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        Annabelle Beauchamp

        Vicksburg

        October 1862

      

      

      

      Riverbend Plantation. Approximately three thousand acres of prime farm land in a prime location just around a bend along the Mississippi River just south of Vicksburg.

      The grand house sits on a bluff looking over the river. A solid white Greek revival house with tall columns along the front two-story veranda.

      I walk up the stairs, running a hand along the smooth oak banister, as the grandfather clock in the foyer below begins to chime the hour.

      The grand plantation house, big enough for a person to get lost in, echoes with emptiness.

      The emptiness is new. Only there because we’d hidden all valuables from the Yankees. The paintings came off the wall. The silver candlesticks hidden in the forest behind the house. The crystal glasses also hidden.

      Fifteen bedrooms, a parlor, a library. All stripped bare to keep the enemy from taking our things for themselves.

      The irony of it all was that it turns out the Yankees weren’t the ones we’d had to worry about.

      The main kitchen itself, where most of the activity takes place, is a separate building a few yards away from the house.

      The keeping room inside the house is where we heat water for coffee and tea on a cast iron stove.

      It had been a year, nearly a year and a half, since my older sister Charlotte had decided to stay at our home Riverbend Plantation. We’d watched our father and oldest brother put on their gray uniforms and march off to a war that made no sense to me.

      Our mother, left with six young children, had packed up and journeyed to her sister’s house in Atlanta.

      My older sister Charlotte and I were supposed to go with them and if it had been up to me, I would have gone.

      But. Charlotte had decided that she was going to stay here and protect our house.

      In order to make sense of my decision, it’s important to note that our parents, whether by accident or design no one knows, had their children in sets of three.

      There was Charlotte, the oldest currently at twenty-four, me, and Nathaniel, each one year apart. Then there was Maribelle, Henry, and Isabelle, also one year apart, but the oldest twenty now. The youngest set was Bellamy at sixteen, Susannah, and Cameron, also each one year apart.

      It made for some interesting dynamics.

      The oldest child in our family is twenty-four. The youngest sixteen.

      Sometimes I wonder if I’ll even recognize my young siblings when I see them again.

      Back to that day Charlotte had decided to stay here.

      Our mother, not having the wherewithal to fight her, had not argued.

      Charlotte, although my older sister in age, is like a younger sister to me. She doesn’t always think things through.

      With her determination and our mother’s apathy, she was allowed to stay here.

      I couldn’t in good conscience allow her to stay here by herself, not even with the good servants we have who stayed on.

      So I stayed with her.

      We’ve lived here for approximately eighteen months—just the two of us and the servants who stayed with us. Along with my brother Nathaniel’s dog, Biscuit.

      Then there were the soldiers.

      “There you are, my pet,” Tia, my lady’s maid, says when I walk into my bedroom. She’s sitting in a chair by the window to catch the afternoon light, a thimble on one thumb, a needle and thread in the other. One of my best dresses, a beautiful soft Fuchsia silk ball gown, spread over her ample lap.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m letting out the waist, just a little.”

      “That’s not something a girl wants to hear,” I say, going to my vanity and sitting on the little bench.

      “Don’t worry. It’s just an inch. Remember we had to take it up last winter before the Yankees brought us provisions.”

      “I remember.” I pick up my brush and absently run it through my long brunette hair. How I possibly forget?

      “Those were some lean times,” Tia says. “Sometimes I honestly didn’t know if we were going to make it.” Her fingers fly over the stitches.

      “You never told me that,” I say.

      “I couldn’t tell you,” Tia says. “I didn’t want you fretting. A lady should never fret.”

      “It seems like a lady should fret if there’s something to fret over. How else can she solve it?”

      Tia smiles. “You always were a practical one. I swear you’re gonna get wrinkles before your time. Now. Let’s put this dress on and make sure it fits.”

      “You know you probably wasted your time,” I say. “I might very well lose that inch again before I have the opportunity to wear this dress.”

      “I was thinking you’d wear it to dinner tonight,” Tia says.

      Although I stand up and let Tia unbutton my dress so I can try on the ball gown, my eyes narrow.

      “And why would I wear a ball gown to dinner with my sister?”

      “Now you know her beau will be there.”

      Tia was right. Charlotte’s beau, Major Jackson Patton, was never far from her. His was an interesting story.

      Major Jackson Patton had first come here last spring as a Yankee officer. He and his men had made our lives better. They’d brought chickens and roosters, and lots of provisions that could have lasted us for a year.

      He had returned a few weeks later as Major Jackson Patton of the Confederate army.

      He went from being a Yankee—our enemy, to being a Rebel—on our side.

      I’d kept my eyes on him, but so far he appeared to be on the straight and narrow.

      The story was he’d been recruited by a Confederate sympathizer with enough money and influence to turn the tides. That and Jackson was besotted with my sister. Apparently men, some men at least, had loyalties that were determined by the women they loved.

      It was hard to complain about him though considering how much better he and his men were to us. Far better than the other Confederate soldiers who were here when they arrived.

      “Still,” I say. “The dress seems far too fancy to wear to dinner even with Charlotte and Jackson.”

      I narrow my eyes as Tia slides the ball gown over my head.

      Tia always has a reason for everything she does. I’ve never known her to do anything randomly.

      “What are you not telling me?” I ask, looking at her over my shoulder as the hundreds of yards of silk settles around me.

      Tia gives me a smug smile. I’ve known Tia since I was a baby. She knows me like a book and I know when she’s not telling me something.

      “It’s a surprise,” she says, straightening the gown over my waist. “It’s a perfect fit.”

      “I should wear a corset,” I say.

      “And what would have been the point of letting out the waist if you were just going to pull yourself back in,” Tia says, starting on the buttons. “Besides, you know your mother doesn’t allow those things in the house.”

      “But she’s not here, is she?” I ask just to be purposely difficult. I don’t care anything about corsets. I like fashion as well as the next girl, but not letting us wear corsets was probably the best thing our mother ever did for us girls.

      “All the more reason for you to keep your head about you,” Tia says.

      “Don’t I always,” I say, biting back a sigh.

      “Yes,” Tia says. “You always do. You’re a good girl.”

      “You’re not going to tell me what the surprise is, are you?” I ask.

      “I promised not to breathe a word.”

      I don’t like surprises, but Tia is indeed a woman of her word.

      And truth be known, I wouldn’t have it any other way.
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      Annabelle

      

      No one can ever say I’m not a good sport.

      That evening, after enduring an hour of sitting on my vanity stool in front of the fireplace while Tia painstakingly transformed my hair into ringlets, I walk downstairs wearing my ballgown.

      I feel a bit silly. Exceptionally overdressed. Charlotte is going to want to know what’s come over me, wearing a ballgown to dinner on a random Tuesday night.

      But halfway down the stairs I hear someone start playing the piano in the parlor.

      I immediately recognize the song. It’s Charlotte’s favorite.

      Whatever had enticed her to play? Although she’s quite good, she doesn’t like to play and I had been worried that she would get out of practice. But instead, she’s playing as smoothly as ever.

      Is this the special occasion then? Charlotte playing the piano.

      Mother always told us that things are no more, no less, than we make of them.

      If you don’t want to go through life feeling mundane, then you must change the way you look at what you’re doing.

      One of the wisest things I’d ever heard her say.

      If my sister wanted to make a special evening out of a mundane Tuesday, then who was I to be a naysayer?

      The music soothes my soul, if nothing else.

      The clock begins to chime the hour as I reach the first floor and start toward the parlor.

      My breath hitches as I reach the door and my feet freeze to the floor.

      Captain Bradley Graystone stands in front of the fireplace. Although I can only see his profile, I recognize him immediately.

      Tall and lean, freshly shaven, he’s wearing his gray uniform.

      Like Major Jackson Patton, most commonly known around here as Charlotte’s Beau, Bradley had been a Union soldier once upon a time. In fact, from what I gather, he was instrumental in recruiting Jackson to the southern side.

      That’s all I know. No one had told me the details.

      I’ve barely spoken to Bradley since their return last summer. Jackson and a few of his men stayed here, but Bradley and the rest of the regiment had immediately been sent to Vicksburg.

      But apparently he is back, looking even more handsome than before. Apparently a summer spent in Vicksburg, obviously much of that time in the sun, had been good for him.

      Sensing me standing here, he turns and looks at me with that smile that would charm any girl and I’m certain he uses his charm often.

      “Annabelle,” he says, striding toward me. “You look lovely.”

      I don’t return his smile, but I do make the mistake of looking briefly into his eyes.Sparkling blue eyes that rival the color of the sky on a clear summer day—from a distance. Up close, icy blue eyes with little shards of green that I have to be this close to see.

      A mistake that sends my blood racing through my veins.

      Immediately pulling my gaze from his I glance around the room to see exactly what I expected to see.

      My sister at the piano. Jackson standing in front of her, watching her as her fingers glide effortlessly over the keys. She, too, is wearing a ballgown. Hers is a festive burgundy silk gown.

      “What’s the occasion?” I ask, not daring to look back at Jackson.

      “We just heard that General Stonewall Jackson captured the Union garrison at Harper's Ferry, West Virginia.”

      “I see.” Any Confederate victory is reason to celebrate. “That’s what we’re celebrating?” I sweep a hand over my ballgown.

      “That and we’re celebrating an evening spent with two beautiful sisters.”

      I shake my head and walk past him.

      “Your smooth tongue won’t work on me,” I say.

      “It worked once,” he says, looking rather impish.

      “Just because I played the piano for you does not mean that you managed to charm me.”

      I sit on the sofa and arrange my skirts around me, leaving him no place to sit next to me.

      Tia had been the one who insisted I wear this dress. So I might as well use it to my advantage.

      “Will you play for me again tonight?” he asks.

      “I think you have ample entertainment with Charlotte playing quite nicely.” I watch him beneath my lashes, not directly meeting his gaze.

      “But Charlotte isn’t you,” he says in a low voice for my ears only after sitting in the armchair nearest me.

      “What brings you back here from Vicksburg?” I ask to change the subject, but instead a seriousness crosses his features making me immediately sorry I had asked.

      Whatever it was, he did not want to talk about it.

      “I came to see you,” he says.

      I roll my eyes. “Don’t toy with me, Captain,” I say.

      “Never.”

      “Oh? Then perhaps you’ll bring me a lemonade.”

      “Your wish is my command,” he says with a little nod, then gets up to go in search of a lemonade.

      I don’t even know if we have any lemons to make lemonade with.

      As Yankee soldiers, they’d had access to an abundance of provisions. As Confederate soldiers, they struggled, as we did, to get provisions.

      I find it a shame that Bradley’s charm is wasted. He’s a rake and I know it.

      Every girl is attracted to a rake at some point, and although I’m no exception, I refuse to be charmed by him.

      I have no proof of course, but any man that proficient in being suave and debonair has had a lot of practice.

      With him off searching for lemonade, I have time to settle myself and catch my breath.

      It’s ironic, really, that when Bradley was a Yankee, I’d allowed myself to be charmed by him. And now, now that he’s a southerner and is no longer forbidden to me, I refuse to fall for his charms.

      But that was months ago when I’d allowed myself to flirt with him and I consider myself wiser now.

      Cornelius, our butler comes to the door.

      “Dinner is served,” Cornelius says. I’ve never once seen Cornelius smile. He’s a tall lean black man who is as much a part of this house as any family member. His hair is getting a little gray around the edges, but other than that he looks exactly as he did when I was a child.

      Charlotte finishes up her song and the last strains linger in the air as Jackson takes a hand and helps her stand.

      Charlotte is wearing a pretty emerald green ball gown. It’s good to know that I’m not the only one who dressed up tonight.

      Charlotte smiles. She’s always smiling when Jackson is around. When he’s not around, she mopes, even though she wouldn’t admit it to anyone.

      I prefer to not have to worry about a man one way or the other.

      “Annabelle,” Charlotte says. “I’m glad you decided to join us.”

      “Yes, well. Tia insisted on taking time with my hair.”

      “And it looks lovely,” she says. “Bradley is here. Did you see him?”

      “Yes,” I say, crossly. “I saw him.”

      Why does she think I care that Bradley is here?

      “Where is he anyway?” Jackson asks, glancing around.

      I just shrug.
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      Annabelle

      

      When it’s just the three of us, we typically have our meals at the table in the keeping room, but having Bradley here apparently calls for having dinner in the big formal dining room. The dining room table is big enough to easily seat twelve people.

      It’s a little awkward trying to seat four people at the big table.

      Charlotte and Jackson sit side by side on one long side of the table and I sit across from my sister.

      That leaves nine chairs for Bradley to choose from when he comes back from what I’m beginning to feel a bit guilty about. A fool’s errand. That’s what I’d sent him on.

      I knew good and well we didn’t have any lemonade. Lemonade was for the hot summer days when lemons grew on the trees in the orchard along with other fruit.

      Cornelius opens a bottle of wine and hands it to Jackson to pour into glasses.

      We drank from regular everyday glasses. We’d hidden our crystal glasses months ago along with our silverware and pewter candlesticks. We’d thought that the Yankees would be the ones to raid our home and take our expensive things, but turns out we were wrong.

      If anyone tried to take anything from us, it had been the Confederate soldiers.

      “There you are,” Bradley says coming into the dining room. “I brought enough for everyone.”

      He sets a large glass pitcher on the table along with one glass. Not sure where he got the glass pitcher.

      “I only brought one glass though.”

      I look at him as though he’s somehow lost all his sense as he fills the glass with lemonade and sets it on the table in front of me.

      “Where did you find lemonade?” I ask.

      “I made it myself,” he says with obvious pride.

      “Seriously?” I ask, eyeing the lemonade.

      “Cook helped me,” he says. “Try it.”

      Flicking a quick glance at him, I taste the lemonade.

      “It’s quite good,” I say, pleasantly surprised.

      Jackson brings three more glasses from the china cabinet for Bradley to fill.

      Charlotte, though, is looking at me with narrowed eyes.

      “What made you go looking for lemonade?” she asks Bradley as she takes a glass for herself.

      “Annabelle asked me to,” he says, taking the seat immediately to my right.

      “An interesting request,” Charlotte says.

      I hide behind my glass. Between Charlotte’s knowing gaze and Bradley sitting close to me, I’m finding it difficult to think.

      “I’m rather impressed,” Jackson says. “I didn’t know you could make lemonade.”

      “I couldn’t,” Bradley admitted. “But thanks to Cook, now I can.”

      Cornelius comes in bearing a large tray with food.

      Normally, before the war, we had servants to bring trays of food from the kitchen outside to the dining room. But now, it seemed, every day we had fewer and fewer servants.

      They were taking it upon themselves to leave here looking for a better life. No one tried to stop them. Those, like Cornelius and Cook and our lady’s maids who stayed behind, took up the slack and we in turn took good care of them.

      Tonight we have baked catfish and roasted potatoes. One of my favorite meals.

      “Who went fishing?” I ask, picking up a fork.

      “We did,” Charlotte says giving Jackson a smile.

      Charlotte doesn’t mind being outside. She always wears a hat, of course to keep her skin from tanning.

      I, on the other hand, have a definite preference for staying inside the house.

      I can always find something to do. Embroidery. Knitting. Playing the piano.

      Of course, now with the war, I mostly knit. Scarves and socks for the soldiers. Winter is coming and they’re going to be cold.

      I’m not the only one who knits for the soldiers. Our neighbors knit, too, and our nearest neighbor stops by once a week to pick up anything I might have finished and he drops off last week’s newspaper for us to read. It’s a good trade.

      We all read the newspapers. Me. Charlotte. And now Jackson.

      It’s the only contact we have with the outside world and the only way we have of keeping up with the war, even if it is somewhat outdated information.

      “If you’d like to go fishing,” Bradley volunteers. “I can take you.”

      “When would you do that?” I ask.

      “Tomorrow,” he says. “If it’s like today, it’ll be a perfect day to be outside. Not too hot and not yet cold.”

      “Don’t you have to return to Vicksburg?” I ask.

      Bradley and Jackson exchange a look that both Charlotte and I notice.

      With a raised eyebrow, I look at Charlotte to see if she knows how to interpret that look. She shakes her head.

      If Charlotte doesn’t know, then there’s no way I would have of finding out.

      “I have a few days, I think,” Bradley says.

      “Thank you for the offer,” I say. “But I don’t fish.”

      “Never?” Bradley asks, setting his fork down.

      “I think maybe I went fishing one time,” I say, keeping my eyes on my plate.

      “Annabelle doesn’t go outside much,” Charlotte says.

      “Really Charlotte?” I say. She isn’t lying about me not going outside, but she doesn’t have to tell everything she knows.

      I might not want Bradley to know that I don’t go outside.

      Because maybe, just maybe, I might like to go outside and do something with Bradley.

      The thought catches me off guard and I quickly drink some more lemonade.

      “It’s true,” Charlotte says.

      “The weather was nice today,” I say, meeting Bradley’s gaze and holding it for the first time tonight.

      His eyes shimmer like the sky on a bright summer day.

      Our gazes hold for several seconds and he gives me a slow smile. Instead of looking away, I hold his gaze until he blinks and looks away.

      When he looks back, I have my attention back on my plate.

      I smile to myself as I sense his confusion.

      Sometimes it’s nice to confuse the one who is no doubt used to having women throwing themselves at him.
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      Bradley Graystone

      
      Annabelle Beauchamp has intrigued me since the first moment I laid eyes on her last spring.

      At the time, I had been with the Union army, wearing the uniform of Annabelle’s enemy.

      Nonetheless, Annabelle and her sister, mostly her sister, had welcomed us into their home. In exchange, we had given them provisions including about a hundred or so chickens.

      Only about half the chickens are left after they’d been raided by a regiment of Confederate soldiers.

      At any rate, I’d been taken with Annabelle immediately. Unfortunately, Jackson, my commanding officer, had threatened any of us Union soldiers who dallied with the southern ladies. If he suspected us of laying a hand on one of them, we would be banned back to the ship we came in on for the duration. I never understood what he meant by duration, but I assumed it meant as long as we were docked here.

      So even though I’d had one evening that involved some innocent flirting with Annabelle, I had not pursued her after that. It wasn’t that I hadn’t wanted to. I hadn’t exactly had the opportunity until now.

      Annabelle was a true southern lady, but she had a fire about her that her sister didn’t.

      Annabelle had not welcomed us at first. It had taken some fancy footwork for me to entice that first smile from her.

      After that, the rest of the evening had gone well. She had even played the piano for me.

      Unfortunately, I’d seen the way Jackson looked at me that night, so I had resolved to keep away from Annabelle.

      I can’t say it was easy.

      In fact, it had been quite difficult, considering that I had thought her every day since.

      I liked it that she had that fire.

      It was like tonight. When she’d sent me on the errand to fetch lemonade for her, she knew there was no lemonade.

      I knew it, too, but I wasn’t coming back without some.

      I’d had to locate and pick the lemons myself from the indoor orchard, then Cook showed me how to squeeze them and add a little sugar to sweeten the juice.

      My sole intent had been to impress Annabelle.

      I didn’t know if I was successful or not.

      What I did know was that sitting this close to her was most disconcerting in a good way, especially when she looked at me with her big sparkling green eyes. Eyes that reminded me of fresh spring clover. And yet they twinkled with mischief hinting at a playfulness I’d yet to explore.

      Jackson was no longer in a position to judge if I chose to court Annabelle.

      For two reasons.

      One reason was that I now wore gray, the color of the south. My heart had always been with the south, but circumstances had prevented me from signing up with the Confederacy at least at first.

      The second reason
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