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Synopsis: The widow of a clergyman
heads off to be a mail order bride to a Civil War vet with PTSD.
She knows he’s troubled about the war and soon, she is drawn into
his terrors; all of which appear to be focused on a
tornado.

 


 


Belinda raced to grab her husband from
the horde of riders coming across the sky. He was directly in their
path and only she could save him before they both awoke from the
nightmare.

 


 


She made her landfall in New York City
thirty years after the end of the War Between the States. She had
traveled with her husband Harrison from Derbyshire after his
ordination to the Methodist ministry. Her husband had been assigned
a circuit along the eastern seaboard of the United States by the
general conference and reported directly to his bishop.

But his health had grown weak with the
constant bad weather and he was forced to endure traveling around
from one church to the next. Six months after his arrival, he
passed away from consumption. His funeral was attended by all the
clergy in the area and the churches he served all contributed to
help his wife Belinda, who was now a widow.

She grew tired of having to wait around
the former parsonages looking for work or any way to assist the new
ministers who were being sent in to fulfill the space left by her
former husband. There wasn’t much for the wife of a deceased
clergyman to do, forcing her to take any job she could find. This
included being a governess to the children of a wealthy businessman
and teaching school. None of the career choices she made proved
fulfilling to her.

It wasn’t until she was reading a
newspaper distributed in the frontier that she had an inkling of
what direction she should take. Belinda was leafing through the
pages when she came to the matrimonial section. There, she found
countless ads of men in the western states who were desirous of
wives. From what she had heard, few women wanted to endure the
hardships of a life on the prairies and frontier. She began reading
the matrimonial section on a regular basis to see if there were any
possibilities for her.

Finally, she located one that proved
promising. A rancher near Topeka, Kansas was in search of a wife to
come and live on his tract. He promised a large farmhouse, barn,
and plenty of land to ensure she would be marrying into a family
with good long term potentials. He also wanted a “God-fearing woman
who was not troubled by the Devil and all his designs.” The last
advertisement was of great interest to her as her former husband
had been the Godliest man she had ever known. So, God-fearing he
was that Belinda was still untouched by the marriage
bed.

She composed a letter to Mr. Thomas
Barksdale detailing her education, her refinement, and her marriage
to a circuit rider who had been called to Glory too early. The
rancher was impressed and sent her a letter in return with a
picture of him standing on his land in Kansas.

Belinda was impressed and spent the
money to send him a picture in her best Sunday dress.

 


 


Weeks passed and there was no word from
the rancher. Finally one day, a letter arrived in the post
addressed with a very masculine hand. Belinda opened it and was
overjoyed to see an offer of marriage from Mr.
Barksdale.

Enclosed was the money she needed to
travel to Kansas.

Belinda said her farewells to the good
ministers in the area who had come to see her off, and promised to
stay in touch. She was given the name of several churches to
contact in the area for any help she might need and the address of
the nearest Methodist bishop.

She packed her bags quietly the next
day and caught a train bound for Kansas City. From there she would
travel by train to Topeka where she would meet her new
husband-to-be.

From Kansas City she sent a telegraph
to Mr. Thomas Barksdale detailing when the train would be arriving.
She had no fear of anything going wrong on his end, as he appeared
to be a man of no small means and a good Christian.

 


 


The trip to Topeka was as uneventful as
the one from Boston to Kansas City. She enjoyed the expanse of the
territory and was awed by the endless expanses and
sunsets.

She met her new husband at the train
station. He was a tall man, much taller than she would have thought
in the picture he’d sent. He was wearing a jacket and suspenders,
and she the Sunday dress she had worn in the picture. He came alone
and took her directly to the nearest Methodist church where they
were married.

The wedding party consisted of
themselves, the church minister, and his wife. The minister had
heard of her former husband and was impressed by the diligence
which had led to his untimely death. He promised to stay in touch
and let Belinda and her new husband know about the Methodist
churches near the small town of Wilde. They left in her new
husband’s wagon the same day.

 


 


The trip to Wilde took another day and
they arrived at it near the state border after spending their
wedding night at a small hotel on the prairie. Thomas told his new
wife that they should put off consummating their marriage until
they arrived at the ranch, to which she agreed.

They continued on their way the next
day and arrived at his lands where his cowhands greeted
them.

The farmhouse was sparse, as she
expected. It had two levels and a root cellar, which doubled as a
shelter from threats of twisters. Her husband had warned her about
the frequent twisters or tornadoes which ravaged the plains in the
spring and summer months, but stressed as to how his property had
yet to be touched by one. The property also had two barns for the
cattle and a bunkhouse for the cowboys her husband hired to drive
his stock to the slaughterhouses in Topeka.

She spent the first evening with her
new husband on the porch of the house taking in the beauty of the
Kansas sunsets.

 


 


Belinda settled in to her routine of
having the house cleaned and supper ready for her husband every
evening. Keeping the house orderly after so many years of bachelor
living was not easy. She was forced to haul a lot of useless trash
out and have it burned, after her husband had examined all the
items first. Plenty of papers needed to be filed in his office and
there were years of financial work, which needed to be sorted. The
cleaning took a good month and she was constantly busy. His ranch
hands would comment on the cloud of dust around the house every
day.

The only problem in their marriage was
his lack of interest in consummating it. Thomas would always put it
off to a later date, claiming he was worried about having children
too soon. He wanted a child to carry on his name, he claimed, but
worried about bringing one into the world before his financial
standing was where it should be.

Belinda found this odd, as he seemed to
have no clue as to how much money he had. At least that she could
tell from the total absence of any bookkeeping method on the
ranch.

She and her husband attended church
when they could at the small Methodist chapel in Wilde. It was
blessed to have a full-time minister, as the days of the circuit
riders were coming to an end. They made the acquaintance of Rev.
Pike and his wife who were new to the area himself. Thomas appeared
to enjoy their company.

 


 


It was nearly a year later that Belinda
noticed the first sign of the cloud, which would darken the
sunlight over her second marriage. It was spring and the sky was
turning grey as the temperature dropped outside in the evening. Her
husband had just ridden home from checking some of the fences
toward the back of his property. He had been looking at the sky all
week, which concerned her. When asked about his reasoning, he told
Belinda he feared the coming of the spring storms. The twisters had
never touched his property, but how long would his good fortune
hold out?

As the temperature started to drop,
Thomas walked out on the porch and began looking at the clouds in
the sky. Belinda soon joined him and they watched them twist and
turn into different shapes. She’d seen clouds ever since she was a
child, but the patterns these were turning into were unlike
anything she’d witnessed before.

“The bunkhouse,” her husband
said to her. “It has a shelter. I hope the boys know when to take
cover.”

As they stood on the porch the clouds
began to spiral around into something completely new. It was large
funnel and it began spinning. It was still off in the distance, but
it was accompanied by a great sound, like that of a train running
at full steam. She felt her husband hold onto her hand and his body
began to shake.

“Should be taking shelter?”
she asked him.

“Not yet, he replied, “It
hasn’t touched the ground.”

The funnel began moving closer to the
house and she felt the cold sweat of fear break out on Thomas. He
gripped the railing in front of the porch and began to shake
violently. Belinda put one hand on his arm and felt his body tense
up. The twister was still high in the clouds and began to move away
from them.

“Can you hear them?” he
asked her.

“Do you mean the wind?” she
responded. “I hear the wind. It’s worse than any storm I’ve ever
been around.”

“No,” he said. “The howling.
Do you hear it?”

“I thought the dogs were in
the kennel,” she said. “Do I need to go and make sure they are
safe?”

“Not those hounds,” he said
while shaking. “The ones in the storm. The ones coming our
way.”

She shook her head. Belinda had never
seen a man so terrified in his life.

“The horn?” he said. “Do you
hear it too?”

She told him all she could hear was the
wind.

Thomas continued shaking as the twister
moved beyond them in the sky. It went away from the house and was
soon gone. She saw hailstones fall from the sky and moved to the
back of the porch with him. The frozen hailstones struck the ground
and began to pop up in the air after impact. The entire house
sounded as if a mob was tossing rocks at it.

Thomas sat down on a chair on the porch
and gripped his sides.

“They want me,” he said
aloud. “They’re coming for me. Dear God, they are coming for
me!”

“Thomas,” his wife said to
him. “What are you talking about?”

He put his hands over his head and
began shaking. The hail had stopped and the air was starting to
feel warmer. Belinda went over and tried to comfort him, but he
seemed not to even notice her. The air was starting to get much
warmer and the clouds were breaking. Thomas stood up and walked to
the edge of the porch, his eyes wide with fear.

And then, whatever it was, stopped.
Thomas blinked and his eyes returned to normal. The clouds lifted
and the warm Kansas sun soon emerged through the sky and began to
warm the landscape. He wobbled on the railing and backed
up.

Thomas returned to his chair and sat
down.

Belinda came over to him again and
placed a hand on his shoulder. He covered it with his right hand
and looked up at her. The look of fear was gone. She saw the face
of the man who had brought her to Kansas.

“What was wrong, dear?” she
asked. “You were yelling about hearing things. All I heard was the
wind.”

“I’m sorry, he said. “When I
was much younger, I went through a twister. Whenever they come near
me, it all comes back.”

Belinda watched Thomas leave the porch
and walk back into the house. She followed him as he sat down on
the loveseat in the parlor and listened to the ticking of the
grandfather clock. It was very quiet after the storm.

 


 


The next day, all was normal. Thomas
left early to look at a new calf and rode off to the south end of
the fields with some of his ranch hands. She saw him leave and he
had nothing unusual in his eyes. The ranch hands commented on the
storm the night before and how close the twister had come to the
property.

“Those things can suck the
breath right out of you,” she heard the man say.

She didn’t think anything more about
his outbreak for weeks. Thomas went back to running his ranch the
best way he knew. She continued cleaning the house.

One day Belinda was in rummaging
through one of the closets in the house and she found a trunk in
it. The trunk was old and hadn’t been opened in years. She pulled
it out of the closet, dusted it off and checked the lock. It was
locked, but she soon found a key over the top of her husband’s
desk, which fit the trunk lock. One turn and the rusty lock snapped
open.

She went through the trunk and found
nothing more than old clothes, a uniform and blankets. All were in
advanced states of decay and she considered dumping them in the
trash pile after showing them to her husband. But as she was
shaking out the blankets, several old pictures fell out of
it.

She picked them up and looked at them.
They had been printed on tin and were very old. The pictures showed
a man in a Union Army uniform with a woman in a long dress, the
style that had been popular at the time. She put them to one side
and picked through the other pictures. Two more showed the same man
posing with a comrade holding pistols and aiming them in the air.
Another photograph showed all three people posed in front of the
camera.

She held the pictures up to the light
and looked at them closer. Something looked strange about one of
the men in it. She looked again and was surprised she didn’t see it
the first time.

One of the men in the picture was
Thomas. He was much younger and
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