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        Let them go. They can take any thing they find, and do any thing they want, except take the chair I am sitting in.

        ~ Col. Edward Hatch, USA, refusing the pleas of Mrs. Jacob Thompson to stop his men from looting her house.        Memphis, 1864.

      

      

      
        
        New York City

        1863

      

      

      This was definitely the wrong night to be sober.

      Pierce James Duval sat on the green velvet covered settee, dressed in his customary black trousers, white shirt, and sapphire blue waistcoat under a black frock coat of fine wool. He pulled his pocket watch out of his waistcoat pocket for the fifth time in, as he snapped the lid open, the last twenty minutes. With a sigh of disgust, he closed the watch and slid it back into his pocket. He scanned the parlor, decorated with wall hangings and arranged carpets with vases filled with flowers and whatnot, and nothing changed.

      You need to live again, Pierce. Margaret would have wanted you to, not spend each eternal night with a bottle of whiskey!

      Edward Brooks meant well by his words, but Pierce sincerely doubted Margaret’s idea of living meant visiting a brothel.

      For all that was holy, what he wouldn’t give to be back on the battlefield and at least find peace in front of a barrage of gunfire…

      “Monsieur.” The slightly heavy, overly perfumed and gaudily dressed Madame Nikki appeared at his side. He hadn’t seen her sidle next to him. He nearly jumped, which only seemed to make her happier as her chubby grin widened. “Perhaps a glass of bourbon would help you relax.”

      The black boy, a young man just old enough to need introduction to a straight razor, suddenly came into view, handing him a glass filled with the amber liquor. Pierce eyed the boy, who wasn’t looking at Pierce but the wall or window behind him as he offered the glass.

      He took the drink and before he tried it, nodded to the madam. The honey-tasting alcohol slid a path down his throat, leaving a burning trail in its wake – a taste Pierce equated to bliss. At least it was a good quality stock. Inside, he shook his head. Why couldn’t Edward just leave him home, with a bottle in hand as he drank Margaret’s ghost to oblivion? Why?

      “Mr. Brooks has found his match,” Madame Nikki continued. “He told me to send in our finest for you to view.” She clapped her hands and, from out of the woodwork or so it seemed, three women walked to the center of the room before him. They were dressed in nothing other than their chemise, corset, split pantalets, stockings and heeled shoes. Their hair was mostly loose, combed but not dressed and it shouldn’t be. They were to entertain in bed after all. Two of them had heavy facial paint on with rouged lips, which they pouted as they posed for his inspection.

      The third one, the more modest of the three, still wearing a silk dressing robe that Madame pulled apart to show off her undergarments, appeared to have little to none of the face paints. If anything, her cheeks blushed red but there was a defiant gleam to her amber eyes that attracted him. Oh, the rest of her was desirable. She looked slimmer than the other two, her corset of white cotton, trimmed in matching lace, was cleaner and the swell of her breasts heaved, showing she was under duress at this whole show. He’d guess she was new and while her hands rested on her hips, her lips were pale and not pursed like the other two.

      Madame Nikki caught his attention and smiled as she waved the other two away. “Ahhh, wise choice for the evening, monsieur. Cera is our more sultry dessert, one a man like you should enjoy delving into.”

      The girl glared at him. Openly glared. Only a glimpse of a smile hinted at her lips. He was enthralled. She stood about average height, probably up to his shoulders, he guessed. Rich golden brown hair fell in waves over her shoulders and down her back. Sparkling amber eyes danced under the oiled lamps and candles that lit the room. Her skin was the prized porcelain white except she had a smattering of freckles on her nose – faint but noticeable. She was the very opposite of fiery Margaret, whose Irish upbringing had set his whole family into panic when he proposed to her. But this girl wasn’t without spunk. She hadn’t uttered a word, but her gaze let him know she was new, probably untried, scared yet bold.

      It was in that instant he recognized her. What the hell was this misplaced southern belle doing in a New York City brothel?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        New York City

        Winter 1862

      

      

      Cerisa Fontaine shoved the last stick of wood into the cast iron stove and slammed the trap door shut. She hoped and prayed to God that Abraham found more wood, but this was the poorer section of the city, where industry ruled. Most of the land was paved and bricked, factories and tenant buildings surrounding them. Hundreds lived in an area unfit for more than one hundred. She shuddered at the thought of another cold night but with him, she’d have some warmth.

      The coffee pot on the stove, filled with water, began to heat. She had virtually no coffee for it and stale tea, not because of storage but due to lack of funds. To make it last longer, she’d learned from the newspapers how the South was running low of supplies.  Stories emerged how they used chicory or walnuts, dried sweet potatoes, just about anything to stretch their coffee supply. These tricks worked, but she’d do just about anything for a taste, even a sniff, of the real stuff.

      She waited patiently, warming her hands over the stovetop. A quick study of them made her wince. Once she’d had perfect skin and dainty hands, both of which had dissipated with work in the textile factory. But money was money and to protect her skin by not using her hands in painstaking work wasn’t an option.

      Unless she went home.

      She cringed. She’d never be able to go home, to Bellefontaine, again.

      The door to the room slammed open, the wind snatching it from the hand of the tall black man and whipping it against the wall. Icy winds raced through the room, chilling her further, despite the layers of cotton and woolen clothes she wore. She hissed at the bite of it, and the man quickly lowered his bundle and reached for the handle, shutting the wooden door, the latch sliding into place.

      Ice wheedled through the threads she had on, striking at her back, slithering down her spine. She didn’t think she’d ever been this cold.

      “Sorry, darling,” he said, his husky, deep voice warming her nerves as he hugged her tight. He was cool to the touch but within seconds, his presence chased the chill away.

      “That wind be somethin’ fierce today,” she conceded, burying her face in the folds of his shirt.

      He chuckled. “Ain’t that the truth. Never this cold back home. Be like this there, poor old magnolias be dyin’.” He tipped her chin up off his chest and gave her a brief kiss.

      She eyed the man before her and knew, in the long night, she’d made the right choice. With a weak grin, she sighed.

      Abraham was a freedman now. Originally a slave on her father’s plantation, Bellefontaine, in Louisiana, he had always been her protector. The dark secret of her family’s wealth always gnawed the edges of respectability and her sanity after she learned about it. One of her brothers fled once he was initiated into it. The other, she guessed, stayed. All she knew was it ate at her soul and Abraham soothed her until she could figure it out. They’d grown up together, like many slave owners’ children and slave children did, playing together when toddlers. Friends even – until maturity came and separation to their stations in life became ingrained.

      Her brother Jack had stayed friends with Fanny, until…

      She shuddered. Abraham held her tight, thinking it was the cold but this dip in temperature didn’t come from nature but from a memory of what she’d witnessed that night. A child herself, she’d snuck off after her brothers, staying in the shadows, virtually undetected. Even to this day, she could hear the screams, the sound of flesh beating flesh, punishment until the job was done, ringing in her ears.

      Abraham found her, huddled in the woodpile hours later, shaking, her face tear-stained. Gently he sang a soft melody, washing her face and rocking her off the ledge of insanity. She didn’t understand what she saw – oh, the deed was clear but the reasoning escaped her. But he promised he’d protect her from this madness forever. A powerful statement coming from a slave only a few months older than she. It had opened her shuttered eyes to the cruelty of slavery. These were not inferior people. They acted like her parents and other adults, had feelings, needs, desires similar to hers and other whites. Scanning the Bible, she found no basis for what the preachers claimed at the Protestant churches. The Catholics, her own denomination, shrugged indifference when she tried to corner her priest during confessional.

      How could she continue to live in a world like this?

      Her engagement was the final straw…

      “I found more wood,” Abraham said, interrupting her wayward thoughts. She blinked at his statement and looked at him. He was grinning, it was an infectious smile, always had been. Like a key to her heart.

      “Good,” she returned, rubbing her arms. “Because I’m cold.”

      He chuckled. “I hears ya. Give me a minute. Here,” he tossed her a small burlap bag. “Found us a bit of coffee. Why not make some for us?”

      She inhaled the beans, and the aroma was like ambrosia. She eyed him carefully. Abraham was still one of the most handsome men she’d ever seen. Tall, he stood above most men. Broad-shouldered, his arms, chest and stomach rippled with muscles that were solid, like marble, gained from hours in the fields in Louisiana and the manual labor of the docks. He had a tapered waist and long, strong legs that held up under the strongest of storms. His face was like one of the Roman and Greek statues she’d seen in a picture book at the library  – defined, strong and when he smiled, as alluring as Adonis.

      “You did buy this, right?” She needed to know.

      “Yes, ma’am. I’d take you to the shop to see but it’s closed now.”

      “Abraham…”

      He walked back to her and took her freezing hands in his large callused ones. “Union navy been keeping us busy. Got paid today. All’s good.”

      The look in his eye told her the truth. It wasn’t good. The Proclamation for Emancipation would go into effect in ten days, on the first day of 1863. Its only impact was to be on the rebel states, freeing their slaves. But rumblings here, a free state, let both them know it changed the atmosphere of the war. Cerisa understood more than she wished. A war started by economics and wealth coiled with domination of international trade and the peculiar institution, the polite phrase for slavery in the South, was twisted by Lincoln to answer the abolitionist supporters and to stop England from recognizing the Confederacy. It also gave Northerners a viable cause to support or despise the war. Many around them here, in New York City, swore they’d not fight to free the blacks as no one wanted them up here, taking the cheap jobs. Those jobs were the only ones men like Abraham could take and he actually had an education. But the Irish immigrants here, those so hated by the Protestant Americans, fought to take any job they could, even if it meant cleaning the sewers for low pay. They all knew if freedmen journeyed here, the Irish would be fired, and the job’s pay cut in half and filled by ex-slaves.

      Protests were verbal now. She expected it to escalate. A sigh escaped her lips before she could stop it. Out of frustration and starvation, she picked up the wooden ladle and went back to the pot on the stove and stirred the stew for dinner.

      Abraham came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. He bent forward and kissed her exposed neck.

      “I do love you, Mrs. Walker.”

      She giggled still at his touch and his reference. “And I you. Even if no one will recognize us.” The moment those words were said, she wished she’d taken them back.

      “I like the name Walker,” he continued, ignoring her implication. “Walker. Like walking away from the chains of slavery.” He hummed, “Abraham Walker has a ring to it.”

      She snorted. “Out of all the surnames, you chose that one.”

      “It is my right, as a freedman, to choose the one I like.”

      In the South, he’d be given her father, his owner’s name, Fontaine. But up here, he proclaimed his freedom as a runaway and took another. Not that that would save him under the Fugitive Slave Act, she thought numbly, but the war prevented that law from fulfilling its purpose. On that she was thankful but leery. The Irish would demand its reinstatement if it kept their jobs…

      She stared down on her left hand. The indention from the silver wedding band long gone wasn’t there. How he’d come up with the ring, she’d never know but she’d sold it two months ago for a bag of potatoes. Her argument with herself for no longer having the wedding ring was it was only a symbol…

      His hand grasped her left one to stop her from rubbing the ring’s spot. “I’ll get you another. Prettier, too.”

      “Is it a lie? Really?” she asked softly.

      “No, we were married in the sight of God…”

      “He was the only one present,” she murmured. The priest she’d convinced to say the ceremony wouldn’t do it in the church for fear of repercussion. New York allowed miscegenation marriages, and she’d heard how the numbers climbed in their area of the Five Points as some Irish lasses had tied to the freedmen, only to cause a ruckus in the community so Abraham thought, for her safety, to keep news low, meaning their vows remained silent except to God. To everyone else, they were living in sin. Frankly, their tiny hovel, a single roomed flat in the subbasement of the tenant building, was a sin to let anyone live in.

      Abraham spun her away from her stew and gazed into her eyes. “He was the only one necessary.” He kissed her again, hard, deep and passionately. She melted into his embrace.

      A knock at their door interrupted them. “Cerisa? It’s me, Annie.”

      Abraham groaned and released her. Cerisa tried to bite back her smile and flattened her hands on her apron before he made it to the door.

      “Annie, how great to see you,” she greeted her friend – the only one she had in this ill-begotten city.

      Annie, the redheaded Irish woman, slender, freckled and always smiling or, when angry, rolling curse words out of her mouth like a sailor, hugged Cerisa tight.

      “Tis a cool night out there,” Annie stated loudly.

      Abraham laughed. “That it be, Miss Annie.”

      “Glad you came by,” Cerisa added, pulling her friend inside further, away from the door that wasn’t the tightest seal against the cold.

      Lighthearted, earthy giggles filled the air. Annie glanced at Cerisa. “You survived another day.”

      Cerisa looked down at her chapped hands with their ragged nails. “Yes. Mr. Beatty chose someone else to pick on today.” She heard Abraham snarl from across the room, as he pretended to be interested in fixing the chair that’d fallen to pieces yesterday. Second hand goods…

      “Beatty is an arse,” Annie replied.

      They both sat at the table, near the stove. Cerisa handed her a chipped porcelain cup of the freshly brewed coffee before she sat to drink her own. Annie inhaled the drink, closing her eyes and sighed.

      “How wonderful! It’d be real coffee?”

      Cerisa nodded. “Abraham picked it up today.”

      Annie looked at the freedman and nodded. He accepted her thanks before he returned to his work. A frown etched across her brow as her gaze slid back to Cerisa. She moved to the edge of her chair and lowered her voice.

      “Cera, please. The docks have turned violent. Your man was part of the crew thrown off the pier, chased by a couple of the lads from the Five Points carrying torches. The marshall be havin’ a hell of time stopping them from trying to rid the area of the freedmen takin’ their jobs.”

      Cerisa gulped the coffee, the heat scalding down her throat but it didn’t hurt as bad as the fear deep inside her, the ugly monster that twisted her stomach tight. Without moving, she slid her view to her husband and quickly back. He hadn’t seemed to hear Annie nor did he look back at her. Instead, he studiously worked on the chair. He worked wonders with wood but no one would hire a black man at the furniture factories. Docks were the best he could do – for now.

      When she said nothing, her friend became more worried. “Cerisa, you need to find another employer. One who’ll pay ya yur worth.”

      She knew that. “I see no one looking for a companion,” she said sadly.

      “What about a ladies’ maid? Or maybe the kitchens?” Annie prodded. “Seamstress?”

      She’d been raised on the riches of her family’s wealth – educated by the finest tutors, her knowledge of dinner parties, social gatherings and dances was superb. Her escape came quite easily after a year of finishing school in Boston. In addition to all those ‘fine’ qualities, she knew the French language, spoke it fluently, could read and write it. But darn socks? Sew a dress? Cook? No… She shook her head.

      “I know nothing that would qualify me. Best would be a groom in a stable,” she answered. She loved horses, spent the better of her childhood in the stables, so she knew the chores having helped at home.

      Annie snorted. “Cera, no one would take a lady to be a stable lad.” She tapped her fingers on the table. “Did you try that sewin’ piece I’s left you?”

      A simple task – embroider the ankle of a stocking, fixing actually the clockwork in the piece. With great reluctance she slid the handkerchief wrapped piece to her under the table. Abraham would not be pleased. He didn’t want her waiting on others, like a slave.

      Annie looked at it, on her lap, close to the edge of the table.

      “It’s not as easy to fix a stocking as I thought,” she apologized for the semi-ruined length of cotton.

      Her friend re-wrapped it, shoved it in her skirt pocket and withdrew a dollar bill, wadded in her fist. She pushed it into Cerisa’s hand. “For work done.”

      “But I didn’t…”

      Annie put a finger to her lips. “I might be havin’ somethin’ easier for you to do but,” she paused. “Keep an eye on your man and be careful, ya hear me? Hopefully we won’t have to go down that road, but we might. It’s a lot more cash but hard.”

      Cerisa rolled her lip into her mouth, nervous energy requiring her to do something. She nodded as her friend finished her coffee. Annie stood, gave her a kiss on her forehead and yelled at Abraham to keep his wife safe and then she slipped out the door.

      She sat for a moment, wondering what Annie hinted at. The girl herself was a housemaid, one of the better jobs the Irish women could get, but it wasn’t easy working for the lout who employed her. It was a cleaner job than Cerisa’s work in the factory but while they both worked for men they despised, at least hers hadn’t made any advances at her like Annie’s. Was any of this going to be easier?
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        On the authority of Lord God Almighty, have you anything that outranks that?

        ~ “Mother” Mary Ann Ball Bickerdyke, Union army nurse, to a U.S. Army surgeon who questioned the authority upon which she acted.

      

      

      
        
        June 1863

      

      

      Pierce entered St. Patrick’s Cathedral in Manhattan for the late morning mass. As was often his routine, he arrived early for mass, walking through the doors to the large church, dipped his fingers in the holy water, made the sign of the cross and found a pew, on the left about a two-thirds back from the pulpit. Genuflecting, he slid into the pew, dropped the kneeler and prayed. Margaret was too ill to attend and as her cough rattled roughly through the night, his fear of losing her increased to the point he finally attended mass. A prayer to the Man upstairs for a reprieve of her illness was top in his mind.

      Raised a Catholic by his Creole mother, whose family moved south of Arcadia once the Protestant British assumed possession of Canada, Pierce was well versed in the protocol of service but often avoided it, even with his Irish Catholic wife. His dismissal of attending mass often was based on work he needed to do but the truth was, growing up in a house with a Catholic mother who ruled over the children more than his overtly Protestant father, the arguments that ensued over religion were enough to make any child veer away from the word of God in either form.

      Then he made the worse offense, according to his father – he married an Irish woman. Margaret O’Mallory carried every essence of the Irish. She was copper haired, freckled, quick-tempered and as Catholic as the day was long. Pierce loved her. The fact his father was barely tolerable at the wedding was duly noted. Add to it that she and her family were against abolition for fear of what it would do the Irish only added fuel to his father’s pro-abolitionist views. The heated arguments he held with his paternal parent drove him away.

      But now, only six months after their wedding, Margaret was sick. She’d become part of the U.S. Sanitary Commission. The pristine ladies of that organization gladly took Mrs. Pierce Duval into their group because he was an officer of the 40th Regiment, New York Infantry. She devoted her time in his absence to helping the Commission raise funds for the military hospitals and visited them to help on inspections, something the military surgeons hated, having civilians grade their establishments. According to her letters, the surgeons should have been pleased because they lacked so much in equipment and medicines, items the Sanitary Commission could aid them in getting. He’d been so proud of her.

      But after the Battle of Chancellorsville, in Virginia, he found himself staring at a letter from her sister, demanding he return and fast. Margaret was dying. Some ailment she’d picked up during their hospital inspections. Fear raced through him and he finagled a pass to return home for two weeks. Two weeks. Not enough time.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a flash of blue go down and up at the aisle next to him. He glanced up and found a woman staring at him. She was gorgeous. Dressed in a sapphire blue silk dress trimmed in black and white trim, she stood facing him. Chestnut curls cascaded off the side of her head, brushing her neck delicately. She had stunning golden-brown eyes barely visible through the netting draped over them from the matching blue bonnet. It caressed her high cheekbones but left her rose-colored lips exposed and the tie ribbons didn’t hide the long graceful neck he suddenly felt the urge to nuzzle. Her white leather gloved hands rested on the side of the torn and tattered black wool cloak she wore, ready to help her crinoline skirt squeeze into the pew. She stood impatiently, waiting for him to pull his head out of his dreamlike stance, get off the kneeler and allow her to take the seat next to him.

      Her look finally registered with him. “Apologies,” he stated and moved to sit on the bench, rolling the kneeler back upright.

      The woman gave a tilt of her head as an answer before she stepped into the pew.

      A rush ran through him as she sat next to him. He’d never seen her before and frankly, he couldn’t place her. The dress was in excellent condition, the blues startling brilliant in hue but, he knew from his own wife’s discussions and what he saw, this lady was out of place. The dress was an older one, the type worn more before the war, before many textile factories turned to making uniforms and such for the war effort. It was more expensive than his own wife had worn even married to him and he made a decent income as an officer. But the cloak told him another tale – it was used, as if she wore it often, not able to part with it long enough to wash and air dry.

      “Apology accepted,” she replied slowly, clasping her hands before her she flipped the kneeler back down. “I should’va said pardon me.” A deep Southern accent rolled prettily off her tongue, even at its whispered state.

      Surprise rippled through him as warmth spread deep. He always appreciated a Southern accent and hers was sublime – and highly misplaced. Quickly he looked at her gloved hands and kicked himself for looking to see if a wedding band could be seen, but it was the only explanation for her to be here. Yet she was alone. A Southerner this far north wasn’t good. He opened his mouth, wanting to see if she had a husband or someone to protect her from the fiends loitering the streets, anti the war, anti the slave-holding South, but the church organ fired up the beginning music of the mass. He’d have to ask her afterwards.

      They went through the motions of the service, standing, kneeling, crossing themselves at the appropriate moment. Pierce forced himself to keep his mind on his purpose for being here and forget the lovely brunette next to him. He was committing a sin in his own eyes, drinking in her beauty on this dismal gray morning, letting her rays filter through his own despair. The scent of lilac filled his nostrils. Of course, she’d smell sweet as spring. Beautiful.

      As they filed out of the pews for communion, he walked behind her, still formulating what he could say. At the altar, he took the blessing and the wafer and wine, bending his head to pray for Margaret. When he stood, his pew companion was already gone. He scanned the church on his way back to their row but still nothing.

      Then he caught the wisp of blue heading down the side aisle, toward the door. His teeth gritted, wanting the service over, to go find her. As the priest blessed the congregation, Pierce sprung from his seat and strode out the door. In the distance, he saw her. She was talking to a tall black man, dressed in a morning coat of black with black pants. The man towered over her so his hand went to her face, his fingers tipping her face up to see him and he smiled. Pierce saw she returned it and then looped her arm through his bent one before they walked off, the man her buffer against the traffic on the street.

      A mixed couple. Pierce frowned. Such a visual display could set off fireworks among the people on the street, even though it was the proper stance, the man stood between her and the street. In the South, an elderly lady taking a trusted slave’s arm thus worked. If they were both white, anywhere it was fine. But despite the diversity here, New York City might be free but not toward a relationship between races. And it did raise his own curiosity…

      It was then he caught the trio of youths, standing across the street from him, closer to the couple. The boys were talking and looking after the southern belle and her companion. Something about the youths irked Pierce and as he crossed the street to find out what they were up to, he saw their expressions didn’t look welcoming and they fisted their hands, aiming to go after them when Pierce’s hand landed on the chest of the leader, stopping him completely.

      The boy glared at him, defiance written on his face. Pierce guessed the three to be about fifteen, sixteen from their height.

      “Let me go,” the lad demanded, his voice cracked half way through.

      Pierce narrowed his gaze, not moving his hand. “I’m thinking you three missed mass this morning.”

      “Ain’t no damn papist,” the shortest of the three, the one standing furthest away, spat.

      With a snort, Pierce smiled tightly. “There’s plenty of other denominations available. All having sessions with God. If I were you, I’d go find one. You need direction.”

      “Who do you think you is?” the boy before him asked, tension building beneath Pierce’s steady hand.

      “I am a servant of God,” he replied, pushing the kid back a step. “You will leave here and leave that couple alone.”

      “Ain’t right, those two.”

      “The decision isn’t yours to make,” Pierce stated. “Now leave.”

      The street urchin behind, the short one, turned red with anger. “This is bullshit. He’s one against our three. Youth will win over the old.” He bullied forward, right into Pierce.

      With one move of his free hand, he grabbed the boy’s shirt collar and yanked him off his feet toward him. Fear quickly gripped the boy who lost his footing and would have fallen but Pierce held his shirt too tight. “I said leave.”

      The remaining boy finally spoke. “Ah, come on Arnie. They ain’t worth it.”

      “Damn right, they ain’t,” the first one added.

      “You agree?” Pierce asked the one in his grasp. The boy nodded. “Good.” He released him. “Now get!”

      The boys turned and ran down the street away from him. Pierce stood, making sure they were gone then looked to see if he saw the girl. They too were gone. With a sigh, he straightened his waistcoat and coat. His work was done. Time to go home to Margaret.

      As he walked, the Southerner came to his mind, quickly followed by guilt. His poor Margaret, he had only days left with her. He’d gone to mass to pray for her recovery, no matter how dire he sounded. Instead, God placed a temptation – or diversion – next to him. He could still smell her lilac and he knew he was doomed…
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        * * *

      

      “I didn’t like you standing in the back of the church, like a slave.” Cerisa sniffed, annoyed at Abraham. “We go to mass as husband and wife only for you not to assume your place at my side.”

      He squeezed her hand that rested on his arm as they walked home after service. “Cera, you know I do not want to cause you harm…”

      “Ah, but abandonment is perfectly acceptable?”

      Abraham sighed. “That is not what I mean and you know it. While freedmen live here, we are not really accepted, an argument you are familiar with. I do not press for attention at church.”

      They turned the corner and headed toward the tenement row. Cerisa noted the empty brown liquor bottles on the street, the smell of urine and vomit wafting in the air, not as pungent as earlier but still enough she withdrew her perfumed handkerchief from her reticule and placed it at her nose. The smell filtered by lilacs made it tolerable – barely.

      She shook her head and inhaled the lilac. “Still, I’d like it better if we took a seat together.”

      With a shove, Abraham pushed the door to their residence open. The only windows sat across the room, next to each other. Narrow slits of an opening to the outside, they let only a glimpse of the late morning sun in. Between that and the fireplace, the little hovel was barely lit and Cerisa hated it. That and it reeked of coal…

      “Cera, no.” He closed the door. “Did you see those boys after mass? You know they weren’t going to let us go peaceable if we’d been together.”

      But they were together when the street urchins saw them. She’d noticed them and chose to ignore them as they were young thugs, beneath her, as odd as that sounded while she stood here in a basement shanty. As she plucked her cuff buttons, she also recalled how that handsome man whom she sat next to at mass had stopped and talked to the boys. He must have diffused their zeal to pursue them as no one followed them here.

      “I saw that gentleman you sat next to behind us,” Abraham continued. “He was attracted to you.”

      She scowled, unhooking her bodice. “Really? I never noticed him.”

      Abraham watched her. He didn’t say a word and at the last hook, she looked at him squarely. “I think its time I part with this gown. Maybe raise enough with it to get us through the next month…”

      “No, do not do so.”

      Her hand ran over the silk fabric, lovingly. The dress was old. At home, it would have been thrown in the rag bin three years ago but she couldn’t part with it. “I will miss it. I only kept it because it was my wedding dress…”

      Suddenly, Abraham took her hands in his and tilted her chin. “It is a fond reminder of days when survival was never a worry.” He gave her a sad grin. “Besides, I love how it makes you smile. And because it is what you wore when we stood before God and said our vows.”

      The lump in her throat grew so large, she couldn’t say a word but nodded as she rolled her lips in tight. Such a nervous habit, one she so badly needed to stop but couldn’t.

      “Good,” he whispered and kissed the tip of her nose. “Dance with me.”

      She frowned, confused. “Dance? It’s a Sunday afternoon…”

      “The Lord would have us dance,” he answered smoothly, pulling her into his embrace.

      “But there’s no music.”

      He took the lead and stepped to the right, humming. Reluctantly, stiff at first, she followed. Her husband was a determined man and continued his tune, spinning her on the small floor space until she finally relented, moving more naturally with him. She laughed, making him smile that crooked grin that caught her attention years ago. A time when she shouldn’t have noticed, being a good girl and him her slave.

      In the next turn, he fumbled the step and she laughed, caught in his arms as he corrected himself. But despite his misstep, his tune continued and he didn’t release her. Still twirling, he broke his music to speak.

      “Now, I do have news.”

      She looked up at him, curious, but waited as they danced.

      “A better means of work.”

      Cerisa’s eyes widened. “Truly?” The docks hadn’t paid well and her days at the factory were no doubt numbered – if she could just learn to shut her mouth at that fop who served as her boss…

      “Do you remember when I went to the meeting?”

      Meeting? She frowned. “The anti-slavers group? Yes, wasn’t that where you heard that runaway, what was his name? Mr. Douglass speak?”

      “Yes, Frederick Douglass. He was quite inspiring…”

      “Yes, well, I’m sure he was, but darling, you are free,” she said, confused. She hadn’t wanted him to go. They did not need to bring any attention to themselves. Being a mixed-race couple was something even the abolitionists didn’t abide.

      He spun her again. She knew something more was coming because he was trying to distract her with the dance. That made her tremble. He knew she wasn’t going to like what he had to say. Heavens, she hoped he hadn’t planned to join them in their protests in Washington, to press for the abolition of slavery amendment everyone whispered about.

      “I know that and thank you.”

      “Abraham…”

      “Mr. Douglass and others were speaking of colored troops that are forming. How we can’t sit back and let these white boys fight for us. We are more than capable of…”

      “No!” She stopped, the blood draining from her face and her ears rang. “You can’t be thinking of going to fight!”

      “But darling, I needs…”

      “You need to be taking care of your wife. Not be out on some field being shot at!”

      “Cerisa….”

      When he called her name, she knew the rest before he said it. Fear and anger wrapped around her as she pushed him away. “You’ve already signed up, haven’t you?”

      He stood still. There was a tick in his jaw and his brows furrowed. “It is better money…”

      She laughed. It had a nervous tone to it. “Abraham, darling, do you think they’ll pay you what the white men get?”

      His hand ran over his short cut hair. “Anything is better than what I’ve got now.”  He turned and paced. “Cera, they fired all us darkies at the dock. Every last one of us. That new manager, he be an Irish man and he wanted us all gone so he could hire his kin. You know, no one will hire us…”

      “Have you even looked? They refuse to hire the Irish, not you!” The anger was in every word but the tears started to blur her vision. “Abraham, please, don’t. I’ve read the papers, seen the lists of wounded and dead…they’re huge and grow daily! I’ve seen the weeping widows, the orphans…” She sobbed, despite her attempts not to do so and because she couldn’t stop it – or him – it fueled her anger. “I can’t live without you.”

      “Shhh, shhhh,” he whispered softly, taking her in his arms. “It is because I love you, because of me, you’ve had to reduce yourself to this.” His free hand swept around the dark, bleak home they lived in. “Because of me, you’ve had to lower yourself, give it all up. You set me free. I need to do this.”

      She knew she’d lost before he ever told her. The tears came. He held her until she got a grip on herself and stopped. Sniffling a last sob, she pulled back, tugging her handkerchief from her wrist where she’d tucked it up under her cuff.

      “Besides,” he smiled at her. “I hear most of time, we ain’t close to the firing anyway. Got us clearing roads and such.”

      She knew he’d hate that, but if it was true, she’d be able to handle it. He’d live then. But they both knew the truth. Death of a freedman for the life of a white man… “Truly?”

      A rattled chuckle came from his lips. “What I was hearin’, from the white boys at the recruiters.” He looked her in the eye. “I need to do this. For us.”

      With a deep breath, she realized she had no choice. She nodded and he kissed her, deeply.

      He made love to her. It was Sunday, the beginning of June. Passion took her to the highest place, making her complete but it didn’t stop the fear that it’d be the last time she’d see him alive.
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        Now those Yankees were whipped, fairly whipped and according to all the rules of war they ought to have retreated. But they didn’t.

        ~ Sam Watkins, 1st Tennessee Regiment, April 6, 1862. Battle of Shiloh.

      

      

      
        
        July 1863

      

      

      Pierce placed the white lilies on the mound of earth, his thinking still muddled despite the reality of the situation. Margaret had finally succumbed to the arms of Death three days ago at exactly five minutes after nine in the morning. Odd that he actually checked the clock at the time but something drove him to glance at it. He’d ignored the doctor’s advice and sat next to her, cradling her in his arms, rocking slightly, so in her fevered state, she’d know he was there. The fever that reoccurred over and over again, the one the doctor claimed ate at her will to survive. Somehow, Pierce knew when she gave up fighting, worn out by weeks of battling the disease that devoured her. He’d bent down and gently kissed her goodbye, hearing her mother wailing in the background for him not to. Margaret’s eyes opened briefly, as if using her last effort to see him before she left this world.

      For the three days of the wake, he’d remained stoic, unmoving. Her family had wanted longer. The coffin sat in the parlor. The glass frame on the top showed Margaret’s angelic face, encased in a bed of flowers —tulips, lilies, forget-me-nots, roses and violets. It was July and the heat climbed steadily. He knew as much as he wanted to see her, the flowers would wilt, the incense would run itself dry and the stench of a decaying body would permeate the house. Margaret would have been horrified and for that reason, he’d pushed the funeral forward.

      His hand caressed the newly raised mound of dirt over her grave, still finding it hard to believe she was gone. He’d stay here and find his peace with his new status, as a widower, but duty called, his leave over, in fact, over by ten days but he didn’t care.  The only thing his father did for him, with his political connections, was to get his son an extension. Pierce knew his father hoped to redirect him to lead one of the forming Colored troops. Right now, all Pierce wanted was to crawl into his wife’s grave…

      An equine snort followed by a jingle of tack by the horse drawn carriage waiting for him snapped Pierce out of his sinking melancholy. He had a war to return to and it was the one place he could take his anger for losing her, directing it out on the battlefield. There he might find a level of peace.

      “Margaret Duval, we will meet again,” he whispered, kissed his fingertips and touched the top of the grave. He stood and walked back to the carriage, leaving the shade of the trees to the curbside. The driver moved the conveyance closer, jumped off his seat and held the door open.

      The sun beat down hard once he was in the open. Instantly the heat struck, the wool of his navy wool uniform stifling. He tugged at his shirt collar.

      “Another hot one,” he groaned to the driver.

      “Yes, sir. It is July.”

      He sat on the seat. July 13. Well into summer. It was muggy and he feared it’d get worse. With a clear blue sky, it appeared no rain was coming. With a deep sigh, he focused on today. He left his beloved with a final farewell and now, the return of war. He tapped the roof. “677 Third Avenue.”

      “Yes sir.”

      The carriage rumbled down the streets from St. Joseph’s Cemetery to the city’s Manhattan side. Even with the air entering the open windows, Pierce grew hotter so he shrugged the frock coat off, leaving him in his shirtsleeves and waistcoat and instantly relieved. He’d dress before exiting though the area on the outskirts, bordering the Five Points, if he didn’t, no one would bother him. The Irish dominant area held the working class, not the stock market side.

      For he left to return to his unit stationed in Virginia, he had one final task. Assist the officials as they drew the names for the first official draft to fill the 1,500 vacant slots in the army. Pierce sighed. In this part of the city, the names would be of men who didn’t want to go to war nor could afford to pay someone to take their place for $300, like the rich could.

      These people were Irish and he dreaded that some of the names pulled could be from Margaret’s family. What a terrible way to pull them out of mourning…
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        * * *

      

      The sweat was dripping off her forehead. A droplet landed on the threads in the loom machine beneath her. Cerisa sat back and wiped her forehead again. It was only a little after ten that morning and she was soaking wet from perspiration. She dabbed at the drop on the material, quickly glancing at the other women at their machines, hoping no one noticed her. From her perusal, no one had but she wasn’t the only one sopping and that somehow was comforting. The rattling noise of the peddle-driven machines filled the air as large looms functioned back and forth with the weaving of threads. Windows along the one wall were propped open, allowing the mugginess to invade a room already hot from machines and the ladies working them.

      Cerisa glanced down at her hands as she set the final bobbin up and cringed. Not only had she perspired on the fabric threads but she was going to have to watch what she touched as her knuckles were cracked, her fingers dry from the constant cotton threads and blood threatened to spill over onto the material. She pulled them back and wiped them across her apron, glad for once the piece was dingy tea-colored from dirt and dust.

      “Can ya hear all that ruckus out there?” Lila, the girl standing at the next machine muttered, nudging Cerisa.

      Forcing her hands flat against her apron, Cerisa frowned as she looked toward the windows. Above all the rumblings of spindles and mechanical looms, the yells from the street could be heard at times, high-pitched voices, like squawking birds.

      “I hear them. Saw a crowd forming when I got here.”

      Lila leaned closer. “All here about the lottery.” She snickered. “Ya see them brutes of me brother’s group, them Black Joke company blokes? All here cuz heard their chief’s name be in that lottery-barrel the Yankees got.”

      “Won’t do them any good. The draft is law…”

      “Back to work Walker!”

      She glared to her left and found the pot-bellied bearded beast who was her boss returning her stare at full force. Thoughts of strangling him flashed before her eyes and quickly she quelled the image because she doubted she’d be able get a decent grip on that flabby…

      Bang!

      The loud explosion of a gun being fired, followed by the volume of cries from the crowds outside the windows caught everyone’s attention. Lila grabbed Cerisa’s hand and pulled her as she, along with the others, ran to the windows. Out of the corner of her eye, Cerisa saw her boss also raced to see what was up.

      Below them bedlam took over on the streets. The crowd, mostly in ragged coats if they wore any at all, reacted violently to whoever, probably one of the police officers who formed a thin line in front of the building, facing the mob, had fired a pistol in the air. But to Cerisa, through the mayhem forming, she only saw wooden clubs in the policemen’s hands, not weapons. The numerous civilians picked up stones, sticks and whatever they could find to throw at the building, breaking glass windows as their cries against the lottery grew.

      “Look,” Lila whispered hoarsely, her finger pointing out the window. “The Black Joke firefighers be lookin’ to take fisticuffs to them.”

      The volunteer firefighters called the Black Joke Company were made of men who were tall, bulky and not overly bright Cerisa thought, having bumped into one of them with Abraham one spring day. The man was an ogre, larger than Abraham in thickness. The whole company below were exact duplicates and it made her lips curdle.

      “They don’t look intelligent enough to be here, unless there’s a fire,” she muttered.

      “Ain’t looking to stop a fire,” her friend countered. “More like add fuel to it.”

      The bulky team surged toward the building. The policemen rallied, their commander blew his whistle loud and clear but that only seemed to incite the crowd. Glass shattered, the mob howled as they pushed forward. It was like a nightmare, surreal in Cerisa’s mind, to realize this was actually happening. People fell in the crowd as screams bantered with the roar of masses.

      The problem in her mind wasn’t who yelled but where because she feared she, along with some of the other workers, were the ones adding to the sounding fury. Caught in the stream of the other women, she was moving towards the door, the one her boss normally stood before, barring any from leaving but he wasn’t there and no one listened as his bellowed orders to return to work. Lila guided her in the herd that fled down the stairs and out the doors into the onslaught they’d just witnessed above.

      “Come on!” Lila tugged.

      Cerisa got jostled and run into as they inched closer. She stumbled and almost lost her footing, looking down to see what she ran into and found it was a man, sprawled on the cobblestone. With a shriek, she jumped over him and right into another man who pushed her out of his way. Panic spread through her as her heartbeat throbbed. She was caught in mayhem and it quickly turned to hell.
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        * * *

      

      The carriage skidded to a stop just two blocks from its destination. Pierce heard the rumblings in the distance and looked out of his window in time to see a wave of people teeming before the building he was headed to.

      The driver bent over, his face strained. “Mister, I ain’t driving into that. You gotta walk from here.”

      Shrugging his coat back on, Pierce frowned. He dug into his pocket to pay the man when the air rang with a gunshot followed by a roar from the surge of people he’d seen. In one swift move, he shoved the coins into the man’s hand as he flung the door wide, leapt out and ran toward the building.

      What unfolded before him was a madhouse. He’d been on the battlefield, witnessed men who attacked with a vengeance, others who trembled with fear. This though, was hate and chaos the like he’d never seen. The people protesting included men, women and children. The closer he got, the more the scene turned red.

      The bulky firefighters charged through the thin veil of a police line, charging at the building itself, stomping on the fallen cops to attack the building itself.

      “You’re not goin’ wanna go there,” a man nearby said, panting in between each word.

      Pierce glanced at him. The broken policeman stood, holding his right arm at an odd angle, blood splattered on the blue wool jacket and white shirt. The blood of his forearm wound poured through the rip in the sleeve. It was obvious the man had just escaped the crowd and as he leaned against the tree, his face paled with each second.

      Pierce yanked off his jacket again and wrapped it inside out around the injured policeman as he slid down the tree. Tugging his necktie off, he bound the wound. “What the hell is this all about? The damn draft?”

      The man nodded. “Them Irish firefighters. Their captain got drafted. They’re like a wall, cain’t stop them.”

      Pierce stood and turned to go.

      “Here, you’ll want this,” the policeman pushed his handgun at him. “It’s loaded.”

      Taking the gun would leave the man defenseless but the cop muttered what he was about to do was more mad if he didn’t take it. Shoving the gun into the waistband of his trousers, thankful that his dress uniform fit better around the waist than most so it could hold the gun, Pierce took off.

      As he got closer, he approached from the side, seeing the mob broke open the doors but the back of the building was empty and the rear door swung wide.

      “Duval!”

      He glanced and saw the commander at the door, pushing staff out. “Yes, sir.”

      “Get the hell out of here!”

      The sound of more glass breaking and bangs from inside filled the air. And smell of turpentine followed with smoke. The commander turned to take a look back inside.

      “Damn, they started a blaze! Run!”
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        * * *

      

      Cerisa hugged her arms tight, trying desperately to stand still for a moment. It had been a big mistake to venture out into this. Once out of the building, they had been swamped by the crowds, all the workers separated and the few she saw were at a distance, wrapped up in the commotion. Lila was nowhere to be seen.

      Bottlenecked with the mob, she stumbled onward, taking precarious steps as the ground was uneven, crunching even beneath her worn boots. One step and she gasped at a stabbing pain in the ball of her foot. She couldn’t even stop to find the culprit.  After a few more agonizing steps, the sharp pain dulled, though inside her shoe, she knew she was bleeding. By the time she realized that, she was in the middle of the front hall of the building, her nostrils flaring from the smell of turpentine. A roar erupted up ahead and the mass of people broke in two, one section racing forward, her section pushing back.

      Fear rose inside her. She was injured and the pain started behind her. She didn’t want to retreat. Quickly she turned, sidestepping to reach the outer walls, venturing around to the door and freedom. Everyone around her chanted and ranted about the draft, the inequality of it. She’d shudder from the violence if she wasn’t nearby.

      “They claim this be fair! Ain’t fair they be taken our boys and not their own!” a man bellowed loudly, standing on top of a desk, pounding his chest as the air filled with smoke.

      “Hear, hear!” and other confirmations sounded just as loudly.

      “And all for the sake of freeing them nigras…”

      “Yeah!!!” rang through the crowd.

      “…and the fact’ries fire us to hire ‘em ‘cause we know they’d work for nothin’!”

      The smoke was building, making the room opaque and stifling. Cerisa couldn’t breath as she tried to make it to the door.

      “We ain’t dying for that!”

      The roar of agreement instantly turned into yells of fear as one of the cross beams in the ceiling picked up sparks and lit into flames. The crowd turned to panic and quickly switched direction, stamping toward the door right as Cerisa made the threshold. The mob of people, her skirts and injured foot made her vulnerable to being run over. Fear threatened to grow out of control but she worked to dampen it and stay standing, pushing with all her might to get outside the room that grew hotter by the moment.

      A crack in the ceiling resounded, magnifying the screams behind her to a deafening tone. Stuck in the doorway with too many trying to push into it and leave, with terror taking control, she couldn’t breathe. Suddenly, the people to her sides loosened as the crowd’s strength tore at the walls and they fell, bricks pouring out.

      Cerisa fell from the push along with the people around her and as she stumbled, a fear that she’d be trampled to death loomed before her. She screamed.
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        Strange as it may seem to you, but the more men I saw killed the more reckless I became.

        ~ Private Oliver Wilcox Norton, 83rd Pennsylvania Volunteers, in 1863.

      

      

      Pierce rounded the block, trying to find a passage way out of the area. The chaos was escalating. The streets filled with angry and scared people—a disaster looking to explode. The madness he’d seen in some of the people’s eyes as he wove through the crowds harkened to days during the Peninsular Campaign and Bull Run. Soldiers in their first battle often lingered between terrified and overwhelmed which, unless they were trained well and under watch, could erupt into a strange madness that ate at their souls, compelling them to do the most outrageous things.

      Here, in these civilians, that type of insanity meant destruction, as if the devil walked through them, laughing. The evil he’d seen at one point inside him…he shook at the thought, knowing he had to get to the police station or army command to get help. And from the looks of the cut telegraph wires, he’d have to go further to find it.

      A loud roar spewed to his right and he turned to find a crowd chasing a man. It caused Pierce to narrow his gaze because he saw no reason for them to attack a single white man dressed in civilian clothes until one of them yelled it was the police superintendent, John Kennedy. That one recognition set the mob into motion. Pierce glanced down at the pistol caught in his suspender strap and knew he’d never win with only six shots against the mass before him. Their numbers sealed the man’s fate.

      Pierce realized divine providence had given him grace by giving that man his frock earlier because now, he didn’t appear as army and moved so far without any issues. That and a few he recognized in the streets knew him, knowing who his wife had been. Another level of protection.

      It took him several hours to get the word out but he stayed. The need to help and perhaps save his in-laws kept him there. The angry mob took vengeance out on storefronts, tenement houses, factories and anything they felt would rule against them. They’d even attacked an orphanage for freedmen’s children, burning the structure and word passed one of the children as well. The air filled with smoke from it and other fires.

      He turned the street corner and found a new level of hell. Before him, a freedman was hanging from a tree limb, his body covered in lacerations as if whipped, the wounds open but the blood stilled because his body had been torched at one point. Pierce’s mouth fell open at the sight. War had exposed him to grotesque wounds, fatal and not, yet these were not from the enemy, not from a secesh looking to assert their rights but from a mob that held no thoughts other than revenge. Revenge for something that had not happened yet. The blacks hadn’t surged North for the low-paying jobs the Irish held.

      Suddenly the body quivered. Pierce looked straight across and found the culprits. Children. White children—two boys and a girl, couldn’t be older than eight, he thought—stood, one boy holding a stick. He poked at the dead man’s foot, shaking the corpse. Of course, the man didn’t move, death had claimed him but what haunted Pierce was the kids’ laughter.

      “Back off!”

      Pierce turned at the screamed demand. A crowd was starting at the end of the next street, close to a tenement building. He couldn’t see who was in distress but the voice was female and her fear made the hair on his neck bristle. Slowly he started toward her, his mind gauging the massing people. He counted about fifteen, mostly men.

      “No, I know you’re the one, fucking that supposed ‘freedman’!” The man spat.

      “How dare you insult me!” the woman threw back. Pierce couldn’t see her but the Southern drawl curled the end of her offense. His heart skipped a beat. He wondered if it was that woman from mass…

      As he stepped closer, he saw her. The comb that held her hair up was askew, her chestnut curls coming free of its combs, partially falling strands and her eyes intense, a glare of defiance and fear wrapped in one. She faced a group of ten from what he could count with another man joining them. Pierce glanced around. If she attracted more…he pulled the pistol, pushing the chamber out and counting what he feared was the case. He only had one round left. Hell and damnation!

      “You ain’t nothin’ more than Southern piece of trash,” an elderly woman snarled. “The type lookin’ for trouble.”

      Another man laughed. “Honey, I ain’t fightin’ for you to screw some darky but if it’d make you feel better, I’d fuck you just as hard.”

      She stiffened. “Abraham is out there, fightin’, as you should, you low-lying swine. You who think you are above him and his kind know nothing about what is right or wrong.”

      Her attack on them raised Pierce’s brows. She had fighting spirit, the type he’d never seen in a woman. Truly surprised, he stood still—and realized so did the mob. They hadn’t expected her to fight back.

      It was then she shifted weight and he glimpsed the flash of pain in her face along with the unsteady balance that she quickly remedied by leaning to the other side again. She’s injured. Nothing like a wounded animal, cornered, he thought. On that idea, he sprung forward.

      “Darling,” he stated as casually as he could, slowing his gait to a walk. At the edge of the crowd, he heard a gasp from the majority and knew that won him the element of surprise. She glanced at him, a glint of confusion in her eyes. “I got here as soon as I could.” He butted his way through to her and took her hand in his. The fact that her bare skin was exposed, her palm and fingertips torn, was noted in his mind.

      “Who the hell are you?” A voice from the group demanded.

      Pierce held her gaze, offering her his safety right as he snorted in a snobbish way. “I’m her husband.” At least she held herself steady at that announcement. He winked at her before turning his head toward the crowd. “Don’t you think you’ve done enough damage than to attack a lady on the streets?”

      “Lady?” the older woman, middle of the front row, the one with the large freckle on her cheek, sneered. “One of ill-repute I’d reckon.”

      Half the group nodded in agreement within the half second it took him to turn and place himself between her and the crowd. “Unless you speak of yourself,” his gaze raked the accuser with a disgusted grunt. “I suggest you withdraw that statement or find yourself answering to me.”

      Everyone grumbled, the back few flittering away.

      “Why I never…” the elder one began when he interrupted her.

      “No, that is highly conceivable.” He let that statement stand, accusing her of jealousy of the lady’s good looks and how she was probably untried in bed.

      Half the remainder of the group snorted, chuckled or tried to cover their laugh, the other half split between disbelief and hatred but when Pierce leaned to the side, knowing full well the pistol’s grip was in view, they left.

      “Thank you, I suppose is in order.”

      He snapped his head around to her, astounded she’d bite back at him for rescuing her. She was straightening her skirt, leaning slightly, her loose strands blowing with the wind. Her bonnet. With a scan to his left, he caught the piece, stayed from the winds by a barrel on the corner. He reached for it and handed to her.

      “Thank you—again.” She took the hat and jammed it on her head. With one hand, she grabbed her skirts as if to leave. He stood astounded. She’d just been attacked, publically ridiculed and now, in the mist of all this chaos, with smoke from the fires burning through this section of the city, she’d walk herself home?

      It suddenly hit him he didn’t even know her name. “My lady,” he started. “Let me escort you home.”

      She laughed. It was a brittle tone. “You don’t take gratitude well, now, do you?” Her eyes scanned his dress. “You no doubt will be needed to subdue this mess. Not worrying about me.”

      “But…”

      As she took a step to get out of his reach, she placed the foot she’d been favoring out first, and almost fell with a shriek escaping her lips. Thank the heavens he’d remained, he thought, as he caught her around the waist, one hand supporting the arm nearest him.

      “You are injured.”

      “No, it’s nothing,” she stated, wiggling her stiff corseted body away from him. But as she tried to stand, she faltered again.

      Thankfully she was still next to him and this time, he simply scooped her up into his arms. Despite the stays, one of which jabbed his arm, she was very light. Without the crinoline, she wore a roped petticoat to make her skirts wider—it was the poorer girl’s answer to the wired hoop petticoat, it these were probably easier in a factory, he reckoned for a second, but Pierce was thankful she wore it because it made it easier for him. She gasped as he settled her into his arms.

      “Put me down!”

      “Tell me where you live.” He smiled.

      With a groan of protest, she directed him down the block to her building. He snuck her in without the mob that ran past them, carrying torches and chains, even looking in their direction. He shuddered at what might have happened because the madness was growing. There was no way he was leaving her here.

      Quickly, he pushed opened the door to her rooms and half expected to see that black man waiting but he recalled she said he was off to the fight. That’s where he should be too…

      He set her on a chair and knelt before her, pulling the injured foot forward. She hissed when he touched
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