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          CHRISTMAS EVE - 1863

        

      

    

    
      “Mother! Mother! The goose is starting to burn! For heaven’s sake, we’ll have nothing for Christmas Eve dinner at this rate!”

      The Miller household was a flurry of activity, which wasn’t entirely unusual on any given evening. With five children, two parents, and Grandma Miller living in the small farmhouse, most nights involved some manner of excitement. But on Christmas Eve, even the surly Miller matriarch was alight with glee. The twins, Sarah and John, were lighting the candles on the tree, as little Hugh fed the baby, Harriet, her evening porridge. All of their cheeks were pink with the excitement that came from a night filled with delicious food, and a new toy made just for them by Saint Nicholas himself. 

      Eleanora Miller, the oldest daughter at seventeen, watched her siblings with a smile as she finished preparing the carrots for the Christmas feast. The dinner was leaner this year than in the years before the war, but Eleanora knew that her family was luckier than most. The battles had not yet crept onto their land, and they were able to feed themselves, and the soldiers who crossed their doorstep from time to time. But as Eleanora looked over at her brother Ephraim’s empty chair at the table, she couldn’t fight back a tear.

      Ephraim had left their farm in Wintervale, Vermont to join the Union Army at the start of the year, as soon as he had turned eighteen and their father would allow him to go. When he’d first gone, they would receive a letter from him every week, but at the start of the most recent winter, his letters had stopped entirely. Eleanora would often see her mother holding Eph’s old letters, and crying, and Eleanora couldn’t help but believe her mother had given up hope of ever seeing her eldest son again. The younger kids still talked about Eph coming home for Christmas, and no one had the heart to tell them any different.

      Eleanora was lost in thought about her brother when the front door opened, a rush of cold, snowy air blowing out several of the candles on the tree. Sarah and John stomped their feet and shouted.

      “Father! Oh, really. We’ve been working on this for hours!” Sarah pouted as she began relighting the candles. But Josiah Miller just laughed his hearty, belly laugh, and rushed over to wrap the young girl in a giant bear hug.

      “And just think, my hummingbird, how occupied your brilliant mind will be as you do it all again!”

      Sarah stuck her tongue out at Josiah, who pinched her playfully before walking over to his wife, who was fussing over the goose.

      “And how are you, my darling wife? Have the children been doing their share of the Christmas chores?”

      Josiah put a hand on his wife’s belly, already starting to show their most recent creation. Laura Miller had believed Harriet would be their last child; in fact, she’d often expressed great relief that she and Josiah were done bringing new lives into the world. And then, in the middle of an Indian Summer, Laura realized their family wasn’t quite yet done expanding.

      Laura shooed her husband away as she attempted to scrape away some burned pieces from the goose. “Oh, they’re doing what they do. I, on the other hand, seem intent on destroying one of the nicest things you were able to procure for us this year.”

      Eleanora huffed sadly. “Mother, please. The goose smells amazing. We are quite capable of scraping a little crust off our meat. And we are awash in nice things. You and father put a roof over our heads, keep us fed, and give us more than we deserve. We have plenty to be grateful for this year.”

      Laura turned to look at Eleanora, her crimson hair sparkling in the firelight and her round cheeks reflecting her smile.

      “Nora, you really are my good girl. What would I do without you?”

      “You’d probably have potatoes that aren’t too dry.”

      Laura threw a rag at her daughter and turned back to the stove to pull the bread from the stone where it had been warming. As Eleanora began setting the table, her father made his way over to where Grandma Miller had dozed off in her rocking chair, and she couldn’t help but notice how much worse his limp got when the snow picked up. Ten years earlier, Josiah had been injured while trying to help a neighbor save his barn from a fire. A piling had fallen from the roof and landed on Josiah’s leg, breaking it in several places, and it had never healed correctly. It’s why he wasn’t off fighting in the war with Ephraim, and why Laura had been hoping to help out more on the farm in the spring. With each passing year, Josiah was finding it harder and harder to get everything done on his own.

      Eleanora watched as Josiah gently nudged his mother awake, and she jumped so high, her quilt fell off her lap. The little ones laughed, but Laura shushed them.

      “What in the Sam Hill? Why did you wake me? I was having a perfectly pleasant dream.”

      Josiah laughed as he offered his mother his arm. “It’s almost time for Christmas Eve dinner, mother! And I’m sure you don’t want to miss that.”

      She grumbled under her breath the whole way to the table, but Eleanora noticed the slight smile at the corners of her grandmother’s mouth. There really was something about Christmas that made everyone happy, even when things seemed their most dire. As the kids hurried around to claim their seats, Laura carried over the last of the vegetables, and Josiah set to carving the goose. Even with a few burned spots, it looked absolutely delicious, and Eleanora could hardly contain her own excitement.

      But before the kids could dive into the Christmas feast, their father’s face turned serious.

      “Children, as we gather around this table, in our happy home, with this wonderful bounty before us, we must not forget those who are risking their lives for the good of our blessed country this season. Not just our dear Ephraim, but all the good men and women on the front lines of battle, fighting for the belief that every man and woman deserves the same good fortune that we have.”

      Eleanora saw her mother wipe away a tear with her apron, and Josiah reached over and patted his wife’s leg. Nora knew how lucky they were to have a father as good and kind-hearted as Josiah, and she only wished there were more she could do to show him how grateful they were for his protection and love.

      “Three cheers for the boys in blue! And for the women fighting alongside them! And three cheers for our father, for a more generous soul has never walked this earth!” Eleanora shouted as she lifted her glass of mulled wine. The kids are offered a whoop of happiness in response, and Josiah reached over and ruffled Nora’s red curls.

      “Well, are we going to spend all night cheering or are we going to eat? I’m wasting away over here!” Grandma Miller protested from her corner of the table. Josiah laughed heartily as he began carving the goose, and handing out slices of the juicy meat to his family. Everyone grew quiet as they tucked into the Christmas feast, so when a knock on the door interrupted their rapturous reverie, everyone turned toward the entrance to the farmhouse with a start. 

      With voices in perfect unison, the twins shouted,

      “Ephraim! He’s home!”
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      Eleanora almost knocked over her chair as she jumped to her feet, and raced to the front door. 

      “Nora! Cover your shoulders! It’s freezing!” Laura shouted after her, but Eleanora didn’t hear anything except the beating of her own heart. Could it truly be my brother, back from the war, on Christmas Eve? she thought as she flung the door open. A gust of wind blew a rush of snow into her face, briefly obscuring her vision, and for a moment, she thought she truly did see Ephraim. But then her eyes cleared, and someone altogether different stood in front of her.

      He was tall, thin, and lithe in his Union officer’s uniform, with wavy brown hair and large hazel eyes. His beard was slightly unkempt, but not in a way that totally betrayed his position, and it only sought to further highlight the rosy red of his wind-burnt cheeks. Eleanora took a step back, dumbstruck under the weight of his gaze. When he spoke, his voice was deep, but soft, with a slight remainder of some sort of European accent.

      “Miss, I am truly sorry to interrupt your Christmas festivities, but I am on my way to meet up with the 24th Infantry Regiment and have gotten horribly turned around in this snow. I don’t mean to infringe on your evening. I was just hoping I could sit by your fire for a moment and warm myself before making my way back out.”

      Eleanora couldn’t even form words. All she could do was stare at him, despite the fact she could hear all of her siblings giggling behind her. It was her grandmother’s voice, however, that snapped her from thoughts.

      “What the heck, girl? You’re letting all the cold air in! Get inside before we all freeze to death!”

      Laura rushed up from her seat and over to the officer.

      “Of course, you can come in. And clearly, we insist that you join us for our Christmas meal. What kind of people would we be to turn you back out in the snow tonight, of all nights? Please, have a seat.”

      The officer sat down in Ephraim’s chair, and Laura tried to hide the hurt in her eyes as she hurried around making the man a plate of food and pouring him wine and hot coffee from the stove. The children all stared at the man, bug-eyed, as Josiah watched him cautiously.

      “What is your name, son?”

      The officer took a long sip of the coffee and let out a shiver as the warmth of the dark liquid settled into his bones. “Fletcher Young, sir. Colonel Fletcher Longfellow Young. I was supposed to meet up with the infantry at Middletown, but family business delayed me. So now I am on my way to catch up with them before they begin their journey to the south.”

      Josiah’s jaw dropped. “You don’t mean to tell me you’ve walked from Connecticut to Vermont!”

      “No, sir. I rode most of the way, but my horse became lame a few miles from here. I had to leave her at another farm with a note and some money for her care, as no one was home. Yours was the first homestead with the candles lit.”

      Laura shook her head as she set a full plate in front of Fletcher. “That must have been the Elliott’s farm. And unfortunately, you’ve wasted your money. Their crops dried up a year ago, May, and they abandoned that property in the fall. But Josiah, perhaps you and John can ride up there tomorrow and fetch the Colonel’s horse? The least we can do for you is care for her until she’s well.”

      The officer looked up with a mouth full of food, embarrassed to have been caught tucking in so heartily to his dinner. Once he swallowed, he shook his head.

      “No, ma’am. You’ve already done more than the least for me. I couldn’t ask you to care for my horse as well.”

      Laura waved him off. “Nonsense. Our Eleanora has been studying with the veterinarian in town and takes care of all our animals when they need it. She will do what needs to be done for your horse.”

      Eleanora’s eyebrows almost jumped off her forehead when every eye in the room turned to her, including the sparkling hazel eyes of Fletcher Young. Her mouth opened and closed nervously
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