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The Battered Box
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THE FALL DAY HAD turned chilly; a brisk wind blew from the west. In the ladies’ farmhouse, flames danced behind faux logs in the fireplace, casting a golden glow across the pale yellow walls of the living room. Grace Singleton and her housemates, Hannah Parrish Maxwell and Amelia Declose, had pulled chairs into a circle around a low table. Upon it sat a battered tin box the size of two large shoeboxes.

Earlier that day, Hannah’s husband, Max, had strode into the house, his overalls streaked with dirt and grime from carrying the box, which was discovered while a foundation was dug for one of his historic restorations.

“Lord only knows how long it’s been buried,” he’d said. “The fellow on the backhoe said it looked like an old fishing box he inherited from his grandfather, who had it from his father. We broke the lock and opened it. Just a bunch of letters and a couple of small books inside, but I thought you ladies might like to check them out.”

Intrigued, Grace had taken the box to the kitchen, scraped away layers of red clay dirt, and scrubbed it as clean as she could get it. One side looked as if it had been struck by a hammer, but the box had survived intact with no apparent damage to its contents: several small leather-bound diaries and bundled letters addressed in faded ink to folks in South Carolina and Connecticut. Dark and dented, the box sat now on their coffee table.

“Open it, Grace. Open it.” Amelia’s blue eyes gleamed with excitement. “Maybe it’s a buried treasure.”

“Books and letters, treasure?” Hannah’s eyebrows shot up. “We’ll be lucky if they don’t crumble when we touch them.”

Rusty hinges creaked as Grace lifted the lid and eased it back. Inside lay six packets, one of which had been untied. The remainder were bound with twine, frayed and crumbling in places.

A thrill of excitement raced through her and she eased the untied bundle of letters out as gently as she would lift a newborn babe from its cradle. The top envelope opened easily and Grace extracted two sheets of paper, which she spread on the table beside the box.

“It’s to a Marianne Mueller, Little River Bend Community, Walhalla, South Carolina.” Surprised, Grace looked from Hannah to Amelia. “We know where Walhalla is. We’ve eaten at The Steak House there. It’s near Lake Jocassee, remember?”

Amelia nodded. “Can you make out the writing?” Her fair skin was pink with excitement, and she could hardly sit still.

“I’ll try.” Grace squinted at the faded words, then read aloud:

Dear Cousin,

I write to you, this bein’ the year 1864 and the war ain’t ended yet. Bein’ so much alone, at times my mind plays tricks on me, specially when it’s quiet like it was after my last battle, no guns roarin’ or men screamin’. Sometimes, layin’ in bed, safe now and far from war, I think back to that time when I was layin’ in that rock-hard ditch, thinkin’ I’m gonna die. Weren’t nothin’ but gray fog, hard mean pain, and my leg twisted, hurtin’ bad. Them Yanks come at us out of nowhere, the blue coats yellin’ and shootin’ a cannon right atop us. The noise like to bust my head open. Cannon blast mustta sent me flyin’, mustta dumped me in that there ditch. All’s I could do was keep breathin’ and stay alive. ’Twas the worst I was ever scared.

Fellow layin’ next me in that ditch was a-wearin’ a blue uniform stained with blood, and he raised up his hand, fingers bloody and clawin’ the air. His face all mussed with dirt and gunpowder and filthy from war. That there Yank’s alive, I thought. Let the bastard die. Then I thought, he’s jus’ a man like me, scared and sufferin’ in this stinkin’ hell.

They mustta give us up for dead. Guess we fooled ’em, I thought, and the pain gripped me so bad I thought, this here’s my last breath. But the pain eased, and I lay there pantin’, tryin’ to gather my wits and strength to help myself and maybe the Yankee layin’ next to me.

I’d mended plenty of animals on the farm at home and the broken parts of men in the war, ’cause there was never ’nough medics to carry the wounded from the field to the hospital wagon, and I’d carried many a man and helped in their care. The Yank aside me was bleedin’ bad. I tore my shirt and turned, even with the pain it brung me, and tied off the Yank’s wounds to stop the bleedin’ and bandaged the gash on his head, all the time wonderin’ why I was tendin’ the enemy.

I laid back, then, and worried how I was gonna splint my broke leg, ’cause there weren’t no wood about. If I could splint my leg, I could crawl outta this here ditch. Aside me, the fellow groaned, and I figured he’d never make it out.

My rifle was next to me, and I laid it next to my leg and tied it straight, though I wondered why, since I was gonna die anyways. Then I thought, damn well better die with the Yank than dyin’ alone.

Then the pain came over me real bad again, and my mind went away again. When I came to, I muttered somethin’ about bein’ lost and a-headin’ east.

The Yank groaned like he was awake then, and told me they was lost, too, their maps gone, officers dead of dysentery. They was scared, he tells me, and didn’t know what to do. Someone loaded their cannon and sent a shot flying. He went flying. That’s all he remembered.

Then he turned hisself over best he could and said his name, John Foster, and I said mine, Tom Mueller, and somethin’ passed between us—and to hell with the war, I knew I weren’t gonna crawl outta that ditch and leave him to die alone.
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Grace looked up. “I can’t make out the rest. It’s too water stained.” As she carefully folded the brittle paper and slid it back into the envelope, the ladies sat deep in their own thoughts.

Then Hannah said softly, “Amazing. That letter’s more than a hundred years old. The war began in 1861, if I remember correctly, and ended with Lee’s surrender to Grant at Appomattox in April, 1865. Here we have two soldiers from opposing sides left to die in a ditch on a battlefield in 1864, and Frank Hays’s backhoe dug up that rusty, old box in our field.”

“You know your history,” Grace said, turning to Hannah. “I’m impressed.”

Amelia dabbed at her eyes with her handkerchief. “How terrible, to be injured and left to die like that.” Then her face brightened. “But they didn’t die; they wrote those letters and diaries. How did they survive? How did they get to Covington?”

“Hopefully the other letters are in better condition.” Hannah cleared her throat. “I’m sure we’d all like to know more about this Tom Mueller and the Yankee he helped.”

Amelia nodded and looked at Grace. “Go through the packets, please, and see if you can find one of John’s letters.”



2
John’s Letter
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SITTING ON THE EDGES of their chairs, Hannah and Amelia watched as Grace gently lifted one packet after the other, examining the dates.

“This one, maybe,” she said. “The writing on the envelope’s different, a more refined hand, and it’s dated 1864.” The string broke even under Grace’s gentle touch, and several envelopes fell from her lap to the floor.

Amelia picked them up and piled them neatly on the table beside the old box. “I hope it’s a letter about the day he and Tom lay in the ditch.”

Grace eased the first envelope open, carefully unfolded the letter to skim it, then returned it to its envelope. Five letters later, a smile spread across her face. “I think this is the one we’re hoping for. It’s addressed to Dear and no name.” Carefully smoothing the pages, she began to read:

My first thought, when consciousness returned and as pain overwhelmed me, was that I was going to die slowly and alone in some ditch on a mist-shrouded field far from home, surrounded by the corpses of men, horses, and the remains of shattered guns. The prospect filled my heart with anguish and it terrified me.

It wasn’t easy, and only the good Lord knows how I managed to raise my head above the ditch; the pain that tore through me was the devil himself. A damp, low-lying mist hung over what had probably been a green cow pasture, now rubbed raw, destroyed by the pounding and scuffling feet of thousands of lost Rebs and Yanks struggling and dying over a piece of earth far from their homes.

My mind fastened on the skirmish—the rumbling supply wagons pulled by oxen, the stink of gunpowder, the roar of a cannon fired at Lord knows what, for no buildings stood in the field, no signal stations . . . and all about me were men dying where they’d fallen, screaming, moaning, blood gushing from their wounds.

My strength was ebbing from loss of blood, and I wondered how bad the soldier beside me was wounded. Would he try to kill me? If he did, I couldn’t defend myself.

As I lay there waiting to die, I asked myself, why had I been so foolish, so idealistic, as to rush off to a war to keep the Union together? When I joined up we were called the Army of the Potomac, and for nearly a year we saw nothing of war, and passed the time sitting about camp, talking and playing cards, and I learned to smoke my first pipe, eat food with weevils, and fight lice.

My mind went back to another time my regiment was lost, closer to home, to Connecticut, early on in the war. We had reached our assigned location in the woods somewhere, and the supply wagon train never found us. The roar of battle sounded from over some hill, and we couldn’t tell if it was near or far, or who would win, or if we would escape the woods alive. For many days we foraged to eat, ravenous soldiers huddled around a pit fire cooking potatoes we’d scavenged from some poor old woman’s stash. War makes savages of good men.

It was then that Tom looked over at me and our eyes met and held, and something passed between us. We were not just soldiers and adversaries, but wounded men hoping to hang onto what life we had and find ease from pain. I wondered if he had brothers or sisters, if he was married, if his family kept slaves, if he had fought to keep them, or if he fought so that the South could leave the Union. We were fools, both of us, and I swore then that if we survived this pain and horror, I would respect his beliefs, whatever they might be.

Tom saved me. He kept me from bleeding to death. He helped me climb from the ditch. With his broken, splinted leg, he supported me as I struggled to reach Miss Ella Mae’s wagon. She carried us away into the hills, tended us, and healed us. Ma believed in angels, and so do I. That day Tom and Miss Ella Mae Evans were my angels.

You could hear a pin drop as Grace finished reading John’s letter.

Finally, Amelia broke the silence. “We must read all the letters. We must know more about Miss Ella Mae, what was she doing there, and how she saved their lives.”

Grace’s mind lingered on that brutal field of war, and she shivered slightly as she pulled herself back into the present century. “I’m curious to know who this woman was, too. We’ll open them all and read them.”

“I hope they’re legible,” Hannah said.

“So do I.” Grace returned the letter to the box. “The two men write so differently. Tom’s less educated—his writing’s simpler, more terse, while John’s flows out.”

Hannah nodded. “I prefer Tom’s account. He’s clearly more rugged, a farm boy. And he’s a good, kind fellow, or he’d have had no empathy for a Union soldier.”

Amelia rubbed her arms. “Their letters give me gooseflesh. It must have been so terrible.”

“War is always terrible.” Hannah brought a hand to her heart. “Tom’s writing may not be fancy, but it’s real. Grace, find another of his letters or read from one of his diaries. I’d like to hear from him again.”

Grace lifted out a small, leather-bound book and offered it to Hannah. “Would you like to read from Tom’s diary?”

Hannah shook her head and waved her hands. “No, no. You do it. I prefer not to handle them.”

“Why?” Grace asked. “We could take turns reading.”

Hannah shrugged. “Though I’m the least religious of us, I find it somehow . . . sacrilegious to speak the words of these two men. But I’m eager to hear every word you read,” she hastened to add.

Grace studied the women. She knew them well: Amelia, sensitive and romantic; Hannah, skeptical and pragmatic. There were times when Hannah found Amelia’s dreamy, almost childlike enthusiasm irritating, and times when Amelia found Hannah unfeeling. Yet with all their differences they had shared this home in Covington for the last eight years, most of the time harmoniously.

Before coming to Covington, they had met almost nine years ago at a dreary, boarding house in Pennsylvania, widowed, lonely, feeling rejected by family and the world. Pooling their financial and emotional resources, and against the wishes of their children, they had packed their belongings and moved here to an old farmhouse Amelia had inherited.

Their lives had metamorphosed then, opening like flowers in springtime. Hannah had recently married Max and they were deeply involved in historical preservation, re-creating the original Covington Homestead at Bella’s Park, the land Max and Hannah owned at the end of Cove Road. Amelia had discovered a talent for photography and had published several coffee-table books that were sold in local stores. Grace had met her dear friend and companion Bob Richardson, and her volunteer work at Caster Elementary School sometimes consumed her—just as these diaries and letters were certain to consume her.

Back in high school she’d mainly been taught about the Civil War’s battles and generals; the common soldier had hardly been mentioned. And now these diaries and letters had been unearthed.

Hannah coughed, drawing Grace back to Tom’s dairy in her lap. “You going to read it?”

Grace opened the book to a random page. The date at the top was 1864, and alongside it was the word Battlefield.

A horse started up snortin’ and wagon wheels was a-squeakin’ then stoppin’. All’s I could think was, they done come back to finish us off. Someone was turnin’ things over, liftin’ things, and gruntin’ from the effort. It hurt, Lord, but it hurt, but I done raised up my head to see over that ditch.

A gray-haired old woman was pokin’ about with a stick and starin’ down at us. I couldn’t tell if she was scared or mad we was alive, and she raised up her stick, lowered it, and bent closer. I seen her eyes, then, sad eyes sunk in a face wrinkled by age and weather.

She says she’s just done buryin’ her boy, her grandson, and come on us bleedin’ and still livin’, and she spat tobacco she’d been chewin.’

My throat was achin’ but I done managed to tell her yes and that my friend here’s hurt bad and my leg’s broke. I was thinkin’, Lord, I mustta got my head kicked by a mule, callin’ this Yank a friend.

The woman was bent from work and age, and she pointed a finger outta a hand curled with the rheumatism, first at me, then John.

“You’re one of us, and he’s a Yankee,” she says. Her laugh was more a cackle than a laugh, but it weren’t mean like, just curious. Then she wanted to know who mended me.

I told her I done it, that I’d learned from the medics. Lord, how I prayed she weren’t gonna walk off and leave us. If she had, we’d a been goners.

“Left you to die, the bastards.” She straightened best she could, and her eyes narrowed like she was thinkin’. “I got me some strong corn liquor in the wagon. Couple of swigs’ll help to kill the pain. If you can crawl outta that there ditch, I’ll try my mightiest to get you outta here.”

A laugh rose up in my chest at the thought of us drunk and staggerin’ outta the ditch like we’d come from a tavern. I quick pushed that laugh back. This old woman was all the chance we had, and we’d best take it.

We drunk, then, and somehow drug ourselves to that wagon and hauled ourselves into it. She said her name was Ella Mae Evans. She done saved us, the good Lord bless her.

Next I remember was layin’ on straw and wagon wheels clatterin’ and we was goin’ up a long hill. John done slept, and woke, and moaned plenty. I tried keepin’ my eyes open to see where we was at, but all I seen was trees a-passin’ over us. Next thing, the wagon stopped, and the old woman was urgin’ me down from her wagon.

I opened my eyes and looked up at a sky as blue as the skies at home. It weren’t easy, but we crawled off that wagon. Miss Ella Mae helped pull us up the slopin’ steps to the porch of a old log cabin, with a saggin’ roof and a low bench and firewood stacked alongside one end of the porch wall.

My bed was a corn-husk mattress in one corner of the room. After bein’ in that ditch, it done seem like heaven itself. Days come and gone, and Miss Ella Mae give us medicine and lay salve on our wounds. When my pain eased, I seen gourds, like Ma hung for salt and flour and such things, on a wall near the fireplace, and above the fireplace in a wood rack I seen an old rifle.

At the other end of the room, Miss Ella Mae’s bed was narrow, wood framed, with a thin mattress layin’ atop the ropes. A rocker sat close by and a basket of cloth scraps, like Ma kept for quiltmakin’ afore she passed. Then I seen the faded quilt folded neat on the end of the bed, and I felt a comfort inside me, and I knew Ma was a-watchin’ over me. I blessed the old woman for savin’ my life.

When I turned toward the wall near my bed, I seen chinkin’ done fall out between the logs, and I seen the sky clear as I seen my hand. I knowed we was near a creek for the sound of rushin’ water, and Lord above, the smell of cornpone and cracklins in that cabin set my belly beggin’ for food.

“Some of the words are faded and I can’t make them out.” Grace turned the page. “Ah, this is better.”

What potions Miss Ella Mae used to heal us, I’ll never know, bein’ as she was closed-mouthed ’bout her doctorin’. Kept us alive, she did. She carried us up to her cabin way far in these North Carolina Mountains where we was safe from bounty hunters. She treated us like we was kin and done nursed us to health, Lord bless her soul.
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Hannah glanced at her wristwatch and interrupted, “I’m going to have to leave soon. Max is waiting for me. I’d rather stay, but we’re trying to locate the curing house of the Covington Homestead. We’re not sure how close it was to the main cabin.”

She and Max had undertaken a major project, recreating the original homestead of the Covington brothers, who had settled the area in the late nineteenth century. It required patience, which Hannah was short of, and research, which was mainly done by her daughter Laura.

“Stay a while longer, please. With everyone so busy lately, we spend less time together.” Grace longed for the camaraderie of their early years in Covington, when the three of them came together in the afternoons on their porch to share the day’s events over a cup of tea. Reading these diaries and letters of two Civil War soldiers could draw them back to the way it had been.

“The war part is so sad, but it’s gratifying that Tom helped John and that Ella Mae Evans helped those men.” Amelia clasped her hands in her lap. “Out of so much pain and horror, goodness comes.”

“Two men, sole survivors of a horrible battle,” Hannah said. “Makes sense they’d help each other.”

“Not necessarily. Tom could have turned away and let John bleed to death. He chose not to.” Amelia’s voice rose. “And Ella Mae Evans must have been devastated at the loss of her grandson. She could have walked away.”

Grace recognized an argument brewing. “Could, would, should—the fact is, Tom’s kindness and Ella Mae Evans’s generosity of spirit tell a lot about their characters, who they were.”

Hannah rose to leave. “I do have to go, but I’m eager to hear about their lives. Don’t read without me, please?”

“We wouldn’t do that,” Grace replied.

Hannah opened the door, letting in a cool blast of air. Fall had burst upon the land early in October, and the hillsides were a patchwork of yellows, rusts, and peaches.

Grace reached for the light wool shawl she had set on a nearby chair and pulled it around her shoulders. Her finger traced the edge of the diary in her lap.

“I wonder about fate, about Miss Ella Mae finding her grandson dead, yet stopping to help two wounded soldiers. You’re right, Amelia. In her grief, she could have simply walked away. I wonder how long they stayed with her.”

“I wonder if they repaired that sagging roof of hers.” Amelia said.

Grace held up the diary. “Well, there’s a lot to be read. I’m sure we’ll find out.”



3
Life-Altering Choices
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DAYS PASSED, AND THE ladies hadn’t found time to sit and read from the letters and diaries again. Unable to resist, Grace took several letters and a diary to bed with her and scanned them, trying to create a time-line for the men, sometimes unsuccessfully, sometimes successfully.

When next they met to read, Grace held up a letter. “I’ve tried to put these in order, and I’ve marked Tom’s letters #1 and John’s #2.” She hesitated, concerned that Hannah or Amelia might resent her getting ahead of them, but they looked eager for more. “So, this is a letter of John’s.”
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We owe our lives to Miss Ella Mae. She’s alone and sad from her losses. As the weeks pass, as we gain back our strength, we chop her wood. Tom knows about building, and I help him the best I can. We built a woodshed close by the porch, for hers had fallen down due to time and weather. It’s late December and we filled the new shed with wood for the winter, which is coming on fast with freezing nights and blustery days. We carry water from the stream, close by and running full and clear.

I help Tom fell trees and split firewood into small pieces, so that it appears that Miss Ella Mae cut them herself. We pile them onto her wagon and she carries them into the village, which is a ways from us, and sells the wood for money or exchanges it for a goat or a chicken or other goods for cooking. She goes alone, for we must stay hidden so no one will ask why we aren’t fighting or tell bounty hunters our whereabouts.

As the days and weeks pass into months, Tom and I grow closer. He’s becoming like a brother to me, closer than my own brother at home. We talk, sometimes, about maybe not going home after the war, about staying here with Miss Ella Mae. She has no kin to do for her, and we owe her our lives. If we stay, we’ll build a room onto the cabin, for it’s small with the two of us huddled close on our corn-husk mattress, and Miss Ella Mae having no privacy, until Tom built a wood frame screen. We cut pine branches and covered the frame and stood it in front of her bed. I admire how handy Tom is with a hammer, saw, and nails. He’s promised to teach me.

My arm is still weak from my wound; the cut was deep and healed slowly, as did the deep gash on my leg. I do better hauling branches than cutting them off trees, better stacking wood than chopping it. Tom says he doesn’t mind doing the harder work. My time will come in the spring, he says, when we hitch the horse and plow the field. Spring is months away. Please the Lord, I’ll be stronger then. If the war is raging, we will be here, but if it ends, will I stay or begin the long trek home?

I know nothing of farming, of country life, and I miss my hometown of Newtown in Connecticut, my uncle’s mill where I worked in the office keeping books, my cousin’s button factory, and the general store where I sold goods and kept books.

I miss my ma and pa, even Emily and our little Iris. Staying here means I will never see them again. The war will end some day, and if I don’t go home, in time they’ll think me dead and Emily will marry again. Why does this thought not make me sad?

Ours was too young a marriage, after a night in the barn, making love in the hay with no thought to a baby. We weren’t suited to each other. She wanted a house, nice things to fill the house, and more babies. I wanted to travel, to wander. Was that behind my determination to fight for the Union, the spur to my patriotism? Was going to war my way to leave Emily, Iris, and responsibility behind? Shame, I tell myself, shame on me for behaving thus. But I don’t feel shame. It was a union that should not have been, save for her father’s shotgun and my father’s pride.

I lie awake at night and puzzle over what to do. We are, in a sense, deserters, for we healed and never returned to war. I would like to tell Ma that I’m alive and well, but if I send letters home, word might reach those who would hunt for us and haul us back to the battlefield. That, I could not bear.

Tears filled Amelia’s eyes. “But even if he and his wife weren’t well suited, how could be leave his little daughter?”

Hannah shook her head. “Didn’t you hear what he wrote? Emily got pregnant, and that’s why they got married. Sometimes we have to make hard choices. John had a chance at a new life in Covington. You’re overly romantic, Amelia. Not everything has a happy ending.”

Amelia pouted. “After all they’d been through, I want them to be happy and live good lives, wherever they stayed.”

“Let me finish his letter,” Grace said.

Last night, Miss Ella Mae cooked venison stew that filled our bellies and warmed our souls. The night was warmer than usual, and for a time Tom and I sat on the old bench on the porch. We sat quiet awhile, until Tom said he’d made up his mind to stay with Miss Ella Mae. His ma’s dead and his pa married a wife he didn’t much like, and there were plenty at home to help, sisters and brothers too young to go to war. He hadn’t left a wife or girl behind.

Then Tom said Miss Ella Mae had told him that when the war’s done, if we’re still here, she’s gonna tell everyone we’re family—nephews or cousins who found her after the war. He’s thinking to take her name, Evans, and said, “I’ll stay with Miss Ella Mae till she passes on.”

Then Tom asked what I was thinking, and I told him about Emily and Iris.

He said he envied me having someone to go home to, and my stomach squeezed hard at his words, as I, too, was thinking to stay with Miss Ella Mae.

Grace rubbed her chin. “That’s the end of this letter. So many forgotten people.”

Amelia looked confused. “What do you mean, Grace?”

“The women and children left to fend for themselves in these mountains. What were the men thinking when they trotted off to war? They didn’t have slaves or plantations here. I bet they took the best horses, too. What a struggle it must have been for the women and children just to survive! No wonder Tom decided to stay and take care of Miss Ella Mae. She cared for him like a mother.”

“I wonder what John decided to do,” Amelia said softly.

“Enough for today,” Hannah declared, standing. “That’s in the past, and we all have things to do today and tomorrow.”



4
Night Thoughts
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LATER THAT EVENING, LYING in bed, Grace found it impossible to wipe the Civil War soldiers from her mind. She detested war. Was war endemic to human nature? It seemed to her that men who made war barely allowed sufficient time for the next generation to grow up before sending a new crop of young men off to die in a war: Korea in the fifties, Vietnam in the seventies, and now Iraq. And for what: land, power, control, and wealth? If women ruled the world, would they dispatch their sons to battle so willingly? She didn’t think so.

Grace turned on the bedside lamp. There was no point in trying to sleep, with her mind all a jumble. What had John and Tom intended to do with those neatly bundled letters and all their diaries? Had they buried them up there on that hillside? Probably.

But why? Had some urgent, unexpected need forced them to vacate the land? Had there been a local issue over land or water rights? Had there been a fire and the box lost in the rubble? Had they simply lost interest over time, set the box aside and forgotten about it? She would never know.

Grace straightened her sheet and pulled the soft blanket up across her chest. She loved this time of year; loved the crisp, cool nights, and kept her windows open to hear the creek by the house. Had the men stopped by this very creek for water, or to wash up at the end of a long, hot day? Maybe in time, the letters and diaries would answer her many questions.

SITTING ON THEIR FRONT porch the following day with Hannah and Amelia, Grace opened one of Tom’s letters and began.
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I never thought to walk again, but five months is gone, and I’m a-standin’ on both feet and walkin’ like a man. I worries for John, ’cause he wakes at night screamin’ from fearful dreams. He ain’t wont to tell ’em to nobody. He’s seen more of fightin’ than me and it’s stayed in his head. None of Miss Ella Mae’s remedies ain’t gonna fix that.

Can’t tell about John, what he’s gonna do or say. We is sure different, but I loves him like he was my brother. One evenin’ we was sittin’ out on the front porch on that old wood bench, me and John and Miss Ella Mae, and she told us how her husband brung her here as a bride long years past. She set beside him in that wagon, joltin’ along over rutted roads, and inside the wagon was all their worldly goods: the rocker alongside her bed, pots, pans, tools for buildin’ and plantin’, and what few clothes they had, and a lot of hope in their hearts. They was young, she said, and happy. She raised a son here. Why God ain’t blessed ’em with more children she don’t know, for she done prayed long and hard over it.

When her husband, Wayne, (her son was named Wayne, too, and they called him Junior) passed on, she stayed in the cabin he’d built her and tried ekin’ out a livin’ from the land and a few chickens and goats.

The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away, she said, and she told us ’bout her son Junior’s wife, and how she done passed on givin’ them their grandson, the boy she’d lost on the field where she found us scoundrels. She grinned when she said that. I dunno why Miss Ella Mae liked to call us scoundrels, but she always done it with a laugh or a grin.

She told us many things, ’bout how one year they’d had plenty rain, and the rivers run full and fast, and plenty cabins was taken by risin’ water. Junior gone on down to help a family that lost everything, and the water done swept him off. Never did find his body to give him a proper burial. She raised his boy, Joseph, the one got hisself killed down on that field.

I felt real sad for Miss Ella Mae. The Lord sent her to be the mother taken from me by sickness when I was a boy. When I told her I was stayin’ with her, she pressed my hands hard and tears come to her eyes. To my eyes, too. That’s when John said he was stayin’, too. I opened my mouth to ask ’bout his wife and child, but he made me a sign to hush my mouth and I did.

Later, John told me he weren’t right in his head no more, what with the dreams. He can’t shake the things he’s seen and done from his mind. He wouldn’t say what them things were. Just that he wouldn’t be good no more for his wife or child, so let ’em start new lives without him.

I thought, if I loved a woman hard, nothin’ would stop me from goin’ home to her, and I wondered about their life, but that weren’t no time to ask.

Later he told me, “I’ll do like you and take Miss Ella Mae’s name. John Evans sounds pretty good, I think.” We shook hands, knowin’ we was startin’ new lives.

Amelia leaned forward, looking upset.

“What is it, Amelia?” Grace asked.

“Two soldiers who never went home. Two families who thought them dead and lost to them forever. Imagine the pain their families must have felt, when they could have rejoiced if they’d known they were alive.” Tears filled her eyes.

No one spoke for a time. Finally, Grace said, “It sounds as if Tom didn’t have strong ties back home. Blood isn’t always thicker than water.”

“Ladies, let’s try not to second guess. People have reasons why they do things and it happened a long time ago,” Hannah said.

“When I read their letters and diaries, it seems like yesterday.” Grace leaned her chin on her palm. “It’s as if John and Tom’s hopes, fears, and dreams transcend time and space. It’s like they live, now, with me.”

Amelia rubbed her arms. “It’s like that for me, too. What if you’d been Tom’s father or John’s mother or wife? I can’t bear to think of how they must have suffered.”

“Then don’t think about it,” Hannah said impatiently.

Amelia ignored Hannah, her face brightening. “I have an idea. They both took the name Evans. If they stayed in this area, if they married, there’ll be marriage, birth, and death records. Maybe they have descendants living right here! We could go to the courthouse to check the records and find their descendants.”

Hannah looked curious. “Why would we do that?”

“Then we could do the same in their hometowns using their real names, and find the descendants from their families. And when Christmas comes, we can invite them all to Covington for a grand celebration and give them copies of their ancestors’ letters and diaries!” Amelia’s eyes sparkled.

“A Christmas celebration? What a lovely idea,” Grace said.
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