
Praise for Marsha Ward’s novels
“I finished the manuscript to Trail of Storms last night. It's a very compelling story: as I read it, I didn't want to put it down. The characters come alive on the pages and I have a good sense of who they are, internally and externally. Great story, and you told it very well.”
~Dan Olsen, consultant
“Marsha Ward's western novel, Ride to Raton, reminded me why I swore off reading fiction a long time ago: I can't put the story down. She has the ability to put you in the time and place. The west during the mid-1800s was not a hospitable region, and she doesn't romanticize it. Marsha’s use of imagery is a treat. For instance: ‘… she had slipped from his grasp like quick-silver chased across a tabletop.’ Here's another: ‘Only much later did sleep lay a quilt of blackness over his exhausted body.’ And one last one: ‘… with the November sun pouting on the breast of a hazy sky.’”
~Liz Adair, author of the "Spider Latham" mystery series, The Mists of Quarry Harbor, and the Whitney Award-winning novel Counting the Cost
“Ride to Raton is the action packed story of a conflicted man who strives always to do the right thing. It will catch at your heart and stay with you long after you put the book down. Highly recommended.”
~C.K. Crigger, author of Liar's Trail and Letter of the Law
“Marsha's thrilling storytelling will transport the reader, as it did me, into her tales of western adventure, with characters battling vile men, elements of nature, and inner demons. I found her gift for bringing raw emotions to her work kept me turning pages until the book ended, leaving me wanting more, and not wanting to wait for the next book to be published.”
~“Shotgun Betty” Wilson, former columnist for True West Magazine
Also by Marsha Ward
The Owen Family Saga:
Book 1: The Man from Shenandoah
Book 2: Ride to Raton
Trail of Storms
Marsha Ward
Smashwords Edition
Copyright 2011 Marsha Ward
Cover photo Copyright Robert Marien/Corbis
Discover other titles by Marsha Ward at Smashwords.com
https://www.smashwords.com/profile/view/marshaward
All rights reserved. No portion of this work may be reproduced in print or electronically, other than brief excerpts for the purpose of reviews, without the written permission of the author.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination, or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
Smashwords Edition, License Notes
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
Trail of Storms
Book 3: The Owen Family Saga
Dedication
To my children, Audra, Jeremy, Gregory, Karen, and Kevin, whose examples amidst trials and troubles have led me to know that I must go forward in faith, believing that a better day is just beyond the horizon. Thank you for your encouragement and support.
Tidbits and Acknowledgments
Several years ago, I was solicited to donate something of value for an auction to benefit the local Scout troop. I offered to name a character after the winning bidder. My friend Jeff Julander bid high, and threw in five dollars more if I would name a goat after his friend. Thanks Jeff! A pivotal character bears the name of Jeff Julander, and the Julander family’s goat is named Mike. I rounded out the fictional family by using some actual family names, as well as some fakes ones. Be it known to all, however, that beyond names and general physical descriptions, my Julander characters are not the same as the actual people whose names they bear. The characters are purely a product of my imagination.
Albuquerque, New Mexico Territory, is mentioned frequently in this work. At the time in which our characters lived, it was called “Alburquerque,” with an extra “r.” In 1706, Don Francisco Cuervo y Valdés, the provincial Governor of New Mexico, named the settlement in honor of the Viceroy of New Spain, Don Francisco Fernández de la Cueva, Duke of Alburquerque. It is generally believed that sometime after the coming of the railroad in the 1880s, an Anglo station master dropped the first “r” because he couldn’t correctly pronounce the Spanish name of the town. “Albuquerque” became the common spelling thereafter.
Despite the historical time frame, I have used the modern spelling as a convenience to my readers (and also to prevent Microsoft Word from going crazy with spelling error underlines as I typed).
One of my characters speaks Spanish only a little, and that badly. The word henti is his approximation of the correct word gente, meaning “people.”
My grateful thanks goes out to the ever-gracious Connie Wolfe and Kerry Blair for their invaluable brainstorming and characterization suggestions; to the dozens of readers from American Night Writers Association who gave initial critiques; to C.K. Crigger for title suggestions; to Betty Wilson for her encouragement; to Josi S. Kilpack for the liberal use of her red pen; to Elizabeth Petty Bentley for her advice on edits; to Dan Olsen for checking the testosterone content; to Shirley Bahlmann, Robert J. Randisi, and Pat Decker Nipper for their endorsements; and to the many generous readers who contributed praise for my work.
One
“You girls stick tight together. Those blasted Yankee riders are still botherin’ folks.”
Jessica Bingham paused outside the bakery’s front door, letting Ma’s words roll off her shoulders as she rearranged the loaves of freshly baked bread in her basket. She looked down the quiet street. The rising sun’s pink and gold rays chased night’s shadows from the cracks and crannies of Mount Jackson’s storefronts. She inhaled the fresh scents of the morning to clear the heavy odor of yeast from her nose. Spring was here. “Hmmm,” she sighed, and felt a smile of satisfaction lift her mouth. Ma was wrong to worry. This perfect day could hold no danger to her or her sisters.
And yet … the previous week, two young married ladies had been knocked to the ground by a band of cavalrymen of the occupation force. One merely had the wind knocked out of her, but the other had lost her unborn babe. Her husband had protested. He’d been badly beaten. A feeling of unease crept over Jessica. Perhaps there were no perfect days in Virginia anymore?
Her older, recently married sister, Hannah, pushed past, saying, “Jessie, get yourself out of my way. This bread won’t deliver itself.”
Jessie stepped aside and let Hannah pass, since she always seemed to be in a hurry. She had to take the lead in every endeavor, and couldn’t abide being late. Maybe that’s why she was born first of the twins.
The other twin, Hepzibah, came out of the door and stopped at Jessie’s side. She nudged Jessie and said, rolling her eyes, “Hannah’s just so rude. Don’t give in to her. Ever since she got married, she thinks she’s the queen of the world.”
Jessie shrugged and stepped out into the street, Hepzibah following after. “Maybe she is, in Robert Fletcher’s eyes. He treats her like a fine lady.”
Hepzibah made a small, anguished sound. Jessie looked around at her sister, whose expression had changed to chagrin.
Jessie said in a rush, “Oh Heppie, don’t mind my prattle. I reckon George loves you just as much as Robert does Hannah. He’s bound to say so real soon.”
This time, Heppie’s sound was definitely a sigh, and her eyes began to redden.
Jessie, trying to divert Heppie from having a crying spell in the middle of the street, called out to Hannah, who strode along five yards ahead of them. “Wait for us. Ma will have a conniption if we don’t stay together.” She looked around the deserted street, her nerves beginning to twang. “Do you see any riders down the road?”
“No,” Hannah replied. “It’s too early for those lazy bums to be out. Besides, I ain’t seen ‘em for days. Ma’s just got a bug in her ear.” Hannah carried her basket of baked goods on her hip. She stopped walking and gave it a little hitch to make it ride higher.
“Do you reckon they’ve left town?” Heppie asked Jessie as they followed Hannah.
Jessie shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe a customer told Ma they’re still here.” She turned her head to look behind her. “I don’t see them.”
“That don’t mean they’re not around the corner,” Heppie said, sniffing, then wiping her nose with a tiny scrap of a handkerchief. “Look sharp.”
Jessie shivered. Her stomach began to ache, and she felt vulnerable and unsafe. The Yankees had already won the war, ravaging the country in the process. It was terribly hard to make ends meet these days. She’d heard Ma crying at night on that score. Why didn’t the Yankees go home and leave the people of Mount Jackson alone?
She thought of Hannah, who lived with Robert in a house on the other side of town. During the time he worked at the bank, Hannah was all alone. She may lord it over Heppie and me for not being married, but maybe she’s afraid too. She does spend an awful lot of each day at our house.
Jessie stepped over a stick in her path. I reckon I don’t blame her, she thought. She hesitated a moment, sniffing the air. Was that dust she smelled? Don’t panic. Likely a wagon passed on the Valley Pike. At that moment, the sound of hoofbeats coming up behind them raised chills along her spine. She whirled and faced four mounted Yankees, who had seemed to rise out of the very ground.
The men caught up and circled the three women before they could take another step. Two of them spat tobacco juice near the girls’ shoes. One failed to launch his mouthful properly, dribbling juice down the front of his shirt.
“Cal, you can’t hit a tin can with a turnip,” said one man whose dirty red hair poked out in points where it escaped his cap. His laughter rang through the empty street.
Jessie grabbed hold of Hannah’s arm with her free hand. She felt Heppie clutching at her skirt band. Jessie looked around, frantic. Where were the Miller brothers? They were always up early, coming down the street as the girls left the bakery.
“Sez you, Red,” the Yankee named Cal said, spitting a fresh stream that landed on Heppie’s shoulder.
Heppie screamed, dropped her basket, and tried to wipe the juice off.
Cal chewed on his wad of tobacco, turned, and shot a spurt of juice in Hannah’s direction. She shrieked as it hit her cheek. Red laughed again, and waved his cap in the air.
“Hannah!” Jessie shouted, and pulled her sister closer to her. The stink of the tobacco filled her nose as she dashed it away from Hannah’s eye with her hand.
The third man, whose black moustache contained bits of food, said to Heppie, “Here, let me wipe that for you.” He leaned down and grabbed a lock of Heppie’s blonde hair. She cried out as he yanked on it, pulling her closer to his horse.
“You need a knife, Bull?” asked the fourth Yankee, reaching into his pocket.
Bull swore. “I can get my own trophies, Foster. Put away your knife.”
“Get away from her!” Jessie shouted. Her heart thrummed in her chest. She tried to think of what to do even as she shoved at the man’s arm, getting the juice from her hand on his uniform sleeve. He let go of Heppie’s hair and turned on Jessie, trying to swat at her hand, but she evaded his reach. Hannah was cowering away from Foster, who called her unpleasant names. The other men rode in circles around the three young women, laughing, whistling, and making rude talk.
“Go back to the store,” Jessie urged her sisters. She stripped the white towel from her basket and flapped it in the face of the nearest horse. It reared, dumping Red, and galloped off down the road. The girls pushed their way through the interrupted circle and ran for the front door of the bakery. Behind them, Jessie heard the laughter and catcalls the other men showered on the unseated rider, who swore at them, his horse, and Jessie herself.
Heppie made it to the door first, wrenching it open. Hannah followed hard on her heels, and Jessie brought up the rear.
“Lock it, Jessie,” shrieked Heppie. Her big blue eyes seemed ready to leap out of her face.
Jessie twisted the lock, wondering if it would keep the men out if they wanted to enter. “Ma,” she cried out as her mother rushed into the shop from the kitchen. “Those Yankees! They spit tobacco juice at us. Just look at Heppie’s dress!”
“They’re so crude,” Heppie moaned, swiping at her shoulder. “I’ll never get this stain off me!”
“There, there, girls.” Ma gathered the young women into her arms. “Did they hurt you?” Jessie felt her mother’s body shaking.
Hannah loosed herself from Ma’s grasp and dabbed at her cheek with a handkerchief. “I hate tobacco!”
Ma let go of the girls. “Jessie? You ain’t been harmed?”
“No, Ma.” Jessie started to hug herself to control her quaking, but remembered in time that her hand was still smeared with slime. She walked behind the bakery display case, found a cloth, and wiped her hand with it. The day had just begun, and already it was a disaster.
Ma went to the window and looked out. “Are the Yankees still out there?” She craned her neck to the right. “Looks like they’re goin’ off down the street,” she said. “One of ‘em is chasin’ a horse. What happened?”
“Jessie spooked his mount and got us out of there,” Hannah said. Her voice sounded calmer. “Heppie, let’s go clean ourselves up.” She took Heppie’s arm, and the twins went into the kitchen.
“Ma.” Jessie joined her mother at the window. “Do we have to go out there again?”
Ma took a deep, shuddering breath, then let it out slowly. It seemed to steady her. “Folks’ll be lookin’ for their bread and pastries. If you leave by the back door, it’s most likely the Yankees won’t even spot you.” She gave Jessie a pat on the shoulder. “I know those Yankee louts are mighty rude to folks, but I don’t think you’ll come to real harm if you stay together. When Hannah and Heppie have cleaned up, you three scoot.”
Jessie sighed. Ma’s right. Folks need their baked goods, and heaven knows we need the money. She shivered. They would have to go back out. Without a protector. Her brother Luke was too young to do much good. Her heart pounded in her chest. Oh Pa! Why did you have to die and leave us so helpless?
~~~
Jessie looked over her shoulder at Hannah and Heppie, who walked away from her toward the street corner, leaving Jessie to collect payment for a pie. Mrs. Wiggins, however, seemed inclined to chat.
Please just pay me, Jessie thought, looking the other way down the street. I don’t want us running into those Yankees again. She turned back to Mrs. Wiggins, anxious about the distance between her and her sisters. She didn’t want to be alone, even for the few seconds it would take her to catch up.
Mrs. Wiggins looked at Jessie expectantly. She must have asked a question.
Shrugging her shoulders to shake off her reverie, Jessie said, “I’m so sorry, ma’am, I fear I was woolgathering. What’s that you said?”
The stout little woman sighed. “Jessie dear, I was askin’ if your ma could bake me a loaf of sourdough bread for tomorrow morning.”
“I’ll need payment for the pie first, ma’am,” Jessie said, hoping it didn’t sound too rude.
“Can’t y’all wait to the end of the week?” Mrs. Wiggins looked flustered.
“Times are hard, ma’am. Ma needs to buy supplies.” Jessie glanced over her shoulder again. Hannah and Heppie were a half block away. A cold chill ran through her.
“That’s right, Jessie dear. Times are hard indeed, but Mr. Wiggins wanted an apple pie for his birthday.” Mrs. Wiggins sighed. “I’ll get your money.” She turned her back, left the door open, and took the pie into the house.
Jessie tapped her toe as she waited, watching her sisters grow smaller and smaller. Her stomach tightened on her breakfast and made her queasy. Hurry up! she thought, and mentally berated the twins for leaving her here. She was the “little sister.” More often than not, they stuck together and left her to do the more distasteful things like collect money from customers.
After what seemed like forever, Mrs. Wiggins returned with a few coins and counted out the price of the pie.
“Thank you, ma’am. I’ll tell Ma about your bread,” Jessie said as she put the money into her pocket.
Mrs. Wiggins closed the door forcefully, as if to protest Jessie’s insistence on being paid.
Jessie snorted. Silly old bat! Of course she has to pay Ma now. How does she expect— Jessie left the thought alone and went on to her more immediate worry. With one hand she scooped up the basket she’d put on the porch while she waited, and with the other she grabbed her skirt, racing off after her sisters. “Hannah,” she called out. “Heppie! Wait for me.”
Jessie had covered half the distance that separated her from the twins when she tripped on a root and fell, landing on the hard dirt with her forearms straddling the basket.
Pain lanced through her arms but was instantly supplanted by the smart of her embarrassment. Oh, what mortification! You’d think I was twelve years old instead of eighteen, trippin’ over a danged root.
Heppie had looked back in time to see the fall. “Jessie,” she cried out, and started toward her, motioning for her to get up—as if Jessie were perfectly content to lie sprawled across the path as she was. Hannah continued on to the corner, then turned and waited while Jessie scrambled to her feet and Heppie helped her brush off her skirts.
“Jessie! Are you hurt?”
She rubbed her sore arms, getting the dirt off. “I reckon I’ll be—”
Jessie saw the man at that moment, the rider the Yankees called Red. In what seemed only a few seconds, he jumped off his horse, grabbed Hannah around the waist, and was back in his saddle, having thrown Hannah over the front of his horse like a sack of grain. Her basket tumbled through the air, spewing loaves of bread onto the ground. Jessie cried out and pointed, unable to form words to describe what she was seeing. Heppie turned and began to scream. Jessie lifted her skirts and ran toward the corner as fast as she could. He can’t be takin’ her, she thought, her heart pounding in her ears.
~~~
Jessie shoved open the door of the bank with such force that it banged against the wall. Several customers turned to gaze at her in surprise. The clerks and tellers looked up from their work.
Jessie located Hannah’s husband, Robert Fletcher, in the teller’s cage at the end of the row. She ran across the tile floor and pushed aside the woman standing opposite him.
“You must come, now!” Jessie said to the man, gasping as she struggled to draw air into her burning lungs.
“Miss Jessica—” He turned to his customer. “I’m sorry, Miz Addison. I’m sure she didn’t mean—” He broke off and faced Jessie again, frown lines deeply creasing his face and sweat breaking out on his forehead. “What happened to you? You’re quite … untidy.” Robert took out a handkerchief and dabbed at the brow on both sides of his pronounced widow’s peak.
“Mr. Fletcher—Robert—Hannah’s been taken!” Jessie put out a shaking hand and grasped the counter to support herself. “We’ve got to get help.”
Robert took in a sharp breath. He stuffed the handkerchief in his pocket as he turned and leaped over the gate separating the teller’s cages from the customer area.
Before Jessie could blink, he grasped her by the elbow and shook her arm. “What do you mean, ‘Hannah’s been taken’?”
Jessie’s trembling almost overcame her. She forced herself to find her voice, still breathing with difficulty as Robert’s grip tightened. “You know those Yankee riders? One of them grabbed her and took her off. Oh, Mr. Fletcher, Heppie’s in such a state I had—”
An oath escaped Robert Fletcher’s lips as he dropped her arm. “Take me there,” he grunted, barging through the door to the street. She caught up to him and led off at a run, lifting her skirts out of the way of her feet.
They cut across the street, darting between vehicles and horses, bumping without apology into passersby, their silent haste fed by adrenaline and fear.
When they arrived at the street where Hannah had been abducted, Heppie bolted out of Mrs. Wiggins’s door, crying into her handkerchief. “Oh, Mr. Fletcher, I’m so glad to see you.”
Robert nodded briefly to Heppie, then turned and asked Jessie, “Which way did he go?”
Jessie pointed south on the Valley Pike. “It’s the redheaded one.”
Robert thrust Jessie into Heppie’s arms, saying, “Go to your ma’s. I’ll bring her there,” and ran down the street.
“Jessie, did you see his face?” Heppie wailed.
Jessie shook in her sister’s embrace as new fear enveloped her. “Yes. I’m afraid he’ll kill that Yankee.”
Two
Hannah screamed as the Yankee carried her away from her sisters. She took a breath to scream again. The odor of tobacco and sweaty clothes worn too long without washing almost gagged her.
“Don’t bother yelling. Nobody’s going to help you,” said the man in a rasping voice. He jammed his free arm underneath her stomach and yanked her roughly against him. “None of your yellow-bellied rebel men have the guts.”
Hannah twisted and turned in the man’s grasp. She tried to get her fingers to his face to gouge his eyes, but he swatted her arm down with his rein hand and pinned it to her side.
“No more of that, missy,” he growled, and prodded his horse to a faster pace with a few kicks.
“My husband will come. He’ll find you, and he’ll kill you,” Hannah gasped, struggling anew to find a way to hurt the man.
“You won’t be worth the bother when I’m done with you.”
The Yankee’s words ripped through Hannah’s mind. Oh dear God, no! Help me! Don’t let him do this. “Robert!” she shrieked between sobs that seemed to tear all the flesh from her throat.
“Your Bobbie-boy can’t help you, missy,” the man growled, and punched Hannah on the side of her head. “Behave now. We’ve got a ways to go.”
Pain sent Hannah slumping forward against the horse’s neck as she tried not to lose consciousness. Her ears rang. Her nose filled with dust thrown from the horse’s hooves. She closed her eyes and coughed. I won’t let him kill me, she thought. I’ll be strong. No matter what he does, I’ll be strong until Robert comes.
After a long time, the horseman pulled up and pushed Hannah to the ground. She rolled to her knees. Three startled chickens ran into the brush at the edge of a stable yard. Before she could arise and follow them, the man was beside her, grasping her around the waist. He dragged her to her feet and into the stable, tugging on a rein to make sure his horse followed. He kicked the door, but not hard enough to close it, and it stood open a ways, letting in a stream of sunlight.
Hannah screamed, lashing out at the man, pulling his hair with both hands. I’ll mark him, she thought. If he’s gone when Robert comes, I’ll tell him what to look for.
The Yankee hit Hannah across the mouth, and she lost her grip on his hair with one hand. She tasted salt against her tongue and knew she was bleeding, but she tugged on the man’s rusty-colored hair with her other fist. They whirled around, struggling back and forth in the alleyway of the stable. Hair came loose in her hand. She spit her blood on his shirt. He hit her again and she spun and went down onto the straw-covered floor of a stall.
Hannah choked and coughed at the dust her fall had raised. She heard the man coming toward her and tried to curl into a ball, but he knelt on top of her, ripping her blouse until her flesh was exposed and pulling at her skirt. She smelled his rank breath as he tried to kiss her. “No!” she screamed. He slapped her, but she only cried out again. “Help me!”
The man swore at her, calling her vile names as he unbuckled his belt and slid down his trousers. Hannah thrashed back and forth, clawing him with her nails and calling for help as he tore at her skirt, ripping it open nearly to her waist. She screamed again when he shredded her underclothes, then wrestled with her until he restrained her hands above her head.
The pain of his assault wrenched through her body, tore at the sanctity of her womanhood, and bludgeoned her soul until she believed that neither her body nor her spirit would survive. She clenched her eyes shut, as if that could hide what was happening, and felt tears leaking from the corners of her eyes. He is a fiend of hell, her thoughts shrieked as he slumped on top of her.
Hannah shivered under him, too spent to cry out any longer. She could not avoid inhaling the stench of his hair lying on her face. It seemed that hours passed while his loathsome body pinned hers into the straw. At last he raised himself above her. She kept her eyes closed, but couldn’t hold back the sob that rose in her throat.
“What’s the matter? You don’t like my looks?” he growled. “That’s too bad, missy. You’ve got to bear them until I’m finished with you.” He reached down and touched her breast, laughing at her. “I told you no one was coming for you. I’ve got as long as I want.”
~~~
Robert ran down the Pike, his heart thudding in his chest. Where would the man take Hannah? If he was intent on doing her harm, he’d want a private place, like a barn or a grove of trees, even though the occupation soldiers and cavalry were doing pretty much as they liked these days. He’d have to ask if Hannah and the rider had been seen passing by. That might be useless—folks were staying out of each other’s business. His breath rattled in his throat. His side burned with pain. His legs seemed made of lead. No matter, he thought, and continued his headlong dash. Hannah needs me.
When he stumbled and fell, Robert lay with his face in the dust for a moment, then raised his head and eyed the road. The marks of horses’ hooves mocked him. I don’t know how to track. I don’t know what’s fresh and what might be five days old. He scrambled to his knees, got to his feet, and looked around. He was outside of town and had passed two farms already. Have I gone too far? He took a steadying breath. No. Those farms had been burned out by the Yankees. Their barns hadn’t been rebuilt yet and the woodlots were gone. No privacy there. Robert began to run again. George Heizer’s dairy farm was next. He had a barn.
Robert approached the Heizer place. From the lane he could see two men standing by a wagon in the barnyard, talking. They seemed calm, not looking over their shoulders or fidgeting. No Yankee’s been there, he decided, and continued down the pike. I’ll try at McNeely’s.
Robert ran another two hundred yards, turned into McNeely’s farmyard, skidded to a stop at the door of the house and rapped. His windpipe wheezed and his lungs burned as he sucked breath into them. After a moment, Mistress Maude moved the curtain to one side and peered out. She opened the door a crack, her white face telling of her fear.
Before he could say a word, the woman began.
“Mr. Fletcher! Oh, please, can you look? My Patrick won’t be home until after dark.”
“Look where, Mrs. McNeely?”
“Oh my! Out in the stable. There’s been the most horrid sounds coming from out there for such a long time. Screams, very terrible sounds, they were.”
He ground his teeth. “Do you have a gun?”
“A gun? Oh, no, Mr. Fletcher. We had to give it up.”
“A knife, then. Lend me your butcher knife.”
Her gasp told Robert how she felt about that idea as she closed the door in his face. He heard the lock snapping into place.
He found a stout stick of firewood he could wrap his fingers around, not thinking what he would do with it, but somehow needing to feel the wood’s heft, needing to have a weapon. He strode toward the stable.
The door stood open enough to let him through, and he stopped a moment to let his eyes adjust to the semidarkness. The Yankee’s horse munched straw to one side, still saddled, reins hanging loose. A rack of farm implements hung on the wall, next to a couple of saddle blankets arranged over a rail. The burly redheaded Yankee knelt over Hannah in a stall, pants at his ankles.
Hannah! What has he done? I’m too late to spare you that—
Robert swallowed hard, his thoughts a torment. The sight of Hannah’s bare knees being forced apart for the brute’s pleasure enraged him, pushing him past reason, past honor, and he ran toward the man, raising his bludgeon to strike him from behind.
Hannah opened her eyes. With his last vestige of wits, Robert saw hope spring into them, then she turned her head away, but not before he recognized the look of shame on her face.
Robert swung his club down toward the Yankee’s head, but Hannah shrieked at his attack. The sound startled him, causing him to miss his target. The blow glanced off the side of the man’s skull, and he fell on top of Hannah. Robert threw away his club, grasped the back of the man’s jacket, and hauled him to his feet.
Robert turned the Yankee around. Hannah had done damage with her nails. One of the man’s cheeks was striped with raw lesions.
The Yankee groaned, wagged his head, and then spat in Robert’s face. “I’ll kill you, rebel scum,” the man rasped through his patchy beard. He threw a punch at Robert, striking him on the chin and knocking him backward. Robert crumpled to the floor. The Yankee loomed over him, and gave a gargling laugh as he pulled up and buttoned his trousers. “She wasn’t even that good,” he said, and stomped on Robert’s cheek. “I’ve had better times with a whore.”
A red blur swam before Robert’s eyes. My sweet Hannah, compared to a whore? He cried out, “She was good at defending herself.” Rage flashed through his body, giving him strength he didn’t know he possessed. He leaped up and connected with a blow that sent the man staggering into the aisle of the stable. Robert followed, punching him time and again until his knuckles bled. He jabbed the man’s ribbon-slashed cheek with a thumb. The man yowled.
Robert’s fingers closed around the man’s throat. “I’m here to finish the job.”
The Yankee clawed at Robert’s fingers, finally breaking their hold. Then he retreated, stumbling backward until he found a pitchfork and jabbed it toward Robert, murderous intent glittering in his bloodshot eyes. “You’ll finish nothing, you slimy reb. I ain’t through with you, nor with her.”
Robert lunged back in time to avoid the lethal tines. If he kills me, he’ll continue with Hannah until she’s dead. I can’t let that happen.
The man came at him again, and Robert’s hand closed over the handle of an ax that he swung blindly at the oncoming fork. The clash of metal on metal split the air. The pitchfork flew from the man’s hands and landed against a partition near where Hannah crouched with her hands covering her ears, shrieking.
Robert swung the ax once more to keep the Yankee at a distance, but underestimated his strength and turned himself half around.
The man rushed Robert, grabbing him by an arm and a leg, then spun and threw him against a wall. Momentum carried the man in another circle, until he screamed in agony and fell silent.
Robert lay in a heap, wondering at the cessation of the man’s cry. He pushed himself to his knees, his own panting sounding loud in his ears, louder than Hannah’s hysterical sobs. The Yankee hadn’t returned to the fray. Robert staggered to his feet, wary, looking for his enemy.
The man stood close to a partition, bent over a bit, his face a mask of astonishment. His mouth gaped open, and his arms hung at his sides, but he didn’t move.
Robert could hear Hannah, weeping uncontrollably, but he couldn’t see her anywhere. I’ve got to deal with him first, he told himself, struggling with his instinct to find her, to gather her into his arms and console her.
Robert searched for a weapon, located and picked up the ax from where it had fallen, and approached the man, on guard. “You ain’t through with me, you say?” he challenged. Hannah’s cries filled his ears, louder than ever, but the Yankee made no reply. A fly buzzed down from the ceiling and settled on the man’s eye. He didn’t blink.
Robert did blink, finally seeing the streams of blood trailing down the front of the Yankee’s chest from where small black iron points emerged from his shirt. Hannah squatted behind him against the partition, the handle of the pitchfork clutched in her hands.
Almost stuttering between crying and speech, Hannah gasped out, “Is … he … dead?”
Robert nodded. He dropped the ax, reached behind the man and forcibly uncurled Hannah’s fingers from the pitchfork so he could push the Yankee aside. He pulled her to her feet, dragging her away from the sight. As they reached the other side of the stable, he snatched up a saddle blanket, and drew her into his arms.
“Hannah,” he crooned in her ear. “Hannah love.” He pulled her blouse closed and covered her with the blanket.
His wife shook in his embrace, sobbing out, “I wanted him to stop hurting you.”
He stroked her hair. “I … Hannah, he can’t hurt anybody anymore.”
“I killed him.” Hannah’s cry came out strangled.
Robert swallowed, wishing he could take her burden upon himself. He glanced over at the dead Yankee, face down in the straw. Bile rose in his throat, and he wanted to vomit. Instead, he steeled himself and said, “We have to leave.”
He stood up and helped Hannah to her feet. She stopped crying, but swayed against him, at the point of collapse. He picked her up, but his own strength was spent and he staggered, almost dropping her. How would he get her home?
The Yankee’s horse.
Robert set Hannah down and went to the wild-eyed animal. “Hey, boy, quiet now. Come here.” He mounted with some effort, then kneed the animal forward to where his wife stood. “Put your arms up, love,” he murmured, and as she did, he reached down and, grunting, pulled her onto the horse.
As Hannah settled against him, he stiffened involuntarily. Hannah whimpered, “You’re hurt, ain’t you?”
Robert bit his lip against the pain throbbing through his head and body. “Some little bit,” he agreed. “But I reckon we can make it as far as the Heizer place.”
Three
George Heizer leaned his head against the warm flank of the cow, his fingers squeezing in the age-old rhythm of milking. When the knock came on the barn door, he paused, not sure he’d heard it. When it came again, he stood up and grabbed his pitchfork. Who knocked on the door of a barn?
Before he had sorted out in his mind whether the visitor could be a customer or someone bent on doing harm, the knock came again. He waited a moment, but no one spoke to offer him a greeting.
George crept out of the stall, stepping as quietly as he could. “Who’s there?’ he called.
“Robert Fletcher. George, I need your help.”
Robert Fletcher was his good friend. They’d seen action in the same company during the war. Robert had come home unwounded, but George’s right ear was half gone from a close shave with a Yankee bullet. Robert had tied his own handkerchief around the bleeding ear. Later, in the same battle, he had saved George’s bacon when he was wounded in the leg.
George went to the small door and wrenched it open. A horse stood in the shade before the opening, two people hunched over its withers. One slid to the ground, fell to one knee, and struggled to get to his feet. It was indeed Robert, his brown hair darkened by sweat, and—was that blood?
Robert held out his hands to the other figure, still sitting on the horse. That person half fell into his arms, and the two of them went to the ground.
The horse moved aside. Again, Robert climbed to his feet, stooped, and tried to raise the other person. At length he stood, his arms around what was clearly a woman in a high state of disarray. Robert had married not long ago, and George finally recognized the second person as Robert’s wife, Hannah.
George cried out in dismay. Robert had taken a beating, and Hannah had obviously suffered a great deal of misuse. Her pale yellow hair was matted to her head. Her face was bloodied. Her clothing was torn. Although she tried to clasp the pieces about her, she was having difficulty remaining covered. George stared at her, knowing he should look away, but unable to do so.
He finally shook himself free of the fascination and asked, “What happened to you? Yankees?” The mere thought of the occupation forces made him shudder and look down the lane. “Come inside,” he said, backing through the door.
Robert bent to retrieve a saddle blanket on the ground. When he straightened up and draped it around Hannah, he grimaced in pain. “Yes. I had a set-to with one of those riders.” He shepherded Hannah through the door, paused and coughed, then examined a spot on his head with careful fingers.
George slammed the door shut. “I hope you killed him.”
“He’s dead,” Robert said, and spat out a gob of blood. “Can you help us get to Mrs. Bingham’s bakery?” He paused, wiped the blood from his lips, and blurted out, “I hate getting you involved in this, George, but I don’t know where else to go.” After a moment, Robert continued, “Unless you can’t see your way clear.”
George swore to himself. Yes, helping Robert was risky. The Yankees would find their crony dead. If they discovered Robert had killed him, then learned that George helped Robert, who knew what they would do in reprisal.
Hannah moaned in Robert’s arms.
Robert had pulled George off the battlefield when he’d been shot in the leg and lay bleeding and stunned by the force of the blow and the pain. No matter what happened, he owed Robert a debt.
“I’ll hitch the team to the milk wagon. It’s covered, so no one will see you.”
“Thank you,” Robert said.
George said nothing, but shook his head as he hurried to get the harness.
~~~
A hard knock on the back door made Jessie jump. She looked through the curtain of the back window. “Oh, thank God,” she said, unlocking the door and throwing it wide. “Hurry in,” she whispered, unable to take her eyes off her bedraggled sister, who sagged between Robert Fletcher and George Heizer. “Hannah?” she asked as she locked the door behind them. But she couldn’t continue. She didn’t know what words to use in asking what had happened.
Jessie followed the group into the kitchen. Her younger brother Luke sat at the table, fiddling with a half-eaten plate of food. George said to him, “Give Hannah your chair,” and Luke hopped up as Heppie screamed. George and Robert get Hannah into the seat, then George stepped away and went to Heppie. “Shhh,” he said, putting his hand on her shoulder.
Jessie heard her mother gasp repeatedly behind her. Ma isn’t dealing well, she thought. George is distracting Heppie. Who’s going to tend to Hannah? She threw back her shoulders. Me, she told herself, and went to her sister’s side. Hannah’s head hung low, but her hand flew up and gripped Jessie’s forearm.
“Steady,” Jessie said. “You’re home safe.”
“There’s nowhere safe,” Hannah got out through lips crusted with blood. “Nowhere in Virginia.”
“Oh, my dear daughter,” Ma said, breathing in great rasping breaths. She elbowed Jessie to one side, and hugged Hannah around her head.
Jessie peeled Hannah’s fingers from her arm and went to find a cloth to wet. She heard her mother’s wild questions to Robert, and his soft answers.
“She was in McNeely’s barn. I pulled the Yankee off her, and he’s still there.”
“Still there?” Luke asked. “Didn’t you fight him?”
Jessie came back with the wet cloth and caught Robert nodding in answer to Luke’s question. Luke’s stupid question, she thought. Anyone with eyes can see Robert’s been in a fight! She said a quiet word to her mother and got her to release Hannah. She started cleaning the blood from her sister’s face. Her eyes smarted as she struggled to hold back tears. What kind of monster had done this? Her stomach lurched as she cleaned a clot of blood off Hannah’s ear. She’d always had an aversion to blood. This isn’t so bad, she told herself, trying to contain her tendency to gag. It’s dried, not flowing.
“How come he’s still there? Isn’t he looking for you?” Ma’s voice soared, and Jessie wanted to hush her as she would a wailing child.
“He’s dead.”
“Thank the Lord. Thank the Lord.” Ma stood by the stove, rocking back and forth, her voice uplifted in prayer.
“Ma, softly now,” Jessie said. She glanced at Heppie. “Can you get some water for Mr. Fletcher to clean up?” What an impossible event, having to prompt her older sister into action. The whole world was coming apart.
Ma finally stopped praying, came back to Jessie, and took the cloth from her. Jessie began to pace, rubbing her arm where Hannah had clasped it so hard, wondering what would happen to them, how they would go on.
“Now everything will be fine,” Ma said.
Robert shook his head as he took a basin of water that Heppie gave him. “I have to leave, Mrs. Bingham. As soon as someone finds that dead Yankee, the commander will investigate. Mrs. McNeely knew I was there, and with so many Yankees still around—”
“No. We’ll be safe now that the Yankee is dead.” Ma said. “You did the right thing, Mr. Fletcher, exactly the right thing.” Her voice broke, and she blinked back tears, wiping Hannah’s face vigorously.
“That hurts, Ma.” Hannah’s voice was feeble.
“Ma’am, folks will remember Mrs. Fletcher was kidnapped. When Miss Jessie fetched me, the bank was full of people. They all saw us leave in a hurry.” Robert put one of his hands into the water to soak and with the other scrubbed his face with a cloth. “Folks are frightened. Someone’s going to say something.”
“But what of Hannah?” Mrs. Bingham asked.
Robert looked up, his face hard with offense. “I’ll not leave her behind!”
As the buzz of the discussion continued behind her, Jessie paced between the stove and the back door, trying to wrap her mind around how different her world was from what it had been when she woke up this morning. Hannah had been carried off in broad daylight. From the looks of her, she had been terribly abused by the Yankee. Could Heppie, could Jessie herself expect any better treatment in the months to come? Jessie kneaded her hands together. What could they do to keep safe? Nothing. Hannah was right. There was no safety for women in Virginia. They were all subject to Yankee whims and carpetbagger tricks. If the Yankees didn’t leave Mount Jackson, why couldn’t the whole family leave instead? She stopped pacing and stood still. She held her breath. What if they left with Mr. Fletcher and Hannah? Yes. Yes! That was the answer.
“Ma!” she interrupted. “Do you have that letter Max sent you?”
Mrs. Bingham turned her head sharply. “What?”
“The letter. Didn’t Max ask us to join him in”—Jessie made circles beside her head, frustrated with the mental fog the day had brought to her mind—“that town with the strange name?”
“Oh Jessie, you don’t mean—”
“Ma, let’s all go. George, I mean Mr. Heizer too, if he wants—if he must.”
“Albuquerque is far away, Jessie,” her mother argued. “It’s almost to California.”
“Isn’t that a good thing? We’ll get lost to these troublesome, hateful—” She couldn’t think of a word bad enough to describe their tormentors. Her eyes settled on Hannah, her broken countenance. “Conquerors!” she spat.
“Miss Jessie,” George began. He stopped and pursed his lips for a moment. “I’d like that better than anything, but I can’t leave. I’ve had a letter from my brother Ned. He was in the hospital for a long time, but they finally released him. He’s not very strong, but he’s on his way home.” He glanced over at Heppie with a somber expression on his face.
Jessie looked from George to Robert, who was bent over Hannah, patting her on the arm and murmuring soothing words to her. He straightened up when George finished speaking. One of his eyes was swollen and blackened. His lips were cracked.
“As many of you as wants to go with us can do so, but if you’re coming, you need to pack up right away. We’re leaving tonight. Miss Jessie’s right. After all—” He looked at Hannah again, and Jessie thought she might have seen tears in his eyes before he regained control. “After all that’s happened, leaving this place, leaving all of this behind is the only way to go on.”
Heppie gave a little shrug. “I’m goin’ with you. Hannah needs nursing, and I can do that.”
“Heppie,” George said, disappointment strong in his voice.
She looked at Hannah, then back to George. “Hannah needs me more,” she said, her voice cracking.
Jessie knew that was not an easy thing for her sister to say. Heppie whispered to her each night before they fell asleep about her growing affection for George Heizer. Leaving him behind was no trifling act on Heppie’s part. But what else could they do?
“Ma,” Jessie said. “I’m goin’ too. There’s been nothing here for me since …” She stopped herself, unwilling to say it out loud. The wound of James Owen’s leaving her to go west with his family was still raw, even if it had been almost a year ago. “What about you and Luke?”
Ma clasped her hands together. Jessie saw her knuckles turn white with the pressure. Her shoulders hunched together. At last she sighed and let them relax. “Lucas, cut your pa’s picture from the frame. We’re going to New Mexico.”
~~~
Heppie sat with George on the floor of the darkened bakery, her knees drawn up to her chin. The others were still packing, but he had insisted they take a little break and talk one more time.
George lifted her hand and stroked it. “Stay here with me, Heppie,” he whispered. “We’ll get married and you can help me run the farm. I’ll keep you safe from the Yankees.”
Tears ran down Heppie’s cheeks as she blinked her eyes. What should she do? Hannah needed her so desperately. Besides, she was Hannah’s twin. Hannah’s marriage had caused the greatest parting they’d ever experienced, but they still managed to see each other almost every day. George was complicating her life with his plea. If she married him and stayed here, she’d never see Hannah or her family again.
“My family needs me. I want to be with them. They love me.” She swiped at the tears.
“I love you, Heppie. I’ve loved you for years.”
She shook her head and took her hand away from George’s fingers. “You never said that before. You talked of us marrying but never declared yourself to love me. Maybe that’s why I didn’t give you an answer.” Her words trailed off into the void between them.
George hung his head. “That was wrong of me. I meant not to pressure you.” He looked up at her, his blue eyes pleading. “Heppie, don’t go off and leave me alone.”
“You won’t be alone for long. You said your brother’s comin’ home. You said that’s why you can’t leave.” Her voice sounded flat, expressionless, devoid of hope.
“Heppie, please. He’s still not recovered. How can I up and take off when he expects me to welcome him home? And the cows. I wouldn’t do them a service to leave ‘em without someone to take care of them.”
Heppie waited for a long time before she spoke in a terse voice. “I need to be with my family. You need to take care of your brother and your cows. I reckon that puts us on different paths, Mr. Heizer.”
“Heppie, don’t say that.”
She struggled to her feet, and he also arose. “Good-bye, George,” she managed to say, and walked back into the kitchen.
Four
George headed back to the farm in the milk wagon. He’d had a busy morning making deliveries, just barely busy enough to keep him from thinking too much about Heppie. She and her family had been gone for several days, and every single one of those days had been an agony of despair to him. He should have told her a long time ago that he loved her. He should have insisted that he needed her more than her sister did. He should have, he should have, he should have.
Hoofbeats drummed on the road behind him. His baleful thoughts faded into the protective recesses of his mind as he wondered who was coming down the Valley Pike in such a hurry. Whoever they were, they were riding hard and quick, not sparing their horses. He craned his neck to see around the box of the milk wagon, and spotted three men, lashing their mounts unmercifully.
I’d best get out of their way, he thought, and guided the team to the side of the road and halted them. He waited for the riders to pass by, but instead, he heard rough voices yelling as they drew near.
“It’s him,” one said. “Catch up that team.”
A man rode up and grabbed hold of the harness. Another, whose dirty blond hair flew around his face, circled his mount in front of the team, blocking their way. The third, wearing a full black beard that covered the collar front of his Union uniform blouse, reined to a stop beside the seat and hit George in the face with his fist. “Where are they, rebel scum?”
George recoiled from the blow, almost toppling off the other side of the seat. “Who?” he grunted, trying to catch his breath.
The black-bearded man swore. “You know who. That bastard banker, that’s who, and his whore of a wife.” The man struck George again, then hauled him off the seat and dropped him in the road. He dismounted and kicked George, who curled into a ball to absorb the blow.
By this time, all three men were off their horses. The one with the blond hair unhooked the team from the wagon, and gave the horses a swat on their rumps so they ran off, dragging the lines behind them.
“Don’t kill him, Bull,” said the man who had grabbed the team. “He knows where they are.”
“Where did they go, you miserable rebel dog? Tell me now.” Bull kicked George again, reached down, and pulled him to his feet.
“Where’s that bakery lady at?” asked the man with the blond hair. “Did they all go off together?” He punched George over the kidney, and he reeled across the roadbed, moaning with the pain that radiated throughout his body.
“Cal, let me beat him some,” whined the third man to the blond.
“No, you grab him and hold him, Foster,” said Bull. Foster shrugged, then caught George by the arms. He wrestled him back to Bull, who hit George in the jaw, muttering “Where is Fletcher? We know he killed Red.” His black beard twitched as he clouted George again.
“I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about,” George mumbled through the pain, just before Cal hit him in the eye.
“We know different,” said Bull. “People saw you making a late delivery to the bakery. We figure it wasn’t milk.”
“Bull’s right, Heizer,” said Foster, twisting George’s arms. “You helped him get away.”
“We want to know where they went,” Cal said, and followed his words with a punch to George’s belly.
George yelled, “I don’t know where they are,” and tried to keep himself upright, tried to raise a foot to kick one of his tormenters. He failed, as another fist plowed into his face. The blows came without much talk from the riders. His mind focused on trying to blank out the pain. At last it overwhelmed him, and he wished for death before he betrayed his friend … and Heppie. These men would treat her as their crony had treated Robert’s wife.
Bull planted another blow on George’s other kidney, and he sagged in Foster’s grip. “Where did they go?” the lout asked again.
“I don’t know,” he shouted with the last of his strength. “I don’t know.” He heard sobs and, after a few more punches landed, realized they were his own. His lips were swollen from the blows that had split them. He could barely breathe, but he sucked in air and forced out a word. “Richmond.”
“Ha,” Cal said, with another jab. “If you’re lying, we’ll come kill you.” He turned away, then back again, “We’re done, Foster. Let him loose.”
Foster released his grasp, and George staggered forward and collapsed in the dust. He dimly heard the creak of leather when the men climbed into their saddles. The sound of hoofbeats on the hard pike receded as they rode back the way they’d come.
He didn’t know how long he lay there before he mastered the pain enough to get to his hands and knees. His face throbbed. His ribs ached where he’d been kicked. His kidneys burned. A question flitted through his mind. Would he pee blood? Anger roiled into his body, and it gave him the strength to get one foot flat on the road. He couldn’t get the other under him, and he fell back onto his knees, feeble from the pain.
At least I bought Heppie a few more days, he thought. They’ll look in the wrong direction.
He crawled to the side of the road, wondering if he had the strength to get home. Probably not, but he’d be damned if he didn’t try. The cows would need milking by the time he could get there. The infernal cows he’d chosen over Heppie. No, it wasn’t only the cows. Ned was coming home. Ned, who would need tending to finish healing up. Ned, who had gone North at the beginning of the war. Ned, the Yankee officer.
~~~
“Hannah love, you have to eat,” Robert said, holding a spoonful of gruel to his wife’s lips.
Hannah moaned, closed her eyes, then opened them. “I’ll just lose it again,” she whispered.
“Heppie tells me you haven’t eaten much of anything for three days.” Robert found Hannah’s mouth by the light of the campfire and tried to put the spoon inside her lips.
She shook her head. “Don’t make me.”
“You’re so weak, darlin’. You won’t mend if you don’t eat something.”
Hannah gave a tiny negative shake of her head. “Who cares if I mend? I don’t. God don’t. If He cared I wouldn’t have … That man … I killed him, Robert.”
Robert swallowed down the bitter gall that rose in his throat as his mind flashed over that horrible day. He put down the bowl and started to cup his hands around Hannah’s face, but she turned away. He looked at his scabbed-over knuckles and dropped them to his sides. When he tried to speak, his voice seemed to choke on a lump in his throat, but he pushed the words through, noting how hoarse they sounded in his ears. “He deserved to die,” he said. “If God was there, He had you pick up the fork. You were defending me.”
“I should be sorry I killed him.” Hannah was sobbing, gulping for breath. “I’m not. It’s all mixed up. He hurt me so much!”
Robert reached out to gather Hannah into his arms, but she froze with her arms crossed over her chest. Again, he dropped his hands, wondering how long she would lock him out, rejecting his consolation. She didn’t want his comfort.
No, she doesn’t want your touch, he thought. You’re a man. Her mind was hurt as badly as her body, and a man did that to her. His stomach churned. How long will it take for Hannah’s mind to heal? He took a deep breath, remembering his wedding vows. In sickness or in health. He let out a long, shuddering sigh. However long it is, however long it takes, I’ve got to stand alongside her, ready to help her fight the trouble in her mind.
~~~
Hannah choked back her sobs as Robert walked away, banging one fist into the other. She longed with all her heart to feel his arms around her, but she couldn’t bear that. Not now. The violation of her body had damaged her spirit and her mind, as well. Perhaps that was the worst part. She couldn’t abide the comfort that she needed the most.
She flinched, gagging, and turned on her side to locate the basin Heppie had placed there. Hannah brought it to her mouth, but her heaving stomach was empty. She had nothing to throw up, not even bile.
Finished, Hannah dropped the basin. Retching had left her too weak to hold it. Am I dying? Has that wicked man mortally wounded me? Her eyes leaked tears that she had no strength to wipe away. I don’t want to leave Robert alone. What will he do without me? Who will take care of him? No one can cherish him as I do.
As she lay there, exhausted and feeble, a seed of determination grew in her heart. I won’t let that evil Yankee kill me, she thought. I must hold on for Robert’s sake. With a jolt, she realized she had made similar oaths on the day she had been attacked. I had the strength at that time. I’ll find it again.
She rolled onto her back and slid her hand toward the bowl with the gruel Robert had tried to feed her. She knew if she tried to raise it, she would spill the contents, so she located the spoon, filled it, and lifted it toward her mouth. The nearer the spoon came, the more she feared she would drop it, but when she did, most of the gruel ended up in her open mouth.
She closed it, holding the cold, mushy liquid on her tongue until she dared to swallow. Her hand fell to her side as her body shook from the effort she had made. The spoon slid down her cheek to her bosom. She ignored it and the gobs of gruel on her face and in her hair. They didn’t matter. Someone would come back soon, and they would clean her up. All that mattered was that she had eaten a bite of food. She was not going to die.
~~~
George made it to the narrow road leading to the farmhouse after dark had fallen. He’d rolled into the ditch beside the Pike every time someone came along. Crawling up the lane on bleeding hands and elbows, and knees that poked through his trousers, he saw lamplight streaming through a crack in the shutters covering the kitchen window.
He stopped. What on earth? He blinked, not trusting the sight of his injured eyes. Yes, that was light, not an illusion. Someone was in the house. Who is it? The Yankees didn’t come back down here by the pike.
There was no ditch to roll into for protection. Only trees lined the path. He hunkered down to the ground, not knowing what else to do to. He waited for an eternity.
At length, a hunched figure carrying a lantern stepped out the side door and limped toward the barn. He stopped once, turned toward the lane, and held the light high. Then he continued on his original path, whistling a few bars of a tune.
Ned!
If the fleeting look at the man’s face hadn’t been enough for George, the tune was confirmation. His brother had made up that melody years ago when they were boys playing games in the dusk. Ned is home.
George pursed his swollen lips, but couldn’t manage a whistle. He tried again, but it was useless. He’d have to cry out, if he had enough strength. He tried breathing deeply, and pain penalized his efforts. Busted ribs.
“Ned,” he exhaled, and thought he saw his brother pause. “Ned,” he tried again, with a little more force.
This time Ned turned around and held up the light again. “Who’s there?” he asked, his other arm sliding down to a holstered weapon.
“George. Come get me,” he whispered, rising to his hands and knees.
“Who’s out there?” Ned asked again, setting down the lantern and drawing his pistol. George heard the click of the hammer being pulled back.
Weakness overwhelmed George, and a sob came out of his throat. “Help … me,” he tried again. Unable to look up, he heard Ned’s hesitant footfalls as he approached. They stopped a fair distance away.
“Friend or foe?” Ned challenged.
“Friend,” he moaned, trying to raise his face out of the dust.
Footsteps. Ned had gained courage. George sensed, rather than saw, a circle of light through his closed eyelids. Ned must be carrying the lantern. Something settled into the dust nearby. Maybe the lantern. A hand turned him over. He heard the creak of the lantern’s handle and the light rose above him.
“George!” Ned exclaimed, and swore. “What happened?” George heard him ease down the hammer on his pistol and holster it.
“Riders,” he said, trying to open his eyes. “The occupiers.” He coughed, and his ribs flamed with pain.
“Why?”
George shook his head a fraction. This was his brother, but the war might have changed him into someone he couldn’t trust. “Can you … get me … to the house?” he gasped.
“I can try.” Ned blew out the lantern and set it down. “No point in borrowing trouble,” he said, and knelt on one knee, grunting as he got his hands under George’s shoulders. “Hold on, brother. This is going to hurt.”
“Me, or you?” George could see the shape above him dimly outlined against the dark.
“Ha!” Ned barked a laugh. “Both of us, I reckon.” He began to haul George slowly toward the house, stopping every few paces to catch his breath.
When he reached the stoop at the house, Ned stopped and stood up. He swiveled his neck and shook his arms, then opened the door and bent to help George to his feet. “Come on up. Lean on me.”
George shook his head and said, “I’ll have to crawl. I don’t reckon I can stay on my feet, even with help. Go fetch the lantern, but hold off lightin’ it until you’re inside.”
Ned went back down the lane to get the lamp, and George got into the house and was working at getting onto a chair in the kitchen when his brother returned. Ned put the lantern on the table, tugged George onto the chair, and lit the lamp. He said, “You weren’t around when I got here and I was some worried. Then the team came trottin’ into the yard by itself, and I worried a lot more.” He positioned the lantern on a hook hanging from the ceiling of the kitchen and began to examine George’s wounds. “I put up the horses, but was tryin’ to decide which way I should go to look for you when the cows started making a fuss to be milked.”
George sighed. “You chose right.” He gasped in pain as Ned’s fingers probed his side.
“These ribs is busted, brother.”
“Tell me something I don’t know,” George said, his breath rasping.
Ned frowned. “Here’s the news from town. I reported to the commander of the occupiers, as you call them, before I came here. There’s a big fuss about a cavalryman who got killed a few days back. Looked like he was in a fight. He died quick from a pitchfork in his back.” He eyed George. “They’re searching for his murderer.”
George said nothing. He fingered his swollen eye.
“I reckon the war is past business. I’m home now. You’re my brother. Those are the two things that matter to me.” He found a rag and water, and began to clean George’s face. “Why’d they beat you up?”
George swallowed and breathed through his mouth while Ned worked on his nose. Could he trust Ned? Tell him why he’d been beaten? No. It was too early to settle on where his loyalties lay. He had to let Heppie and the Bingham family get clear out of the South.
“They must have had a reason.”
George groaned as Ned found a tender spot—split skin over his cheekbone. “Do they need one?”
Ned grimaced. “It’s a wonder you’re alive. Whatever their reckoning, they didn’t care if they killed you or not.”
“No. I don’t guess they did.”
Ned suddenly sat down.
George squinted at him. Ned’s face had gone gray. “Where does it hurt you?” he asked.
“Mostly my legs. I lost a lot of muscle when the shell exploded.” He shook himself.
“Where else?”
“I get kinks in my back. Spasms.”
“Anything I can do to help?”
Ned laughed, a bitter sound. “Not in your shape, brother. Let me take a minute to rest, then I’ll get back to nursin’ you.”
“I had it all worked out that I was going to nurse you,” George said. “I let Heppie leave here—” Aghast at his slip, George shut his mouth and let his head hang down to hide his face.
After a moment, Ned asked, “Who’s Heppie?” When George didn’t answer, he paused for a long moment, and finally said, “Hepzibah Bingham? Are you sweet on her?”
George said nothing, his heart sick. If his brother put the pieces together and reported them to the occupation commander, his own stupid big mouth might mean a prison sentence for the girl he loved. She didn’t do anything wrong, either. No, please, he thought, and realized that he was shaking, but not from the pain of his injuries.
Ned was speaking again, wringing out the bloody cloth over a bowl of water. “When I came through town, I didn’t get a brass band and a ‘welcome home’ speech.” His voice sounded strained. “Folks didn’t seem happy to see me. Old Man Calkins spit on me before I made it out of town.” He paused for a moment and began again, his intonation carrying a note of despair. “I stopped at the Bingham’s bakery to see how Miss Jessie would receive me, but it was locked up, so I didn’t get to see her.”
George looked up. “James Owen edged you out of the running with Miss Jessie last year,” he said. “I heard tell they were fixin’ to marry. Ended up he went west with his folks.”
Ned’s face twisted in anxiety. “James Owen? Jessie’s gone with him?”
George shook his head. “No. He left her here.”
Ned called James a few choice names even as he heaved a sigh of relief. He straightened up in his chair, his face furrowed. “Where is she? Nobody was at the bakery. It looked”—he compressed his lips for a moment, then blurted out—“abandoned.”
George shook his head again. “I don’t know where she is.”
Ned swore. “George, you’re hiding something. You’d know where she was if she was anywhere nearby. That means she’s gone. What happened?”
George licked his split lips. “I can’t say.”
“Does it have anything to do with those riders beatin’ you near to death?” Ned was hovering over George, looking intently into his eyes. “Don’t tell me you don’t trust me.”
George put his hands over his face. “War changes folks,” he muttered, ashamed of his misgivings. “I don’t know where you stand.” He heard Ned’s sharp exhalation and the creak of the chair as he sat once more. After a while, George dropped his hands into his lap and looked at his brother. To his surprise, tears trickled down Ned’s cheeks.
Ned swiped at his cheeks before he opened his mouth and said, “I fought for the Union because I believe in it. That didn’t make me love my family less than I did before I left. George, you’re all the family I got now, and I don’t want to be at odds with you.” Ned swallowed, his Adam’s apple moving up his throat, then down again. “I won’t press you more than to ask this favor. If you know Jessie’s in trouble, and you know where she is, you’ve got to tell me.”
Five
During the next few days, Hannah fought her fears and strengthened her resolve to live. She ate everything Heppie gave her, and soon she became strong enough to walk for short periods.
The morning was bright and sunny when Hannah decided she wanted to get off the wagon seat and see how long she could keep pace with the others.
“Luke,” she said to her brother, who was driving. “Can you pull up for a minute? I’d like to walk.”
“Are you sure, Sis?”
“I reckon so.”
He halted the team and helped her down. “Holler when you’re tired out,” he said. He slapped the lines on the rumps of the horses and yelled, “Hi-yup! Get up there!”
Hannah took a deep breath of spring-scented air as the wagon lumbered into motion. Soon, however, she coughed, as the dust left in the wagon’s wake filled her lungs. She moved to the side of the road, coughing and gagging, and clutched a sapling for support.
The air cleared as the wagon and its brown cloud moved on down the pike. Hannah stood straight, breathing in the newly freshened air. Suddenly she bent double and threw up her breakfast.
No! she thought, as her head and stomach roiled in a crazy dance. Not again. I can’t be ill again. But the nasty sickness came down on her, forcing her to gag and heave until she had no strength to stand. With her last bit of energy, she wrenched herself away from the foul results of her ailment and fell to her knees, forehead against a tree.
She took shallow breaths, trying to avoid vomiting again. After a while, her stomach calmed, but she couldn’t get to her feet. She let go of the tree and fell sideways, then rolled a bit away from the pool of vomit.
As Hannah lay by the side of the pike, she began to worry that the wagon and her family were getting farther away each moment. Will they miss me? Luke will daydream. He won’t take notice that I’m gone for hours. Her anxiety increased until she had to wrap her arms around her stomach to keep herself from vomiting again. Then she thought, Robert will come for me. She sighed, relief sweeping through her body.
Why do I feel ill? she asked herself. I’m not feverish. Not even a little bit. These spells come out of nowhere.
Half-hidden thoughts ran like skittering mice through the hallways of her mind. She swallowed, dipping her head and making a grand effort to force saliva through her dry throat. Half-recalled whispers, timidly giggled from the mouth of a girlfriend into her conspiratorial ear wafted by her consciousness. One thought took root, and she shuddered violently. No! She rolled into a ball. This is impossible!
She lay curled on the earth and leaves, unable to believe the caprice of her brain. “No!” she cried out, feeling like her body would explode. The awful truth bombarded her realization, but she thrust it from her, out of her thoughts, out of her actuality. Her fists flew to guard her ears, as though someone were speaking to her in gross, disgusting words. “No!” she shrieked. “No, I won’t let it be so. You can’t make me. God, you can’t make me bear a child from that loathsome, hairy monster! It’s not true! It’s not true! It’s not true.”
She began to sob wildly. What would Robert think of her, bearing a bastard child? The child of a bastard Yankee? He’ll never love me again!
Six
Several days after he’d met the Yankee riders on the turnpike, George hauled himself into the milk wagon, wincing at the pain in his ribs. Although Ned had wrapped them well with strips of soft cotton material, any movement of his torso gave him sharp reminders of the beating he’d taken. Just as George gathered the lines, Ned came into the barnyard and stood in front of the horses, glowering as though he’d drunk sour milk.
“Where do you reckon you’re off to?” He took hold of the headstall of the nearest horse.
George took a shallow breath. “I’m sick of you pouring most of the milk down the garden rows ‘cause I can’t deliver it.”
Ned shook his head. “Come down off that seat. You’re not healed up enough to drive into town. I’m sorry I don’t know the customers, but that can’t be helped.”
“I’m goin’, Ned. If you want to come spell me on the driving, climb up. If not, step out of the way.”
“Do you deliver to the Yankee camp?”
“Ha,” George barked, a single laugh at Ned’s reference. His brother, the Yankee. “Yes, I do. They pay on time, too.”
Ned moved aside, hesitated a moment, then got up onto the wagon seat. “I’ll go along. I have business there.”
George got the horses underway before he handed the lines to Ned. “Do you reckon you remember how to drive?”
“Does the sun come up in the east?” Ned countered, his face serious.
George arranged himself more comfortably on the seat, and after Ned had turned the team onto the Pike, he asked, “What’s your business at the camp?”
Ned’s face was blank and he didn’t answer.
“Are you fixin’ to tattle on those riders?”
This time, Ned grimaced. After a bit, he nodded. “You’re the only brother I got, George. Those louts ain’t my brothers-in-arms. I got no loyalty to them.” He paused to guide the horses around a pothole in the road. “If my service as a Union officer counts for anything with the commander, I’ll use it.”
“You reckon he’ll shake his finger at Bull and them and give ‘em what for?”
“I’m hopin’ for more like a court martial.”
“A court martial? For beating a Johnny Reb?” George laughed. “You been cooped up in that hospital for too long, Ned. Mount Jackson, hell, the whole Shenandoah Valley is occupied territory.” He touched his swollen, yellowing cheek. “They’ll probably get medals.”
Ned growled, “The war’s over. The troops are supposed to treat the population with respect.”
“You’re askin’ too much.” George sat back on the seat. “Those riders are rough men. I know they don’t care about giving respect. Not after what I seen.”
Ned looked sideways at George. “Are you ready to tell me what you seen?”
“I’m thinkin’ about it.”
“It was pretty bad?”
George’s face twisted at his memories. “My friend’s wife was … raped!” He looked over at Ned. “You can’t say that to the commander. I’ll let you tell him I was beaten, but that’s as far as it goes.”
“Tell me their names.”
“Bull, Cal, Foster. I don’t have first and last names for you. That’s all I heard.”
“I reckon that will do.” Ned shook the lines over the backs of the horses and lapsed into silence for the rest of the trip to town.
Their first stop was at the Union camp. Gritting his teeth against the pain in his ribs, George hauled down the milk cans and delivered them while Ned talked to the commander.
George returned to the wagon and waited on the seat, his hands tightly gripped together. What was Ned telling the commander? Would he mention Mrs. Fletcher’s violation? Ned was no dummy. George figured his brother had made out most of the story from the bits of information George had let slip. How much would he reveal to the Union commander?
When Ned finally limped toward the milk wagon, his set face didn’t give away much of what was in his mind. He climbed aboard, and George slapped the horses’ backs with the lines, urging them to get started into town.
After a period of silence that stretched into forever, George asked, “Well?”
Ned leaned over and rested his elbows on his knees. “He listened. He’s likely going to drum them out of the army. There’s been reports about their cruel deeds before, and I reckon this was the final straw.” He picked at a thread of weed clinging to his boot. “I still should have taken you in with me to show what they did.”
“What does it matter if you convinced him they’re treating folks poorly?”
Ned threw the weed onto the passing roadway. “No matter, I reckon. You’d have made an almighty good witness, though, just to look at you.” He grinned at last. “I might not have had to jaw at him so long.”
George clucked to the team, and they went about their deliveries. They were finished by midafternoon, and headed back to the farm.
Ned saw the smoke first, black and billowing, far down the Valley Pike.
“No!” he exclaimed, and swore.
George shouted at the team, but the horses were weary and couldn’t keep up more than a shambling trot. Ned threw himself out of the wagon seat and ran along the pike. Soon, the injuries to his legs proved too much, and he pulled up at the side of the road, bent over and panting.
When George reached him, Ned climbed aboard and gasped out, “I reckon it’s our place.”
George bellowed “Damn Yankees!” and then looked at his brother’s white face. “No offence,” he muttered.
“They’re louts,” Ned replied, shaking his head.
George turned into the lane, and pulled up the horses when they were halfway down, aghast at the devastation. The barn had burned to the ground, the wellhead had been tipped over, and the house had been set afire. Being made of stone, it had not burned entirely. Smoke drifted on a breeze. George sat in stunned silence for two minutes. At last he got out of the wagon to follow Ned, who was attempting to enter the barn.
“It’s still too hot to get inside,” Ned said, wiping sweat from his forehead. He kicked a timber that had fallen into the barnyard with the collapse of the roof and swore bitterly. “How many cows did you have?” he asked.
“Six. They should be in the pasture.”
“I don’t see any out there.”
“Where are they?” George stumbled toward the pasture fence.
By then Ned was inside the barn, moving debris out of his way. “God damn it!” he swore, beckoning to George. “You have to see this.”
George followed Ned, his stomach roiling at the stench. His six cows lay on their sides, throats cut, the hair on their hides burned. George emptied his lunch onto the embers of what had been a stall.
Once he could stand upright, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and looked at his brother. The bleak, yet outraged expression on Ned’s face helped him make up his mind. He cleared his throat and said, “I reckon I can tell you where Miss Jessie went. The Fletchers and all the Binghams are on their way to St. Louis. They’re heading out for New Mexico Territory.”
Ned let out a whoosh of air. He looked around and spread his hands. “There’s nothing of value to keep us here, George. Let’s follow them at first light.”
~~~
As the glow of coming dawn lightened the eastern sky, George and Ned left the burned-out farm and walked their horses toward the Valley Pike. George rode the better of the two wagon horses, and used the other as a pack animal. Ned was astride the Union mount that had brought him home. They carried a bare minimum of supplies: a change of clothes, water, whatever food they could find in the ashes of the kitchen. George dug a hole in the garden to retrieve a buried rifle and ammunition he’d managed to bring home, and Ned had his weapons.
When they reached the end of the lane, George turned south and Ned turned north.
Wheeling his mount, Ned whistled a note to halt George, who waited for him to catch up.
“Where you goin’?” Ned asked.
“To Staunton.”
“Wouldn’t Fletcher take the Northwestern Pike out of Winchester? It would get them into West Virginia quicker.”
“I reckon they took the Staunton and Parkersburg Pike.” George slid his thumb along one of his reins.
“What makes you think that?”
“Miss Heppie sometimes talked about her cousin in Monterey. They used to visit every couple of years before the war. Mrs. Bingham knows that road.”
Ned rubbed the back of his neck. “The Northwestern is better traveling.”
“Don’t matter,” George said. “I followed them a mite, and they turned south out of town.”
Ned exhaled. “Let’s get movin’.”
They gigged their horses to a trot and followed the pike south, and soon approached the McNeely farm. Mrs. McNeely stood in the yard, throwing feed to her three scrawny hens. She stared after the brothers as they passed.
“That’s a bad piece of fortune,” George muttered.
“Old Miz McNeely?” Ned shook his head. “She’s harmless.”
“No, she’ll make mention of our leaving. The dead rider was found in her barn, and I expect the other Yankees scared her pretty fair. I reckon she’s afraid not to tell them anything they might be curious about.”
Ned looked back over his shoulder. “She’s just standin’ there, watching us.”
“We’d best be watchful, ourselves.”
Neither brother said much the rest of the day. They reserved their strength for the journey, pressing forward as hard and as fast as George’s ribs could bear.
On the third day, they passed through Staunton and turned northwest toward Monterey. Late in the day, they forded a stream that hadn’t been re-bridged since the war ended, and found a camping place back in the forest away from the road. They kept their campfire low, just hot enough to warm the beans they’d cooked the night before. After they ate, they doused the fire and made ready for bed, aided by the light of a quarter moon.
George stood up from rolling out his bedroll. “Ned, my ribs ache something fierce. I’m going to scout around a bit before I turn in. Maybe I can work some kinks out with a walk.”
Ned gave a nod and said, “I’d join you if I wasn’t so tuckered out. Mind you, don’t make a lot of noise and wake me up when you come back.”
George chuckled. “You wouldn’t hear a bear stumbling into camp over your snoring. Rest well, brother.”
He left the camp and walked a short distance through the woods. Silver moonlight streaming through the trees dappled the ground before him. He wondered how Heppie would look with the light of the moon falling on her hair, over her shoulders, on the soft white skin of her throat. He swallowed hard. Heppie was somewhere on this road ahead of him. He would find her, maybe inside of a week. How would she receive him after the dim-witted things he’d said? Would she turn her back? Refuse to look at him? Meet him with harsh words?
How could a woman with such a fair face say anything unkind? Yet she had left him behind, coldly turning his loyalty to his brother and the dumb creatures in his care into ashes with a few stark sentences.
George leaned against a tree. He could see Heppie’s face in his mind’s eye as clearly as though she stood before him. Pale yellow hair rippling beside her cheek, nose turned up a tad bit on the tip, lips pink and soft— He backed away from that thought. She had chosen Hannah over him. They were like two halves of a split apple, those twins. Ever since he’d known them, he’d puzzled to figure out a way to distinguish which sister was who. Finally he had discovered the small pink spot on the side of Heppie’s neck; a spot that pulsed with the beating of her heart.
He imagined he could hear her heart beating, throbbing, drumming like horses’ hooves on a road. Her voice seemed raised in a strident complaint, then it lowered, then came forth again with a different timbre. He closed his eyes. Was this an omen of what lay before him?
He shook his head to clear away the unwelcome discordant noises and stood upright as he realized that he actually heard a party of riders coming along the road. He could hear them not only because of the usual sounds of horses traveling, but because the men were arguing as they rode along.
“All right!” one voice yelled, frustration evident in the shrillness of his voice. “We’ll stop.”
The road was not far from where George stood, and the riders turned off on his side of the track. He stepped behind the tree he leaned against, wishing he’d brought his rifle.
The quarrel continued as the men dismounted and prepared to camp.
“They’re still at least a week ahead,” one man grumbled, and George recognized the voice as that of the frustrated man who’d called the halt in spite of wanting to continue on.
“Nah, we’ve made up time,” another said.
“If you’d let us sleep once in a while, my stomach would be in better shape.” This objection came from a different voice, so there were at least three men in the party.
“If you’d stop nipping at your flask, your stomach would have no complaints,” the first man bellowed.
“If you’d brought proper rations, my stomach wouldn’t have a quarrel with you.”
“Shut your trap, Foster. Bull’s right. We can’t make good time if you’re too drunk to sit your horse.”
George froze as the men continued wrangling over their differences. These men were the Yankee riders. How had they known— Of course. Mrs. McNeely had reported seeing Ned and him passing by. His mind whirled, sorting out what he heard the men say. He and Ned hadn’t been on the road for a week. Somehow, they’d tracked down Robert and his wife … and Heppie. Cold chills ran between his shoulder blades. The men were close by. Would they hear him as he moved away toward his own camp?
“. . . Heizer!” one man said, and spat. “It’s all his doing.”
George inhaled sharply and held his breath. They were after him, too.
“Thinks he’s so high and mighty. Captain bloody rebel-born Heizer! When I get my hands on him, I’ll snap his scrawny neck!”
“Not if I get to him first, you won’t. That damned turncoat cost me my back pay.”
George let out his breath slowly and crept away. He and Ned had to ride out immediately. They had to escape the wrath of these ruffians. They had to warn Robert and the Binghams.
~~~
George knelt beside Ned’s bedroll, gently shook his shoulder with one hand, and rested his fingers on his brother’s mouth with the other.
Ned came awake with wide eyes.
“Shh,” George warned. “Them riders caught up with us.”
“Riders?” Ned blinked. “Those occupiers?”
George nodded. “They know Robert and the family are on this road.” He paused, then continued in a lower tone. “They’re after you, too. And me, I reckon.”
Ned was on his knees, rolling his bedding. He threw a whisper over his shoulder. “Well, we’d best not let them catch us or the girls. I’ll saddle the horses while you break camp.”
~~~
After leading their animals along the pike for a mile, George and Ned rode the rest of the night, the turnpike ever climbing into the foothills. As dawn broke they entered the outskirts of Monterey. George pulled his horse to a stop and looked to the west. Pink light coming from the east flooded the hills as far as his eyes could see. What a fetchin’ sight, he thought. A pity I won’t be back to see it again.
“Do you know the cousin’s name?” Ned asked as he dismounted. He lifted one of his horse’s hooves and took a look at it. He pried a stone loose with his thumb. “That should feel better,” he said to the horse, then lowered its leg.
George had finished consulting his memory. “Emmy Lou. Emmy Lou Pitkin. This town ain’t so large that we can’t find her.”
“Where do we start?”
George looked around. It was too early for the stores to be open, but a farm woman might be a good source of information. “How about over there?” he asked, pointing to a nearby house where light came through a window.
Ned mounted, and they rode to the dwelling. George knocked on the door, found a cautious reception, but got the information he sought. When he joined Ned, he said, “The lady told me the Pitkins live on a farm the other side of town. She gave me good directions. We don’t need to bother anyone else in finding ‘em.” He yawned. “After we learn if they have news of the Binghams, I want about two hours sleep.”
“Dang it, don’t yawn, or I’ll start in doin’ it,” Ned protested.
George grinned, but sobered as he climbed into his saddle. “Let’s get goin’.”
They found the Pitkin farm, as directed, and came upon several members of the family finishing morning chores before breakfast.
“How do,” George called out, as he and Ned halted their horses in the yard. “Is this the Pitkin place?”
“Howdy, strangers,” said an older man, looking the brothers over. “I’m Pitkin. You look like travelers.” He gestured for George and Ned to alight from their horses, and they did so. Three teenage boys gathered nearby.
George offered his hand. Mr. Pitkin squeezed it in a farmer’s grip.
“We are travelin’, sir,” George said, “hopin’ to catch up with the Bingham family. How long ago did they come through here?”
“Well now,” said the farmer, eyeing George’s face. “That cut there on your cheek looks recent.” He paused, took a pipe out of his pocket, and stuck it in his mouth. “What puts you in mind that the Binghams passed by?”
“I was at their home when they left Mount Jackson. I’m Miss Heppie’s beau, sir.”
“Well now,” Mr. Pitkin repeated. “If you’re Miss Heppie’s beau, why aren’t you at her side in her adversity?”
George felt himself flush. He took as deep a breath as he could manage and said, “I would have gone with the family, sir, except they left so sudden. I had obligations to take care of.”
“Obligations.” The man chewed on the word, squinted at the sky, took the unlit pipe from his mouth, and put it in his pocket again. “Did you get shed of your obligations?”
George nodded.
“Someone chasing you?”
“Yes sir. Three cashiered Yankee riders. They’re also after the Binghams.” George paused, and then added, “Robert Fletcher, mostly.”
“Miss Hannah’s man.” It was a statement rather than a question.
George nodded again.
“By the age of his scars, you didn’t beat on each other.”
“No sir.”
Mr. Pitkin nodded in his turn, appeared to be satisfied, and said, “My sister and her kin came in six days ago. Spent a night and left. I gave them my extra pistol and a shotgun. I figured they had more need of them than I do.” He abruptly turned on his heel, then stopped and threw over his shoulder, “Want breakfast?”
“Thank you kindly, sir,” said Ned. “If it’s no trouble to the missus, we’d be pleased to join you for a bite.”
They left before noon, fortified by a solid country breakfast and a couple of hours of sleep.
~~~
About a week into their travels, the brothers arrived at a small stream just before the sun went down. Exhausted, they made camp, keeping a good distance from a fire that told of other people nearby.
“Do you reckon they’re friendly?” George asked.
Ned snorted. “I don’t propose to find out. Mind you, give them plenty of space to move around.”
“A man can’t be too careful about his neighbors,” George agreed. He arose from where he’d been scraping a bare spot for a fire. “I’ll bring in some wood.” Before Ned could offer a caution, he added, “Yes, I’ll be wary.”
George ranged about in the half light until he located a dry limb as thick as his arm. He put his foot in the center and lifted one end. It broke into two lengths with a snap. Somewhere behind him, a voice drew in a sharp breath, followed by, “Luke, is that you?” The voice was young, and female.
He whirled around. A bush screened most of a female’s figure from his sight, but he could see a part of her skirt spread against the ground. “Sorry, ma’am, no, I’m not Luke. I’ll be going on now.” He turned away, his face burning at interrupting the girl at her private task.
The skirt rustled, then the voice came again, clearly Southern, not frightened, not embarrassed. A little amused. “You sound like someone my sister would like to see. Hmm, maybe not. She’s riled that you prefer your cows over her.”
George couldn’t move. His arms had gone stiff as stone. His legs refused to shift to let him face the girl. He tried his jaw. It moved. “Miss Jessie?” he guessed. In case he was wrong, he tried again. “Miz Fletcher? Did we find you?”
“I’m Jessie. What took you so long, Mr. Heizer?”
Seven
Heppie could scarcely believe the news Jessie brought her. George had come. Heppie smiled. He had followed her after all. He did love her! She’d started off to greet him, but Ma interrupted, fussing about getting the evening meal together in a hurry.
Heppie’s fingers seemed to belong to someone else as she tried to do her part in carving venison steaks from the deer her brother had come across and shot just as they made camp. What would she say to George? Should she maintain her grievance against him, or should she welcome him with all her heart? Following several mishaps, and after she’d fumbled a chunk of the meat off the cutting board and into the grass, her mother thrust her to one side and gave her a different task: to clean up the wooden mixing bowl.
“You can’t possibly hurt that, Heppie,” Mrs. Bingham had said, irritation sharpening her voice. “Jessie, put this meat in the frying pan. No, you’ll have to wash it a mite first. At least brush the dirt and grass off.”
“Ma, I didn’t mean to—” Heppie began, but her mother cut her off.
“Luke brought down that deer by the grace of Providence, and we need every last shred of the meat. Especially now that the Heizer boys have joined us.”
Heppie sighed. Ma was going to talk all night about her clumsiness. As if that wouldn’t make her all the more bungle fingered. All she could hope for was that George would pay Ma no mind. If Heppie forgave him, surely he would cast his thoughts on the future, and not on Ma’s speech. Heppie smiled and played with a curl of hair that hung down her cheek. George was going to want to get married now that he had caught up with her.
She took a deep breath. Married! She thought of his broad shoulders and long arms. He would put those arms around her, cuddle her to his chest, maybe kiss her. She exhaled, her lips burning at the thought of kissing George. What else did married folks do? She knew very little of their amorous ways. Surely they didn’t behave like mating animals! She shrugged. Hannah hadn’t shared that part of her life. Heppie only knew about the occasions back in Mount Jackson when she’d caught her sister glowing with happiness after spending time alone with Robert. Being married must be … pleasurable.
Heppie dropped the bowl, startling herself back to reality. George might have come after her … no, them … well, maybe her, but he took his sweet time, and that proved she was second on his list of importance. No, make that third, she thought as she stooped to pick the bowl out of the weeds. First the cows, next, his brother. I come third!
Determined to punish George for his disloyalty, Heppie scowled all during supper, not once looking at him. She gave him the cold shoulder whenever he tried to make conversation with her. She frowned as she washed dishes. She wondered how on earth she was going to avoid him after cleanup was finished. Maybe she shouldn’t avoid him. Maybe she should give him a piece of her mind, straight out. She attacked a pot with her brush, glaring into the dishpan.
“Heppie?”
Heppie jumped and dropped the brush. She knew that voice behind her, deep and resonant. She hunched her shoulders for a moment, then relaxed them, took her hands out of the water, wiped them on her apron, and faced George.
“George Heizer,” she began, “you are a scoundrel!” She called him several other names.
He seemed concerned, but not repentant.
“That’s not all. I don’t know why you have the nerve to come after me when it’s obvious to a pumpkin that you don’t give me any thought.” She half turned away, then faced him again. He stared back at her, almost somber, but strangely steadfast. He wasn’t hanging his head under her onslaught of bitter words, scuffing the dirt, or fingering the poor little remnant of his ear. He should look more beaten down.
The resin in a log at the campfire flared up. Bright light played on George’s face for a moment. He did look beaten down, physically. He had a cut on his cheek and discoloration around one eye, and his lips seemed to be misshapen. Heppie took in a quick breath and almost reached out to him before her anger overcame her again.
“How dare you come all this way to bother me with your protestations of love!” She resisted stomping her foot, feeling guilty that he hadn’t, in fact, had a chance to make any such protestations since arriving. “And you brought your brother! I’d have thought you would leave him behind to tend your cows.”
“You’re throwing it in my face that I chose my brother over you.” George’s voice was so soft that Heppie strained to hear it. “Ain’t it a fact you chose Hannah over me?” George bent his head and looked at the toes of his boots. He raised his eyes to look at Heppie again. “It appears we’ve both made mistakes.”
Heppie sucked in her breath as her thoughts whirled. What was George saying? Her legs went mushy and she needed to sit down, but she steeled herself and stayed on her feet, although she swayed a bit.
“So I’m a pot calling the kettle black?” Heppie’s hand went to her mouth. She’d said that too forcefully, too much like a challenge, when she’d meant it as a confession. She bit her lip, wanting to call the words back. A deep sense of sorrow engulfed her, making her shiver.
George stepped forward. He looked haggard, drawn down to a fine strand. He took her by the upper arms and held her still.
“That’s enough! The cows are dead, the barn got burned, and the house is a shell. Those Yankee riders got thrown out of the army for”—he made a deprecating movement of his head—“beatin’ me some, and they’re comin’ after Robert and y’all.” He took a breath, and Heppie thought he grew taller. “Maybe I did wrong to stay behind, to put my brother and my animals over you. I’ve regretted that choice every day since you left. Every moment was misery, knowin’ I’d lost you. That hurt more than the broken ribs.” He let his hands fall from Heppie’s arms and turned away as though he’d said too much.
Heppie touched his sleeve, and he turned back, his eyes burning with reflected firelight.
George stared at her, long moments passing before he spoke in a low tone. “I’m here now, come to save your life if I can. And marry you at the next town, if you’ll have me.”
Joy thrummed through her like a plucked fiddle string. She moved toward him, and his arms encircled her, those long, strong arms she’d been thinking about. He loves me, she thought. As much as a practical man can. I reckon that’s enough love for now.
He held her still, not moving, and she realized he waited for her reply.
“Yes, George,” she said, and wondered that her voice trembled. “If you can abide my mistakes and forgive me for them, I’ll gladly have you.”
~~~
Once they knew they were being followed, the Bingham party traveled on as quickly as they could. Hannah had recovered her strength enough to walk behind the wagon. The day after George and Ned found them, Robert strode along beside her, carrying a rifle. From time to time she glanced over at her husband’s grave face.
“Do you reckon they’ll catch up to us soon?” she asked.
Robert looked at Hannah, then directed his gaze forward again.
“It’s likely. George said he and his brother were just a bit ahead of them.” He turned to look back at the road they’d already traveled. “That’s why they’re riding behind us. They’re what you call a rear guard.”
Hannah tried to swallow the tightness in her throat. “What will they do to me for killing that … man?” Nausea built in her as she remembered the shock to her arms, to her whole body as her attacker’s body hit the tines of the pitchfork. She wanted to clutch Robert or fling herself into his embrace for safety, and wondered if she would be able to stand having his arms around her. She fought with her fear and revulsion and kept walking.
“Hannah,” Robert said. His voice was so tender that Hannah’s breath caught in her throat. Robert paused for a long time before speaking again. “First of all, they’re not going to do anything to you. We have four armed men, counting Luke. There are only three of them.”
Hannah looked sideways at Robert. He must be clenching his teeth, she thought. His jaw muscles are bunched up like grapes.
“But you’re worried?” she asked. The rhythm of her breathing increased with her anxiety, until Robert laid his hand on her hair.
“Concerned,” he admitted. A shadow of a smile flitted over his mouth. “A man would be crazy not to have some reservations about a coming fight.” His fingers dropped to Hannah’s cheek and stroked it. “They don’t know anything about your part. They think I killed that monster.”
Hannah shivered, both at the venom in Robert’s quiet voice and at his touch. He hated that man called Red. He surely must hate what had happened to her. Did he still love her? She stared at the tailgate of the wagon as Robert removed his hand. His actions said he did, but his voice was so … bitter, and he hadn’t tried to share any physical intimacies since—
She shivered again. How will Robert feel when he finds out that vicious cur planted his seed in me? He won’t be able to love me when he learns of it. How can I keep this horrible baby a secret?
A noise from behind brought Hannah out of her thoughts. She looked back, but it was only Ned Heizer on the road. The riotous curls of his yellow hair made a halo around his somber face. Her spine prickled with dread of the battle that would engulf them. The Yankees were coming.
~~~
The first hint that the riders had caught up to them came in the afternoon with the sound of rifle fire from back down the turnpike. Robert and Luke got the wagon stopped and pulled off into a screening stand of trees and brush. Luke unhooked the team from the wagon tongue, swatted the near horse on the rump, and the animals ran off.
The firing moved closer, but came sporadically. Robert got the shotgun from the rear of the wagon and handed it to Mrs. Bingham with a few words of instruction. He swept his arm toward the forest. “Ladies, get into the woods. Keep out of sight. George and Ned are bringing the fight to us.”
“Robert—” Hannah started to say something, but he cut her off.
“Run, Hannah!”
Robert and Luke hunkered down behind what little shelter the wagon box gave them. “Don’t fire until George and Ned are clear,” Robert said. “If you can’t get a good bead on a man, shoot his horse and bring it down. A moving man is a hard target.”
Luke’s voice shook when he answered, “I ain’t shot a man before.”
Robert felt as though his words would strangle him. “These are monsters. When you aim, think on what their buddy did to your sister.”
Luke swallowed hard and nodded. He whispered, “Is she going to be all right?”
Robert didn’t answer for a minute. Outwardly, Hannah looked the same. She had begun to eat better. Her bruises were healing. However, the light hadn’t come back into her eyes. Instead, she looked haunted by bad memories. It’s going to take time, he thought. He cleared his throat and said, “I don’t know yet. Keep a good watch down that pike.”
Hooves pounded. A bullet whizzed through the air. George came down the road, whipping the reins against his horse’s flank. Ned was close behind, but turned and fired his sidearm before he approached Robert and Luke’s position.
George pulled up his horse and vaulted to the ground where the wagon had turned off. He shoved his animal in the direction of the trees, then flopped to the ground behind a bush. “There’s still three of them,” he shouted to Robert. “I winged one, but he didn’t fall.”
Robert nodded. Luke screamed beside him, “Look out! Look out!” Ned wheeled his horse toward the forest. Luke’s rifle boomed as three horsemen came into view.
One of the three horses faltered and bucked sideways, trying to unseat its rider. The man fell, but one foot didn’t clear the stirrup, and the horse dragged him by, screaming.
“He’s your lookout, Luke,” Robert said. The boy turned and stood, bringing his rifle to his shoulder. The weapon spoke again. Luke raised his voice in an imitation of the rebel yell, then shouted, “I got him!”
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/55714 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!