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        New Orleans River Road

        1861

      

      

      Samantha Beauchamp lifted her full hoop skirts just enough that she didn’t trip as she made her way down the wide staircase. Her other hand on the mahogany banister for balance. The same banister that her brother slid down as a kid.

      He’d gotten himself a broken arm, too. Should have listened to her. As a big sister, she’d always had more sense than him anyway.

      Her little sister was playing the piano downstairs.

      Their parents had a few people over tonight.

      The ladies gossiped in the parlor while the men smoked cigars and gossiped in the study. Though to a man, they would deny that they ever gossiped.

      The scent of their cigar smoke overpowered the fresh spring flowers on the table in the foyer.

      Just a little dinner party.

      There was air of excitement in the air like nothing she’d ever experienced before.

      It was all everyone talked about.

      The war.

      Samantha’s beau, Brantley, was leaving for the war tomorrow.

      But they had tonight.

      And he’d be back in no time. He said a week. But she was thinking it would take maybe two weeks for the northerners to realize they’d made a mistake in declaring war on the south.

      Then everything could go back to normal.

      There was a spring bar-be-que in three weeks.

      She was counting on Brantley being home by then.

      The grandfather clock chimed seven times as she made her way down the stairs.

      Samantha was late coming downstairs. She’d spent too much time on deciding what to wear.

      She’d started with a dark green dress, then changed into a red one. This was a festive time and the red one seemed more fitting to the occasion.

      The dress belled into a wide skirt that swayed with her hoops when she walked and the bodice revealed just the tops of her shoulders, dipping ever so sweetly at the décolletage.

      The coquettishly sweet dress was her first really grown up dress and she wore it with any excuse.

      Mama had made her wait until she was fourteen to start wearing it. It had taken her three months to design it and have it made just in time for her birthday. She’d had it for six months now.

      Just as her slippers touched the floor at the bottom of the stairs, someone grabbed her hands, and twirled her around.

      “Don’t you look lovely, Miss Samantha Beauchamp,” Brantley said, deftly waltzing her out the front door onto the veranda.

      The balmy southern evening air brushed over her skin as he led her to the swing and held it while she sat.

      “My,” Samantha said. “You’re the one who looks dashing.”

      Brantley straightened in his butternut gray uniform with its double row of gold buttons.

      “Fresh from the tailor,” he said, straightening his vest. “What do you think? Sure to frighten the hair off any Yankee?”

      “Guaranteed,” she said with a sweet smile. “You’ll be back in no time.”

      He bowed low and kissed the back of her hand. Then sat down next to her.

      “I have something to give you,” she said, handing him a tintype from her pocket.

      She’d had it taken on her fourteenth birthday and she was wearing the same red dress she was wearing right now. Of course, the picture was black and white, so no one could probably tell.

      “You’re beautiful,” he said. “I’ll cherish it.”

      He locked his deep blue eyes onto hers and smiled that devilish grin of his.

      “It’s to help you remember me,” she whispered.

      “How could I forget the girl I’m going to marry?”

      “Now you’re teasing me.”

      “I’d never tease you about that,” he said. “Will you wait for me?”

      She smiled. “I’ll wait forever,” she said.

      “Promise?”

      “I promise.”

      “It won’t be long. I’m still thinking a week.” He put a finger beneath her chin and lowered his lips toward hers.

      “Or two,” she said, her eyes fluttering closed.

      Then he pressed his lips softly against hers.

      It was going to be a long two weeks.
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      Lieutenant General Brantley Jackson, cavalry officer of the Confederate army, guided his black stallion, aptly named Midnight, along the Wilderness trail in the Virginia woods.

      His men, more familiar with dense southern terrain than the Federals, had the advantage. Not only did many of them know the area, but they were accustomed to fighting under such less than ideal conditions.

      Their orders were to hold the Union army back in an effort to protect the capital of the Confederacy.

      The trees were thick with undergrowth making any orderly movement difficult.

      It was a definite advantage for the Confederacy.

      Yesterday’s fighting had been intense, ending only when darkness prevented further combat.

      Brantley had lost one man — a good man, as they all were — but all in all his men had held their own.

      Brantley was currently on Confederate General Robert E. Lee’s right wing, defending an attack by the Federals.

      Today’s first attack had come early. Around five a.m.

      The Union started with the advantage of surprise. Brantley’s men were driven back nearly a mile before reinforcements came to their aid.

      General Longstreet.

      Brantley took a bandana from his pocket and tied it around his mouth and nose.

      Smoke from the brush fires had kept the early morning mist from lifting. It felt like the thick air was pressing down on them from above, making the air feel almost palpable.

      It was nearing noon and the air was stifling, making it hard to see, much less breathe.

      The bandana didn’t help. His eyes still burned from the smoke and it was getting to the point where he could barely see his own hands in front of him.

      He pulled on the reins and sat still.

      The sound of gunfire surrounded him from all directions.

      Gunfire and men screaming.

      He’d never heard such a melee of destruction as he was hearing right now.

      A soldier on foot approached him from the front. He not only saw movement, but he heard the man’s labored movements.

      Brantley strained to see, his eyes stinging from the effort.

      He caught a glimpse of dark blue. The man’s cap.

      It wasn’t much, but it was enough.

      He lifted his rifle and slammed its stock into the soldier’s head.

      The man cried out and fell.

      Brantley wasn’t positive, but he was fairly sure that Midnight stomped all over the soldier.

      He heard the sound of flesh and bone tearing and breaking.

      All he could think was that they needed to retreat.

      But Brock Road was supposed to be just ahead. If they could reach the road and get out of the woods, surely some of the smoke and fog would lift. They could regroup and assess their status.

      Then he heard the shouts. Too far off to understand at first.

      Then the words reached him.

      “Longstreet’s been shot.”

      Brantley’s first instinct was to get to his fellow general. Take charge and calm his men.

      He guided Midnight to the right, but only succeeded in tangling his horse in a cluster of briars.

      Midnight shook his head and whinnied.

      Brantley backed him up, thinking to turn around and go another way, but his men were coming up right behind him.

      If he turned around and traveled toward his men, they’d kill him for sure.

      Just like Stonewall Jackson.

      The same way he’d killed the soldier trampled beneath him, without getting a good look.

      He’d say he hoped it was a Union soldier, but Brantley regretted any man who died at his hand, no matter Northerner or Southerner.

      They were still men.

      Someone’s husband. Brother. Father. Son.

      He had no choice but to keep going forward.

      Into the fray.

      They may go down, but they’d go down fighting.

      Brantley lifted his head and let out a blood-curdling rebel yell.

      His men near him picked it up and soon all the soldiers stretching a mile wide were screaming like rabid rabbits.

      If nothing else, they would strike fear in the hearts of Northern soldiers.

      Perhaps a fear that would save their lives.
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        1864

      

      

      Samantha sat in the swing on the veranda at her family’s home.

      She sat sideways, her feet tucked under her full blue skirts.

      The spring air was light and fresh.

      Two hummingbirds fluttered past, one after the other, hovering a moment, then swooping toward the fragrant miniature yellow roses that had come up wild in front of the house.

      She dropped the letter in her lap and stared at the Mississippi River in the distance, not far from the house. Watched as a steamboat floated in her direction.

      Steamboats that, before the war, carried travelers — ladies in brightly colored dresses with dashing men at their sides, were now used as Union transport vehicles. The steamboat clipped by now, nothing to see.

      So much had changed in the last three years that she barely recognized the world she’d grown up in.

      New Orleans had surrendered peacefully, thankfully, and the Beauchamps had been left alone.

      But it didn’t help their shortages.

      They’d gotten a few things through the blockades, like two bolts of lovely silk material for a new gown. One was a light silver gray and the other was dark gray.

      She had several patterns to choose from. But she was in no hurry. She had no place to wear a new dress right now anyway.

      They were pretty much on lockdown. Papa wouldn’t let her or her siblings venture far from the house.

      Samantha didn’t mind so much. She kept herself busy.

      During the day when she wasn’t doing chores, she read a few pages of a book written in French. She played the piano a few minutes at least once a day.

      And every now and then she pulled out her colored charcoal pencils and made some sketches.

      What sounded like a life of leisure really wasn’t. Most of her time was spent helping her mother and sister cook for the family, cleaning, laundry, and various other things that needed to be done like making candles.

      Taking advantage of this moment of quiet solitude, she picked up the letter from her lap. She savored it. Absorbing everything about it.

      The letter was from Brantley.

      It was dated a year and a half ago.

      But it only arrived this morning.

      He’d been promoted to Lieutenant General.

      She could tell that he was pleased.

      She’d write him back tonight. Have it ready for the post when someone made a run.

      It might or might not reach him.

      Being in the cavalry, he moved around a lot.

      But she would try. The soldiers needed to know that they were supported by those on the home front.

      That they weren’t out there alone.

      She wondered where Brantley was now.

      The letter, dated over a year ago, left her with even more questions than she’d had to begin with.

      She still pictured him in his new butternut gray uniform, standing in front of her.

      She hoped and prayed that he was well.

      And she hoped that he remembered she was waiting for him.
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      The sunset might have been vivid and pretty, except for the remaining haze from the brush fires and cannons.

      The men were exhausted and quiet. The only sounds were the occasional click of a rifle or clink of a fork against a tin plate.

      Brantley poured out what was left of his cold coffee and leaned back against a fallen pine tree, closing his eyes.

      He and most of his men had survived to fight another day.

      General Lee had ordered Brantley’s cavalry unit to head south.

      Though he was happy to get them out of the dense wilderness, it felt like they were retreating.

      He pulled a little tintype out of his coat pocket.

      He’d memorized every line of Samantha’s face. Every lock of hair.

      She was so beautiful. So young.

      Though he knew she was no longer fourteen, but would now be a young lady of seventeen, he remembered her as she was.

      So young and innocent.

      They were in love.

      She’d said she wanted him to remember her.

      If she only knew. She was all he could think about.

      They’d both thought he’d be home within weeks. But here it was three years later.

      Brantley had moved up quickly through the ranks. Being quickly promoted to Lieutenant General.

      At first he’d been pleased. He’d written her, to tell her, but he doubted she got his letters.

      He hadn’t received a reply.

      It wasn’t surprising as much as Brantley moved around.

      He longed for the day this interminable war ended and he could return to her.

      But already he knew that things would be different.

      There would be no more carefree barbeques. Lavish balls would be few and far between.

      Most Southerners struggled just to put food on their table from one day to the next.

      As the last light faded, he took one more look at the picture before tucking it back in his pocket, next to his heart.

      Tomorrow he’d pen another letter to her.

      They were heading south in the morning and he had two weeks furlough coming up.

      It was time he went home.

      Time to pay a visit to Samantha.

      And make good on his promise.

      They could be married at long last.
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        October 1864

      

      

      Although it was already late October, it was a beautiful fall day. One of the first they’d had. The summer had been hot. And long.

      The temperatures had finally cooled enough that it was pleasant to be outside.

      But today was more than just an ordinary beautiful day.

      Today was Samantha’s wedding day.

      She’d received a letter just last week from Brantley. It was dated one week before that. The first of his letters she’d gotten in a timely manner.

      He would be home for three days and wanted to be married today so they could spend the rest of his leave time together.

      They’d ride to New Orleans and be married secretly. By a Judge. There was no time for an actual wedding.

      Then Samantha and Brantley would spend the next three days at his family’s town home. His family wouldn’t have moved to town yet, so it would be vacant.

      It was best he could offer for a honeymoon right now.

      And it was more than Samantha had hoped for.

      She’d expected to have to wait until the war was over.

      Whenever that was.

      Surely it couldn’t last much longer.

      The southern troops were devastated.

      They were a hungry, ragtag lot from what the papers said.

      But today she wouldn’t worry about that.

      Today she wore her new silk dress in shimmering shades of gray.

      It had a full skirt over wide hoops that swayed as she walked. A wide sash circled her waist and tied into a bow at the back, leaving the ends of the sash flowing down the back.

      The outside layer of the skirt was in a dark gray color. She’d even wore a bonnet using the two colors. She’d actually made it herself, painstakingly sewing every stitch.

      No one could every accuse her of not being patriotic.

      The dress was even prettier than her red one, but it was in a similar style. The skirts were fuller and it made a lovely wedding dress.

      Dressed, her hair swept and pinned to the top of her head, she went downstairs to wait for Brantley.

      She passed Papa’s study where he worked on his books. The familiar scent of his tobacco smoke spilled out of the room. He would be furious at her for not getting his approval first.

      But these were desperate times and desperate times called for desperate measures.

      But Samantha slipped past them unnoticed and waited alone in the parlor.

      Brantley would be there any minute now.

      She clutched the navy velvet curtains and watched the empty dirt road leading to their house.

      He would come to the gate, hopefully with a buggy if he could get one, and wait for her to come out. She’d packed a valise and left it, hidden, tucked behind the stone pillar at the entrance to their driveway.

      Leaning her cheek against the cool glass, she tried to steady her racing heart.

      Though she’d dreamed of this day for years — maybe because of it — she was nervous.

      She hadn’t seen Brantley since that day so long ago when they’d sat on the veranda and after asking her to wait for him, he’d kissed her for the first time.

      She’d imagined that kiss over and over a hundred thousand times.

      Today she would be his wife.

      And there would be an endless number of kisses.

      The grandfather clock in the foyer chimed three times.

      Brantley had said he’d be here no later than noon.

      He was late.

      And she knew in her heart.

      She knew he wasn’t coming.
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      Brantley was focused on getting to the Beauchamp plantation.

      He was so focused that he barely paid attention to his surroundings.

      It was a beautiful fall October day.

      Midnight carried him at a steady trot down the river road. He’d be there within the hour. He was a little late, but not much.

      He’d underestimated the distance a bit.

      Further north, it was already snowing in places and they were calling it winter.

      But not here in the balmy New Orleans area.

      Here it was pleasantly cool.

      A much needed change from what he knew had been a long hot summer.

      All the summers were long and hot down here.

      He’d grown fond of the colder climate.

      But this was home.

      Perhaps he could convince Samantha to move a bit north.

      He wouldn’t ask her to leave the south, but just north enough that they could experience the four seasons.

      It would be nice to sit together in front of a fireplace and watch the snow falling outside their window.

      But the next three days, they’d spend ensconced in his garçonnière.

      He’d written his family, asking them to prepare the apartment, but he hadn’t received a response. He hadn’t, in fact, received anything from them.

      Not surprising.

      He was so caught up in his own inner world, that he let his guard down.

      And he didn’t see the three men who slipped silently from the trees until it was too late.

      Before he could get his bearings, he was dragged off his horse.

      And there was a knife at his throat.
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        Fall 1865

      

      

      They said the war was over.

      And as far as the north was concerned, it was.

      They hadn’t had their insides ripped out and stomped at their feet.

      The southerners were expected to just pick their guts up, tuck them inside, and keep going. Like nothing had happened.

      But life would never be the same.

      Samantha sat with her little brother and little sister in her family’s parlor.

      On the outside, the family home looked pretty much the same as it had before the war.

      Thick navy portieres covering the tall French doors. Her father’s cigar smoke drifting through the house. The taste of bitter coffee in her mug. The whistle of a steamboat on the river.

      But beneath the surface things were very different.

      The portieres hung off-kilter because no one had gotten around to climbing up and fixing where it had come loose from the rod.

      The cigars, though the best Papa could get, were far inferior to what he smoked before the war. And it left the house smelling stale.

      The coffee was even more bitter and there was no syrup to take the edge off.

      Instead of elegant southerners, the steamboat carried the carpetbaggers.

      They came into the south like so many termites. Eating the south’s spirit from the inside out.

      No one noticed them until everything caved in.

      And everything was caving in right now at the Beauchamp home.

      Samantha sat with her family — her younger sister Allyson, her younger
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