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To Colleen
 



Friday, May 3, 1861
 
MY BROTHER IS GOING TO KILL ME.
Kill me or laugh at me—or something.
If he ever finds this book… this… Heavens I don't want to say journal. However, I suppose that’s what it is.
A book where I can write down my thoughts.
I'm sure not able to, nor have the capacity to, do it in life. In real life.
And if mother ever sees this… I shudder to think what she would do to me. This is my father's father's journal. I found it here last week in an old trunk shoved back in the loft of the barn. I find things to do so I don't have to go inside the house. I have my reasons. I suppose this is a safe place to share those reasons or talk about why. No one else is going to come up here and read it, but I know my feelings. So, why should I write them down?
Because my grandfather did.
Because I want to be in the house as little as possible.
Because I need to talk to someone.
Because there is something in me that I can't explain.
Something dark.
Something… I don't know. Maybe it’s nothing. Maybe I'm just being a baby and thinking too much about it. I don't know…
Maybe this is all too dumb to write down.
But…
I can feel it sometimes. Mainly when I’m angry, which is a lot of the time actually. Perhaps it’s because I’ll never live up to my brother in my mother's eyes. Perhaps it’s because she never wanted me Lucien could do no wrong. I could do no right. I touched her damn book with the weird symbols on it when I was three and couldn't sit for a week.
And she never wanted me. Yes, she told me that for the first time when I was eight and embarrassed her by getting into a fight at church.
To be fair, Laurence Baker had it coming. He called my brother a name. Nobody picks on my brother but me.
I didn't tell Mother that. Lucien asked me not to.
Mother didn't think I had any reason to break ten-year-old Laurence's nose.
Thing is, Lucien didn't even stand up for me when it was his fault—well, sort of his fault. He just stood by while Mother broke the broom over my back. He told me later he was sorry. He thanked me while he put some cooling pieces of wet cloth on my back. Sometimes I think he's more scared of our mother than I am, which makes no sense since he's the oldest and the favorite.
He promised he'd never let her hurt me again.
So far, he's kept his promise.
She's hit me since, but never like that. Mostly it's just words. Looks. The way she dotes on Lucien more. I don't even know if I can explain it. I just know that if Lucien and I were both drowning, I might as well just let go and drown because she's not helping me, especially not over Lucien. She calls him her angel.
I guess I know what that makes me.
Anyway, I don't want to write about the past. I don't even want to think about it. The past can't be changed. I can only look forward to the future.
The scary, scary future.
The war is going on around us. There’s talk that Tennessee will join the CSA.
I'm not sure how I feel about that.
Am I ready to go to war? Would I join the war? If so, which side?
The news around here is grim, but we must continue to live our lives. We have no choice in the matter.
My brother seems to smile more now, though. Well for the past few days anyway. Lucien has a big heart, mostly, and a big dumb smile. But something had him down the past few weeks. I asked him what, but he refused to answer. Not refused exactly, but he changed the subject.
Lately, though, he's seems lighter. Today, I caught him sniffing a flower.
Sniffing.
A flower.
With an idiotic grin.
It was… I was going to say strange, but it was actually pretty nice.
Whatever is going on with Lucien, I hope the same will happen to me soon.
Not that I want to stop and sniff flowers.
I'm not that desperate.



Saturday, May 4, 1861
 
TWO DAYS IN A ROW.
I'm surprised I even picked this up again. I figured I'd write some idiotic drivel and then forget about it.
But here I am. Sitting with a lantern in the loft, writing away.
Like a loser.
I've decided Lucien will never read this, though, since it’s logged in the back of our grandfather's. They weren't close like we were. Well as close as I am with anybody.
My brother, my grandfather, and my father. I guess those are the only people I've ever been close to. And my grandfather is dead now. My father has been acting differently lately. I'm not positive why. Perhaps he now sees my mother for what she is, but it’s too late to do anything about it.
My mother is still young and beautiful. Fiery red hair with an attitude to match. She has aged much better than my father, who looks twice her age, even though he’s a few months younger than she is.
It’s strange, to say the least. The only thing that makes sense is that the war has aged Father more than Mother. It must be difficult with sons of fighting age. Since Tennessee hasn't joined the Confederates (though I feel it will happen soon), neither my brother nor I have joined. Only one boy I know, Thomas Buck, has joined for the South. He met with them in Virginia, or so I hear. His mother paces the floor of the mercantile. His father asks us when we will enlist ourselves.
Truth be told, I'm not sure I want to enlist. Or if I do, which side to fight for.
I have plans, big plans, for my life, and dying on some battlefield isn't one of them. I want to get away from Prospect. Maybe go to Nashville. Make my way in the world. I would love for Lucien to come with me. Might be nice to do something successful with my big brother. I don't see him leaving our mother, though. He’s a Mama's boy for some reason. Even if she does frighten him. Her favorite son.
I'm not sure why or what I've done to make her hate me, but it is what it is. As long as it doesn't make my brother hate me, I can manage it. He's all I have. The only person who’s ever in my corner. More so now after the church fight eleven years ago.
If I ever wanted someone to cover my back, it's my brother.
Anyway.
I hear him coming up the path. It’s past dark, and he left the house hours ago to go to the mercantile for Mother.
I haven't gone in a few days. Mother has me busy weeding and other things of no consequence.
…
All right, this is odd. Even for him.
He's been sniffing flowers and whatever for the past few days.
Now… he's singing.
My brother is singing.
Surely he isn't sweet on someone. He hasn't been sweet on anyone since, well, I can't even remember when.
Lucien is the quiet type, which is irksome at times. I don't like to brag. Wait, yes I do. I've courted my share of girls. I've kissed and, well, other things. I don't even think my brother has held anyone's hand. Ever.
Ever!
I don't know what he's so nervous about.
And now he's singing and sneaking back home at all hours of the night.
I'll let him sneak. I won't tell him I saw him. I can't. Then he'd know that I hide up here sometimes. And he'd come sneaking around and find this journal.
We can't have that.
I think that's enough for tonight. I may never pick this back up. Who knows? Maybe if I have something else to say or if I get bored.
Yeah, I'll never write in this again.



Tuesday, May 7, 1861
 
I MET COLLEEN TODAY.
Look, I'm not going to get all sappy in this journal. And I'm not going to pour my heart out or anything.
I met a girl. A girl like every other girl I've ever met.
I don't know why I'm lying. What good does it do to lie in here? Lying to myself. Such a dumb thing to do.
Colleen is… well, maybe I should start at the beginning.
I actually went into town today. Mother didn't send me, and I'm not sure she ever noticed I was gone. It doesn't matter either way. I've given up on my mother caring about me. I am a nineteen-year-old man. A man. I do not need my mother's approval or her love.
Love makes a person weak.
Lust. Now lust is another story.
Lust is an emotion, a feeling, I’m all right with.
I've seen all the girls in town. I mean seen them, not seen them without clothes. Not all of them anyway. I've kissed most of them, all but Catherine Marlor. That cold cow. Catherine and Bonnie King. Bonnie is Thomas's girl and has been since they were eight.
I might be a cad, but I’m not evil. I'd never take someone's girl. I'm better than that. And I like Thomas. I would have offered to look after Bonnie while he's fighting, but I was worried he'd take my offer the wrong way.
I’ve learned people take things the wrong way most of the time. Even from an innocent bystander like me. Though I have to admit, Bonnie's lips are very soft looking and plump and beautiful.
I met Colleen today at the mercantile. She's new to town. Truthfully, I had no idea there was even a Colleen in the world.
Turns out, I was wrong.
I don't know where she came from or why she's here. The fact is… she's here.
And she's beautiful.
I snuck into town because I was bored and needed to get out. There are times I just can't stand it. I need to get away from home. Away from Mother. Away from life.
I keep a little stash of money hidden so I can buy something just for me when I go to town. No one knows about my money. My mother would force me to give it up for the good of the family if she knew. What she really means is the good of her.
I do odd jobs in town now and then and keep the money hidden. No one ever tells Mother. I think they like her even less than I do, if that's possible.
I seem to be putting off talking about Colleen. I shouldn't be; it’s not like she's anything special. I'm not some swooning person like my brother.
Colleen—if I have to describe her—is beautiful. Dark hair. Short and curvy. Gorgeous eyes. Just beautiful.
I'm not good with words. That's why I'm not a writer.
I walked into the store unsure what I wanted to buy. I thought about buying a book. Thought about candy. But I wasn't really sure what I wanted. The point wasn't to buy something. The point was to buy something behind Mother's back. If my mother is going to hate me, I might as well give her a reason.
I'd buy a bar of lavender soap for all I care, if it would tick her off.
I walk over to the book section, which maybe has two books total. Not many people in town can read or care to read. I like to read. It’s a nice and easy way to escape home. I hate home as much as home hates me.
I picked up one of the books, brown like all the others. Though it isn't the cover I’m interested in. It’s the world inside that matters.
Then I saw her.
She stood at the bottom of the steps and looked at me with a mix of amusement and confusion.
I could tell she wasn't from around here. I’d sure never seen her before, and I know I would’ve remembered her.
Normally, I don't notice what someone wears. Colleen, though, I can't forget it. It was a light purple dress. Beautiful. I can't remember anyone wearing such a color during an ordinary, mundane day.
Don't suppose today was an ordinary day.
I stared at her. The book in my hand felt heavy, so heavy in fact that my fingers gave way and the book fell down with its companion with a thud. I instantly pulled my hat off my head and held it in my hands. I hate to admit that my palms became sweaty.
Was she from a big city?
Did she assume all people/all men from a small southern town couldn't read?
I couldn't understand why she was looking at me that way. And I couldn't take my eyes off her.
Mrs. Buck stopped her pacing long enough to call Colleen by name. Mrs. Buck said she had a chore for Colleen. She obliged, listened to Mrs. Buck’s whispers, and left the store.
I watched as Colleen walked past the windows. Sunshine highlighting her hair. Then, just when I thought she was gone, she stepped back and her eyes met mine. Her cheeks tinged pink, and she nodded.
I smiled. I'm sure it was a stupid-looking smile, and then she walked away.
I'd like to focus on that. The fact that she stopped and glanced at me again.
That was the good moment.
Not when Mrs. Buck came up to me and gave me a stern look even my mother could appreciate. I know how Mrs. Buck feels about me. I have the nerve to be Amelia Blackwell's son. I know Mrs. Buck hates my mother. It should be something that draws us closer. So far, it hasn't.
With that stern face only a lemon could love, Mrs. Buck told me to leave Colleen alone. She wouldn't be in town long, and Mrs. Buck wouldn’t have me ruining Colleen’s life.
I smiled politely and placed my hat back on my head without making any promises.



Sunday, May 12, 1861
 
SON OF A BITCH.
I know why Lucien has been all smelling flowers and acting like an imbecile the last few days.
At church, I saw him with Colleen. Not just saw him, as in he stood a proper distance, but he kept his fingers fidgeting with the cap he held in his hands. He'd speak. She'd giggle. I'd glare.
I shouldn't care. I've never spoken to Colleen. Ever.
But some part of me feels betrayed. I must get over it. It isn't Lucien's fault. By rights, he saw her first.
I hate the way Mother smiled at them. Like she's pleased by this development. Like she had something to do with it. Maybe she does for all I know. That woman has secrets I can't even imagine.
I didn't stay for lunch. I simply told Father I wasn't feeling well. He made no attempt to stop me. Perhaps he wished to run away himself.
When I was halfway over the bridge that connects the church land to town, I felt someone staring at me. I turned, and sure enough, it was Colleen. My brother had his back to her, chatting with Mr. and Mrs. Buck. Funny how Mrs. Buck doesn't seem to have any ill-will for Lucien. He's Amelia's damn son too!
But Colleen was looking at me. She delicately waved her dainty little fingers at me.
I don't wave back. Just nod and leave. If she wants my brother, that's her deal. But I won’t let her come between us. He's all I have.
I won't come between them either because his happiness is all I've ever wanted.
And Colleen is only one girl.
We are stronger than that.
We are…
I sound like such a baby.



Wednesday, May 15, 1861
 
THERE ARE SOME DAYS THAT ARE either the best day or the worst day of your life.
To put it plainly, today has been one of those days.
Strange is a good word for it.
Well, honestly I don't know exactly what I'm talking about.
It's dark. I'm tired. I'm sitting in the corner with the lamp by my side hoping my brother doesn't find me.
I'm confused.
I feel… guilty. Guilty is a good word for it.
Mother hadn't gotten out of her rocking chair today, which was strange enough. She rocked and held her shawl around her shoulders, staring, coughing, rubbing her eyes. I didn't think much of it. I still don't.
The only reason I'm writing about it is that it’s a tiny important detail. Mother wasn't herself. Lucien was out in the field, or so I thought. Father found me in the barn feeding the horses. Thankfully, I wasn't up here in the loft. Don't know how my father would take me spending all my time writing in his father's journal.
So Father found me and told me to get some nails from the store. It seemed a strange request to me. I had seen many of them in the backroom. Father insisted. He even gave me money, extra money on top of the few pennies it would cost to get the nails for him.
I'm not an idiot.
I did as he asked.
My father seemed—I don't know—not himself either. I can't explain it. Maybe it’s nothing. It’s probably nothing. It's just… he seemed nervous. Looking around behind him. Talking in hushed tones. Like he didn't want Mother to know.
Not that that I can blame him. I rarely want Mother to know anything.
I thought about my father's disposition while I walked to town. I wanted to take the horse. Father told me to leave it. Said to walk. Said the walk would do me good.
So… I walked.
My entire family is losing their mind.
I made it to town. Went to the mercantile after I went to the saloon for a quick drink. Another thing that would embarrass my mother. By quick drink, I mean I used every bit of extra money Father gave me and, for the briefest of moments, forgot life's problems.
I got nice and loose, free, and then made my way to the store. I think I spent too much time in the saloon, though. Too much time and too much money. My head is still pounding as I write this.
At the time, I figured I could walk and talk. I was good.
That was all that mattered.
I made my way to the nails. Picked out a box, under the disapproving glare of Mrs. Buck no-less, and paid for it. Mr. Buck asked me again when I'd join the Confederates. Mrs. Buck said the great CSA could do better than a drunk like me. Mr. Buck reminded Mrs. Buck that she'd partaken some herself.
That's when I left because I didn't want to get in the middle of their dispute. Their business is their business. I'm not getting between people. I'm not like that.
So I left.
And I saw Colleen.
She was right outside of town. Flowers in her basket. A smile on her face when she saw me.
It made me smile, and I swear I forgot all about her and Lucien at church the other day. I forgot about Lucien altogether.
She walked toward me.
I walked toward her.
We met.
Had small talk. The weather was lovely. The sky was blue. Very blue for May. I was fine. She was fine.
I'd never felt so stupid. I couldn't for the life of me think of anything important to say to her.
Her smile kept me drawn in. I kept smiling back at her, and when she pushed her hair behind her ear, well I don't want to write down my feelings when I saw that.
I will say that with all the liquor and smiling it wouldn’t have taken much for me to pull her into a kiss.
Like I said, Lucien was the furthest thing from my mind. I think he was the furthest thing from her mind too.
It was Colleen that said she should go. She said if she didn't, Mrs. Buck would worry.
I didn't want Colleen to go, but I understood.
My mind screamed at me to ask her to lunch tomorrow or a walk in the meadow behind the church.
The stupid words, though, wouldn't come out.
I'll make sure to go back to town tomorrow, bright and early, to ask her to go on a walk with me. Or at the very least, just to see her.
I hate to admit this, but I'm beyond smitten with her. I know, I shouldn't be. Lucien is obviously taken with her too. He hasn't told me, but anyone at church Sunday could tell.
And here I am. Lusting after his girl.
What kind of brother am I?
Maybe I shouldn't see Colleen again. Maybe I should avoid the store until I can put these feelings to rest.
She's just a girl, after all.
Just one girl.
Lucien is my brother. He saw her first.
I wish it had been me.
I just have to stay way from her. That's it.
Shouldn't be too hard.



Thursday, May 16, 1861
 
ONE DAY.
That's all I stayed away from her.
One day.
Wasn't my fault. It was Lucien's.
To be fair, he had no idea how difficult it would be for me. He said I looked sad and wanted to know if I’d like to go on a picnic with him.
Sounds stupid, doesn't it?
Picnics are things you do with your sweetheart or family on Sundays after church. Not really something you do with your big brother on a Thursday.
Turns out Lucien thought the same thing.
It’s no secret I want out of the house and will pretty much do anything to accomplish it. So, yes, I told Lucien I'd go on his incredibly weird picnic and hoped to all that is good that no one saw two men—two grown men—having a picnic together when chores needed to be done on the farm.
I don't know if he told Mother or Father about the plans. Heck, I don't even know who fixed our lunch, but around noon, Lucien found me cleaning out the barn and asked if I was ready.
I dropped the pitchfork where I stood and told him to lead the way.
And he did.
He led all the way to a meadow at the edge of town, the one where you can barely see the church steeple. The one where Becka Myers almost made a respectable man out of me last summer.
Lucien laid out the blanket while I stood with my thumbs hanging on my suspenders as a funny feeling come over me.
Something wasn't right, and I almost asked him about it when I saw him pull a third dish out of the basket.
A third dish.
I’m incredibly slow on occasion.
I saw the dish and then saw for the first time how Lucien seemed to be acting. I can't even really explain it. It felt like his movements were slower than usual. Slower and more fluid.
I called his name, and he looked at me and smiled. I don't know what I expected to see. I mean he looked like he always did. Just like my brother. His eyes might’ve had a little more black in them than normal, but it could’ve also been a trick of the light. It was really sunny this morning, and we were under a shade tree.
My God, did I just write an entire paragraph about Lucien's eyes?
This journal is driving me mad.
His eyes… really?
I must be losing my mind. Still… I can't shake the feeling that something was off about him. Even more so later.
Back to what happened. While I was mesmerized by my brother's eyes, I didn't notice her walking toward us. A twig snapped. I jumped. There she was.
Sweet Colleen.
The third dish.
She stared at me. Her cheeks tinged pink, but her gaze never left mine.
It feels insane to say. We were in a wide open field after all. In the middle of God's own country; however, in that moment it felt as if all the air was sucked out of my lungs.
There is no other way to explain it.
No other woman has made me feel like that. None. The moment between us seemed to last a lifetime.
Time stood still.
I couldn't hear the birds or the barking of the dogs.
I heard nothing.
I only saw her.
It seems silly now to write such things. Thinking back on it, however, that's how it really did feel. And is this journal now for sharing my feelings so I can hopefully keep my anger in check and be incredibly embarrassed by these writings in my later years?
It wasn't until Lucien stood and kissed Colleen on the cheek that I remembered he was there. Then I felt guilty for every thought I ever had about Colleen. Every feeling. Every fantasy. Every way I imagined kissing her. Every other thing I pictured about her. Obviously, my brother was smitten with her. Who wouldn't be?
I cleared my throat and sat down on the blanket while they had their private moment. I didn't want to be there with them.
Yet, I wanted to be nowhere else.
Well, except for one exception. In my perfect world, my brother wouldn't be there with Colleen and me.
I wanted him to go away, and God help me, I wanted Colleen under me on that blanket.
Eating lunch proved to be very difficult.
Food was the last thing on my mind, even if it was Mother's fried chicken. Mother never fries chicken except on special occasions. And that means she never fixes fried chicken.
Colleen complimented the food.
I barely tasted it.
Lucien ate a few bites in between his chatter. He was too busy talking to Colleen, smiling, making her laugh. It was weird watching him like that that. Not my brother's normal behavior at all. I think Colleen only laughed to be polite. My brother isn't funny or exciting or clever.
Bless him.
A few minutes later, he sort of freaked out, of all things, because we didn't have dessert. The man felt strongly that we needed a pecan pie. Like right then. Right that second. Said it was supposed to be in the basket. Mother promised him or something, and it wasn't. And we needed it.
On and on he went.
On. And. On.
Colleen told him it’d be okay.
I told him it’d be okay.
But Lucien. He just wouldn't have it. Went on and on about how we needed everything to be perfect.
Then he just left.
Stomped toward town, mumbling.
I have no idea what's happening to him. Even when he brings the pie back. Even once I make it home. Something’s off about him. My entire family is off.
Anyway, while Lucien was gone to get that blasted pie, Colleen and I had a chance to talk. I like to think we said more things, and in a less awkward manner, than Colleen and Lucien.
I learned a lot of things.
Colleen is from Atlanta. Her family sent her up north when the war broke out. Mr. and Mrs. Buck are her aunt and uncle.
Her last name is Channing.
Her middle name is Rose.
She is eighteen.
She hates roses.
She thinks my brother is nice.
He is nice.
He deserves better than his brother flirting with his girl.
But the man needed pie. So there you go.



Friday, May 17, 1861
 
THIS ONE WILL BE SHORT AND to the point.
I can't stop thinking about it. I can't stop wanting to think about it.
I know I shouldn't, but sometimes you can't control how you feel or what's going on inside you.
Except I have to control this.
And I can't think about it.
Because it isn't right.
I haven't seen Lucien since breakfast. He's probably gone to town to court Colleen some more.
I should let him.
I should let him be happy.
I am. I'm letting him. That's why I'm writing this here instead of telling him. I have to get it out. I need it off my chest so I won't accidently blab it to Lucien.
This is what happened… what I wasn't going to write about… what won't leave me alone.
While he was on his pie tirade, Colleen and I were left alone. We chatted, and it was nice. I wrote about that.
Then, I swear I didn't mean for it to happen, I reached for the bread at the same time she reached for the bread.
Our fingers touched.
And I can't stop thinking about it.
How silly is that?
It wasn't like we kissed or hugged or even held hands. We simply touched.
I can't stop thinking about how soft her skin was or how her eyes met mine in that surprised way. But she didn't move her hand away. Neither did I. Not for the longest time.
I have to stop thinking about her and all these things that mean nothing in the long run.
Strange, I know I use that word a lot, I could’ve sworn I saw someone in the forest at the edge of town watching us.
Someone nothing. I think I saw Mother, but it must’ve been a trick of the eye. Mother wouldn’t have been out there. She had no reason.
My mind playing tricks…
I wish I could trick my mind into not thinking about Colleen.
I wish…



Saturday, May 18, 1861
 
NOTHING MAJOR HAPPENED TODAY. No Earth-shattering revelations or anything like that.
The only reason I opened this journal was to put our picture inside.
Our… my family. Mother, Father, Lucien, and me.
All in one photograph.
A man came to town with a camera and everyone lined up. Even Mother in her weakened state, who some days couldn't be bothered to change out of her nightgown, put on her Easter Sunday best.
We all looked dapper.
Shined up real nice.
Mother and Father sat on chairs. Mr. Hammons, the man with the photograph machine, thought Mother was Father's daughter.
She snickered, all flattered.
Father's jaw twitched.
Lucien and I stood in the back. Brothers. We looked strong and proper. The perfect loving family.
Except…
I'm hiding something from him, and he hasn't spoken to me all day.
So enough of that. I'm putting this photograph in here so I don't lose it. I don't think anyone in the house will notice that it’s gone.
I'm not even sure why I want to keep it. It isn't like I don't know what my brother and my family look like.
It isn't like I will never see them again.
Or that this picture will save the world one day or anything.
It’s just an ordinary photograph. Just something I’ll forget about tomorrow.
More importantly, I saw Colleen today. From afar. Chatting with Lucien after our photograph.
I didn't stay around to watch them being affectionate toward each other. There are some things a man cannot bear.



Monday, May 20, 1861
 
I'M NOT EVEN GOING TO APOLOGIZE for writing so much. It’s what this dumb book is for, right? It’s what it is. I must talk to someone, and if that someone one is myself in Grandfather's journal, then so be it.
So. Be. It.
I thought it was my imagination. Lucien's disposition yesterday towards me. I figured I was just being paranoid.
After all, with the new war raging and the uncertainty of what Tennessee will do, the least of my worries should be about a girl and my brother's grumpiness.
Used to, my brother and I would talk every night. We share a room after all. The last few weeks, though, our conversations have become very basic. And last night we didn't speak at all.
He was gone when I woke up.
He hasn't been home since.
I wonder if he suspects. I wonder if I've said Colleen's name in my sleep. It isn't like I can help dreaming about her.
In my dreams, we’re alone by the pond, under the old tree.
We are lying on the blanket. Lunch is all around us.
We eat none of it. We are too busy with each other. Touching skin to skin. My lips on her soft shoulder. Making love to her. She's intoxicating. And the way she touches me.
I know I’m in trouble.
The more I try to fight whatever it is that she holds over me, whatever spell she's cast, the more difficult it all becomes.
I want her body.
I want her mind.
I want her.
This has never happened to me before. Of course it has to be with my brother's girl.
I can't get her out of my mind.
She haunts me day and night.
No wonder my brother avoids me. If he has any idea what’s going on inside my mind, I wouldn't want to speak to me either.
I can't even look at our photograph anymore. The one I have in this journal.
This is silly. I’m being an imbecile. I must stop this before I lose a brother over it.
I will stop it before I lose everything.
I will not let it go any further. After tonight, I shall never think of Colleen Channing ever again.



Wednesday, May 22, 1861
 
TODAY IS A DAY I WISH to forget, though the mere fact that I’m writing it down suggests otherwise.
Mother is… I cannot write the word without feeling dread or being downtrodden.
I can't.
I should go back to daybreak when this horrid day began.
I woke at sunrise. Lucien, as well was becoming his custom, was nowhere to be seen. We hadn't talked in two days. He wasn't home when I went to bed, and he wasn't here when I woke up.
The only way I knew that he'd be in our room was the disarray of his quilt. That wasn't like him either. My brother is many things. The most of which is a neat nilly. It’s enough to take a toll on a man.
I don't know if he left it there for me to see that he'd been home and was ignoring me or what.
I don't suppose it matters. Not now.
The day went along normally.
I got up.
I ate breakfast. Mother was not up yet, so I ate some left over bread and butter. I didn't find it odd that Mother hadn't risen. There had been times lately where she stayed in her bed longer. Father said she was unwell.
None of us knew how unwell she truly was. At least, I didn't.
I had chores to do, so I started out of the house.
Then Mother called me from her room. She sat with her shawl around her shoulders and her rocking chair pulled to the window.
Even with the coughing, she was as beautiful as ever.
I didn't know.
Mother was breathing heavily. Almost as if she could not get enough air. I asked if she needed anything, like any good son would do.
She said yes and that I'd get it for her.
She turned her head and smiled at me, but the look in her eyes (cold, distant) and the blood smeared on her teeth made me retreat until I hit my back on the doorframe, which made Mother's smile widen.
My mother, with her sunken eyes and purple and glassy stare, winked at me.
She told me many things. None of them are things I wish to remember.
One I will write down for this is important. She said that she used to wish I'd never been born, that I'd always been a curse for her. But now, at least, she saw my purpose. My true worth. She said she thanked the angels in Heaven for me.
Then she instructed me to head to town and fetch the doctor. Such a strange request, or so I thought at the time.
Yes, she appeared ill, but I didn't know how ill.
I went to town as she instructed. I made my way toward the doctor. Because I'm a good son. Even if Mother never realized it.
And Colleen happened by at the very same moment. I asked if she'd seen my brother (for I believed I should tell him what was happening to Mother). To my surprise, she said no.
I told her nothing of my mother's condition. I knew Mother would rather have all her toenails pulled out than for anyone in town to know of her condition. I did, however, speak to Colleen about Lucien. I told her all good things about him, at least that's how they were in my mind. I didn't know how to fight my feelings for Colleen, so that meant I had to talk up my brother so she would fall for him as he had her.
I get tired of saying that I didn't know.
I didn't know.
I’m nineteen years old.
And I didn't know.
That is a lie. I knew.
I knew better than to stop and talk to Colleen.
I knew better than to walk with her until we were in the alley between the post office and the barbershop.
I knew I should be getting the doctor for Mother.
I knew I didn't care.
I knew I never should’ve run my fingers over her smooth skin.
I knew I never should’ve balanced her on her tiptoes and backed her to the wall.
I knew better than to lean down toward her, and I knew as well as I'm sitting here that I never should’ve allowed my lips to touch hers.
A sweet kiss.
A chaste kiss.
A kiss that will haunt me forever.
For when she pulled back, I could see it in her expression. Her eyes weren't focused on me. They were gazing at something over my left shoulder.
I saw him not a few moments later.
Standing in the middle of the street, watching us.
Lucien.
He took a step toward us and halted.
I couldn't breathe. Couldn't think. Colleen felt so good in my arms, but I could no longer enjoy the sensation.
Lucien saw.
Lucien knew.
He yelled at me that he thought I was supposed to fetch the doctor. I have no idea how he knew that. He wasn't home when Mother instructed me to do so.
Without waiting for me to offer any sort of explanation, Lucien ran toward Doc's.
I followed.
We fetched the doctor.
We rode with him in his wagon home. Colleen sat between us.
We were too late.
By the time the doctor made it to her bedside, Mother was dead.
It’s something I could’ve prevented. Something I could’ve stopped. Something I’ll never forgive myself for.
Something…
Lucien will never forgive me.
But how could I have known?



Thursday, May 23, 1861
 
IT WASN'T CLOUDY OR RAINING TODAY. In fact, it was sunny and bright. Warm even for May.
Like God himself was happy Mother was dead.
Maybe He is.
It's funny. I thought I'd be happy the day Mother met her maker. Maybe not happy. More relieved.
I'd daydreamed of the day that monster of a mother no longer walked on the Earth. Never did I believe it would occur so suddenly or under such circumstances.
I assumed some wife in town would come calling and shoot Mother between the eyes for what honestly could’ve been for any number of reasons. Many rumors floated around about Mother. None ever spoken to her face. I believe the town feared her as much as I do.
As I did.
I don't believe I’ve ever admitted that before, to fearing my mother. Not even to myself. She most certainly didn't act like a lot of the other mothers in the world. Or rather the town.
Besides that, she had this air about her. I caught her once playing with mystical cards. Then, when she noticed me, she shut the door in my face, without even standing. After that, I started noticing different things. Things I will never write down or speak of. People should not speak ill of the dead…
But those things—the talking board, the spirit cards, the book I was never to touch and paid dearly for it when I did, the chickens that disappeared mysteriously… and a few goats—I'm sure the town would’ve burned her for. Though she was a devout church-goer.
And she’ll be buried in the church's graveyard next to her mother.
Then the town will need other things to gossip about. I'm sure some will gossip about my mother until their dying breath.
Her funeral is tomorrow. I dare not wonder where her soul is. Heaven or Hell. She isn't here. That's all I know for sure. That's all I care about.
Rest in peace, you evil bitch.



May 23 (Part 2)
 
I CAN'T BE HERE.
I can't be here in this house with him.
I can't. I don't know why I came up here to write, but I did.
Lucien and I had a fight. Not unusual, but the biggest fight we've ever had. I caught him in Mother's room. Just staring at her bed.
All I did—ALL I DID—was ask him if he was all right. That's it. That's it! I put my hand on his shoulder, because even though she was a huge bitch to me, Lucien loved Mother and she loved him.
Lucien smacked my hand off and pushed me back. His eyes were red and wet. I knew her death would hit him hard. I had no idea it would be this hard.
He yelled at me. Accused me of being happy that she was gone. Told me Father told him her last words were of an angel standing beside her with big blue eyes and tall in stature. She told Father this angel had been coming to her. And that she'd known for a while that she was going to die.
And I was supposed to get the doctor, Lucien went on. Except I had no idea Mother was that sick.
Lucien says it’s my fault she's dead. That I was sent to town to get the doctor, and I had fetched Colleen for myself instead. He said that if I’d hurried, Mother would still be alive. Then he said that he was sure I took my time on purpose to get a doctor because I wanted her to die and saw my opportunity.
That's when I left. I came back here and grabbed this book to try to calm down, but it isn't working.
I can't stay here.
I'll be damned if I stay with him.



Monday, May 27, 1861
 
I ALMOST WISH TENNESSEE WOULD SECEDE or at least pick a damn side and commit so I'd have a reason to join the war—to get out of here. God, I need out of here.
Friday, I left. I went to town and drank the saloon dry, or I would have if they hadn't kicked me out first.
Didn't stop me. Just bought two bottles, took them with me, and found a spot under one of the lanterns in town. No real reason to plop there. Happens to be where I collapsed. And I drank.
And I forgot.
Still don't remember every detail. I wish I did. Oh, how I wish I did. I remember ever detail of Mother's funeral. I wish I didn't remember that. I remember how more people showed up than I anticipated. How Lucien called me out in front of everybody. How we got into a shoving match right beside Mother's grave.
How Lucien punched me in the jaw.
Father had to break us up.
How I accidently shoved Father, and he fell with his arm dangling in Mother's grave.
How the townsfolk looked at me.
How Colleen looked at me.
Of course, she had reason—more reason than most—to look at me as she did. Because, earlier that morning, I’d woken up in her bed.
Her beautiful bare body was snuggled next to mine. Her hair, all wild and wonderful, fell around her shoulders as she slept peacefully.
I'm a bastard. I woke her up. And I took her then. She didn't try to stop me. I buried all of my anger, my fears, my doubts—my love—into her.
The most difficult thing I've ever done is walk out of her bedroom. I wanted to stay there with her forever. Not only because of her beautiful body, but because there’s no telling how she'd found me under that lantern, what state I was in. I was drunk, full of grief and pain out of my mind, and she took me to her bed. Took care of me.
Mrs. Buck saw me as I left Colleen's room. The glare Mrs. Buck gave me could’ve scared the Devil. I just nodded and went on my way.
Went home.
Went to Mother's funeral.
Lost a brother.
I don't know what will happen between Colleen and me now. Or even if she’ll speak to me again after what transpired at the funeral.
Or if she regrets our night together.
My only regret is that I was too cowardly to ask her to run away with me.
Lucien hasn't come home yet. Father is rocking on the porch, staring off into the forest at God knows what.
I feel empty inside.
I need Colleen. I want to be with her. I'm terrified to see her after what she saw at Mother's funeral.
I had thought when Mother finally died everything would be better.
I was so very wrong.



Wednesday, July 3, 1861
 
I HAVEN'T WRITTEN IN A VERY long time. Nothing much to say. Lucien and I speak to each other, but nothing more than basic pleasantries. He hasn't punched me again, though. Thank God.
For me, mainly I've been a drunken mess. I don't like feeling the overwhelming sadness or guilt, and I do. Lord help me, I feel guilty for not getting a doctor to Mother in time. I feel guilty that I hurt my brother so badly—and my father.
I don't miss my mother. Not at all. But I hate what her death has done to my family. We’re falling apart, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.
There’s nothing I can do about Colleen except leave her alone.
One drunken night in June, not that that narrows it down, I went to ask Colleen for her hand in marriage. I wanted to get away. To move somewhere that I wasn't known. Somewhere to start over.
I was in no shape to bring Colleen with me. I know that now, but at the time I couldn't get her out of my mind. I couldn't forget the feeling of being in her bed with her. With her. Touching her body.
I've had women before, but never so lovingly, so understanding, so… I don't know the right words. None of those other women had been like Colleen that night.
When I went to ask her to marry me, Lucien was there. Through the window of the store, I saw them sitting. He held her hand. She blushed. And I couldn't do it. I couldn't stand there and watch, and I could no longer ask her to marry me.
I'd taken our mother from Lucien, or I had in his mind. I couldn't take Colleen too. He can never know about the night I had with her. He can never know my intentions of asking her to marry me. It would break his heart and, more importantly, ruin Colleen’s reputation. I love them both too much for that.
Tennessee joined the CSA yesterday. Maybe it’s time to leave. Not with a wife like I expected, but alone like I deserve.
Maybe I'll sign up tomorrow before the Fourth Celebration. Maybe I'll tell Colleen goodbye and leave by next Monday.
This may be my last entry. I need to do what’s right for everyone.



Friday, July 5, 1861
 
MY JOURNAL HIATUS LASTED ALL OF two days. To be fair, I haven't been home much to write.
Yesterday morning, Father stopped me bright and early. He was cryptic. Told me my choices—everyone's choices—had consequences.
I thought he spoke about Mother and how I chose to spend time with Colleen instead of getting her a doctor sooner.
Then he went off on the war and how Lucien and I were fighting age.
He begged me not to sign up. Said he couldn't stand losing me or my brother. His eyes were wet with tears, something I’d never witnessed before. Ever. Not even when Mother died.
I made him no promises. Simply patted him on the shoulder as I walked away.
I won't tell him, but as much as I wanted to run away, I’ve changed my mind. Truthfully, I had no idea my father wanted me to stay. I figured he'd be as happy to have us gone.
Maybe not my brother. But me. And I can be cynical and say it’s simply because he needs help on the farm. But that isn't what his eyes told me. They had tears in them. Pain too.
I would say he pleaded with me, except my father doesn't plead with me or anybody.
He wouldn't do that.
I won't tell him I've changed my mind. I won't tell him anything. Not now. It’s nice to be wanted though.
For the record, this is the first time I've ever felt this way about my family or thought that my family cared about me in the least. It’s a nice feeling. One I'd like to hold onto forever.
I wonder how long forever will last.



Tuesday, August 27, 1861
 
I SAW COLLEEN TODAY.
It was simply in passing. I needed a new book from the store, something to calm my mind and distract me from everything going on.
Men my age are signing up. Some Union. Some Rebels. I haven't. Lucien hasn't. I assume Father had the same talk with him.
Anyway, I saw Colleen in the mercantile. She appeared surprised to see me. Surprised and very pale. She hesitated a few moments before coming up to me, removing the book from my hand, grabbing my wrist, and whispering in my ear. It was the closest we'd been since that night we made love in her bed. I miss her so much.
Colleen grabbed me and whispered that we needed to talk. She had something very important to tell me. It seemed urgent, so I allowed her to lead me out. We passed Mrs. Buck who stopped us immediately.
She ripped Colleen's hand from my arm, and when Colleen protested, Mrs. Buck said a sinner like Colleen had no authority to speak. She then ordered Colleen upstairs and to stay away from me.
I tried to reason with Mrs. Buck. I hadn't seen Colleen in a few months so there should’ve been no reason for me to offend her.
But offend I did.
No matter what I said, it did nothing.
Mrs. Buck glanced at me, told me I'd done enough damage, and stormed up the stairs, leaving me flabbergasted.
If I did something to offend them, I truly was sorry. If Mrs. Buck knows about my night with Colleen… well I have no words for that. If Mrs. Buck believes I wish to steal Colleen way from Lucien, she’s correct. However, I’ll never do it. I don’t wish to hurt my brother in such a way.
However…
If Colleen chooses me over him, I will gladly settle down and grow old with her. I will marry her and have lots of babies. Glory, I sound like a woman. I do want a family with her, and I want a life with her. If she chooses me.
I want her to choose me.
She’ll never choose me.
I never found out what Colleen wanted to speak to me about. Perhaps I’ll find out tomorrow. I’ll try to find her sometime when Mrs. Buck isn't close. Easier said than done.
Until tomorrow.



Sunday, September 1, 1861
 
SOME THINGS IN LIFE HAVE NO words. I suppose I should begin at the beginning. I'm not even sure what the beginning is. Was it when I found this journal? Was it when I first laid eyes on her?
I can't bring myself to write her name. I don't deserve to write it, much less say it. I haven't written in a few days, and I had plans to never write in here again. But I had to. This is, in a way, my confession. It’s my way of telling the truth so that someday it will be known.
Some day.
Her aunt swore me to secrecy. My father doesn't know. Can never know. Neither can Lucien. Mrs. Buck said I owed her—Colleen, it hurts so much to write that—that much.
I suppose I do. She shouldn't be…
If anyone ever reads this, these words are my confession. I might not be able to tell anyone the truth, but at least I can write about it. Maybe it will clear my conscience in some way and keep me from telling my brother. Mrs. Buck is right. No one can ever know. And my brother, he can grieve in his own way. He can mourn, thinking, knowing, that Colleen loved him.
Truth be told, I don't know who she loved, but I know who is the reason she's…
Mrs. Buck will never let me live it down. Privately of course. She’ll never want a scandal to dampen the memory of her niece. I don't either.
But I need to get this out. Somehow. Before it eats me alive. Selfish? Yes. I've never been accused of anything else. I'll keep their secret.
Keep it to my grave.
Keep it until someone reads this.
I hope I’m long gone before that ever happens.
About three days ago, my world ended. Shattered. I don't believe I’ll ever recover.
It was before sunrise. Father and Lucien had gone to Nashville on business, so I was here alone.
I heard a woman screaming. When I looked out, Mrs. Buck was running down the road, yelling my name. At first, I had no idea if it was from anger, frustration, fear, or rage. Found out a few moments later, it was all of them.
Colleen was in her room in the mercantile.
Ill.
And asking for me.
I rode into town with Mrs. Buck sitting behind me; she ordered me to go the long way so no one in town would see.
Once I reached Colleen, I understood why.
I have never seen a person so pale. The doctor sat at her bedside, and the blankets covering her were soaked in blood.
Her uncle took a swing at me when I entered, but Colleen's frail voice caused him to back away.
Her tiny hand reached for me, and I sat down in a chair by her side.
She smiled when I asked her if she was all right. It was the doctor who informed me of her condition.
Colleen was with child.
My child.
And having serious bleeding complications.
He wasn't sure if she had lost the child or not, but he knew that we'd lose Colleen if the bleeding didn't stop.
Mrs. Buck wept in the doorway.
I'm not good with words. I cannot express the grief, the agony, the fear I felt in those moments. I didn't want to lose Colleen.
I loved her.
Mrs. Buck told me that we were to keep Colleen's condition to ourselves. The two of us would marry, disappear, and return to town with the child and lie about the birth date. She would not have this put a stain on her family.
The doctor said Colleen's reputation was the least of our concerns. Unless they could stop the bleeding, both mother and child would be lost. If the child wasn't lost already.
Mrs. Buck and the doctor bickered for a while. I focused only on Colleen. She looked like an angel in her bed, the same bed we’d made love in about four months before.
This was all my fault.
Colleen rubbed her thumbs gently over my knuckles and smiled weakly. She told me everything would be all right.
The doctor is also a preacher. He married us not an hour later. Mrs. Buck, fully convinced Colleen would regain her health, gave me no options. I would marry her niece and make an honest woman out of her before the child's birth. I had no objection. I had wanted to marry Colleen since I'd laid eyes on her, just not under these circumstances. My brother would be furious, but he'd get over it.
Someday.
They made me leave the room and stay by Mr. Buck, who I'm sure would have shot me if they didn't need me to marry Colleen. He still might. I wouldn't stop him.
When they let me back inside Colleen's room, her garments had been changed into a beautiful while lace gown that buttoned all the way up her neck. Her hair, accented with beautiful yellow flowers, fell around her shoulders. She held a bouquet of the same flowers in her hands.
I'll never forget that sight, the love I felt for her. Knowing I'm the one that caused her condition and her illness made me angry at myself.
We held hands and promised till death do us part.
Death parted us five hours later with an ear-piercing scream and a gush of blood.
In one day, I'd become a husband, a father, and a widow.
Widow in spirit only. The marriage had never been announced publically, and since Colleen was gone, we all felt the need to protect her reputation.
Spider bite was the official cause of death.
Colleen Channing (Blackwell) died holding my hand, looking into my eyes, while the doctor tried to stop the bleeding and save her.
I told her everything would be all right.
That I'd take care of her.
I told her to hold on to me and never let go.
I couldn't save her.
Nothing can ever save me.
Lucien is taking it hard. He questions how a spider bite could have done her in so quickly.
He can never know.
No one can know that, for the briefest of time, I was married to the love of my life, and we were to have a family together.
No one questions Mrs. Buck's new reliance on whisky and the way Mr. Buck glares at me when I walk by. But me? I have to keep up appearances that I am fine or people will talk. People always do.
Rest peacefully, my sweet angel. May you and our child find some peace in Heaven. I will never see you again, for I believe I shall go straight to Hell. But you, you fly with the angels. Take care of our child. Be at peace.



Friday, September 27, 1861
 
LUCIEN AND I BOTH BECAME DISAPPOINTMENTS to our father on the same day. I cannot stay in Prospect. Not watching Mrs. Buck fall apart. Not while I'm falling apart. Yesterday, I joined the Confederates.
I came home to find out Lucien, who wasn't handling Colleen's death well, had joined the Union.
Neither of us have told Father yet. Just what the armies need, two men afraid to tell their father anything. Cowards.
I leave soon. I must tell Father tomorrow. I confess the only reason I joined the CSA was to leave Prospect and get away from the horrible memories. We buried Colleen under a willow tree next to the church. It hurts so much every time I walk by.
Also, I had overheard Lucien speaking to Daniel Smith about the intentions to join the Union. I confess I joined the Rebels in hopes to spend time away from Lucien. He has no idea I killed Colleen, that it was my fault, but I know he loved her. And I'm keeping this secret from him.
Perhaps when we return from battle, we can be close brothers again… somehow. I miss my brother. I miss talking to him and sharing things with him. I want to be brothers again. I'd like that.



Sunday, September 29, 1861
 
THIS IS MY LAST ENTRY UNTIL after this war is over. After this, I am locking this book away, and I don't know if I'll ever read it again. Or if anyone will, but I know that for now, it is finished.
When Lucien and I told Father our news, he hugged us both tightly. He made Lucien promise to look out for his little brother. Made us both promise not to hurt each other. And if we were ever on the same battlefield, to watch out for each other. He said he could not stand to lose anyone else. He said he doesn't care who wins; he only wants his boys back.
Lucien and I have one last night sharing a room. Tomorrow we leave. Tomorrow everything changes.
Tomorrow. I hope someday I can write in this journal again. I hope Lucien is home as well. He'll have a family. I'll have my regrets. But we will be together again. After we’ve had time to heal. I want that more than anything.
Lucien looked at me funny earlier during supper. Nothing major, but a little voice inside my head said that maybe he knew about Colleen.
Maybe that's why he signed up on the opposite side.
Maybe he hates me.
Maybe he’ll want to get revenge someday.
I won't ask him.
I'm sure it’s nothing.
I love my brother. Maybe someday, we will be a family again.
Someday.
Jessup Hart Blackwell
1861
 



 
 
 
 
To Be Continued in Reckless (Fall 2016)
 




A NOTE FROM KELLY
 
FROM THE TIME HEARTLESS CAME OUT, people have been asking me about Hart and what is his back story. For the longest time, I've wanted to sit down and write Hart's thoughts and feelings, and I wanted to do it while he was human. So... I sat down with an old journal, and I hand wrote this entire story. It was an emotional experience (as you know since you've read the journal... or I hope you have since you are at the end), but it is one that I feel like readers need to know about.
Jessup Hart Blackwell is a complicated person. I love that we got to learn more about him in this book.
Some have asked if he will be in Reckless (Fall 2016). My answer is of course he will! In one way or another ;) Happy reading! And please leave a review on Amazon and/or Goodreads. I would really appreciate it.
Love y'all,
Kelly Martin, 6/10/2016
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