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      To Dr. Josh Knappenberger,


      an awesome doctor and friend!


      May God guide your work.
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      Late June 1865

      Corpus Christi, Texas


      Thick clouds hung low on the horizon. Laura Marquardt studied the sky for a moment, hoping she still had time to make it home before the heavens opened and rain descended. If Mother hadn’t been desperate for her nerve tonic, Laura never would have ventured out on such a day. She certainly wouldn’t have traveled alone. A flash of lightning far out over the Gulf of Mexico caused her to pick up her steps.


      So much had changed in Corpus Christi. The town had once bustled with thousands of people, but the war had reduced that number to no more than four hundred or so. With the War Between the States finally coming to an end, however, the city was once again adding to its number with a great many Union troopsmost of them former slaves. Blue was the color of the day thanks to the army’s occupation. Unfortunately, many a heart was still gray, and most Southerners weren’t of a mind to be ordered about by black troops.


      “Well, if it ain’t Miss Laura Marquardt! Where you runnin’ off to in such a hurry?”


      She stopped in her steps, then turned to see two men walking toward her. Their raggedy appearance served as a reminder of the South’s defeat: dirty shirts covered by equally filthy coats, and worn trousers with holes here and there. There was something familiar and yet menacing about the men. Laura slipped the ties of her reticule over her gloved wrist, feeling the weight of the bottled medicine that she’d put inside.


      “See, I told you it were her,” the taller of the two men said.


      Recognition dawned, and Laura realized who the men were. “Mr. Edwards. Mr. Riley.” She gave a curt nod. The men approached her with a familiarity that made Laura feel uncomfortable.


      “My, my, my. You’ve grown up to be quite the little belle,” Edwards declared. He rubbed his tobacco-stained mustache and grinned. “Ain’t seen you since before the war when we worked for your papa.”


      Riley, a dark-eyed man not much taller than herself, nodded. “I’ll bet the men are just vyin’ for your attention.”


      Edwards leaned in closer. “If I weren’t married, I’d ask for your hand. A fella could have a lot of fun with a little gal like you. Why, I’ll bet you can dance a pretty jig.”


      Laura frowned. She would turn twenty-two in August, and still that made Edwards at least twice her age. Besides, such conversation was completely uncalled for and inappropriate given their stations in life. These men had once worked for her father. Not only that, but she knew they had fought on the side of the Confederacy. Mr. Riley apparently recognized her discomfort and snorted a laugh.


      “Maybe she reckons that since her people are Yankee supporters, she can’t be speakin’ to the likes of us Southerners anymore.”


      “I think nothing of the kind, Mr. Riley.” She looked hard at the men. “Our family has remained friends with supporters of both sides of that horrible war.”


      “There ain’t such a thing as a friendly Yank.”


      Laura had endured more than enough of the men, and with the first well-timed drops of rain starting to fall, she opened her parasol. It wouldn’t afford much protection, but she hoped the action would speak for itself. “I believe it’s starting to rain. Good day to you both.”


      She didn’t wait for their reply but instead turned to resume walking. Without warning, however, one of the men took hold of her arm and pulled her into an alleyway. She dropped her hold on her parasol as Edwards slammed her against the back of the building. The hooping in her petticoat pushed forward, but the man didn’t care. He pressed into the thick folds of her skirt and held her in place. Leaning forward, with his index finger pointed inches from her face, Edwards leered.


      “You need to tell your pa that we don’t cotton to his kind down here. He should’ve taken his place with the Confederacy or gone north. Now he’ll pay for bein’ a traitor.”


      Her heart raced. “My father is a good man who believed in the solidarity of the Union,” Laura countered. “He wasn’t against the South; rather, he wanted unity among the states.”


      “He chose his side, same as the rest of us,” Mr. Riley said, moving closer. “He figured there was more to profit with the Unionthat’s all.”


      “That’s a lie,” Laura proclaimed. She tried to move, but Edwards pushed her back again.


      “Maybe your pa needs a different kind of lesson. Maybe he won’t listen to a simple message.”


      Laura began to tremble. She could smell whiskey on the man’s breath as he leaned in closer.


      “Maybe you uppity Yankee girls need an old-fashioned lesson in manners.”


      “I was thinking the same of you, Mr. Edwards. There was a time when you conducted yourself in a gentlemanly manner. I see that day is gone.”


      “The war changes things,” he said, leaning forward as if to kiss her.


      Laura turned her head to the right only to have the man take hold of her face and forcibly pull it back. Laura squirmed uncomfortably, wondering if she should scream for help. She didn’t have to wonder long, however. Two men from the Twenty-eighth Regimented Infantry called out.


      “What’s goin’ on here?” one of the men asked as they approached.


      Edwards released her with a scowl. Laura knew the only people hated more than Union supporters were the Yankee Colored Troops. Those who fought for the South found it an insult to be subjected to their authority.


      “You boys need to mind your own business,” Riley said. “Ain’t no war goin’ on now... or ain’t y’all heard?”


      Edwards laughed. “I’m sure there’s a field of cotton just waitin’ to be picked.”


      Laura fought to control her fears as one of the soldiers stepped closer. “We have orders to follow,” the soldier declared.


      Edwards laughed at this. “You got that right, boy. Your people ought to be followin’ orders, but they went and got uppity. Now they think they’re just as good as everybody else.”


      The man ignored him and turned to Laura. “Are you all right, miss?”


      She was surprised by his genteel speech. “I was on my way home,” Laura replied. “These men recognized me as a Union supporter and felt it necessary to express their distaste of such things.”


      “Maybe you two could come along with us and explain to our commander.”


      “Who’s gonna make us?” Edwards asked.


      “It’d take a whole lot more than two of you colored boys to take me,” Riley said, striking a stance that suggested he was ready for a fight.


      “Maybe you boys need a real man to teach you a thing or two,” Edwards added.


      The soldiers said nothing, but something about their bearing changed. Laura sensed they were more than willing to take on the two older men. Apparently Riley realized the same thing.


      “I think they’re itchin’ for a fight.” He grinned. “Well, so am I. I didn’t kill enough of you boys in the war. It’s mighty obligin’ of you to give me a second chance.”


      Mr. Edwards started to take off his coat and one of the soldiers leveled his rifle.


      This caused Riley to put out his hand to stop Edwards. “They ain’t worth the effort. They won’t fight like real men,” Riley said. He punched his friend on the shoulder. “Let’s get out of here.”


      Mr. Edwards muttered a string of curses and insults on the men before spitting at them. “You darkies should learn your place, but I ain’t got the time to teach you.”


      “You ain’t goin’ nowhere,” the armed man declared.


      Laura was about to speak when Mr. Riley took hold of her and threw her toward the soldiers before he and Edwards took off down the alley.


      “Halt!” one soldier called out as the other steadied Laura so she wouldn’t fall.


      The men laughed and continued their escape with a glance over their shoulders. If anything, Laura thought they’d slowed their steps in a taunting manner.


      “I said halt, or I’ll shoot.”


      One of the soldiers aimed his rifle, but Laura hurried to push the gun down. “Please don’t. There’s been entirely too much bloodshed already.” Edwards and Riley took her actions as a cue to run.


      Laura continued to try to reason with the men. “Please don’t go after them. They aren’t very honorable men and may be planning an ambush down the way.” She patted the arm of the soldier. “I wouldn’t want anything to happen to the two of you on my account.”


      “What’s going on here?”


      Laura and the two soldiers looked to find a Union captain approaching. The man was rugged in his appearance and his broad shoulders bulged under his coat, but it was his striking blue eyes that held Laura’s attention.


      “The lady was bein’ detained,” one of the soldiers began, but the captain raised his hand.


      “Say no more. I’ll deal with this. You two go on about your patrol.”


      “Yes, sir,” the men said in unison. The soldiers nodded and tipped their forage caps. “Ma’am.”


      The captain turned his gaze on Laura. She felt his eyes studying her carefully, as if he could assess her value. The set of his jaw suggested a no-nonsense manner. Perhaps he was growing weary of rescuing damsels in distress. The thought made Laura smile.


      “I suppose you think it funny to argue with Federal soldiers, but I’m not amused,” the captain told her. “The sooner you folks learn to accept that the North won this war, the better off you’ll be. I will not tolerate rude behavior... even from Southern ladies.”


      “I assure you, sir, I was not arguing with anyone,” Laura countered. She felt miffed at his mistaking the situation. Why, he hadn’t even asked for a full explanation from his men.


      “I won’t discuss it with you, ma’am. You would do well to stay off the streets without an escort.”


      Laura drew up to her full height. “Whether I walk unescorted or not is none of your concern.”


      “It’s my concern, ma’am, when you argue with my men. This town is under occupation for your welfare as much as anything. I realize you Southerners are angry and hostile toward our soldiers, but we have our orders. Orders that, as I have already stated, are for your benefit.” He let his gaze travel the length of her and back. “It seems a lady of your upbringing would realize this. Nevertheless,” he said, fixing her with a hard stare, “I am not going to argue with you.”


      “Again, Captain... ?” She waited for a name.


      “Reid.”


      “Again, Captain Reid, I am not arguing. You merely misunderstood the situation.” Her nerves were finally steadying themselves, and fear was quickly being replaced by anger.


      He shook his head. “Rather like the North misunderstood being fired upon at Fort Sumter?”


      She opened her mouth to reply, then dropped her head. He wasn’t worth the effort. Besides, it was beginning to rain in earnest. She picked up her parasol and marched back to the street. No doubt she’d be drenched by the time she reached home.


      “Men,” she muttered, picking up her pace.
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      Captain Brandon Reid was only a month away from mustering out of the Union Army, and yet the future eluded him. He felt directionless... uncertain. He could return home to Indiana, where his preacher-father owned a small but well-managed horse farm; he knew his mother would be delighted with that choice. Brandon, however, wasn’t sure that God would be.


      The heaviness of the Texas air felt like nothing compared to the weight of indecision perched upon his shoulders. When war had been declared, Brandon knew without a doubt it was his duty to enlist and come to the aid of his country. His family had long been abolitionists, and freeing slaves was a cause he believed inas well as keeping all states united as one. But now that his soldiering days were coming to an end, Brandon couldn’t help but feel overwhelmed with the choices before him.


      He made his way down Water Street, past John Dix’s house. Rumors ran amuck about the owner. The man was said to be an avid Union supporter and had offered invaluable help during the war. Or so Brandon had been told. As a sea captain it was rumored that he signaled Federal ships in the harbor by hanging lanterns from his house. Brandon had also heard it said that Dix’s son had served in the Second Texas Cavalry under Colonel “Rip” Ford and completely disagreed with his father’s stand. Sadly, such was often the case with the War Between the States. How many families had been forever divided because of politics?


      He continued his walk a block to Taylor Street, where his destination was the same house that had once been assigned as a commissary for Zachary Taylor’s troops during the war with Mexico. And, even though the house had been built by a man named R. C. Russell, the place was now known simply as the Ironclad House. The strange title was due to the ironclad oath that every Texan who had not borne arms against the North was required to take. The oath required men to swear they had never given service to the Confederacy and that they were loyal to the Union. This was required if a man were to vote or hold office. In fact, given the demands placed by the North, this oath was necessary for most anything a man wanted to do. Some said it would have been impossible to buy so much as a bag of flour on credit without having taken the ironclad, but Brandon knew this was stretching things a bit.


      He paused a moment. Despite its years and neglect due to the war, the architecture of the Ironclad House spoke of money and charm. On the porch were a couple of rocking chairs and a wicker settee. The pieces seemed to suggest a quiet evening spent with friends, but Brandon knew better. Inside, General Charles S. Russell, no relation to the original builder, oversaw the grave duty of restoring order to this part of the South.


      Charles was a good friend from before the war, but now he was Brandon’s superior, overseeing the Second U.S. Colored Cavalry, as well as the Tenth and Twenty-eighth Regiments of the U.S. Colored Troop Infantries. Brandon served as a captain for the latter.


      They had seen many battles together over the years. Both Brandon and Charles had left family in Indiana to serve with the colored troops, enduring insult and slander for their positions. While the Northerners were all for freeing the blacks, few wanted to associate or work with them. Brandon was frustrated by the hypocrisy.


      Neither the North or South had won this war, as far as he was concerned. He’d lost good friends on both sides, and though Brandon and his family had strongly supported the abolitionist movement, he wasn’t convinced that the Emancipation Proclamation had done for the slaves all that Lincoln had intended. Already, Brandon had heard from his superiors that many of the slaveholders were ignoring the law. The most cunning found ways around the demands of the deceased president they had abhorred. It was said that in some places the Negroes were forced to leave all of their possessionsincluding clothingif they were to be freed. The former owners defended this, saying that while Mr. Lincoln might have freed the slaves, clothing would come at a price.


      Of course, none of the former slaves had money. In order to pay for their clothing, the Negroes were required to stay on and work for an allotted timetime that inevitably grew with additional charges for food, housing, work tools, and other supplies the white masters forced their laborers to pay. It didn’t take a mathematical genius to see that it would soon be impossible for a former slave to work himself out of debt.


      Freedom for the blacks had, in many ways, only served to cause them more pain and suffering. It grieved Brandon in a way he couldn’t express. Having grown up in Indiana, not far from the Ohio River, Brandon’s family had been active in helping runaway slaves. He knew the horrible conditions many had endured. He’d helped to bury more than one slave who had taken ill or received fatal injuries during his escape. Even so, it was often said by those who survived that it was better to die in freedom than live in bondage.


      Brandon entered the house and was immediately greeted by a uniformed soldier jumping to attention. “Sir, General Russell is awaiting you.” The man simultaneously saluted and Brandon returned in kind.


      “Thank you, Corporal.”


      He made his way past the man and into the small room where a tired-looking man sat deep in thought. He glanced up and motioned Brandon to his desk.


      “Come in, Brandon. How goes it for you here in Corpus Christi?”


      “Better than we fared in Antietam,” Brandon countered.


      The man gave a hint of a smile. “As I recall, we won that one.”


      “Strategically, yes, but you and I both know the price it cost. I fear we are up against much the same here. Perhaps not in blood, but in hearts.”


      General Russell sobered. “Sadly, I agree. May we never see such a war again.” He drew a long breath, then leaned back against his leather chair. “Still, you look fit. I believe the town must be agreeing with you.”


      Brandon nodded. “For the most part. I just had an encounter with a simpering Southern miss who didn’t appreciate my men detaining her. She had a sharp tongue, but nothing more dangerous than that. And you, General?”


      “Now, Brandon, we’ve been friends much too long to resort to formalities in private.”


      Brandon took a seat opposite the man who was only some six years his senior, but looked at least a score.


      “I had a letter from my mother, Charles,” Brandon said. “She told me to give you her best and to tell you that she’s given Annie that recipe for chocolate cake you like so much.”


      “That woman has been a godsend to my wife,” the general replied. He glanced down at the papers on his desk and frowned. “Seems like forever since I’ve seen Annie and my girls.” He paused and sighed. “But this isn’t why I sent for you. We must discuss the looting and vandalizing that has been reported around the town. There have been increasing complaints, and some of them from Union supporters.”


      “Why don’t you fill me in,” Brandon suggested.


      The general picked up a piece of paper. “This one reports damage done to a cemetery.” He picked up another sheet. “This one is in regard to our men vandalizing a known Confederate’s home.” He glanced upward. “There are numerous reports of harassment and so-called indecencies with women.”


      “You say ‘so-called.’ Do you think the reports are false?”


      “Who can tell? This town is a powder keg waiting to explode. I had hoped we’d find it easier as time went on. After all, there are large numbers of Union supporters in this city. Not only that, but I’d like to believe my men are honorable. They may be colored troops, but you and I both know the quality of men we’ve had under us.”


      “Yes, I agree.”


      The general got to his feet and paced. He wasn’t all that big of a mancertainly nowhere near as tall as Brandon’s six-foot-three frame. Putting his hands behind his back, he reminded Brandon of a banty rooster strutting to and fro in the barnyard.


      “There are bad apples in every bushel basket, however. I’m not without the ability to acknowledge that my men are capable of such deedsbut I will have proof before meting out punishment. That’s why I called you here. I know you’re mustering out at the end of July, but I want you to keep your eyes and ears open. I want to be on top of this. If we fail to keep the men in line, we will lose the support of those who remained loyal during the war.”


      “I’ll do what I can,” Brandon agreed.


      “I knew you would,” the general replied and stopped pacing. “I’ve already discussed this with Major Armstrong. He agrees you will be beneficial to this task. I only ask that you monitor the situation and gather information as you receive it. Should you find men in possession of anything other than army regulated goods, I want you to confiscate them and document the items.”


      Brandon got to his feet and nodded. “Anything else?”


      The general smiled. Shuffling through the papers once more, he pulled a white card from the pile. “As a matter of fact, there is. Tonight, there is a party and I wish for you to attend in my place. It’s to be quite a grand affair and only Union supporters will be in attendance. Wealthy Union supporters.”


      “Me? Why me? Wouldn’t Major Armstrong be better at such a thing?” Brandon had no desire to go and make small talk with the socialites of Corpus Christi.


      “The major is busy elsewhere. Besides, he’s married and our host has two very pretty daughters.” Charles grinned. “Annie has been after you to settle down for a long while now. Who knows? You might find a lovely young woman here in Corpus.”


      “That’s highly doubtful,” Brandon replied. “Not that there aren’t some very beautiful women in this town,” he said, remembering the young woman he’d encountered earlier that day. “Still, I will most likely return to Indiana. I doubt these warm-blooded beauties would have an appreciation for thecolder climes.”


      The general laughed and shook his head. “Please don’t make me issue this as an order.”


      “I’ll attend, but it’s under protest, General Russell.”


      This made his superior laugh. “Duly noted, Captain. Duly noted.” He handed him the invitation. “Make the army proud, Brandon. We need all the positive attention we can get.”


      Brandon looked at the card and frowned. “Very well.”


      “Oh, and Brandon, there is an ulterior motive behind this, as well.”


      Now Brandon was intrigued. He raised a brow in question. “You mean besides finding me a wife?”


      “Indeed. We have a man we’re watching. He should be in attendance at this party, and I thought perhaps you could observe him and even befriend him. It might help to speed our investigation along if we can get someone close to him.”


      Brandon sat back down. “Tell me more.”


      [image: ]



      Brandon entered Stanley Marquardt’s house a little later than he’d planned. He handed his card, gloves, and hat to the butler and was then shown to the entrance of a large music room, where the rest of the party was listening to a dark-haired woman play the piano. When she lifted her face to sing, he was startled to see it was the same young woman he’d encountered earlier in the alleyway.


      “If you will wait here, sir,” the butler instructed, “I will announce you in a moment.”


      Brandon nodded, his gaze never leaving the woman. Who was she? She played exquisitely and her voice was beautiful in its clarity and range. Brandon stood back in the shadows, hoping she wouldn’t see him. He wanted to study her better. He’d already relived their earlier moments together, wondering if he could have been gentler or less caustic. Now seeing her hereat a party for Union supportersBrandon couldn’t help but wonder about the woman.


      Her brown hair had a rich sheen that seemed to glisten in the lamplight. He recalled that her eyes were a light, buttery brown. Not quite amber, but far from the dark brown-black of the local residents who were of Mexican descent.


      When the song concluded, she stood and gave a brief curtsy while the others clapped. Brandon would have joined in with his approval, but the servant drew his attention.


      “Sir, I will announce you now.” The butler stepped into the room as the clapping faded. “Captain Reid,” the man said as if they had all been expecting him.


      The audience, who only moments earlier had been enraptured by the performance, now turned their attention to him. He gave a slight bow as an older gentleman stepped forward.


      “Captain Reid,” the man said, extending his hand. “We were sorry to hear that the general couldn’t attend tonight but were so delighted that you could come in his stead. I am Stanley Marquardt, and this is my wife.”


      Brandon looked to the small woman who had swept up alongside the man. Her wheat-colored hair was sprinkled with gray, and a few wrinkles around her eyes and mouth suggested she had reached middle age and then some.


      “Mrs. Marquardt. Mr. Marquardt. Thank you for allowing me to attend on behalf of General Russell.” He gave a bow.


      “It is we who are thankful. Your presence is most welcome. Come and let me introduce you to some of the others,” Marquardt declared. He turned almost immediately to his right. “This is James Sonderson and his wife.”


      Brandon went through another dozen such introductions, knowing he would never manage to keep all of the names straight. He wondered what had become of the young woman who’d played and sung in such an accomplished manner. He didn’t have to wonder for long.


      “And this is our daughter Laura.”


      Brandon met Laura’s gaze and could see from the fix of her mouth that she was amused. She was all but smirking at him. He bowed and addressed them. “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.”


      “Goodness, Father, but are we being invaded by the army?” Laura asked, giving her fan a flick open.


      Her father chuckled. “Daughter, Captain Reid is here on behalf of General Russell. He knows very well how faithful we’ve been to support the Union.”


      Laura raised a brow and looked at Brandon with an expression that suggested she was enjoying every minute of his discomfort. “I’m not at all sure that the captain understands our faithfulness. Given the fact that so many in this city were Confederate supporters, perhaps Captain Reid believes none of us capable of loyalty to the Union.”


      Her father looked at her oddly, but Laura only shrugged and continued. “I suppose, however, he wouldn’t be the type to jump to conclusions. After all, it’s not difficult to ask a person to state their loyalty. Why, there is even an oath being given. I believe you took that oath, did you not, Father?”


      “I did indeed. I would take it a hundred times over.”


      Brandon knew he deserved her words, but they stung nevertheless. “I have been known to jump to conclusions,” Brandon admitted. “It has usually landed me in a mud pit.”


      Stanley Marquardt was momentarily distracted. “If you’ll excuse me, I must attend to another matter. Laura, do be a good friend to the captain and show him around.”


      “I would be delighted,” she said, smiling. She waved her fan and batted her eyelashes. “Positively delighted.”


      Once her father was out of earshot, Brandon leaned down and lowered his voice. “I suppose I deserved that.”


      “You most certainly did,” she agreed. “I’ve done nothing but think about you all day.”


      He couldn’t help but grin. “Why, Miss Marquardt, I’m honored.”


      Her eyes widened. “Well, don’t be. My thoughts were of torment and torture for you, not pleasantries.”


      He laughed. “I can well imagine. If looks could have killed, I believe I would have been felled in that alleyway.”


      “Hardly,” she replied. “Perhaps a strong thrashing, but never murder. Especially not when one of our glorious war heroes is involved.”


      “I can hardly claim that fame, but I yield to your mercy. I do apologize for my hasty judgment.” She smiled, and Brandon thought he’d never seen anyone quite so beautiful.


      “I suppose it wouldn’t be Christian of me to refuse. Therefore, Captain Reid, I accept your apology.” She let her fan drop. “We shall be friends.”


      “Why hello,” another female voice greeted from Brandon’s left.


      He looked over to meet the young woman who approached. “Laura, darlin’, you simply must introduce us.”


      Laura rolled her eyes and snapped her fan shut. “Captain Reid, may I present my sister Miss Carissa Marquardt.”


      She extended her gloved hand and gave a teasing giggle behind her fan. “Why, Captain, I’m completely charmed.”


      “As am I, Miss Marquardt.” Brandon barely took hold of her fingertips and bowed over her hand in a brief salute.


      Carissa took hold of his arm, much to Brandon’s surprise. “Now, Captain, you simply must tell me all about yourself. I want to hear positively every little thing.”


      Brandon caught Laura’s annoyed look just before she said, “If you two will excuse me.”


      She slipped away before he could protest.


      Carissa smiled. “She’s so very serious. I apologize if you thought her rude and unbecoming. I’m afraid the war has left her an old maid and she is quite bitter.”


      For a moment Brandon was stunned into silence, and then without meaning to, he laughed. Carissa looked at him oddly.


      “I am sorry, Miss Marquardt, but please forgive me. I would never call your statement into question, but I’m certain that if your sister wanted a husband, she’d have no difficulty in getting one.”
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      You are far too flirtatious for your own good, Carissa,” Laura chided her sister the next morning as they finished dressing. “You have a beau, and it’s most unseemly that you should fawn all over Captain Reid and others.”


      “Oh bother. You have nothing to complain about. You were able to have a proper coming out party before the war stripped away all that was lovely. I turned sixteen during the war and there was no hope of a party or public announcement. Now I’m eighteen, and I intend for people to know me and to see what I have to offer.” She looked at Laura and shrugged. “Besides, I think you’re just jealous.”


      “Think what you like,” Laura said, not wanting her sister to know how close she was to the truth. “Even so, you have a reputation to protect and acting out in such a manner will only serve to harm your social standing. War or no war, the ladies of Corpus Christi will not easily forgive impudent behavior.”


      Carissa plopped down in a chair by the vanity and picked up a brush. Giving her gold-brown hair long, determined strokes, she looked over her shoulder at Laura. “He was quite handsome.”


      Laura rolled her eyes and reached for the brush. With quick work, Laura plaited Carissa’s hair into a single braid. “And rather dashing. But then, the uniform can’t help but enhance a man’s appearance. Father even said so.”


      Carissa giggled. “It wouldn’t help old Gaston.”


      Her reference to the butler made Laura smile. “No, I suppose it wouldn’t.”


      Mr. Gaston had been with the Marquardt family for as long as Laura could remember. He was already in his forties when he came to help at the Marquardt house, and that had been nearly twenty years earlier. He had once mentioned having been born in another century, so Laura figured him to be approaching seventy, if not already there.


      She quickly pinned Carissa’s braid in place. “There. You are as pretty as a picture.”


      Carissa jumped up and pressed a kiss on Laura’s cheek. “Thank you, sister.” She all but danced to the door.


      “Don’t forget that after breakfast Mother is hosting a gathering of church women to discuss the needs of the less fortunate.”


      “Oh bother,” Carissa said, turning at the door. “I don’t have to attend, do I?”


      “I know Mother would be greatly disappointed if you didn’t. She wants to show us supporting the cause as one.”


      “Well, I haven’t any desire to support her cause. I care about the less fortunate, but in my own way.”


      Laura narrowed her gaze. “And what way would that be? By flirting with them? By parading around in your finery?”


      “What finery?” Carissa countered with a harsh laugh. “I haven’t had a new dress in well over a year, and even then it was only a gown remade from one of Mrs. Sonderson’s. I hardly call that finery.” She puckered her lips. “What I wouldn’t give for a wardrobe full of Worth gowns.”


      “Oh, cease with your pouting.” Laura checked her hair in the mirror. Their maid Carlita had done a good job in sweeping it all into a manageable bun atop Laura’s head before hurrying off to help their mother. Carissa had been more than a little miffed to be neglected, but she knew better than to say anything.


      “Mother will expect us both to be there, so don’t be late. The meeting starts at ten.”


      Carissa shook her head. “I shall just speak to Mother about it. Malcolm plans to come calling today, and I think that much more important. She will, too. I’m certain.” She flounced out of the room.


      Laura sighed. She knew the war years had been hard on her sister. Carissa wanted big things out of life: a wealthy husband, a palatial house with plenty of servants, and at least a half-dozen carriages at her disposal. Laura was never really sure why the numerous carriages were important. As she had once pointed out to Carissa, a person could only ride in one at a timeto which her sister had countered, “You can only wear one gown at a time, but a responsible woman of means will have several.”


      At breakfast Carissa picked at her fruit and complained that the tea was too strong. Laura could see her mother and father’s displeasure at their younger daughter’s complaints, but still they said nothing. She supposed they felt guilty for all that Carissa had missed out on because of the war. Never mind what Laura had lost. Some of the same men whom Carissa pined for were the very ones Laura had eyed with matrimony in mind. Not only that, but there were concerts, plays, and other wonderful entertainments Laura never had the chance to enjoy. She could still remember lectures she’d attended with her friends... friends whose families had quickly evacuated when the Union attacked in 1862. No one knew the deep loss she felt.


      She supposed it was her own fault for not complaining. Carissa made sure everyone knew of her displeasures, where Laura remained silent in her grief. When the war came and she was forced to sell off some of her gowns, cloaks, shoes, and jewelry in order to help the family purchase much-needed food, she said nothing. She was proud to be able to help. But the fact that Carissa was treated like a princess and given giftswhile the others went withoutirritated Laura. Carissa had become spoiled and opinionated over the years. If she thought everything would go back to the way it was before the war, Laura figured her to be mistaken. Leaders in Washington weren’t sympathetic to the Southern states, and fears and rumor of punishments persisted.


      Of course, they hadn’t suffered as much as others had. Father had been wise and his provision and plans had helped the Marquardt family endure the worst of the hardships. Even now, they were faring far better than their friends.


      “I do hope that your Mr. Lowe is doing well,” Mother said, turning to Carissa. “Do you suppose he will be coming to call today?”


      “I believe so. He did ask to do just that,” Carissa replied. “But Laura tells me that we’re to be in attendance at your ladies’ meeting.”


      “Oh, that’s not necessary for you,” Mother countered. She smiled at Carissa, then turned her attention back to her plate. “After all, you are close to becoming engaged, and I would not want to interfere with that.”


      “Mother, how can you encourage such a thing? She hardly knows Mr. Lowe,” Laura interjected. “Not only that, he fought for the Confederacy. Besides,” she said, turning to her father, “has he even asked for her hand?”


      Carissa didn’t wait for her father’s reply. “A great many young men in Texas fought for the Confederacy. But as you keep saying, the war is over. We must put aside our differences.”


      “And you think to accomplish this new diplomacy by marrying a Union girl to a Confederate boy?” Laura asked.


      “Laura! You needn’t speak in such a manner to your father,” Mother stated.


      Carissa didn’t let this stop her. “He’s no boy, and I’m no girl. We are adults and quite capable of knowing our own hearts.” Carissa picked up her fork and stabbed at a piece of melon. “Besides, I’m neither a Unionist nor a Confederate. I have no politicsit simply isn’t fitting for a woman. Just ask Mother.”


      Laura knew her mother had clearly avoided concerning herself with such matters. Asking her would be akin to asking the cat. Even the black and Mexican servants had more of an opinion on the affairs of state.


      “Girls, there is no need to become agitated,” their father declared, replacing his empty coffee cup on its saucer. “Now, if you ladies will excuse me, I am already late for an appointment.” He got to his feet, leaned over to kiss their mother on the head, then threw a smile at the girls. “Be useful to your mother.”


      Laura nodded, but Carissa ignored him and appeared completely captivated by a basket of croissants. Esther, a former slave who had come to them from a plantation north of Austin, entered the room and began to clear away Father’s dishes.


      “Esther, please ask Cook to meet with me for a few minutes in the library.” Mother got to her feet. “I must go over the menu and see that we have everything ready for the ladies.”


      “Yes’m.” Esther’s dark eyes met Laura’s gaze. “Miss Laura, ya gonna want mo’ tea?”


      “No, thank you, Esther. I’m completely satisfied with this.” Laura pushed her plate back a fraction of an inch.


      “How ’bout mo’ tea, Miss Carissa?”


      “No. It’s much too strong.”


      Esther nodded and returned to the kitchen. Carissa sighed and began to butter the croissant she’d chosen. “I hope that when I marry I can move far from here. This town is dreadful. I think I’d like to live in New Orleans. I hear it’s positively wonderful there. The ladies never lack for the latest fashions and the houses are much grander.” She put down the knife and bit into the bread.


      “The grass always looks greener over in someone else’s yard,” Laura said. “Honestly, Carissa, I don’t know why you worry about such things.”


      “A woman should concern herself with the future, Laura. Just because you’re content to sit here as an old maid and care for our aged parents doesn’t mean I am.”


      “Our parents are hardly aged.”


      Carissa put down the croissant. “They are in their fifties. That’s old.”


      “They are both quite healthy,” Laura corrected. “And as far as I can tell, do not require my care.”


      “So does that mean you will marry?” Carissa asked. “Have you a beau?”


      Laura felt more than a little exasperation with her sibling. “You know very well that I do not. If God should have a mate for me, I am confident He will send Him along.”


      “Oh goodness, you are such a goose. God doesn’t do things like that,” Carissa said, shaking her head. “He’s much too busy. God only handles important things.”


      “Such as knowing the number of hairs on our heads?” Laura asked with a questioning expression.


      Carissa jerked her chin upward. “Of course He knows that. God knows everything. But there is an entire world out there for Him to watch over. Do you truly suppose He cares about whether or not you find a beau?”


      Laura nodded. “I do. I believe God cares about all the details of our lives. Look at the Bible. There are many stories of God bringing people together for marriage.”


      “But those were important people,” Carissa countered. “Goodness, Laura, one would think you were the Queen of Sheba the way you talk.”


      The clock in the hall chimed eight, and Carissa gently dabbed her mouth. “I simply must go. I have to make myself ready in case Malcolm arrives early.” She got to her feet. “And if you are seriously thinking about getting a beau, sister, I would suggest you start dressing in brighter colors. That brown doesn’t suit you at all.”


      Laura glanced down at her well-worn gown. The yellow lace trimming and gold buttons added very little in the way of decoration, but still Laura thought the gown suitable. Besides, she really didn’t care what Carissa thought about her fashion sense.
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      Three hours later, Laura found herself enduring the final discussions of the church ladies her mother had invited over. Mother had surprised her by suggesting that as women married to Unionists, they should reach out to embrace their sisters of the Confederacy. Her mother never dabbled in politics, but apparently someone had put the notion in her mind.


      “The sooner we are all of one accord again, the sooner life will return to normal,” Mother stated. The women nodded in silent agreement.


      “We’ve all lost loved ones, and even though this war was their fault,” Mrs. Brighton announced, “I am the forgiving sort. I do believe, however, that we should perhaps limit our involvement to those whose husbands have taken the ironclad oath.” The women around them nodded. Apparently grace only extended so far.


      “Enough about that subject. I do believe Mrs. May has received word from a cousin in France that they are to receive a shipment of fabric for the store. I, for one, am very excited about this,” Mother told the group as the conversation became less serious. “I wonder if we might consider a formal occasionperhaps a ball or other partywhere we can bring everyone together. Nothing does a lady’s heart quite so much good as a ball.”


      “I think that idea is perfect,” Mrs. Cole replied. She nibbled at a piece of pastry and sighed. “A wedding party would be even better. You know how it uplifts the spirit to share in the blessing of a new couple’s nuptials.”


      The other dozen or so women murmured their agreement. Laura tried to smile when their gazes fell upon her. Mother quickly turned their attention elsewhere, however. “My Carissa may well be announcing an engagement any day. In fact, her beau came to call just before our meeting. A wedding in the near future would be quite possible.”


      “But you wouldn’t want to rush it too much. People are given to talk,” Mrs. Brighton said, leaning forward. “A lengthy engagement is always appropriate.”


      “Pshaw!” Laura’s mother declared. “We have just survived a war. I believe etiquette can be imposed upon in such a case. Besides, my Carissa has never been one for waiting. I believe I could have her married by summer’s end.”


      “It would help if the beau in mind would propose first, don’t you think?” Laura asked.


      Her mother threw her a glare, then continued. “I feel confident that a proposal is coming soon. My Carissa has said as much.”


      Laura sighed. The conversation was draining her of her last bits of energy. The heat was so intense she felt positively soaked from perspiring, and the humidity only served to add to her discomfort. She longed for a nice tepid bath or a swim.


      Seeing that most of the women were engaged with their refreshments, Laura rose. “If you’ll please excuse me.” She offered no other explanation for her departure and simply walked from the room.


      Making her way outside, she prayed there might be a refreshing breeze and was rewarded with a wisp of wind. She dabbed her neck with a handkerchief and prayed for the temperatures to cool. Walking the length of the yard, Laura spied her sister and Malcolm Lowe standing near the carriage house. When her sister threw her arms around Malcolm and allowed him to embrace and kiss her, Laura very nearly called out in protest. Instead, she fell back and waited to see what might happen next.


      When the kiss seemed to go on for an unseemly amount of time, Laura made her way to the couple. “Excuse me, but such a display is hardly proper.”


      Carissa pulled away and laughed. “Of course it’s proper. Malcolm just proposed and I have accepted. We are to be married.”


      Laura forced a smile as she gazed at her soon-to-be brother-in-law. “I congratulate you both; however, you are not yet married. Mother would have a fit of apoplexy if she were to see you.”


      “Mother will be delighted for me. You should be, too.” Carissa smiled like the cat who’d found a bowl of cream. “You shall be my maid of honor, and we shall both have new gowns. Won’t that be wonderful?”


      “Yes. Well, be that as it may,” Laura said, trying her best to refrain from rebuking, “it might serve you better to go and make your announcement. Mother would probably be pleased to have such a thing declared in the company of her dear friends.”


      “Oh, let’s,” Carissa said, pulling on Malcolm’s arm. “We haven’t spoken to Papa, but I’m certain he will approve.”


      The twenty-nine-year-old former Confederate lieutenant shook his head. “You go on ahead. I have to be back to my duties. I am hopeful about a position with the flour mill. I see them this afternoon.”


      “Oh, if you must,” Carissa said, looking sad.


      Laura took hold of her sister’s arm. “We mustn’t delay him. Jobs are important, now more than ever. If you are to be a well-kept bride, Malcolm must be able to provide. Good day to you, Malcolm.”


      [image: ]



      Malcolm walked in the opposite direction and made his way to the street. He picked up his step as the road descended from the bluff. His mount was being shod; while being afoot was not his desire, the smithy had no other horses to lend out.


      He thought of what he’d just done and smiled. Proposing to Carissa Marquardt would serve his purpose well. In fact, it would serve many purposes. He was anxious to settle down and at least put on the pretense of being a decent citizen. He wouldn’tand couldn’tsign the ironclad oath, but by uniting himself to the Union-supporting Marquardt family, he would be allowed in a ring of society that he might never have known. He figured the citizens would be more forgiving, as well. Attaching his name to that of the Marquardts was nearly as good as having worn blue in the war.


      “And with any luck at all, their wealth will serve my higher goal,” he said to himself.


      Skirting the busier streets, Malcolm approached a shellcrete blockhouse, pleased to see that the door was open, awaiting his arrival. He stepped inside and pulled off his hat. He drew out a handkerchief from his coat pocket and wiped his neck and forehead before proceeding into the front room, where seven men were gathered.


      “Gentlemen,” he said with a slight nod. “I’m glad you could make it today.”


      One of the men, someone Malcolm knew only through his former sergeant, rose. “I have to be leaving soon, so if you don’t mind, I’d like to get right to it.”


      “I think that is wise,” Malcolm agreed. “We don’t want to attract attention to ourselves. We very much appreciate your willingness to aid us in our endeavors against the Union.”


      “It is my great pleasure,” the man said. “I believe my newspaper will be more than happy to publish no end of stories that defame the Union and their thieving men who masquerade as honorable soldiers. Now tell me what you’d like us to do.”


      Malcolm smiled. “If you will take your seat, I will expand on our ideas.”
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      “See? Didn’t I tell you wonderful news was coming soon?” Agatha Marquardt declared at her daughter’s announcement.


      Laura remained at the door of the room, not wanting to become trapped among the women once again.


      “I’m so happy I just might start to cry,” Carissa said, hugging their mother.


      “Oh, my dear, we are so happy for you,” Mrs. Brighton began. “But your mother tells us that your young man was a soldier for the Confederacy. Has he repented of that action?”


      Carissa nodded in firm assurance. “Oh, he is so very sorry for the past. He only joined up because his papa, God rest his soul, had pleaded with him to do so. He couldn’t very well deny the man his dying wish.”


      “Of course not,” Mrs. Tennyson interjected. “There were many such cases, I’ve heard Mr. Tennyson say. Bless those poor boys who went to war with nothing more than a heart to honor their fathers and mothers.” She shook her head and gave a tsking sound.


      “Who are his people, dear?” another of the ladies asked.


      Carissa looked quite sorrowful. “Oh, it’s a tragic tale. He was an only child. His sweet mother nearly died giving him life. They were originally from South Carolina, but moved to Texas when Malcolm was very young. Unfortunately, his mother died shortly thereafter, and his father raised him all alone. Then just as the war was starting, his beloved father died and left him alone in the world. He has no other kin.”


      “Tragic indeed!” Mrs. Tennyson replied and the others nodded in unison.


      Laura knew there was no way to prove or disprove this story, but she wondered about its truthfulness nevertheless. Malcolm always seemed far too secretive to suit her. Carissa was, in many ways, still a child. She would turn nineteen come November, but Laura wasn’t sure maturity would follow. After all, it hadn’t exactly embraced Carissa the first eighteen years. It was this immaturity that left Laura to fret for her sister. In many ways she was naïve and far too trusting. When things went bad for her, Carissa always found someone else to blame.


      With a sigh, Laura shook her head. She longed to talk some sense into her sister’s head, but Carissa thought Laura was jealous of her relationship with Malcolm. And perhaps she was right. As the eldest, Laura did find it rather offending that her sister should marry first. After all, Laura had always been quite popular with the young men in Corpus Christi. She had attended many a party where men spoke of love to her. Then the war had taken them awaynever to return.


      So many of the boys were gone now. And those who had survived... well... they had changed. They weren’t the carefree young men who had marched off to fight the Yankees so long ago. Worse still, they weren’t yet forgiving of those families who hadn’t supported the cause. Families like the Marquardts.


      Laura stepped into the hallway, her gaze still fixed on the scene in the parlor. She felt as if she were watching a tragedyperhaps one of Shakespeare’s tales of corruption, deception, and woe. She couldn’t shake the feeling that this was a mistake. Worse still, she knew that if she voiced her concerns... no one would care.
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