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        Vicksburg

        Charlotte Beauchamp

        March 1861

      

      

      A storm is brewing.

      The air charged with a sense of unpredictable energy and danger.

      I stand on the second story balcony outside my room and watch one flash of lightning after another illuminate the dark. With each zigzagging flash, I get a glimpse of the tall moss covered oak trees just beyond the meticulously maintained clover lawn and flower garden. Pine trees. Oak trees. Leaves and branches whipping in the wind.

      As the storm nears, the usually heavy, murky breeze coming off the Mississippi River turns crisp and clean, a little like fresh laundry hanging on the line.

      Thunder explodes louder and louder as the storm comes nearer. The steady rolling tumble punctuated by sharp earsplitting cracks.

      Heavy rain splashes on the roof above me and I take a step back toward the door as rain splatters on my skirt and mists my face.

      A flash of lightning strikes the ground near where I’m standing and I jump back, startled. I go back inside my room and close the French doors, my dressing gown swirling around me with the movement.

      Light from the kerosene lantern on a little round table on side of the room pushes back against the darkness, leaving me ensconced in a little womb of safety.

      My cat Medley left the bed where he was sleeping and is now hunched under my writing desk, his ears thrown back.

      The storm is overhead now. An all-out intense assault on the senses.

      My lady’s maid, Efea, comes into my room, not bothering to knock.

      “Are you ready to get dressed, Miss Charlotte?” she asks, going to my armoire and pulling out a pale green dinner dress with a splash of daisies on the underskirt beneath a sheer gauzy layer. “We have guests tonight.”

      Of course we do.

      It’s not just a literal storm that is brewing.

      A storm is brewing within our country.

      Papa seems to be at the forefront of it all. Almost every night we have guests… men… at our home. They come for dinner, sometimes bringing their wives, sometimes not, then they stay and talk long hours over cigars and brandy in Papa’s study.

      I hate it when they bring their wives. I’m forced to join my mother and sisters in entertaining them in the lady’s parlor. I much prefer to spend my evenings in my room reading.

      “Come on,” Efea says, calling me over to the bed.

      I reluctantly leave the window and let her dress me in the gown she chose. Today is not the day to battle over wardrobe choices. Besides, I rather like this one.

      “Why this dress?” I ask, my voice muffled as she pulls the dress over my head.

      “Annabelle is wearing blue and Camellia is wearing pink. Besides, the green makes your eyes bright.

      I sigh as she straightens my skirts over the whalebone hoops that allow the hundreds of yards of cloth to billow around me.

      “Don’t be sighing like that,” Efea says. “You have to act like a lady.”

      “Don’t I always?” I ask as I sit at my vanity while Efea brushes out my long brunette hair.

      “You always do,” Efea agrees. “I also know how much it pains you.”

      “It doesn’t pain me.” Exactly. “But it is tedious.”

      Efea pulls the hot iron from the fireplace that she uses to curl my hair. Efea is a magician when it comes to doing my hair. Being the oldest of three sisters, I’m lucky to have Efea as my lady’s maid. My sisters have their own lady’s maids, but Efea is by far the best at doing hair.

      A ball of thunder rumbles over the house in a deafening roar.

      “You always did like the storm,” Efea says, focused on my hair now. I know that when she gets finished, my hair will be fit for attending a ball. Not just a simple dinner with my family and a couple of my father’s friends.

      “It’s beautiful,” I say, looking out the window at the lightning zigzagging around us.

      “This is a bad one for sure,” Efea says, putting the iron poker back on its stand in the fireplace to give it time to heat back up.

      “Maybe my father’s friends decided to stay home tonight,” I say, hopefully.

      “They’re already here,” Efea says.

      “Of course.”

      Efea switches to the other side of my head, gently wrapping strands of my hair around the hot poker.

      “Do you know if their wives are coming with them tonight?”

      “I don’t think these men have wives,” Efea says absently as she twists the hot iron in my hair and holds it long enough for my hair to curl into a ringlet.

      I sense the spark of a glimmer of hope welling inside me.

      “Is Theodore here?” I ask, keeping my tone impassive.

      “As a matter of fact,” she says. “he is.”

      Efea must have caught the glimmer of my smile in the mirror.

      “Don’t even think it,” she says. “You know Mr. Theodore is engaged.”

      “I didn’t forget.” How could I forget when Efea constantly reminds me every time Theodore comes to pay Papa a visit?

      “Hmph.” She drops the iron back on the stand with a loud clunk.

      Besides, it’s just servant’s gossip. I’ve never heard anyone officially say that Theodore is engaged. Maybe it’s just one of those servant’s rumors that circulates among the plantations.

      If Theodore is engaged, I would have seen him with her, whoever she is, socially.

      “I hear his fiancé is traveling over from Alabama next month.”

      “How do you do that?” I look over my shoulder at Efea.

      “I don’t know what you mean, Honey Pot. Now let’s pull this mass of curls up like a true lady.”

      “No,” I say. “I want to wear it down.” I shake my head, loosening some of the ringlets. “Just like this.”

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do with you,” Efea says.

      I smile, anticipation rippling through me at the prospect of seeing Theodore tonight.

      Even if he is here to see my father and not me.

      Lightning flashes outside the windows.

      I hope the storm lasts all night.
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      Charlotte

      

      Wearing my pretty green dress, my hair loose around my shoulders, I head downstairs.

      Efea doesn’t know everything and if Theodore is here, then if I’m downstairs, then perchance I will have a moment to talk to him before dinner.

      I hear voices coming from my father’s study. The men are already there. Talking about seceding from the union. It’s all anyone talks about anymore.

      It’s all anyone talks about at every ball. Every barbecue. Every dinner party.

      I truly just want to be left alone.

      Besides, I paid attention to Nate Basil, our tutor, when he expounding upon our history lessons.

      Men think war is gallant. But war is not gallant. War means dying.

      He was right, of course. Wasn’t that the point of war, after all? Men killing men for some cause or another. Things that could be sorted out with a few conversations.

      Instead the men get riled up about war. They come here to my father’s house and they talk about how they’re going to “whup those Yankees” in three months flat. Some say three weeks. Some say three days.

      War is never over that quickly.

      And yet they persist in riling each other up. It seems like it doesn’t take much.

      Why can’t men just be content?

      I walk past my father’s study to the parlor at the front of the house.

      The grandfather clock standing in the foyer steadily ticks off the minutes as I pass.

      I don’t know a world without the clock punctuating the minutes, the hours.

      No one is in the parlor at the moment and I’m drawn to the front window. To the storm crashing outside. It sounds like the world is falling apart around us. And yet here inside the house we’re safe.

      “Will this infernal rain never stop?” I whirl around at the sound of Theodore’s voice behind me.

      “Theodore,” I say, my breath coming out in a shallow gasp. “I thought you were with my father. In the study.”

      “I stepped out for a few minutes,” he says. “All this talk of war grows tiresome.”

      “Yes,” I say. “It does.” I hadn’t realized Theodore had the same philosophy about war as I did.

      I should be pleased. And yet… I find it rather unsettling. Disconcerting even.

      As much as I personally dislike talk of war, I expect it from men. The men are supposed to be interested in war. It’s what they do.

      Why, it would be like a lady declaring she doesn’t like wearing pretty dresses. It’s who we are.

      “Besides,” he says, sweeping his gaze over me from head to toe, sending a flush to my cheeks. “I would much rather look at you.”

      Although his words please me, I make a show of rolling my eyes and turning my back to him.

      He walks over and stands next to me.

      Theodore is not a handsome man. He’s tall and lean. Almost lanky. Clean shaven. But his face is too angular and his brown eyes, set a little too close together, don’t have any sparkle in them.

      “Sometimes I think about leaving here,” he says. “Go somewhere new. Start over.”

      “Where would you go?” I ask.

      Wind splashes a gust of rain into the window. I instinctively take a step back.

      Theodore places a hand on my elbow.

      “It’s just rain, Ma chérie.” He twists one end of his mustache with his free hand. “Somewhere peaceful.”

      In this moment, I find the rain peaceful, but Theodore obviously does not agree with that sentiment.

      “But where would you go?” I ask. “Truly?”

      “France,” he says. “I’d go to France.”

      “What’s in France?”

      I have butterflies in my stomach now. I’m not sure if they’re from the hand Theodore has on my elbow or the thought of him going away to France.

      “Our ancestors come from there,” he says, as though that explains everything.

      I take a deep breath. Let it out slowly.

      “You’re jesting with me,” I say, choosing to believe that.

      At the sound of footsteps coming our way, Theodore releases my elbow and turns.

      Annabelle, wearing her blue dress belled over wide hoop skirts, her hair pulled back demurely, glides into the parlor.

      “There’s the lovely Annabelle,” Theodore says.

      Without so much as a smile, Annabelle extends her hand and Theodore bows over it kissing the back of her hand.

      “How did you escape our father?” Annabelle asks him.

      “I came out to see the lovely ladies of Riverbend Plantation.”

      Annabelle ignores him and goes to sit on the sofa. She picks up her embroidery hoop and begins the process of making small stitches with pale yellow thread in the canvas she is working on.

      “Well.” Theodore says. “I should get back to your father’s study before my presence is missed.” He nods in my direction. “Charlotte.” Then in my sister’s direction “Annabelle.”

      Then he turns on his heel and leaves the parlor.

      I go to sit next to Annabelle. If Theodore can’t tell that Annabelle doesn’t like him, then he is either blind or stupid. Or both.

      She glances up at me from the corner of her eyes.

      “You actually like Theodore?”

      “Who says I like him?” I ask watching a streak of lightning flash outside the window.

      She glances at my hair, hanging loose around my shoulders. Then shrugs.

      “It just seems.”

      “I’m just here. Watching the storm.”

      She stabs the canvas with her needle and pulls the thread through.

      “I still maintain you were adopted or dropped off by fairies,” Annabelle says without so much as a hitch.

      As thunder spills over the house, I wonder just what it is that attracts me to Theodore. He and I really have nothing in common. He’s talking about leaving Vicksburg, walking away from his country, instead of going to war with the rest of the men.

      I can’t fathom that way of thinking.

      I don’t want anything to do with the war.

      And yet. This is my home. My country.

      There is nothing that would make me leave my home.

      Not even Theodore.

      But he was merely jesting with me.

      Theodore was like that sometimes.

      Sometimes he liked to say things just to see what kind of effect they would have on people.

      “He’s engaged, you know,” Annabelle says, keeping her gaze on her embroidery while her fingers deftly ply the needle.

      I take a deep breath.

      “So I’ve heard,” I say, looking at my sister. “Do you believe it?”

      She shrugs, not looking up. “Maybe. I don’t know. But I don’t think he’s met her yet, so maybe he won’t go through with it.”

      She stops and looks up at me, her eyes wide and concerned.

      “Has he done something?” She keeps her voice low. “Something to harm your reputation?”

      “No,” I say quickly, remembering the feel of his hand on my elbow. “Of course not.”

      The sound of men’s conversation interspersed with laughter drifts down the hallway.

      “Is that something you want to happen?” Annabelle asks so softly I almost think I imagine it.

      I look sharply over at her.

      She looks into my eyes with sparkling green eyes that mirror my own.

      “Do you?” she asks.

      “No,” I say quickly, swallowing. “Of course not.”

      But why do I care what Theodore thinks? Why do I like the way he looks at me?

      Is it because he’s older? Ten years older than me.

      He should have been married a long time ago, but men are allowed and even expected to marry later than women.

      Men are expected to make something of themselves, make their mark on the world before taking a wife. Otherwise how would a girl know which man to choose as a husband? She would have to rely upon his family’s reputation to help her decide.

      Theodore has set his path upon the world. He is a successful businessman in his own right, in addition to coming from a good family.

      Annabelle puts a hand on my arm.

      “Promise me,” she says. “Promise me that you’ll tell me if he does something untoward.”

      Annabelle is a year younger than me and yet she has the temperament of an older sister.

      “Okay,” I say. “I’ll tell you. But it won’t happen.”

      She lifts one eyebrow at me before going back to her embroidery.

      “Why do you think he will do something improper?” I ask, unable to let it go.

      A crash of thunder rumbles over the house, sending a shiver down my spine.

      “Because,” she says. “he has that look about him.”
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      There is something different about tonight.

      On the surface, it seems the same. We have dinner at the large formal dining table.

      Mama. Papa. Our two guests, Theodore and Matthew. And the three older of us siblings.

      My six younger siblings eat in the smaller dining room set aside for children. As the oldest child, my only memories of eating in the children’s dining room are only with Annabelle and Nathaniel.

      My parents had nine children altogether and whether by chance or design, they brought us into the world in groups of three. So I have five younger sisters and three younger brothers.

      It made us more manageable I suppose, having us in sets of three.

      Nonetheless, I sit between Annabelle and Nathaniel on one side of the table. The two guests sit opposite us. Mama and Papa on either end of the long table that sits twelve altogether.

      Tonight the men are talking about the price of cotton instead of the war. At least not directly about the war. It all eventually ties in together.

      Nathaniel, my younger brother by two years, points out that the south should have our own factories instead of sending our cotton north to be spun into cloth. Like Annabelle, Nathaniel is wise for his age.

      “We sell our cotton to the north,” Nathaniel says. “Then we buy it back at an even higher price. It makes no sense.”

      “It’s the way it’s always been done,” Papa said, dismissing Nathaniel’s observation out of hand.

      My brother was right though.

      And Theodore, oddly enough, was the one who gave Nathaniel his due.

      “You know,” Theodore says. “I think you’re right about that. The problem is it’s too late.”

      “It’s never too late,” Nathaniel says, encouraged by Theodore’s agreement. “You could start building a factory tomorrow. You have the money, right?”

      Theodore doesn’t say anything for a moment.

      “Unfortunately there is a lot that goes into building a factory. It could take years.”

      “I don’t think so,” Nathaniel insists.

      “Let’s save this conversation for another time,” Mama says, stepping in. “In fact, we should all go into the parlor and Annabelle can play the piano for us.”

      “Mama,” Annabelle says. “Let Charlotte play.”

      I shake my head and swallow the strawberry whole I just put in my mouth.

      “I can’t,” I say. “I’m not feeling well.” I wish it were a lie, but unfortunately swallowing a strawberry whole is rather… painful.

      “You don’t look so good,” Mama says. “Maybe you should go upstairs and lie down.”

      “I’ll be okay in a minute,” I say, hoarsely. “But let Annabelle play the piano.”

      Annabelle looks at me with obvious suspicion.

      As we walk across the foyer to the parlor, Annabelle walks next to me.

      “You did that on purpose,” she says

      “I did not.”

      “We’ll talk later,” she says.

      By the time we get to the parlor, the only logical place for me to sit is on the sofa next to Theodore.

      He smiles at me and I look away, my face flushing.

      He probably thinks I wanted Annabelle to play the piano so I could sit with him.

      That was not the case.

      That was not the case at all.

      Maybe Mama was right. Maybe I did need to go upstairs and lie down.

      But now I couldn’t. Now it would just be rude to leave while Annabelle was playing the piano.

      And she plays so beautifully. She plays better than anyone.

      In fact, she’s the most talented of all of us in the family.

      She’ll find a husband before me, I sure of it.

      Maybe I should have spent less time reading and more time learning finer feminine skills like playing the piano and doing embroidery and… I don’t know, maybe learning to converse in French.

      “Would you like to take a walk later?” Theodore asks.

      I open my eyes and look at him. Sometimes when he looks at me, I like it. But not at the moment. At the moment, I see an old man who isn’t all that attractive. He has a sharp chin, too sharp and his cheekbones are high and prominent. He is looking at me with brown eyes that seem dull in the soft glow of candlelight.

      Maybe there was something wrong with the strawberries. There was most definitely something wrong with the one I swallowed whole. It was still making its way to my stomach.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m truly not feeling well.”

      The music stopped, lingering in the air as Annabelle’s fingers stopped moving on the keys.

      I hadn’t been paying attention to what everyone else obviously heard.

      A horse and rider had galloped down the driveway and someone was now pounding on the front door.

      Who would be coming here this late at night? And in the storm, too?

      We all sit in silence, glancing at each other. Waiting while Cornelius, the butler, answers the door.

      Less than a minute later, Cornelius comes to the parlor door.

      “There is a Mr. Smith here to…”

      A young man, presumably Mr. Smith, sweeps into the room. He is still wearing his coat and hat, both dripping with rain water.

      “Please accept my apologies,” he says breathlessly. “But this is an urgent matter.”

      Papa approaches him.

      “Let me take your coat and hat,” Cornelius says.

      With an impatient glance, Mr. Smith takes off his hat and hands it to Cornelius.

      “I’m afraid I can’t stay,” he says, keeping his coat on. “I must continue to the next house.”

      “It’s alright, Cornelius,” Papa says.

      Cornelius bows his head, then leaves the room.

      “What is it Mr. Smith?” Papa asks. “What is so urgent?”

      We all watch Mr. Smith, waiting expectantly for his answer. He glances around with a broad sweep of a glance, then speaks directly to Papa.

      “The governor has issued a call to arms. All men aged eighteen to thirty-five are urged to gather tomorrow morning at the field to begin training preparations for war.”

      Mr. Smith’s gaze glances off Nathaniel before he looks pointedly at Theodore and Matthew.

      The room is silent enough to hear a pin drop for what seems like minutes, but is probably no more than seconds.

      “Thank you, Father says. “I will be there.”

      “Sir, I don’t think you’re required⁠—"

      “Mr. Smith,” Papa says. “I WILL be present.”

      “Thank you, Sir.” He glances at Mama. “My apologies, ma’am, for interrupting.”

      Mr. Smith turns abruptly and leaves the room. Minutes later, we hear the sound of his horse galloping away.

      In those few brief moments, our world turns upside down.
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      Charlotte

      
      After Mr. Smith leaves us, the men stand up and everyone begins talking at once.

      Papa holds up a hand to get their attention.

      “Men. Let’s go to my study.”

      Nathaniel and Matthew follow, but Theodore lingers.

      “I’ll be along momentarily,” he says.

      Papa waves him off, seemingly unconcerned with what Theodore does.

      “Charlotte,” Theodore says. “Might I have a moment with you?”

      I glance over at Annabelle, still standing behind the piano.

      She raises an eyebrow.

      “Of course,” I say, absently.

      Like everyone else, I’m still reeling from the rider’s announcement that all the men had just been called to assemble for war.

      This was no small thing.

      I needed time to let it settle in.

      I’m still a little dazed and my thoughts aren’t connecting in a logical manner.

      I knew the war was coming. I just didn’t know it was coming right now. Tonight.

      I’d been hoping deep down that the men would come to their senses and the whole war thing would blow over just like the storm had.

      I follow him out the front door onto the veranda.

      The night air smells fresh following the rain. Fresh and a little cooler than it’s been being.

      Spring in Mississippi usually comes early just as it had this year. It was still possible, but not likely that we could have another cold spell before summer settles in for the long haul.

      The chairs and swing are too wet to sit down, so we stand.

      “What is it, Theodore?” I ask, impatiently. I’m ready to go up to my room. To be away from everyone so I can think.

      And I want to talk to my brother. I need to talk to Nathaniel. He’s in the age group for going to war and I don’t want him to go.

      I need some time to convince him not to go. That he needs to stay here… with us.

      “I’ll be leaving tomorrow,” Theodore says.

      “I know.” But in all honestly, I hadn’t even thought about Theodore leaving.

      “We’ve known each other our whole lives,” he says.

      I rub my hands over my arms. I should have brought a shawl with me.

      If I’d known Theodore was going to go all philosophical standing out here, I would have done so.

      “Are you going to France?” I ask, attempting a smile.

      “No,” he says. “Not right now. I have to fight with my countrymen.”

      I look up at him. Why was he telling me this? Now? After he’d spoken of going to France just hours earlier.

      Of course he would fight. Nothing less was expected of him.

      Apparently he had decided against running off to France. Jesting. Just as I had suspected.

      I nod slightly indicating my approval.

      “Of course. I need to go upstairs now,” I say, turning away.

      “Wait,” he says, taking my hand to stop me.

      I turn back.

      “Charlotte
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