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ONE

“Sergeant, Sir! The men are tired and hungry.” A young soldier in a blue uniform spoke from behind Sergeant Brant Bergeron as he wiped his sweaty brow. He knew he could never adapt to the hot, humid southern climate in Georgia. He and his men were separated from their unit two days ago when the rebels attacked and they had been lost and unsure of where they were heading. He had six soldiers with him, not much older than himself. He didn’t want this war to be his war anymore than the others, but he was here and had to make the best of it. 

The men were grumbling. They all had that look in their eyes after seeing friends cut down. It was a look that sent shivers down ones spine. Revenge! Even though he couldn’t get used to all that bloodshed he had to try to keep his men together. He moved slightly in the saddle, trying to get the kinks out of his tired and sore backside. His muscles screamed for attention but he ignored them. Would he find their way back to the main column? He didn’t know this countryside and feared he and his men had wandered too far from the front. This was a quiet place where his detachment sat in the shade. Because horses were scarce, three of the men were on foot but two days ago they fought near a small town, taking the enemy’s soldier’s mounts, the spoils of war. Out here in the countryside the fighting hadn’t arrived, yet. In time, these beautiful fields would be covered with bodies, and the smell of gun power and the stench of blood. Burnout homes will mar the lands. This damn war was taking its toll, not only on people, but on the green land. Man is the only animal in the universe that can cause such destruction; and we call ourselves the civilized world. Disgusted and hungry, he turned to his unit. 

“We’ll ride a little further. Maybe we’ll come to some sign of life soon. If not, we’ll make camp and hunt for our meals.” The men grumbled to themselves, but they continued until late that morning, when one of the soldiers called, “Look Sarge!  Smoke’s coming over that ridge.”

Brant grabbed his spy glasses to get a better look. “Smitty,” he said, “go and check the area, it may be Rebs.” The private gave a sloppy salute, “Yes, Sir.” His men made themselves comfortable and stretched out, closing their eyes for a short nap. He sat and continued to look through the spy glass until he saw Smithy galloping back. Most of the men had started this war on foot, but they managed to get themselves a mount one way or another and he never asked. The private dismounted and grinned. “It’s a cotton plantation, Sarge. The smoke is coming from a chimney. My guess,” Smitty licked his dry lips, “someone’s cooking.”

“Okay, we’ll go peacefully,” Brant suggested. “With any luck, they’ll be just plain folks and—-”

“Sure Sarge, just like the Rebs that ambushed us, killing most of the men,” snarled, Smitty. “Me, I’m not waiting to be cordially invited to dine.” Refusing to hear his objection, Smithy jumped on his mount, slapped the horse on its withers, and spurred away. Taken by surprise, Brant tried to call him back, but his orders fell on deaf ears. He was not happy about the feeling in his gut that his men were looking to even the score. The rest of the unit jumped on their mounts and followed Smitty, also ignoring his pleas to remain civil. But his men were out of control. He knew they were trouble from day one, believing they were intending to desert the first opportunity. He kicked his horse forward and prayed.

TWO

Dawn broke peacefully. Melissa St. Andrew started her day as she did all the others on her father’s plantation. From the bedroom window, she was aware of the beautiful warm day ahead of her. The commotion downstairs made her smile because she knew the cook, Effie, was busy preparing for Daphne, her younger sister’s sweet sixteen birthday party.

Melissa thought her sibling had grown into a lovely, sweet girl. She loved Daphne and her brother, Jason with all her heart. He was the middle child who claimed he was like a book with two sisters as bookends. Only seventeen years of age and he was almost as tall as their father and very handsome with eyes the color of dark sage. A stranger would never guess them to be related. Unlike her, her sibling’s coloring was darker, taking after their parents. She was often teased that she was probably left in the field by a moon creature, since her hair was as pale as the moon. She remembered how her father had always reminded his two children that their sister had his grandmother’s fair coloring and that she was indeed their blood relation.

Melissa dressed and thought about Jason and how much she missed him since he went off to that awful war. How she and her parents had tried to persuade him not to go. Her mother, Mary wept saying that he was still her baby but Jason took offense to her statement and declared that men younger than him were defending their beloved south. He could not sit by with a clear conscience and not do anything. Melissa also put in her two cents, but he was adamant. So with teary eyes from all, off he went one morning. The skies had opened up that day and they seemed to be crying for her brother. It gave her the creeps and a forbearing chill ran up her arms. Silently, she prayed for his safe return. Daphne’s party wouldn’t be the same without him. 

But nothing had been the same for a long time. The war had taken so much from everyone. In fact, the Confederacy gave the government the right to destroy any cotton that might fall into the hands of the union army. Some of her neighbors, who were devoted southerners, burned their own cotton to keep it out of the enemy hands. Her father, Darrel loved the south but loved his family more, discovered the Union agents were willing to pay the highest price in over half a century for cotton. Melissa agreed to his selling of their cotton because it kept her family from starving. 

Once again she let out a frustrated breath thinking that when the price of foodstuff reached astronomical heights, Confederate currency would become worthless. She herself was tempted to smuggle cotton out of the south as did the women who’s husbands have been killed or are still fighting, have been doing. She knew this because her best friend’s mother is one of the women partaking in this smuggling. Making a face at herself in the mirror, seeing her pretty gown was threadbare, she forced herself to become more cheerful, for her sister’s sake. When the war was over, she’d.... Stop wool gathering, she chastised herself, and then snorted at her reflection. C’mon, times a wasting.

Descending the spiral staircase with buoyancy in her step, she gave a cheerful hello to Sam, the stern-faced butler who was polishing what was left of the family silver. He didn’t smile much and kept to himself most of the time, but the softness in his dark eyes gave away his true nature. Although the kitchen was separated from the house by a breezeway, the aroma of something boiling on the wood burning stove filled the huge house with a tempting smell. She looked in and saw vegetables from her mother’s garden and meat she assumed was a critter the cook’s grandson snared in one of his homemade traps. She dared not ask what it was.

“Mmmm, everything smells so good.” Melissa gave her usual warm smile at the black woman whose fleshy arms were covered with flour dust. The servant was kneading the bread that would soon be placed in the oven to send another delectable fragrance through the house.

Though Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation on January 1st, 1863, most of her father’s trusted and loyal servants remained. Melissa was glad Sam and Effie were family to her; she loved them both dearly. Anyway, it’s been over two years now, how much longer could the war go on? She prayed for it to end so her brother could come home.

“Lordy, chil’ don’ yo’ look purty fahn. Ah happy fo’ de propah dress. Yes’m, sho betta den dem pants yo’ likes to weah. Yo’ pappy gonna be mighty proud t’ sees ‘al dressed up. Yes’m,” stated Effie.

She loved the way Effie’s dark eyes crinkled with merriment when she laughed. The most prominent thing about the cook was her kindness, though Effie tried in earnest to appear stern and unbending. Melissa didn’t mind all the scolding Effie gave, trying to make her the lady she should be.

Effie clicked her tongue, wondering if there was any hope for the pretty seventeen year old girl. That child had a mind of her own and although, she was indeed a lady and attended the finest schools, Melissa didn’t like spending time on needlepoint, sewing, or any other refined arts. She had spirit and loved to race across the landscape on her chestnut horse, before the soldiers confiscated it. The poor child cried for days, more than when her brother joined the Confederates. Melissa wasn’t like her sister, all frills, and the way a girl was expected to be. Heaving a sigh, Effie wondered if nature might have made a mistake. If the girl weren’t so beautiful with her pale hair and her eyes, the color of raw honey, she might have been happier being a boy. Effie shook her head thinking the good Lord must have been in a very generous mood when He made Melissa. 

There was something special about her. She was kind and not afraid of a little hard work, Effie mused. Melissa had pestered her many times to help cook and she had relented out of sheer frustration from the persistence. But, Melissa made her proud; the golden haired beauty had learned well. She couldn’t have loved the girl more if she was her own and as she loved all the St. Andrew children. And on occasions, that sweet child stayed with Doctor Olsen to help care for the wounded. She came home the other day and announced she had helped remove a bullet and stitched the man’s wound by herself. This information caused her mother, Mistress Mary to pale but her father, Master Darrell St. Andrew beamed with pride. 

Melissa asked, “Where’s the birthday girl?”

Effie snapped out of her thoughts and replied, “Daphne is in de barn playin’ with de new kittens.”

Just then her master stepped through the back door and seeing Melissa, smiled the way a proud father smiles at a cherished daughter. His light, gray eyes were clear and always smiling. 

His brown hair was silver along his temples and through his thick sideburns. Effie could see he was glad Melissa had on a pretty dress for a change, but he knew better than to mention it, so he just placed a loving kiss on his daughter’s glowing cheek. The child looked like her mother and her master could not hide the proud gleam in his eyes. Except for the coloring, Melisa and her sister Daphne were identical in looks.

Effie recalled how he claimed to be married to the prettiest lady in the whole state. She marveled how her master and mistress of more than twenty years still aroused passion in their hearts. The lady of the house was a tiny woman, only coming up to Melissa’s shoulder and the child was of average height.

Mary St Andrew’s owned twin dimples, a characteristic feature she passed down to her children. Her dark brown hair, slightly graying, shone with golden highlights, matched by two finely shaped brows. Her light brown eyes sparkled with flecks of gold; she was a patient and understanding woman and Effie loved working for the family. 

Melissa was thinking about her father, how at forty nine, he was still a handsome man. She was proud to walk with him knowing this man of vitality was her father. Many times she wondered whether she’d fall in love with a man who wasn’t even half as good looking as her father. Her parents shared deep love, never hiding their affection. The love that shone in their eyes was always there as far back as she could remember. She wanted a marriage like that and would settle for nothing less. She hadn’t yet to meet a man who stirred her passion. 

Upon realizing she was wool gathering, she cleared her throat. “Papa, remember to wash up early. We’ll be attending Daphne’s birthday party this afternoon. Don’t forget we want you here on time.”  She tried to put an edge to her voice to show authority but he merely scratched his chin and the grin she knew was forthcoming slowly appeared. 

“How could I forget the day my youngest treasure came into the world? I couldn’t forget if I wanted to. Your sister had been hinting since last month for the beautiful fabric she saw in the dressmaker’s shop. By the way, where is the birthday girl?” And as an afterthought, he asked, “And where is my lovely wife?”

“Daphne’s in the barn with the kittens and....” Melissa wrinkled her smooth brow, “I haven’t seen mother’s smiling face this morning.”

“She’s pickin’ flowers, massa.” Effie wiped the white dust from her hands onto her apron. “Ah be getting’ her if’n’ yo’ needs her.”

“No, no,” her father replied. “She’s happiest when she’s tending her garden. Leave her be, I’ll wait for her in the study.” 

Her father left tweaking Melissa’s nose and her mother walked in with an arm load of freshly picked flowers. She inhaled the sweet scent. “Good morning Melissa.” Her mother dimpled and kissed her face. Melissa took her flowers, from her, placing them in a vase. “How long before we can dine, Effie?” inquired her mother.

“As soon as Ah peel de potatoes, an’ cooks ‘em, suppa will be served.” The cook waddled her large frame over to Melissa, saying, “Chil’ be a lamb an’ go to de cellar fo’ Effie. Yo’ knows dat spooky place gives me de hebee jeebees.” She placed her dark hand over her ample breasts, dramatically. “De last time, somethin’ run over mah feet, mah ol’ black face turned white. Po’ me frighten out o’ mah wits. Ah do mah best not t’ faint, but Ah didn’t stay t’ see what dat waz.” 

Her mother laughed at the serious frown on the servant’s face and her foolishness. Melissa suspected it was only a small field mouse, but she agreed to go down into the devil’s hole, as Effie called it.

THREE

Jacob spotted the Union soldiers riding over the hill. He blinked for a moment, not believing his small eyes. His heart leaped into his throat as he dropped the hoe and ran as if the devil were after him. By the time he reached the main house, his hands burned and bled from the falls. He was breathless. The back door slammed after he ran into his grandma’s large frame.

“Land sakes, honey chil’. Jacob, what’s de mattah?” she asked. “Sumpin’ gotten into yo’?” 

It was a statement and question and Jacob swallowed, gasping for breath. “M-men... comin’!”

Something was wrong; her old bones never lied. Bending to his level, Effie placed a loving hand on her grandson’s trembling shoulders. “Now calm yo’self and tell ol’ granny whut put yo’ tail in a spin?”

His eyes bulged with fear. “Men in blue uniforms are comin’ over de hill, yellin’ t’ scar’t Satan himself!”

“Oh Lawdy!” Effie blessed herself and ran from the room telling her grandson to warn the others in the field to run and hide, if they hadn’t already. She screamed, “Massa, Massa, hurry! Thea’ soldiers a comin’!” Her heart was beating wildly, sweat dripped from her brow.

Darrell heard the commotion before the servant charged into the study. He had been lighting his pipe by the window when he first saw riders coming down the hill. As the cook flew into the room, he went running past her with his rifle in hand.

“Why all the screaming? What’s happening?” His wife cried as she ran down the stairs. She clutched her throat appearing frightened by his urgency and sporting his weapon. When he didn’t answer, she followed as he ran to the front door.

“Where are the girls?” he asked. Cocking his rifle he heard the panic in his own voice.

Mary‘s face paled as she cried, “I don’t know.” She shook her head trying to recall. 

“Daphne, I think is still in the barn. Oh God! We don’t have time to get her,” she groaned. 

Darrell saw fear darkened her brown eyes. “I hope she has enough sense to hide herself,” he said. He’d protect his loved ones with his life and he prayed it wouldn’t come to that. “Where’s Melissa?”

The cook, now caught up in the conversation cried, “She’s in de devil’s pit.”

“Oh, I had forgotten our daughter was in the cellar.”

He grabbed his wife’s trembling hands. “You two get yourself down to that root cellar and lock the door behind you!” he ordered them seeing fear etched on their face. 

As he heard horses nearing, he readied himself to fight for his family and he raised the rifle, preparing for the worst. What was going to happen to his family and what were those soldiers doing so far south? Since the war started, he and his wife prayed they wouldn’t be caught up in it. 

A moment of indecision passed as Mary clutched her stomach, her body quaking. She held onto her servant for support, but the cook was shaking more than she was. “God, help us,” she prayed, and Effie said amen.

“Go!” Darrell shouted over his shoulder.

Mary ran to the cellar door, taking the big brass key from the lock. “Get down there with her,” she ordered Effie, but the servant refused to budge.

“Ah’s not goin’ down thea’. Ways Ah sees it, if Ah mus’ meet de Lord, Ah do it fightin’ dem Yankees. No, ma’am.” She shook her head so wildly, her jowls quivered.

No time to argue, Mary believed Melissa hadn’t heard the commotion and was not aware of the danger. If she were she’d come up and fight off the soldiers with her bare hands. Quickly, Mary shut the door and locked it, then dropped the key into her pocket. Running into the study, past Sam, who was hard of hearing and oblivious to what was happening, she plucked the other rifle from the wall. Hurriedly, she snatched shells from the desk drawer and joined her husband in the yard that was doing his best to ward off the Yankees.

“Mary!” Darrell yelled over the gun fire, “Get back into the house.” He fired another shot, hitting one of the men. There were still five soldiers left.

9

Mary saw another soldier charging; he came up from the rear, shouting and waving frantically. His uniformed sleeve bore more strips than the other men. She was not able to make any sense out of it, but she took aim and fired. 

Darrell squeezed her hand. “I know where Melissa got all her spunk. You’re a special person Mary. Our life had been happy and prosperous. There would be no regrets and I pray that our children will escape this horror by some miracle. Mary, please go inside.” Her husband tried once more to convince her through a hail of bullets. “No!” She shook her head adamantly. “We build this place together. I’ll not go it alone; we stand together.” 

Her eyes watered remembering all the love they shared. He grabbed her hand and kissed it. He was still holding it as a bullet took his life. “Darrell?!” she shrieked, sobbing over his lifeless body.  Incensed with rage, she grabbed her rifle and charged at the men. Her long skirt wrapped around her ankles nearly made her stumble but she managed to get off a wild shot. 

Effie looked out the window in time to see the bullet hit Mrs. St Andrew’s between her beautiful eyes. Effie’s husband Sam was behind the door with a smoking pistol in his trembling hands. The soldier didn’t live to boast, his bullet struck the man in the stomach, tumbling him to the ground to die a slow and painful death. 

It had taken a while for her to make Sam understand her babbling. There were three soldiers left and she knew her husband wasn’t any match for them. He quickly bolted the front door and grabbed Effie, practically dragging her to the back door. Petrified, she stood rooted to the floor.

“Stop yo’ tuggin’, yo’ ol’ fool!” she hollered but Sam didn’t hear her and she didn’t want to go. Where would she go anyway? Her beautiful Mary was murdered by the Union devils and what about Melissa and Daphne? If they escaped this nightmare, they needed their Effie to care for them. She wouldn’t leave, even under threat of death. Sam continued to pull at her. By the time her mate dragged her through the back door, a bullet was waiting for him and she realized that one of the soldiers circled the house, expecting someone to escape. 

Sam grabbed his wounded shoulder, falling to the back porch wooden floor. Effie stared in horror as tears streamed down her cheeks. Then something snapped and she ran back into the house when the soldier leaped from his horse. She grabbed her broom and waited for him to come through the screen door. A few whacks on the head stunned the soldier. 

Like a fish out of water, the uniformed man flapped his arms to defend himself calling her a crazy old lady. Ear blistering curses spewed from his mouth as he snatched at the broom, yanking it from her hands. With weapon in hand, he pointed it at her, and snarled, “Cause any more trouble, you old bag, I’ll shoot you.” Her outraged gasp didn’t faze him and the soldier cursed. “Son-of-a bitch!” he waved his bayonet threateningly at her as two other men ran into the room.

“Well, Smitty, what do we have here?” snickered another soldier. 

She eyed them feeling panic, but she would not show fear.

“This old bat tried to knock my brains out with her broom, Joe.” replied the one call Smithy, removing his slosh hat and rubbing his sore noggin.

“What brains?” Joe snickered.

“Very funny Joe,” Smitty spat raising his fists as the last soldier entered the kitchen.

“Okay, you two, cut it out! I am thoroughly disgusted with all that happened. The sergeant is dead, and so are our comrades.”

“Well since it appears as if you’re taking over as our leader, what are we going to do with this one, Boyd?” asked Joe, pointing to Effie.

The man said, “I think we’ll have her dish us up that delicious meal I smell cooking.” 

Joe sniffed and rubbed his bot belly. 

Effie heard the declaration and folded her arms over her large bosom; a stance that showed the enemy that she’d not obliged. But, Smitty threatened her with the blade of his weapon, demonstrating to her that he also meant he’d take no argument from a mere slave. She did as ordered and prayed they’d all choke on the meal that was meant for her beloved family.

FOUR

Gun fire startled Melissa on her decent down the rickety wooden stairs. Losing her concentration, she misjudged her footing and stumbled down the last step, turning her ankle.

“Damnation!” she gripped when she landed hard on her rump. She sat there for a dazed moment before she massaged her sore ankle. She didn’t think it was broken but it smarted for a while. Another shot rang out and she frowned, and then shrugged assuming that her father was target shooting again. Melissa now regretted that she had come down here; she wanted to be practicing with him. She was a good marksman. 

Though her mother protested constantly, her father believed it was a good idea that his daughters knew how to handle a rifle in order to protect them as well as him and Jason. But Daphne would not touch a gun. The first day Melissa picked up a riffle, her shoulder smarted from the bruise she received because she jerked the trigger instead of squeezing. It didn’t take her long to hit the tin cans with the first shot. Her father clamed she was a natural. 

There she sat rubbing the soreness for awhile, waiting for the pain to subside. If she were wearing her brother’s field boots, instead of those soft shoes, this wouldn’t have happened. When she finally stood, she put her weight on the foot lightly until she was able to balance herself without falling. It was quiet now, except for a sudden creak at the top of the stairs. Engrossed in picking the best potatoes, she thought she heard the cellar door closed and locked.

Melissa gathered all the potatoes in the apron she’d put on before descending and retrieved the lantern she had hung halfway down the steps. At the top of the stairs, she reached for the knob only to find the door locked. Thinking it may be stuck, she tried again. When it wouldn’t open, she frowned, wondering why someone would lock it. Laying the potatoes on the steps, she took the knob in both hands, shaking vigorously. It still wouldn’t budge. Panic welled inside her, not able to believe why anyone would forget she was down there. The door was never locked during the day. 

Puzzled, she rapped lightly, and then placed her ear against it to hear any sounds. It was quiet at first, and then she heard Effie screaming something. She pressed her ear hard against the thick door then jumped hearing a gun shot. What was happening? She pounded on the door, pleading for someone to open it; no one came. She continued to pound until her hands were sore. Eventually, she became exhausted and crumpled to the steps, sobbing until she cried herself to sleep. When she opened her swollen eyes, it was quiet. Again, she pressed her head against the door to listen for sounds. 

Moments passed. The stale, damp air assaulted her nose; she wanted out of that dingy hole. She was beginning to think like Effie, looking about fearing creepy crawling things. Nervously, she rubbed her arms, wishing she hadn’t gone down there alone. A gun shot rang out! It was close by. She gasped, fear choking her breath. Dear Lord, what was happening? Then she heard Effie shout and a strange man’s voice swore. 

Panic gripped her heart. Icy fingers seemed to tickle up and down her spine. Her eyes squeezed shut, she wondered what happened; common sense told her to be quiet. She listened to different voices, and then there was evil laughter. Bile rose in her throat. What was going on? Where were her parents? Where was Daphne? Oh God! She gulped in a long shaky breath trying to be calm as the damp brick walls seemed to be closing in on her. Claustrophobia was only in the mind, she tried convincing herself.

Time ticked by slowly, the lantern would soon go out for lack of fuel and she wasn’t looking forward of being there in the pitch blackness of the cellar. Just the though made her breathing laborious. Drawing herself from her dark fear, she repeated over and over, to convince her petrified senses. Claustrophobia, only in the mind, only in the mind.  

“That was a delicious meal, Blacky,” Smitty stated after a loud belch.

Effie, acting braver than she was put her pudgy hands on her hips and barked, “Y’all have yo’ bellies full, now why doan yo’ leave?”

Smithy laughed. “And leave all this southern hospitality?”

Joe got up, opened his shirt and scratched his furry chest. “Think I’ll look around. It’s mighty quiet and I’m sure there are more darkies hiding somewhere.”

“There’re long gone from here,” Smitty declared with a loud yawn. “Saw a bunch of them hightailed into the woods as we rode in; they won’t be coming back. You and Boyd stay here, see if you can find some whiskey. And tie her up.” He nodded toward Effie before he went out the back door. Now, if those Yankees thought she’d be trusted up willingly, they didn’t know Effie.

The leader Boyd saw her give him the evil eye and he only laughed. “Don’t think you can scare me with your voodoo, Blackie. Now be a good slave and sit here.” He nodded to a kitchen chair with his head.

She folded her thick arms over her large breasts and harrumphed.

Smitty hooted, “Looks as if you got yourself a lot of woman there, Boyd.”

Boyd did not appear very impressed by his friend’s banter and snorted. “Hold your gun on her while I tie her up.” 

Apparently these spawn’s of Satan thought that it was easier said than done to push her around. When Boyd tried to shove Effie into the chair she wouldn’t budge. Smitty continued to hoot, not making Boyd’s disposition any better. The more he shoved, the more she resisted and his friend roared. Finally, the annoyed soldier had enough and snatched the weapon out of Smitty’s hand and pointed it between her large breasts. 

“Now, if you want to keep your man happy, I suggest you sit, and pronto!” He finally secured her to the chair. She knew she would be no help if shot. 

Outside, Joe noticed small spots of blood where once laid an injured man. Thinking he ran to the woods, he shrugged then walked away. Entering the barn, he squinted into the dimness not seeing the cat nursing her kittens. He stepped on her tail and a painful meow made him step aside. The mother cat leaped to her feet with one kitten refusing to let go of her nipple as others scrambled after their dinner.

“Damn cat,” Joe groused. He looked around, noticed the stalls were empty and figured the horses were probably taken by the Confederate army. They’ll not be able to get fresh mounts before leaving. He was about to turn and join his friends when his eye caught a piece of bright pink material peeking from around a stack of hay. Slowly, he approached and saw a small pink, satin slipper under the fabric.

“Well, what do we have here?” He grinned, swooping down on the frightened girl. The pretty little thing didn’t fight him, but lay limp in his arms. When he entered through the front door, he found his friends in the parlor.

“What the hell?” Not too steady on his feet, Boyd stood. Joe assumed he had found liquor and already finished half a bottle.

“What dooo we have here?” asked Smitty, his speech slurred. “Let’s seee what you got.”

Joe dumped the girl carelessly on the settee. She looked at them with a glassy stare, and then huddled into a ball. 

“She’s just a kid,” stated Boyd, who sauntered on wobbly legs over to the girl and studied her for a moment.

“Yeah, but a pretty little thing, ain’t she?” declared Smitty, nudging Boyd in his ribs.

“I’ll drink to that,” replied Joe grabbing the bottle from Boyd’s hand and took a swig. He looked at the half empty bottle, raised his cattail brows, and groused, “Seems you boys couldn’t wait for me. So since you were the first to liquor up, I’ll be the first to get to know this little filly.”  His two friends looked at each other with stupid grins on their faces and shrugged. 

Boyd grabbed his bottle back from Joe and raised it to salute him. “Have a good time, Joe. Smitty and me are in no hurry.” He collapsed on a chair with his bottle.

Joe picked up his tiny bundle. She kicked and squirmed in his arms making him curse her. “Hold still or I’ll knock you out. You don’t have to be conscience for what I have in mind,” he said, and then spat. 

Daphne didn’t know who these men were but they smelled as bad as the one who carried her. When she first heard the gun shots she ran to the barn door and looked out. Upon seeing Union soldiers enter the yard, she froze behind the door watching men fire on the house. Petrified, she peeked through a crack and saw her father and mother gunned down. When the men disappeared into the house, Daphne double over, clutching her belly and the contents of her stomach spewed into the hay. Her breath came in spurts as she tried to swallow the horror she had just witnessed. Completely dazed, she crawled over behind the haystack to cry. Disoriented, she lay still trying to make sense of all the jumbled pictures that raced through her head. She refused to acknowledge this nightmare was real. This was her birthday. Bad things shouldn’t happen on her special day. She closed her eyes against the images until they were gone and only darkness covered her memory. 

Without warning, a stranger grabbed her and she lay trapped in his arms. He smelled awful and he placed his dirty hand over her mouth making her gag. When the man carried her out of the barn, she noticed the dead bodies in the dirt and wondered who they were. One was a lady with blood all over her face. When Daphne opened her eyes, she discovered that she was in her home. The smell of fresh bread and apple pie made her happy; that’s all the reality her mind would let in. But, she continued to fight until she was slapped hard and she went still. 

Just as Joe reached the staircase he was snatched by the seat of his pants. He stumbled off the first step and fell against a large bulk and he turned to see the cook. He struggled but she managed to hold him up by grabbing him around the waist. He loosened his grip on the girl and she slipped from his hold onto the floor. The black servant swung him around and slugged his nose making him stagger back.

Enraged, she pounded on him relentlessly. “Yo’ let de chil’ be! She’s an innocent babe.” She continued her assault until the butt of a gun knocked her out.

“What took you so long?” croaked Joe. “I thought that old bat would kill me. Damn, she came at me like a bull.”

Smitty laughed. “Aw, we thought you were having a good time.”

“Yep,” agreed Boyd, taking a mouthful of the liquor.

Joe sneered. His two buddies returned to the parlor roaring with laughter. He wiped his bloody nose on his shirt sleeve and dragged the girl upstairs. 

When Sam regained consciousness, he was amazed to still be alive. His shoulder burned as if on fire but the bullet went clear through the fleshy part of his upper arm. Grateful, he didn’t have to dig it out he peeked into the window and saw his wife serve those bastards the meal she had prepared for the birthday feast. He couldn’t help her until he doctored his wound and got himself a weapon. His best chance to retaliate was when the soldiers slept. He was sure they would nap after Effie’s delicious cooking. “Enjoy your last meal,” he grumbled under his breath.

Daylight yawned into dusk when Sam returned to the house with two large knifes. Two of the men were passed out in the parlor, making it easy for him. He thrust a knife into his black heart swiftly, and then cut the jugular of the other’s neck. Bile rose in his throat as he went looking for the third one. Sam put the bloodied knife in his belt upon finding Effie unconscious by the foot of the stairs. Slapping her gently, his wife moaned but didn’t open her eyes. Sam ran to the kitchen and brought back a glass of water, spilling the cool liquid on her face. She sputtered, wiping the wetness from her eyes, and then opened them to find him staring at her.

“Oh, Lawd, hav’ mercy on mah po’ soul,” she gasped, shocked.

Sam didn’t understand Effie’s glassy stare and thought the bump on her head left her crazed. Then he realized the last time she saw him he was shot and she believed he was dead. He took her hand and placed it over his heart to feel it beat.

Her eyes bulged. “Oh Sam, yo’ alive. Lawdy, he’p me up. Yep’ yo’ sho’nuff skeered de wits out o’ me.”

Sam showed his wife his bandaged arm, when she stood on wobbly legs. She groaned and said she had one hell of a headache. His wife confessed that her head hurt more than the time she drank too much cooking sherry. She then told him when she heard Daphne scream, something snapped inside giving her strength she never knew existed in her old bones. She rocked the chair frantically back and forth until she fell to the floor with a crash loosening the ropes. She quickly unraveled them from her body and with as much steam as she could muster, ran to Daphne’s aid. 

Her hand went from her head to her bosom and Effie gasped, “Oh, mah po’ babe,” she wailed and sucked in her breath. His wife then ascended the stairs as fast as her legs would carry her large body. She huffed and puffed and rested a moment on the landing. Sam followed quickly. They heard whimpering and he prayed they were not too late. She pulled him to listen at the door; it was quiet, too quiet. He nudged his wife aside and put his hand on the barrier, the door yawned open. 

Daphne was so slightly built that all Sam saw was her small limbs spread-eagle, devoured by the big bastard. He went livid and plunged the knife into the back of the unsuspecting soldier. The soldier groaned and collapsed on Daphne. 

Sam heard Effie’s screams behind him. He went to her and squeezed her shaking hands gently. “Calm yo’self woman. We mus’ he’p dis po’ chil'. C’mon, he’p me,” he ordered, but his own voice quaked. 

His mate nodded, her eyes filled with tears. When they pulled the dead soldier off Daphne, she was covered with blood. Wailing, Effie blessed herself and fell to the side of the bed. The girl’s eyes were closed; her face was so pale that she looked dead. Sam felt Daphne’s pulse; it was weak and he patted the child’s face until she opened her eyes. He had seen this look on slaves that were beaten beyond tolerance. Her mind was someplace else, but where? Sam could only imagine. And maybe it was for the best, at least for the moment.

“She’s not daid.” Sam told Effie. He carried the child to another bedroom. Crying bitterly, she went to fetch water and returned to see Daphne lying on her parent’s bed, void eyes staring at the ceiling. She then washed up the little victim as tears streamed down her face. Effie blessed herself and covered the girl with a blanket. 

Sam sat on a chair, thinking, this day had been a nightmare and it was the poor child’s birthday.
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