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            JUST ONE LETTER

          

        

      

    

    
      The war forced everyone to take sides. Even in the neutral border state of Missouri, many families did not tolerate neutrality.

      

      Though Lily Sanders thought her life was planned out, the war changed it whether she liked it or not.

      

      Taking things into her own hands, she refused to sit back and not fight for herself. But would fate have other plans?

      

      A charming short story in the Civil War Southern Belle historical romance series.
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        April 1861

      

      

      Lily Sanders paced back and forth across the floor of her bedroom. Her lace-up boots echoed as she walked across the hardwood floor, then went silent as she stepped across the oval braided rug at the end of her bed.

      She stepped off the rug, turned, and went back again.

      Plunk. Plunk. Silence.

      Plunk. Plunk.

      The bell of her hoopskirt swayed with each turn. She wore one of her favorite dresses – a light blue velvet with full sleeves and a waistband that came to a little vee in front, accenting her narrow waist. The dress was in the latest fashion and she’d saved it especially for tonight.

      She wore a matching bonnet tied fetchingly beneath her chin.

      This time she walked straight to the open window. Grabbing hold of the handles on the bottom of the frame and putting all her strength into it, she slid the window open then secured it with a sturdy prop.

      The fresh breeze brought the sweet scent of white magnolia flowers that bloomed just below. It was an early spring this year.

      Her second-floor room faced the front of the house and gave her a glimpse of the Mississippi River in the distance to her right. A paddle wheeler headed downriver toward Memphis was visible for just a moment before it rounded a bend in the river.

      Lily tapped her fingertips together.

      It was nearly suppertime. Surely, they’d call her down soon.

      They’d probably forgotten all about her and were having a brandy.

      Maybe she’d break convention and go on downstairs.

      Just as she turned, the front door below opened and footsteps echoed across the veranda and down the front steps.

      She whirled back to the window just in time to see George untie his horse from the wrought iron hitching post.

      She leaned out the window. “George.”

      George Johnston turned and looked at her. He shook his head.

      “George, wait.”

      But George mounted his horse and spurring him into a gallop, raced down the driveway disappearing in a cloud of dust.

      Lily closed the window to keep out the dirt. Stunned, she watched George ride away. “But…”

      George was supposed to stay for supper tonight. It was supposed to be a celebration.

      She gathered up her skirts and marched out of her room, down the wide hallway, down the gently curving staircase, to confront her father.

      She found Edward Sanders standing in his study, at the window, his back to her, chewing on the end of a cigar. He didn’t turn when she stopped in the doorway. “Lily Arya Sanders, what’s the meaning of this?”

      “Father?” She moved to stand behind him. “Why did George leave? What happened?”

      Edward turned and pinned his gaze to hers. “Did you honestly believe that I would consent to a marriage between you and George?”

      “Well… I… yes.” Lily took a step back at seeing this side of her father she hadn’t seen before.

      “Well, then,” Edward said, stabbing his cigar at her. “You were mistaken.”

      “I thought you liked George.” She stood her ground.

      “George is a traitor,” Edward said, going around to sit at his desk. He picked up a piece of paper, obviously dismissing Lily.

      “But Father.” Lily tilted her hoopskirt up and went to stand in front of her father’s desk. “How can you say that about the man who wants to marry me?” She wrapped a finger around the ribbon holding the bonnet on her head.

      “He told me himself. He’s enlisted with the Federal army.”

      “Oh. Is that all? Missouri’s neutral.” She dropped into the chair in front of her father’s desk. “I thought he’d done something wrong.”

      “Lily Sanders. Missouri may be neutral, but the land you’re standing on is southern soil. You were born and bred southern.” Edward stood up, put his palms on the desk, and stared at his daughter. “Why, your mother would turn over in her grave to hear you deny your southern heritage.”

      “I told George it didn’t matter which side he fought for. I--.”

      “Find someone else.”

      Lily straightened. Lifted her chin. “But I love George.”

      “Nonsense.” Edward took out a ledger, shooed her away. “Now run along. I have things to do.”

      “But…”

      Edward sighed and met her gaze again. “It doesn’t matter who you marry as long as he’s a southerner and thinks like you.”

      Lily knew that her father was not in the mood to listen to reason. He’d made his mind up and she knew from experience that once that happened, not even the currents of the Mississippi River could change his mind.

      She left her father’s study, her skirts swishing angrily.

      George did think like she did. He liked music and books and he was an excellent dancer. And most of all, he was a gentleman.

      Besides, the war wouldn’t last. Americans didn’t fight Americans. The idea was preposterous.

      Once they fired at each other for a bit, they’d see the folly of the whole thing and go home.

      Lily marched through the foyer and went out back. Her little brother would be out there in his tree house. Even at thirteen, four years younger than she was, her brother Christopher would understand.

      She walked out back, into the canopy of oak trees. Christopher’s tree house was well disguised in the lush green foliage of spring. Father was talking about building him a garconniere. Most boys had their own apartment by early teens.

      But Christopher, for some odd reason, liked sleeping out in his tree house.

      “Halt,” Christopher said. “Who goes there?”

      She stopped looked up, shading her eyes with her hands. Her gangly brother had a stick pointing at her. “Your sister, Dunderhead.”

      “Are you Yankee or Rebel?”

      “Not you, too,” she muttered to herself. “Neither,” she said louder. “I’m neutral.”

      “No one is neutral.”

      “Come down from there so I can talk to you,” she said, irritated that the hem of her new dress was getting dirty.

      “You have to pick a side,” he said, but she heard him scrambling to climb down.

      Skipping the last of the ladder, he jumped to the ground and grinned at her with satisfaction. Her little brother was going to be breaking ladies’ hearts in no time at all. Already, with his blue eyes and wheat colored hair, he was handsome, she had to admit. Even if he was her annoying little brother.

      “Where’s your beau?” he asked.

      “That’s what I want to talk to you about,” she said, gathering up her skirts. “Let’s go sit on the back veranda.”

      With a wistful glance over his shoulder at his treehouse and a groan, he reluctantly followed.

      Lily sat on the swing, arranged her skirts around her.

      Christopher leaned against the banister facing his sister. “So what happened with George?”

      She sighed heavily. “Father refused to grant him permission to marry me.”

      Christopher rapped his stick gun against the veranda floor. “He had to.”

      “What? How can you say such a thing?”

      “You really should get your head out of the clouds. George was a Yankee. He made that clear.”

      Lily untied her bonnet and set it in her lap. “My head is not in the clouds. I heard George say he was going to fight for the North, but who cares?”

      Christopher stared at her, not saying anything. He looked wiser and older than his thirteen years in that moment, but he also looked at her with something akin to pity. “Everyone cares,” he said. “You care even though you don’t realize it yet.”

      Lily toyed with the ribbons of her bonnet, twisting one of them around her fingers. “Stupid war,” she said.

      “Do you love George?” Christopher asked.

      “Of course,” she said. She enjoyed his company. They liked the same books and laughed at the same things. That was love. Right?

      “And he loves you?” Christopher aimed his wooden gun at a rabbit that had hopped near the edge of the porch.

      “Yes,” Lily said, but her breath caught in her throat as she answered. She couldn’t shake the image of him mounting his horse and riding away from her without bothering to tell her why.

      Without fighting for her.

      He was disappointed was all. Maybe even embarrassed. Even at this moment, he was trying to figure out how to convince her father to change his mind.

      “Then don’t let father come between you.”

      “He won’t,” Lily said, putting her bonnet back on her head and holding onto the ribbons on each side.

      “Pow,” Christopher yelled, firing his wooden stick gun at the hapless rabbit. The rabbit hopped toward the trees.

      And just like that, he was a thirteen-year-old child again.

      She looped her bonnet ribbons into a loose bow and stood up from the swing. “I’m going to bed,” she announced. “I’ll figure out something tomorrow.”

      “Good night,” Christopher said, loping down the steps and jogging toward his tree house.

      “Boys,” Lily said as she went inside the house.

      But as she passed her father’s study, the door half closed, she realized her brother was right about one thing.

      Her father didn’t have to come between her and George.
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