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            One Night at Christmas

          

        

      

    

    
      Melody Johnson missed the happy sounds of her husband’s fiddle in the evenings. Newly widowed, she refused to leave the house they built together.

      

      A young widow, she found herself looking toward the past more than the future.

      

      But the magic of this Christmas Eve brings a gift to her doorstep. A gift that breathes life back into her soul.

      

      A heartwarming holiday short story in the Civil War Southern Belle historical romance series.
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        December 1862

      

      

      Melody Johnson rocked in her wooden rocking chair and stared into the flames of her stone fireplace. A half-eaten slice of bread lay forgotten in a plate on the small table next to her chair.

      Other than the wood crackling and the hound dog, Tuscaloosa – named after her hometown, snoring at her feet, it was quiet.

      Too quiet.

      She missed the happy sounds of her husband’s fiddle in the evenings.

      But he wasn’t coming back. The deadly battle of Antietam had stolen that from them.

      Some widows would have packed up and moved to town. In fact the preacher had assumed she would do just that. More than once he’d offered to round up some people to help her.

      But Melody loved the little log cabin she and her husband had built together. It had taken them a year of hard back-breaking work, but they’d been young. Their whole lives had been ahead of them. Now at just twenty-two years old, she found herself looking back more than forward.

      The heat created a little bubble of warmth near the hearth, but she shrugged deeper into her shawl.

      Outside, the snow fell like a steady rain. Already, it was banked a couple of inches on the window sill.

      Her hands lay idle in her lap, yarn twined loosely around her fingers. She’d started knitting this scarf months ago. The yarn was a beautiful silky gray that would have matched her husband’s uniform perfectly.

      She didn’t know why she didn’t just put it away. Maybe it was her way of keeping him close.

      The only family she had was in Alabama. She’d left her parents and three siblings and moved to the wilds of northern Arkansas. For three years, until the war came, life had been everything she’d hoped for.

      Tuscaloosa’s ears twitched and he lifted his head.

      Melody looked toward the door. The latch was securely bolted. She’d never been afraid out here. Certainly not with her husband, but not even since he’d left for the war.

      She liked the solitude for the most part. Besides, there was so much to do, it was only in the evenings that she had the luxury of feeling lonely.

      Tuscaloosa growled deep in his throat, but didn’t move.

      “What’s wrong, boy?” Her voice sounded strange to her own ears. Sometimes she went days without a word.

      Then someone would show up at her door. Her elderly neighbor, Barbara, or the preacher.

      But this was the week before Christmas. Barbara would be with her husband. The preacher would be preparing for next week’s church activities. Not out checking on a lonely widow. Besides, no one in their right mind would be out in this snow storm.

      It was her first Christmas as a widow. Not her first alone though. Last Christmas, her husband had been at war and she hadn’t seen him since the day he rode off. That was March 25, 1861. She’d been proud of him and devastated at the same time.

      He’d promised it would take no time at all to whup them Yankees.

      She could go outside and cut down a small tree. She even had a little box of decorations she’d collected over the years that she could put on it.

      But if she didn’t think too much about it, the Christmas season would just slide past unnoticed and she’d do what she needed to do to survive until Spring.

      She gasped when someone rapped three times on the door.

      Sitting frozen, her mind raced. That was definitely a person. Not a bear or a raccoon or any other wild animal. Animals didn’t knock three times.

      She and Tuscaloosa stood up at the same time. Her shawl dropped to the chair.

      Another knock.

      “Who’s there?” she asked.

      The only answer was scuffling on the front porch.

      Tuscaloosa barked once.

      Melody headed toward the bedroom where she kept her pistol. But a voice stopped her.

      “Help me.”

      A man’s voice. Weak. She barely heard it.

      Her husband’s face flashed through her mind. If he was injured and hurt on someone’s porch, she’d pray that the person inside would help him.

      She tiptoed to the door, and stopped, keeping one hand on Tuscaloosa’s neck. With her other hand, she reached out and touched the thick wooden door.

      And for the first time since she’d moved here to the wilds of Arkansas, she felt a streak of fear shoot up her spine.

      “Hello?” She called, her voice breathy to her own ears. She cleared her throat. And waited.

      “Please,” the man pleaded from the other side of the door.

      She went to the front window and looked outside. All she could see was snow.

      She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t leave a man outside to freeze in the snow, especially not a man who may be injured.

      She reached for the door latch, then stopped. She needed to be smart about this. Both Barbara and the preacher had warned her too many times about the dangers of a woman living alone in the woods.

      She dropped her hand from the door, dashed to her bedroom, and came back with her gun tucked inside her skirt pocket.

      Taking a deep breath, she put her hand on the door latch and flipped it open.
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      Major Christopher White woke in an unfamiliar bed. He immediately knew that he wasn’t lying on the ground and he was covered with heavy blankets up to his chin.

      He shifted to turn on his side, but a stab of pain shot through him, sending him back flat on his back.

      “You probably shouldn’t move.” It was the voice of an angel.

      He turned his eyes and looked at that angel standing over him. The lamplight behind her gave her an ethereal appearance.

      Long silky hair framed her face and she wore a white nightgown.

      Perhaps he’d died and gone to Heaven.

      No, he corrected himself, with the pain he was feeling in his side, it was definitely Hell.

      “How do you feel?” she asked, sitting down in a chair next to the bed. She squeezed water out of a cloth and placed it on his forehead.

      “I’ve felt better.” He relaxed a bit with the coolness of the cloth on his skin.

      Her lips curved into a soft smile. Now that she was closer, he saw that she was beautiful.

      He contemplated for a moment how an angel had ended up in Hell, then gave up and closed his eyes.

      Maybe it was all a dream.

      The last thing he remembered, he was riding his horse down a gentle slope somewhere in Arkansas. Having sent his men to camp before dark, he’d been alone, heading back to camp alone after a meeting with General James Blunt.

      At first he’d enjoyed the snow. It wasn’t every day a boy from Mississippi got to ride his horse in a snow storm. He was imagining the stories he would have to tell his mother and sisters when he got home.

      Then things had gotten a bit slippery on the trail. He’d been concentrating on guiding his horse safely when a single shot had slammed into his saddle, knocking the horse off balance. The next shot had been for him.

      The last thing he remembered was being impressed, not the first time, at the skill of southern riflemen.

      He’d obviously been left for dead. When he woke covered in snow who knew how much later, probably hours, he could barely see in the dark, blinding snow.

      All he knew was that he needed to get to a safe place.

      He shrugged under the blankets and took a quick glance around the room. The two walls he could see each had a little square window with light cotton curtains. The walls of what looked like the log cabin were unadorned.

      He turned his eyes back toward the girl, but she wasn’t there.

      Perhaps she had been a dream, then. An apparition.

      He felt himself fading, but he didn’t have the energy to fight it.
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