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      A fire crackled in the fireplace, lapping up precious hickory firewood, but the night was cold. Coldest of the season yet.

      Two dozen logs, bark still rough, stacked neatly by the fireplace. I knew. I’d counted, carrying in three at the time. I had a rip on the sleeve of my fur-lined cloak for my efforts.

      I remembered when needlework was a pleasant pastime, not a necessity. The cloak repair would have to wait. I had warm socks to knit for soldiers that needed them.

      Wolves howled outside, not nearly far away for my blood and an old owl sitting on the limb of an oak tree just outside kept any other owls out of his territory with his hoo hoo hoooooing.

      Normal sounds for a normal evening. It was odd how what was considered normal changed over time.

      Inside the house it was dark except for the soft glow of the lantern sitting on my desk. The windows were frosted over, keeping out the brightness of the full moon.

      The two-story house was too big for one person, even one person and a cat.

      But it hadn’t always been this way.

      Before the war, the house had been full of life. My parents and two sisters and one brother.

      I was the youngest.

      The younger of those two sisters had left home first, marrying a fellow from Vicksburg. That fellow took her away and I hadn’t heard from her since. She’d never been much of a writer, so it wasn’t really unexpected.

      My oldest sister, disappointed that she was not first to wed, had married a man who had taken her away to Boston. I didn’t hear from her either.

      Shortly after my sisters left home, my brother had left for the war, eager to fight, promising to be home within days. Days had turned into weeks and weeks had turned into months. The last letter I’d gotten from him had been three months ago. I feared the worst, but I couldn’t think about it.

      Father had been next. He’d taken up his rifle, mounted his dapple gray horse and left me here with my mother.

      After we’d gotten notice that Father was missing in action, Mamma had left, too. She’d gone home to Atlanta to be with her sister.

      She thought I would go with her and maybe I should have, but this was my home and I wasn’t leaving it. She normally wouldn’t have given me a choice, but losing Father seemed to have broken her spirit, leaving her little more than a hollow shell of the woman she’d been.

      With both my father and my brother out there giving their lives to defend our home, I refused to not be here when they returned. And they would return. I was certain of it.

      I sat in the parlor at Father’s desk, the desk I had pushed in here myself, and penned a letter to my brother. I wrote both him and my father every Sunday to have them ready to take into town next week.

      Sometimes I went into town myself. Sometimes the nearest neighbor would take them for me.

      My cat, Muffin was curled up on the corner of the desk nearest the fireplace. I had closed off most of the house, leaving only this room, the kitchen, and my father’s study that I had turned into a bedroom.

      There hadn’t seemed like much point in trying to keep the rest of the house, including the second floor warm for just one person. And a cat.

      Mr. Withers, the neighbor had helped me bring the mattress and bedroom furniture downstairs.

      Finished with my letter, I sat back and read it out loud.

      “Dear Albert. We are down to four chickens now as a wild animal, probably a fox, took off with one of them. I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking I should eat them myself.

      “I just can’t bring myself to do it. I’ve named all of them and they feel like part of the family, what there is left of it. Besides. They give me eggs.

      “I’m still finding sweet potatoes in the garden out back. It isn’t much, but it’s enough. Mr. Withers brings me bread at least once a week that his wife makes. It’s a good trade. Eggs for bread.”

      Muffin opened one golden eye and looked at me.

      She looked slightly annoyed that I was reading out loud, disturbing her nap.

      “Tomorrow if it isn’t too cold, I think I will go down to the pond and see if I can catch some fish.”

      Muffin stood up and stretched her back.

      “Fishing?” she asked, walking over to step on my paper.

      I pulled it away just in time to keep her from smearing the ink.

      “The ink isn’t dry,” I told her.

      “Can I go?”

      Muffin didn’t like to go outside, but she did like to go fishing. Fish was her favorite food.

      “I don’t see why not,” I said. “I have to take the cart anyway.”

      The cart, a little wooden wagon that I pulled by hand, was Muffin’s mode of transportation outside.

      She didn’t like to get her feet dirty, so anytime she traveled outside with me, she rode in the wagon.

      Setting my paper aside out of Muffin’s reach, I put a cap on the little bottle of ink.

      Muffin sat down and stared at me with her big golden eyes.

      “What? Are you hungry?”

      “That depends. Do we have anything other than stale biscuits to eat?”

      “I think we have some string beans left over from lunch.”

      “Let’s go,” she said, jumping off the desk and heading toward the kitchen, her tail held high.

      “Good idea,” I said, putting on my shawl and picking up the lantern before going into the cold kitchen.

      As I followed Muffin through the foyer, she stopped and looked up the stairs. Her fur bristled.

      “Come on,” I said. “There’s nothing up there.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I just know.”

      “Well. I’m not so sure.”

      I took two plates from the cupboard and cut up little pieces of string beans, putting them on one for Muffin. I put beans and one of those stale biscuits on mine.

      Muffin jumped up on the counter and started eating from her plate.

      Something hit the floor upstairs.

      Startled, I jumped and sat very still. Muffin lowered herself against the counter and put her ears back.

      “I told you there was something up there,” she said.

      “It was probably just the wind,” I said.

      “Think that if you want to,” Muffin said, her ears still back.

      I took a bite of my stale biscuit.

      “How can you eat?” she asked.

      “I’ll go see what fell,” I said.

      Muffin twitched her ears. “I’m not going.”

      “It’s okay. You don’t have to go.”

      I picked up the lantern and walked out of the kitchen into the foyer.

      Muffin jumped off the counter and followed at my heels.

      “I thought you weren’t coming.”

      “I’m not staying down here in the dark by myself.”

      Smiling to myself, I walked slowly up the stairs.

      I held the lantern high, my hand trembling a little. I swallowed and kept going.

      “Wait,” Muffin said, sitting on the step
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