and dying at the hands of the faraway Huns while the Germans at home sang their alien operas and attended their masked balls and whispered opposition to the war, just as they had opposed slavery and secession from the Union two generations before. Now the newspapers pleaded for all good Americans to root out Germanism in all its forms.


As the train pulled into the depot in Seguin, both men breathed a sigh of relief. The hundreds of people meeting the train had names like Stautzenberger, Baenziger, Starcke, Koehler or Krezdorn, Schultz, Wuest, Koch, Kluth, Muelder, Saegert and Halm—names that could have populated a town by the Rhine. In Seguin, Texas, Germans and people of German descent had been at the heart of the community for nearly a hundred years. Although they had retained their Old World language and culture, Germans were respected by most people in the community and tensions between Southerners and Germans—“Raggedies” and “Squareheads”—were not as severe as they were in other towns. The sorrow of the mourners was eased somewhat by the knowledge that they were bringing the young woman home to a place and to people she had loved.


After the train reached the depot, people spilled from houses and from brick-front buildings along the streets and a procession formed behind the great black hearse. The body passed through lines of children waiting along the road. It moved south beneath the great green archway of hackberry trees along Austin Street, passed the fine houses and mansions of Senator F. C. Weinert, the Blumbergs, the home of Dr. Knolle, the pharmacist Madeline Gerlich, and the huge brick palace of Emil Mosheim. From wide porches the families watched the somber parade. Within the houses, Christmas lights lay upon mantels and cast colors from green tinseled trees.


On the procession moved, past the red brick German Methodist Church, the Koepsel home, and into the heart of town to the courthouse square and the Mendlovitz Dry Goods Store where upstairs in the Klein Opera House the woman had performed so beautifully. Turning east on Market Street, the procession passed the Nolte Bank and the St. Andrews Episcopal Church where the bells tolled their terrible tale, and passed the Plaza Hotel where the woman had recently danced on the rooftop until dawn. Then it was north again, along Crockett Street past her father’s drugstore and to his home on Milam Street.


The pallbearers carried the casket into the parlor. The yard and the porches filled with neighbors and strangers. So many people came to pay their respects that it took most of the afternoon for the line of mourners to pass the open casket. When only family and close friends remained, the dark man raised his violin to his cheek and played a lullaby of Brahms.


At the Riverside Cemetery, next to the jade-green Guadalupe River, the woman was lowered into her grave. Next to her were the graves of her mother and grandmother. Here in the earth were three generations of a family that had escaped intolerable conditions in Germany to find a better life in Texas. The women had died violently, two before the age of thirty. Now, as night descended, the dark man wondered if he should stand guard over the graves. He feared that rabble from San Antonio or Leesville would try to destroy the headstones as they had done in several other cemeteries where Germans were buried.


As the moon rose into the black December sky, the dark man pulled his collar close and looked out at the gravestones gleaming like skulls in the night. He thought about the many German families who had struggled all their lives to escape the injustice and prejudice of their times. All they had wanted was to be American, he thought, as he uncoiled his whip and prepared to defend their graves.





I.


Weinert, Texas.
May 1917


It was hot. The parched earth smelled like burning tar, the sun seared the air with a yellow haze, air so dry it seemed brittle as crystal and was filled with an incessant ringing sound that consumed the mind and made it difficult to think or even pray for rain. A small wind walked from the west through failed fields and dry stubble, pausing now and then to whirl about in the dust, raising dervishes, incongruous dancers on the thirsting prairie. There were no trees to cast shade or bring relief to a flat, featureless horizon and there were no birds nor singing of birds anywhere near.


The house was in the heart of town along a railroad track reaching straight as God’s spine from Weinert to Abilene and then to Fort Worth and then on to the unknowable East. Shifting veils of heat rose from the burning rails. Above the haze and dust devils, above the brown grasses and the bitter, colorless town, the cloudless sky was an intense blue.


On the porch of the house, Virginia King Bergfeld looked for evidence of Heaven in the great lonely dome of the sky, looked for where angels might make rain by weeping for the dying earth, but all she saw were vultures circling, waiting.


As the long day wore on, Virginia could not shake the feeling that something terrible was about to happen. The haze, the heat, the vultures were signs, but there was more. There were the strangers. Hard men watching, asking questions of their neighbors who later refused to meet their eyes. It was a feeling of overwhelming anxiety, a tightness in her chest, an unusual awareness of the beating of her heart, an intense and unpleasant sensitivity to touch, as if her nerve ends had crawled too close to the outer layer of her skin. “This is not like me,” she said aloud to the fading day. “It’s just this place. The heat. This awful town.”


More than one hundred miles away in Fort Worth, the man called Grimes boarded the westbound train. He was tall and lean, his face bronzed and creased, his eyes the color of pewter, dull from looking too long at horizons. He settled into the seat, tipped his wide-brimmed hat over his eyes and thought about what he must do. Tom Grimes listened to the rattle of the rails and wondered if this was the day he would die.


In the Bergfeld home, the evening meal passed in near silence. Virginia looked at Will and tried to see into his mind. Did he feel what she felt? The coming of something sinister? If he did, he would not say. He would hide what he felt in silence, as he did now except to ask for the peas she had coaxed from her garden or the cornbread she had baked at first light before the heat came down. He felt her eyes, looked up and smiled, and as always, when she met the eyes of the man she had married, she was nearly overwhelmed by the miracle of their love. Will had come into her life like a whirlwind, a darkly handsome adventurer who was as genuine and open as a child, yet deep as an unexplained sonnet. She had touched every fissure and contour of his body, had breathed his breath, whispered intimacies into his lips, was in touch with his every sorrow, his every desire and passion, but there were hidden corners of his soul she could not reach. Not that he held back, but it seemed those corners were lost to himself, as well. It was where his anger dwelled, she knew. An anger that made him sometimes a stranger; that made him say and do things that were totally unexpected and out of character—things that seemed the words and deeds of a far less gentle man. The only predictable thing about Will Bergfeld was his love for her and their daughters, a love absolute and eternal. He was a mystery, this man she adored, this wild, daring, unpredictable, loving, often infuriating father of her children. He was a strong man. A good man. A man who merely held the world to an impossibly high standard, a standard no mortal could achieve. And when the world fell short, his anger came and tried to make things right again no matter what. She looked at her children, Little Virginia, her cloud of hair white as a dove’s wing and Mary, dark as Will, with those same penetrating eyes that gazed at you a bit too long, a bit too deep, as if trying to see the secrets within your mind. There was love in this house. Love enough to compensate for life in a land as barren as a Biblical wilderness. Surely this good, strong man will allow no harm to come to our little home. What harm could possibly penetrate the shield of love my man has forged around us?


Tom Grimes stared out at the dark sliding by. He knew they crossed the Brazos by the shifting sound of the wheels on the track. Again, the shifting octave of the clattering iron wheels signaled they had crossed the trestle over Big Smokey Creek, at Cisco.


Grimes turned and saw the other men were sleeping, rocking, eyes empty or closed, their bolt-action 1903 Springfield rifles standing between their knees. How ironic, he thought, that the Springfield was an almost exact copy of the German Mauser, so similar that the American government paid royalties to the German Mauserwerke. Now there would be war and the Kaiser would be paid royalties for the rifles that paid death to his soldiers. Killing had become very confusing since the battleship Maine went down and Grimes had sailed for Cuba to fight a foreign enemy.


Nothing was simple anymore. Most of the Rangers on the train he had known for years. But the Federal agents were strangers known only by their reputations, reputations he did not respect. Grimes did not like these men with their secretive ways and strange loyalties. And as they passed the trestle over Hubbard Creek he wished he were somewhere else, someplace where he was better able to tell what was right from what was not.


When the meal was finished, the dishes done, the little girls bathed and dressed for bed, Will opened the chest in the hall. It contained bedding, two Colt revolvers, an unfinished painting of his sister Louise, his paints and brushes, and a violin his mother Elisabethe had brought from Germany. The violin was a Guarneri, had been in the family for three generations, was one of the few objects he treasured, certainly the most valuable thing he owned. As he tuned the instrument, the violin seemed almost miniature, dwarfed by the breadth of his shoulders and his large hands. As the children played on a pallet on the floor, Virginia moved to the old upright piano on which she had learned to play as a child, and Virginia and Will began to play now in the little house in the heart of town.


Rarely did they discuss what they would play, one just started and the other almost immediately followed. Usually the choice was Virginia’s. She would shuffle through the sheet music purchased from Will’s father’s drugstore until she came to a tune she fancied, then she would begin. Will never used sheet music. He held all the music he had ever heard in his mind, a marvelous gift that never failed to astound and mystify his wife. They played Brahms, then the old spiritual Down by the Riverside, a favorite of Will’s because of the line, “I ain’t gonna study war no more,” then a piece by Schubert from the operetta Lilac Time that had been written and performed the year before in Vienna.


The house filled with harmony. The oven of the day cooled. The little girls were suspended half awake, half dreaming. Virginia’s fears fled, carried away by melody. She watched Will as he played, the music seeming to flow through his fingers from some wellspring inside his tall, slightly swaying body. He could have been a concert violinist like his mother, Virginia often thought. But Will did not have the capacity to build a life on just one foundation. He was too curious, too impatient, too filled with the need for action, a verb of a man, her Will. There was too much in the world to see and do and experience. Music was merely one of his loves, no greater or lesser than his love of racing his motorcycle or his love of a good fight or of justice. As she watched the graceful ballet of his fingers, the subtle play of expression that animated his strong, almost noble features, Virginia wondered if music came from the mind or from the heart or from the hands or from some mystical alliance among all three. The house was filled with the gliding gifts of Schubert.


Outside, the moon rose full and yellow, the air now so clear the lunar edge was sharp as a blade. A breeze lifted the lace curtains in the windows and played in Mary’s long, dark hair. The wind touched Virginia. Suddenly she was unexplainably cold. She paused in her playing, her fingers resting on the keys. Her nameless anxiety had returned. She shivered and Will lowered his violin and asked what was wrong.


“Listen,” she said.


“What?” he asked, his head tilted, his brow furled.


“The prairie dogs. They hear a train.” The breeze carried the plural conversation from the prairie dog towns along the tracks. The little animals always heard the train long before the sound reached human ears. If you were meeting someone on the train, their barking was a signal to leave the house and it would be followed exactly four minutes later by the wail of the arriving train’s whistle. But there was no train scheduled for this time of night.


“Something’s coming,” Virginia said.


“Yes,” Will said. He looked at her with those eyes that see inside, then he closed them, raised his violin and began to play again. It was not a song Virginia knew, but something different and haunting, fragments of melody summoned from some dark mythic Teutonic forest. The house was filled with music. The house was filled with fear. Outside, there was silence. Virginia knew a train had arrived and that there must be a reason why they had heard no whistle.


Grimes stepped from the train. There were eighteen men in all, heavily armed Texas Rangers, federal marshals and Secret Service men. They formed into groups and spread out into the town, guns at the ready, their steps stirring clouds of dust in the dry roads. They moved quickly, steadily, as if they had planned exactly where they were going. A hound howled. Other dogs barked in response. In soft contralto complaint, cows near death from thirst lowed at the intruding strangers. Grimes thought there was nothing more sorrowful than the sound of a slow-dying cow, a sound too often heard these days when there was no rain and few farmers had access to water. A screen door slammed. Shadows passed lamp-lit doorways. From the Bergfeld house came the lament of Will’s mother’s violin.


They came like something in a dream. Slowly, but suddenly there, filling the house with the scraping of their boots and the smell of sweat and iron. Grimes crashed through the front door, others battered down the back. They followed the barrels of their guns into the room. Virginia screamed, then rushed for the girls, scooping them up as they, too, began shrieking in terror. Virginia’s greatest fear was that Will would fight the intruders. She could see the vein in his neck rise blue and knotted with outrage. Please God, she prayed, let Will go easy. Will set the violin carefully down, then stood tall and turned to face the man called Grimes. There was violence in his eyes.


“Don’t, Will!” Virginia screamed, half to God and half to her husband. Grimes took Will by the shoulder and spun him around and manacled his arms behind his back.


“Well, boys,” Will said, his voice on the edge of control, “if you don’t have enough guns, I’ve got two I’ll let you borrow.”


One of the federal marshals grasped Virginia and pushed her against the wall. “Can’t you shut them brats up?” he growled.


“Leave them be,” Grimes called to the man. “We only want the man.”


“What for?” Bergfeld asked.


“You know damn well what for,” Grimes said.


Will knew.


As Grimes led him out the front door, Will looked back at Virginia. “Telephone your father,” he said, and then he was gone and Virginia was left alone in the house with the night, her children and her dread.


So this is the bad time. The day one prays never comes or that comes only to others, leaving a legacy of both guilt and thanksgiving. It is that dark time, the prophesied season of suffering we must all endure. It is the trial God sends us to give life meaning, like he sent Job. The family has been assaulted, our home violated, my husband taken away in chains by strangers. But it is not death. It is not facing the lions or the gallows or that moment when you realize your last breath has been taken and there is no more.


How fortunate I have been in my life to have experienced nothing truly terrible. It is a blessing that left me unprepared for what I must do. I am an actor without a rehearsal. I don’t know my lines. My inclination is to leave it at God’s door. He knows best and all will come out fine in the end. But that is the myth of life. In my heart, I am absolutely certain that Will has done no wrong and is innocent of whatever he is charged with doing. But Will often gives the impression of wrongdoing. My father warned me. He called Will a loose cannon, a man who would one day bring me grief. But he has brought me more happiness than I ever dreamed would come my way. Now he is gone and the prophesied trouble has come and I am unprepared for the task ahead.





II.


Seguin, Texas.
May 1917


On the day of the night Will was taken, before she found the terrible thing on the road to Monthalia, Virginia’s mother, Bettie King, heard the call of Peachtree’s pet owl. It was the signal that the hermit from the Guadalupe River bottoms had come to see if there might be some chore he could do in return for buttermilk or leftover pie.


Bettie watched him approach with his wary, sideways gait, and she wondered how a man could allow himself to become so wretchedly disreputable. Although it was relatively warm, he was wearing several layers of clothing, each layer the most tattered and bedraggled of any garment worn in all of Christendom. Beneath his battered derby hat there was little to see of his face. A wild wreath of unkempt hair and beard hid everything but his bright, violent eyes; the eyes of a beast, some said. And that was why most everyone in town was afraid of Peachtree and avoided him whenever possible, which was not difficult because he preferred the silences and solitudes of the river bottoms to human company. Peachtree lived in a cave in the riverbank. His home was surrounded by a rampart of old automobile parts, cast-off refrigerators, scraps of old wagon wheels, and a marvelous miscellany of rummage and junk he had rescued from the trash cans of Seguin. He was known to come out of his cave each night to prowl the town and do all manner of minor mischief. Although Bettie was uneasy in his presence, she was the one of the few in Seguin, besides Will Bergfeld, to befriend the strange recluse.


Peachtree appeared to be ancient, but he was actually Will’s age. The story of how he came to Seguin was obscure and it had many versions. One tale told that he had been the youngest child of the Petries, a family of German bluebonnet painters who had come through the area years before. He had been a terribly difficult boy, wildly unpredictable, antisocial and disobedient, often running away to live for days like a wild creature in the woods. Another story was that he had been raised by a family of possums, like Rudyard Kipling’s Mowgli who lived among the wolves. Whether he was their son or not, he had briefly lived with the Petries, but his trips back to them had become less and less frequent, until finally, he left for good and settled into his cave on the Guadalupe. The Petries were apparently relieved to be shut of him, because they had never come back to take their wild child home.


Today Peachtree tied his owl to the boot scrape and Bettie made him wash his hands with strong lye soap before letting him through the screen door into the kitchen. He sat down at the table and watched her pour a glass of buttermilk. Will, who had been a childhood companion of Peachtree, claimed that the hermit was intelligent and that they sometimes had long conversations about life. But in Bettie’s presence, he spoke more with his strange expressive eyes than with his lips. And he was now staring at the knife she was using to cut him a slice of pie.


“Let me sharpen this,” he said, reaching, taking the knife from her hand.


“It’s just for cutting pie,” Bettie said. “How sharp does it need to be?” A chill slipped down her spine as she watched Peachtree test the blade on his thumb.


“You’ll see,” Peachtree said, his voice rattling in his throat, his eyes ablaze with something Bettie could not read. Then he took the knife, unchained his owl and left for the barn.


Later that morning, Bettie’s father, who everyone called Papa Leonard, picked Bettie up in his wagon. They traveled out along the Capote Road from Seguin toward the little community of Monthalia, close to Gonzales. Papa Leonard was telling her the old stories of the German migration into Central Texas and how those who fled to America were among the liberals opposed to Bismarck. Many were musicians, writers, artists and free spirits. Those who made the long ocean passage to America and the arduous overland trek to Central Texas were the best, most talented, most adventurous of their generation.


Once again Papa Leonard told how the German immigrants had suffered and died from hurricanes and fever and Indians and outlaws along the trail north from Indianola. Of his family of six, only Papa Leonard and a brother had survived; the rest were buried in shallow graves along the way. He told how they had come to the sweet hills around Seguin and the woods and meadows along the Guadalupe River, and how they stopped to put down roots in the American wilderness.


Bettie listened patiently to the often-told stories. The wagon moved through ragged pastures of gaillardias, Engelmania, daisies and Wild Verbenas flowers, all struggling against the tyranny of the sun. The horses seemed to hurry from shade to shade, then slowed beneath spreading oaks before moving out into patches of sun again.


Bettie touched Papa Leonard’s sleeve. “Don’t you know I’ve heard all this a thousand times?”


“It’s always good to remember who you are,” Papa Leonard said. “Especially in these troubled times.”


Bettie resolved to pass the stories on in the family from generation to generation. But she was not sure she could bear to tell of the great storm that killed their neighbors, and destroyed their home, filling her forever with a fear of thunder. These were stories she herself had lived. Now, as they approached the old Moss homeplace, the hard horror of that experience came back in a rush. She remembered how the storm’s rising water had driven rattlesnakes from beneath the earth in huge roils of poisonous flesh, how as a young girl she had spent a night alone in the storm protecting the bodies of dead neighbors from ravaging wolves. It had been a long night that night, a night that lasted for more than forty years. For still, when the wind rises and the sky grows dark and the rumble of thunder drums on the air, Bettie always hears the howling of the wolves and, to her shame, cowers in terror behind her bedroom door until the storm passes. She thought about all she had suffered, all the hardships of life on the frontier. How far we’ve come since those desperate days. How civil our world is now. It was then they saw the man in the road.


He lay in a wagon rut, his back to the sun, his arms spread, his clawed hands filled with earth. At first Bettie thought he was wearing a white wool coat and had passed out from the heat. Then she knew. The man had been lashed with a cat-o’-nine-tails, tarred and feathered and left for dead. She had always heard such things were done to people, but never really believed it could be. Papa Leonard pulled on the reins to stop the wagon and Bettie leaped down and moved to the man’s side. He was still. Flies and ants had already gathered on his terrible wounds. He had been stripped, thrashed with a whip of leather tied with barbs of iron, his skin laid open like dozens of small red mouths. Hot tar had been poured into the wounds, then feathers scattered on the tar. There was very little blood, for the tar had cauterized the wounds. Bettie felt for a pulse. It was there, but strangely irregular. She ran to the wagon and removed a canvas tarpaulin, placed it on the ground by the wagon rut, then carefully rolled the man over onto the tarp.


“I know this man,” Papa Leonard said. “His name is Nagle. He lives on a farm up there. Looks like he tried to crawl home.”


“Why this?” Bettie asked. She was numbed by the incomprehensible reality before her.


“Because he’s German,” Papa Leonard said. He glanced quickly back down the road, then ahead.


“How far is his place?” she asked.


“Not too far, about five miles south of Polecat Creek.”


“Let’s take him there.” Together, gripping the canvas tarp, Bettie and her father dragged the man to the wagon, then wrestled him up onto the bed. He groaned once, then was silent. Bettie shooed away the flies, folded the tarp over his nakedness. She tried to wipe the tar and feathers from her hands, but the glutinous mess simply transferred to her skirt.


They drove on. Bettie tried not to think. Thinking is to ponder the existence of evil, to admit that God had created beings capable of such cruelty. The God I know would not have been so remiss. The God I know created creatures with perfectible hearts, beings in His own image. To think makes me wonder why God allows such things as war and injustice and the purposeful torture of men such as the farmer who lies nearly lifeless in this wagon. They drove on.


The hooded figures stepped out from the trees. They wore black robes. Bettie’s first thought was that they must be terribly hot dressed in such ridiculous gowns. There were five men. One reached up and grasped the traces, another looked into the back of the wagon.


“Where you goin’ with that heinie?” one man asked, and he started to drag the farmer out of the wagon.


“Don’t!” Bettie said. The word was sharp as a pistol shot. Surprised at the force in that single syllable, the man stepped back, then walked forward to where Papa Leonard was gripping the reins in white fists. The man paced back and forth, looking at Papa Leonard. Bettie could see his eyes moving beneath the hood.


“What’s your name, old man? Ain’t your name Moss? Ain’t you German too? Boys, we done got another heinie.” The man grabbed Papa Leonard’s arm. “Git down!”


Bettie reached across Papa Leonard and pulled the man’s hand away. “Now you listen to me, young man!” The words were spoken softly, yet they were filled with controlled fury. “If you touch a hair on my father’s head, if you even look at me crosswise, my husband Henry King will hunt you cowards down to the ends of the Earth, and you will die like a dog—real slow!” They backed away. It was obvious the name Henry King was known to the hooded men. She drew back the whip and then touched it to the mules and they bolted away in a jangle of harness and drumming hoofbeats. “Don’t look back, Papa,” Bettie said. “They aren’t worth our spit.”


Soon they arrived at the Nagle place. Frau Nagle must have had a premonition for she was standing in the doorway with a rifle and with two German shepherds by her side. When she saw the wagon she came running. She gasped once when she saw her husband, averted her eyes, her lips moving in prayer. Then she took a deep breath and began to tend to her man. Bettie and Papa Leonard helped her carry him into the house. After they pushed aside the turnips, potatoes and dried sausage being prepared for dinner, they laid him on the kitchen table.


“He needs a doctor,” Papa Leonard said.


“We’ll get Dr. Meyer in Seguin,” Bettie said.


Frau Nagle was looking at her husband’s injuries, her hands hanging at her side. “I don’t know where to begin,” she said. Bettie knew the woman was strong and willing. If it had been a broken bone she would have set it. If it had been a snake bite she would have sucked out the poison. But how do you tend to this, the lacerations, the burns, the awful feathers?


“Get a folded blanket and raise his feet,” Bettie said. “Don’t worry about the cuts. They look worse than they are. It’s the burns that might be trouble. Flush out with cool water. Then cover with a clean dry cloth until the doctor comes. And you might get a cold compress for the head bruises. It’s possible the burns have damaged the nerves and there won’t be that much pain when he wakes.”


“What about the feathers?”


“Clean them off best you can. But leave the ones stuck in the cuts. Don’t try to remove them. I’d wait for the doctor.”


Although still unconscious, Nagle was not having trouble breathing and his pulse was more regular than before. “We’ll go for the doctor now.” Bettie looked out at the fading light. “With a little luck he can be here first thing in the morning.”


“What about the men who did this?” Papa Leonard asked.


“I don’t think they’ll come here,” Bettie said.


“I wish they would,” Frau Nagle said as she looked over to where her rifle stood by the door.


“He’ll be all right, Mrs. Nagle,” Bettie said, and she and Papa Leonard mounted the wagon and turned the mules back toward Seguin. They stopped at the first farmhouse that had a telephone and called Dr. Meyer. After Bettie explained the need for his help and gave him directions to the Nagle farmhouse, she asked him to get word to Henry as to why they would be late.


It had been long dark when they drove down Court Street in Seguin and turned toward the barn at the King place. Henry and Bettie’s son George were standing there waiting anxiously. When Henry saw her coming through the gate, he appeared more distraught than Bettie expected. Then he took her in his arms. “I worried so,” he whispered into her hair. Bettie wept as she told him what had happened.


They were getting in bed later that night when the telephone rang. At first Bettie wanted to let it ring. She just wanted to lie safe in the arms of her husband, to let his love help her forget what had happened on the road to Monthalia. After what she had seen, she wanted her husband’s love to make her feel alive and whole and comforted. But then she realized a call this late at night could only be bad news. Bettie threw back the covers, rose and rushed to the telephone on the hallway wall.


When she returned, Henry was sitting up in bed. Her eyes told him that something was wrong. Before he could ask, Bettie told him what it was. But even as she said the words she could not believe what she was saying.


“That was Virginia,” she said. “Will’s been arrested for treason. They say he threatened to kill President Wilson. They took him to jail in Fort Worth.” Bettie did not hear what Henry said then. Instead she thought she heard the howling of wolves.





III.


Fort Worth, Texas.
May 1917


The gray stone courthouse towered over Weatherford Street and the bluff road leading down to the sweltering pens of the Fort Worth stockyards. In the central tower, a clock big as a barn door announced the fact of noon to all points of the compass. It was the largest clock Louise Bergfeld Tewes had ever seen. She imagined the time could be told by cowboys miles away on the Chisholm Trail as they brought their herds to slaughter or to the railhead that she could see below on the wide soiled skirts of the Trinity River. She parked her bright red touring car against a hitching post next to a handsome little sorrel pony. There were only three other cars on the courthouse square, all of them black. As usual, Louise attracted the attention of everyone within eyesight. The men tried to disguise their staring from their wives as they watched the raven-haired beauty climb from the cardinal-colored automobile. She moved boldly and alone through the crowd of lawyers, clerks, tax collectors and deputies disgorged by the courts for the noonday meal, and then she passed into the cool immensity of the Tarrant County Courthouse.


The hollow hallways and chambers were filled with the chinking of spurs, the rumbling of voices and the amplified echo of the business of law being done. Groups of men stood in clouds of tobacco smoke, arms folded across their chests, hats hiding their eyes. Even though most of the departments and courts were recessed for lunch, the corridors were packed. Many had come to escape the heat and the stench of the stockyards outside. But most had come to maybe catch a glimpse of the many prisoners who had been recently rounded up, to see the traitors, the German spies and Wobblies who had sold their souls to the Kaiser. Louise had come to see her brother Will who was once again in trouble, wouldn’t you know.


The authorities had denied access to the prisoners for much of the day. Louise waited with Bettie King and Will’s wife, Virginia, and the two little girls in a boarding house on Throckmorton Street while Henry King negotiated with federal agents. Now, at last, largely because of Mr. King’s contacts among the Texas Rangers, permission had been given. One by one, the prisoners were allowed to visit with their families and talk to their attorneys.


Louise met Henry King at the head of the stairs leading below. Together they walked down into the inner sanctum where the prisoners were packed into their cells and in large rooms with iron bars. Louise was astounded to see the farmers and working men who had been arrested with Will and were now herded below in the courthouse. Their families crowded around, reaching through the bars, everyone talking and crying at once in voices amplified by hard walls and high ceilings. Children wailed and clutched their mothers’ skirts. Men called out for their wives or water or for justice or cursed the jailers. With some relief, Louise realized she and Mr. King were continuing past the cells and the angry, frightened men they held.


Henry King paused at a door guarded by a deputy. At a nod, the lawman fumbled through a ring of keys, then unlocked the door.


Louise entered a room so small there was hardly space for one visitor, much less a family reunion. Bettie King and Virginia Bergfeld and her two daughters had arrived before her. There were no benches or chairs and the women stood, looking terribly uncomfortable, watching Will perform magic tricks for the two little girls, who erupted with laughter when the mysterious coin appeared from a hand empty only moments before. Will leaned against a table, the only piece of furniture in the room, grinning from ear to ear, his deep laughter occasionally eclipsing the bell-like giggles of the girls. He stood as Louise rushed into his arms, held him tight and said, “Now what have you done?”


Will roared with laughter. “Here I have been waylaid by desperadoes, chained to a locomotive, torn away from home and family, cast ignobly in the hoosegow and you ask what I have done! More properly, my dear little sister, you should ask what they have done. I’m as innocent as a newborn babe. They are the guilty ones.”


Louise pulled back to arms length, shook her head and smiled up at Will. “Then why, my dear big brother, are you inside the jail and they’re out there with the keys?”


“I thought this might be a time for comfort, not recriminations,” Will said. “Or maybe apologies from those criminals who put me here.”


He turned to his father-in-law. “They didn’t even have a warrant! Have you found out what’s going on?”


“There’s a lot of confusion. It was a statewide sweep. Probably hundreds of arrests. Most are members of your Farmers’ and Laborers’ Protective Association.”


“Arrests by whose order?” Will asked.


“Someone at the highest levels of government in Washington. They say your arrest order was signed by the Attorney General himself, approved by the President.”


The door opened and a slender, rather elegant man entered. He wore a beautifully tailored dark suit, a shirt so white it seemed to glow and a precisely knotted black silk bow tie. His hair was combed back from a high patrician brow. His eyes were dark, intelligent, slightly hooded and set wide apart beneath heavy brows darker than his prematurely graying hair. Even though there was no one feature that was particularly memorable, he seemed to possess enormous presence. As he moved forward to shake Henry King’s hand, Louise thought he should be wearing a rose in his lapel.


“William Hawley Atwell, Will’s defense attorney,” Henry King announced, then introduced his family to the dapper little man. Atwell bowed over the hands of the ladies, then turned to Will. As they shook hands, it seemed to Louise their eyes locked for a very long time, each taking the measure of the other.


“I know your work,” Will said. “You defended the labor organizers in Denver from trumped-up charges. Got them off.”


“Trumped-up charges are the best kind of charges to defend against.”


“Like mine?”


“We’ll have to see, won’t we?” Atwell said, his eyes never leaving Will’s face. It suddenly occurred to Louise that the lawyer had no idea if the charges against Will were trumped up or not.


“I know your work, as well,” Atwell said. “Ludlow, Colorado. You worked with Mother Jones organizing the coal miners.”


“Sometimes I wish to God I hadn’t,” Will said, his voice low, his eyes finally breaking contact with his attorney’s gaze. “Nineteen men, women and children massacred by Rockefeller’s company gunmen. Maybe I should have let them be. They’d be alive now.”


“We can only do what we know is right.”


“I’m pleased with Mr. King’s choice,” Will said, a grin returning to his face. “You are famous and I thank you for accepting my case.”


William Hawley Atwell had been brought from Dallas to counsel Will in the days ahead, negotiate his bond if required and defend him if he should be brought to trial. He had been retained by Henry King because Atwell was considered one of the best trial lawyers in America, a man who had successfully defended others wrongly accused of serious crimes, including several who had been railroaded by the enemies of organized labor.


“There’s another reason I’m pleased with Mr. King’s choice,” Will said, pulling another coin out from behind Mary’s ear.


“Why so?”


“When I was a boy I watched you defeat James Hogg in a debate. You put it on him good. Hoodwinked him to a fair-thee-well. May have been the first debate that old governor ever lost. Believe it or not, I can recall that debate almost word-for-word.” Will paused and seemed to think back to that day. “And I figure any man who can outdebate James Hogg can win this case.” Again, his deep, musical laughter filled the room. As always, Will’s laughter was infectious and the others, even Bill Atwell, could not resist a smile.


“If this case goes to trial, it will take more than debate skills,” Atwell said.


“What then?” Will asked, as he reached over to Little Virginia and pulled a silver coin from behind her ear.


“Truth,” Atwell said. He took the coin from Will’s hand, passed it back to Virginia. “In a debate you can argue either side equally well, whatever side of the issue you’re assigned. In a trial you must side with truth.”


“What truth?” Will asked. “What is truth?”


“I didn’t come here to debate, Mr. Bergfeld,” Atwell said.


“Truth is God,” Will said, serious now. “Truth is that Jesus lived. Truth is that love endures. And for the life of me, Mr. Atwell, I cannot think of a single other thing that is absolutely true.”


Except for the chattering of the children and the sounds of voices and clattering iron filtering through the door, the room was still. Virginia thought Will seemed suddenly exhausted. Some kind of fire had gone out. And she knew he was afraid because he was acting like he was not.


“Mr. King, help him understand the gravity of this,” Bill Atwell said with a sigh.


Virginia Bergfeld’s father studied Will for a long moment. Then he spoke, his voice firm, yet not unkind. “Will. You have been accused of treason, of conspiring to overthrow the government of the United States, of threatening to kill the President. Your enemies are out to get you. If you are found guilty you could be put to death. I suggest you listen to your attorney. Not just to save yourself, but because you owe it to your wife and your daughters. I’m sorry I had to say these hard things in the presence of the ladies, but I suggest you treat this very seriously.”


Virginia was crying softly, terrified now that the awful possibilities were out in the open. She moved into the shelter of Will’s arm.


Bill Atwell unfolded a paper he had been carrying in his pocket. “Listen to this, Mr. Bergfeld. It’s from an editorial in a Tulsa newspaper.” He read: “ ‘The first step in whipping Germany is to strangle the Industrial Workers of the World. Kill them, just as you would kill any snake. It’s no time to waste money on trials. All that is necessary is evidence and a firing squad.’ ” Atwell lowered the paper. “You’ve been a member of the Industrial Workers of the World, haven’t you, Will?


“I have.”


“Then for no other reason than this, I agree with Mr. King that we are in a very dangerous situation that could have extremely serious consequences.”


“It’s hard to take seriously what one can hardly believe,” Will said. “And I can’t believe this would be happening in America.”


“Are the charges true?” Louise asked. “Any part of them? Will, you have to tell me!”


“How dare you ask?” Virginia cried. “Your own brother! Of course they’re not true.”


“Let him answer,” Louise said, not backing down. “The government wouldn’t go to all this trouble and expense without some cause. I know you, Will. I know how you carry on about the government selling out the people. I know how you rail about Rockefeller and other employers who abused their workers. I know how disgusted you are with President Wilson.”


“I’ve spoken my mind,” Will said. “But in this country that’s no crime.”


“Stop it. Leave him alone,” Virginia said, angrily.


“I only want him to face reality!”


“Listen to us!” Bettie said, with some force. “We are family. This is no time to argue. Now is the time to love each other, support each other, to stand together as family. Will’s life is at stake. We need to help him get through this.”


“I’m sorry, Virginia,” Louise said. “If I loved you and Will less, I wouldn’t be speaking out.” Louise did love Virginia, had always thought she was a wonderful life choice for her brother. But she knew Virginia did not understand Will’s life-long pursuit of the edge. And Virginia did not truly understand the sharp blade of his convictions, his abhorrence of ignorance and greed in high places, convictions Louise shared. In a sense, Will was the spokesman for what Louise herself believed.


For a moment she studied this family her brother had married into. They were so different from her own family and most of the people she knew. They were so absolutely American. Bettie King, fair and freckled, her back straight as a gate, her graying hair swept back into a bun, her gray eyes almost silver, a country woman whose life was lived very close to the earth and to the absolute imperatives of the Bible. Henry King, large and imposing, a man of obvious substance and influence who a generation ago would have certainly commanded Confederate troops. He even limped, as if from a war wound, the result of a wagon accident years ago. And there was Virginia, pale as alabaster, lovely and fragile as a figurine. But Louise knew her brother. He would not have fallen in love with a woman who was as passive and vulnerable as Virginia appeared to be. Behind those light blue eyes there must be hidden passions, unexpected depths and heat that would have drawn her brother like a flower to the sun. Virginia was standing by Will’s side and Louise smiled at the stark contrast between the two. It was a contrast that reflected the larger contrast between the Bergfelds and the Kings, and the even larger contrast between the Texans of Scotch-Irish descent and those whose families came from Germany.


“If this goes to trial,” Atwell said, “I must have your solemn word, Will, that there will be no outbursts or grandstanding or magic tricks or incendiary speeches like the ones that got you into this situation in the first place. You must be on your best behavior and must trust me in all things and do exactly what I say.”


Will nodded his agreement, saying, “I understand.”


“Do you think it will go to trial?” Louise asked.


“I think probably so,” Bill Atwell answered. “All the men who have been charged will have their cases presented to a Grand Jury in Dallas to determine if there is enough evidence to warrant a trial. This is usually a rubber-stamp procedure for the prosecution, and the accused will be bound over for trial. In a few weeks, a trial date will be set before a Federal judge in Abilene. Then it’s up to a jury.”


“I have already arranged bond,” Henry King said. “You’ll be released in a few hours. Certainly by tomorrow. I suggest that you not mention this to any of the other fellows because most of them can’t raise the bail and will have to remain in jail until the trial is over.”


“I thank you for your help,” Will said, reaching for and shaking Mr. King’s hand.


“You may get out of jail,” Bill Atwell said, “but you won’t exactly be free. Everything you do, every word you utter, will be watched and analyzed. Every detail of your past will be studied and interpreted. So you must be vigilant. Above all, you must be careful.”


“What can we do?” Louise asked.


“Right now I’ll be putting together the defense team, developing strategies, organizing our case, preparing Will for the ordeal to come. So just be patient. But soon there will be a role for all of you. As Mrs. King said, this is a time to close ranks.”


As their allowed visiting time with Will began to run out, Louise wondered why the real reason for his arrest had not even been mentioned. They are all intelligent people, yet blind as bats, even the illustrious William Hawley Atwell. Will was arrested not because he is a socialist, not because he is a leader in the labor movement—he was arrested because he has a German name and America has declared war with Germany. That is the reason, pure and simple. And it makes me mad because Will is a better American than any of his accusers. And there is another reason. If Will were an ordinary man, living his life quietly out of the public eye, it would be different. But Will draws attention to himself like no one I know. Because of his remarkable good looks, he stands out in any crowd. He loves life and every aspect of his life seems to lift him high above his contemporaries. If he isn’t making a speech in the square, he is racing his motorcycle through town or doing magic tricks for the children or playing his violin at the Klein Opera House or with the conjunto musicians from San Antonio. But his name is Bergfeld and they had to bring him down.


Luke Kennemer, the Fee brothers, and the Jeter boys pushed on into the Swisher Canyon. They had been hiding out in the canyons ever since the night they had been drinking from Mr. Weinert’s whiskey barrel behind Old Man Crouch’s store and they had seen the trainload of government men round up Bergfeld and the others. The young men had slipped out of town, gone to the Fee place, gathered a cache of 30-30 rifles, sidearms and ammunition they had laid up just for such an emergency, and fled to the canyons.


Now they sat around a small fire, bragging about the girls who were chasing them, the wild game they had killed, and cursing the government men who might soon come to make them join the Army. As the night grew late and they were running out of stories, they swore allegiance to each other, come what may. After all, they had known each other all their lives, had shared the same experiences, had joined the Farmers’ and Laborers’ Protective Association at nearly the same time, had the same ideas about how a man should not be forced to do anything he did not want to do.


At about midnight, as Luke Kennemer was glorifying a few fights he had been in, they heard the sound of horses. Quickly they doused the fire, took up their rifles and moved up the sides of the canyon to position themselves behind boulders and brush.


The moon was high and nearly full. The government men came clattering down into the canyon, calling to each other, and even though there were only a dozen or so riders, Ross, the youngest Fee brother, thought they made more noise than an army. From behind a covering boulder, Kennemer whispered to Ross, “Like shooting fish in a barrel.”


One of the riders came upon the ashes of their campfire. He called to the others and they dismounted. When they found the ashes were warm, their manner suddenly changed, they became quiet, crouching in the moonlight, looking cautiously into the shadows of the canyon.


Without breaking the silence, Kennemer raised his rifle and aimed it squarely at one of the officers.


The man called Grimes moved through the heavy woods toward the place he knew Karl Hilmar Fulcher was hiding. The posse was large, far too large, and Grimes would have preferred to be alone. But he was accompanied by officers from the Palo Pinto and Hood County Sheriffs’ offices, the usual Federal agents, and a crowd of local rowdies and ne’er-do-wells deputized by the sheriffs for the occasion. Like Will Bergfeld, Fulcher was a member of the Farmers’ and Laborers’ Protective Association and he was of German descent. Unlike Bergfeld, Fulcher had fled reportedly with a cache of weapons and a promise to kill any law officers who came after him.


As the posse closed in on a small canyon cut in wetter seasons by a creek, Fulcher stepped into view, only partially obscured by the thorny bushes. He was holding a double-barreled shotgun across his chest with both hands. It seemed to Grimes that the man looked right at him, more resignation in his eyes than fear. Grimes raised his gun, then lowered it as a hail of bullets cut down the underbrush where Karl Hilmar Fulcher stood. Then the bullets found the man himself and cut him down in a grotesque dance.


Grimes paused by the body. He counted twenty-three wounds.


“You didn’t shoot,” one of the officers remarked.


“He was dead enough,” Grimes said, then walked back toward the horses.





IV.


Weinert, Texas.
June 1917


Virginia Bergfeld and her daughters stepped off the train into a world of sunlight, dust and disturbing disquietude. It was like walking onto a stage, the audience unseen but felt, hidden in dark corners of the theater, waiting for her to play a piano concerto she had forgotten or never learned. She was not exactly sure why she was here or what she would do. Behind them the locomotive engine wheezed and sighed like a winded giant, frightening the girls who looked back with alarm each time it hurled a heaving breath of steam. In the depot, the stationmaster watched them pass, not responding to Virginia’s wave as he usually did, turning away with all but his eyes. Beyond the depot, the tiny town was motionless beneath the merciless sun. As they walked the familiar way, their footsteps awakened small clouds of dust, soft brown explosions that settled back down when they passed, obscuring their footprints, as if they had no substance or had not come home at all.


The houses along the street appeared abandoned, the porches empty, gardens surrendered to the tyranny of the drought. But Virginia knew the women watched from beyond the windows, wondering what the young wife of the German traitor would do, what she would say, how she would be, what would become of the children, what strange Teutonic rituals had been performed behind the closed Bergfeld doors. She could imagine them on the telephones now, a community of curiosity, seeking any new item of interest concerning the recent Grand Jury and the return of Virginia Bergfeld and the unfortunate daughters of the man who would surely be hung if the truth be known. She could see the gossip moving along the line, like a snake, coiling in the wires, hissing in one ear after another. Sometimes Virginia could see shapes moving, watching, gray shadows within the rooms. Even the girls sensed that something was different, was wrong, and they clung to Virginia’s skirts, looking around, wondering where the people were and why there were no children playing in the yards or along the streets. They walked on. Even with the girls by her side, Virginia had never felt so alone.


When they reached the house, they found the doors and windows boarded shut with slats of wood plundered from the garden fence. For a long while Virginia stood staring at her house, wondering how she would get in or who she might call for help. Their nearest neighbors, the Cockrells, had always been kind. But Dr. Cockrell would be seeing patients at his office, and his wife, the town postmistress, would also be at work. And Virginia could not bring herself to risk the censure she might find behind any other door. So she moved to the barn to look for a tool to tear away the boards across the front door, thinking all the while how ironic it was that she would have to break into her own house. The barn held the usual tools of a working farm, but most were either too heavy to lift or inappropriate for the task. Finally she found a crowbar. It was partially hidden by a wooden keg filled with what appeared to be sticks of explosives. Carefully, she removed the bar, told the girls to remain in the yard, and returned to the front porch. She amused herself by thinking if the crowbar did not work, she could always blast her way in with the dynamite.


As she pried out the nails, she felt an impotent rage building, gathering, like a summer storm. The nails screamed as they were pulled from the wood. Virginia felt like joining the nails in their screaming, and tears mingled with the sweat of her labors. After the front door, she attacked the windows, tearing away the boards nailed there, feeling an odd elation blending with her anger as she wounded the casements with the bar. It was as if she were punishing the house for not providing the sanctuary homes are obliged to provide.


Inside, the house felt strangely alien. Although filled with familiar things, it seemed like the home of a stranger. Even the piano, her china cabinet, Will’s books and the family photograph album with its dark, tooled leather cover seemed stripped of any personal connection, as if the violation of the house had torn away any affection she had for this place that had been a container for their lives. The family had been gone only a few days, yet the house gave the impression that it had been empty for years.


As the little girls played quietly in their room, Virginia began to pack. It was difficult because she didn’t know how long they would be gone or even if they would be back at all. She found herself hoping they would leave this house and never set foot in this terrible town again. But what would that mean? If Will were found innocent, of course they would return. This was where their life was, where Will worked as a rural mail carrier, it was home. But if Will were to be found guilty? She shuddered, then cast the thought away, squared her shoulders and began to gather the things Will would need. She wanted him to look his best for the trial. She opened the wardrobe where his good suit hung along with his ties and shirts and she began to remove his clothes garment by garment and lay them on the bed. Then she froze, her heart nearly stopping mid-beat and she struggled to tear her mind away from the vision that had come unbidden to her mind—the unthinkable thought that Will was dead and she was clearing away his clothes, assigning them to boxes in the attic or to charities for others to wear. The awful possibility that her thoughts might create a self-fulfilling prophesy struck her with a hammer of guilt. She sank to her knees, weak with dread, holding to the bedspread for balance. It was the first time she had seriously considered the worst, that Will would be taken away from this world forever. Virginia prayed that God clear the dreadful images from her mind. She forced herself to think of Will as he was, abundantly alive and exuberant and filled with a spirit so strong that it would surely prevail, come what may.


There on her knees Virginia began to listen to the sounds the house made. Boards expanding in the heat, the scratching of insects in the walls, Little Virginia singing a jump-rope song. She listened to her daughter, so sublimely unaware of the peril the family faced, and she felt a sudden and desperate need to be in the protective presence of her father. She longed to be a little girl again, safe in the family homeplace on Court Street in Seguin with its wide porches and gardens shaded by towering elms and pecan trees. She longed for the comfort of her mother’s arms and the sound of her father’s voice.


The last time she had telephoned her parents was the night Will was taken away. Although she had just been with them in Fort Worth, her need for them seemed greater now. She moved to the hall, settled into the little chair by the telephone, then lifted the receiver from its cradle on the wall. To her surprise, the first thing she heard was someone speaking her name. The Bergfeld telephone was on a party line with a number of other families and the neighbors were on the line now, obviously talking about her. Virginia quickly lowered the instrument from her ear. Surely it would be improper to listen in on the conversation. But someone had spoken her name. Didn’t that give her a right to hear what they were saying? She could hear their voices, like the buzzing of swarming insects, and feeling no little shame, she raised the receiver again to her ear.


“I was proud to do my duty. There must have been more than a hundred witnesses. But I believe my testimony and Anna Bennett’s testimony will be the heart of the case.” Virginia recognized the voice as that of Mrs. Thurwanger, a woman of imposing stature who, as far as anyone knew, had no first name at all, and was known for intruding herself in everyone else’s affairs. “I just told them the terrible things I heard Will say.”


“About killing the President?” asked another voice Virginia didn’t recognize.


“That and more.”


A third voice asked, “Do you think Virginia knew about what Will was doing? I mean plotting revolution. Buying guns and dynamite. Maybe she didn’t know. After all, she comes from a good family.”


“How could she live with him all these years and not know?” Mrs. Thurwanger asked.


“Do you think she knew about Will and Anna?”


“That was before Will married Virginia.”


“That’s not what Anna told me,” Mrs. Thurwanger said. “Anna lives on his mail route, you know. He delivers her mail. She told me he stopped by every day and they were intimate.”


“How do you mean intimate? You mean they told secrets? Or do you mean they were, you know. . . .”


“He told her everything during those afternoon visits. That’s why she was called to testify.”


As Virginia continued to listen, the words began to be merely vocal sounds, devoid of meaning. In a strange sense, she was amused by the gossip because of its absurdity. If there was one thing she knew for certain it was Will’s absolute fidelity. She lowered the receiver and the voices of the women became insects again. Virginia knew Will had courted Anna Bennett while she was away in college. Anna was an unusually attractive woman, rather flirtatious, Virginia had always thought, with long red hair the color of a West Texas sunset. Virginia had been surprised that Will had chosen her over that more exotic beauty who was his first love. Now Anna Bennett was a spinster who lived along Will’s route. Virginia could not recall if she had ever seen them together in these last few years. She tried to remember if Will had even uttered her name. It seemed he had talked about everyone else on his route, but not Anna Bennett.


Virginia carefully placed the receiver back in its cradle. She leaned against the wall, surprised by the jealousy constricting her heart. But how could she be jealous when there was nothing to be jealous about? She knew in her heart that there were things she did not know, things Will had not told her. But not Anna Bennett. That would be something she would have instinctively known. She would have seen it in his eyes or felt it when they made love. And if Will had plotted to overthrow the government, she would know that, too, wouldn’t she? It was impossible that she could not know so much. Yet she knew Anna Bennett had been Will’s first love. And there was dynamite in the barn.


Night came down like a shade pulled quickly and thoroughly. It was too early for the moon and the only relief from absolute darkness was a rubescent glow from the Cockrell’s windows. It was a light the color of Anna Bennett’s hair. Virginia put the girls to bed and they immediately fell into the deep slumber of the innocent. Their faces are untroubled and more beautiful, Virginia thought, than a painting or photograph could ever capture.


For a while, Virginia paged through the family photograph album, a rough sketch of their lives together in this house, in this town. There were images of the house half-built, Will standing proudly before this gift to his new bride. Another page was of picnic scenes at a pond out from town. There were scenes of Will on his motorcycle, some with images streaked by motion the camera couldn’t capture. There were pages of photographs of the little girls on the front porch in their Sunday best dresses, each page tracing their growth year by year. Oddly, it seemed they each wore the same dresses, frilly garments simply let out as the years went by. The last photograph mounted in the book had captured them all on the Indian motorcycle, Virginia behind Will, her arms clasped around his middle, the girls posed in the sidecar Will had built out of buggy parts. How happy they seemed, frozen there, in a high-hearted tableau. She imagined that one day far in the future someone would look at these faces and wonder who these people were and what their lives were like. They seemed so carefree. Could this possibly be the family whose lives were soiled by tragedy? Was this the man accused of treason? She turned the page and there was nothing there but an oblong of black. A space reserved for future images. There was nothing there but nothing. She closed the book and moved to the chest in the hall.
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