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Chapter One

 


He missed Matilda, and each night, unless it
proved impossible due to weather or battle conditions, Isaac read
her two letters although he knew them by heart. The paper had worn
thin and grown ragged. Her precise handwriting had faded, too. He
could scarcely make out the pencil marks anymore, but he squinted
at them in the flickering firelight as if he could somehow touch
her spirit. After so long, Isaac had trouble remembering how she
had looked. He recalled the blonde hair she’d worn braided and
pinned like a crown around her head and her eyes, blue as
bluebonnets in bloom. He thought she had often smiled but he
struggled to remember if her lips were thin or her mouth was wide.
He wished she’d had a daguerreotype portrait made but it didn’t
matter anyway, not when she lay dead and buried back home. There
was another letter, the one her mother had written to inform him of
Matilda’s passing. Although he’d read it just once, the sad words
penned in black ink were carved into his heart. He folded the
letters and pressed his lips against the paper, an old habit he
couldn’t seem to shake, then thrust them into his inner jacket
pocket. He’d meant to go home and marry Matilda after the war but
with her gone, Isaac didn’t know what he’d do if he lived, which he
doubted more every day.

He’d joined Waul’s Texas Legion in the fall
of 1861 and figured the war wouldn’t last very long. Isaac had
figured he’d be home by spring. They trained some here and there in
Texas, then went east, but they hadn’t gotten uniforms until
November at Jackson, Mississippi. They’d been fighting Billy Yank
from Tennessee and Kentucky down into Georgia but now they’d headed
back west. Although he’d been born in Tennessee, nothing had seemed
familiar to Isaac and no wonder because his family headed for Texas
when he was about a year old. He never expected to see the place
his ma talked about again but he did and wasn’t impressed. Maybe
under different circumstances, he mused, he might’ve liked it more.
But the war took the starch plumb out of him and left him
empty.

Isaac had once cared about the glorious
cause and the South but he didn’t much now. His folks back home
seemed more like ghosts or half-forgotten memories. With Matilda
dead and his family far away, he had no one except his brother
Zachariah, barely seventeen. He’d joined up with the Texas Legion,
too, but Ike hadn’t seen him in a couple of days. Fear that his kid
brother might be one of the many dead gnawed at his guts but he
didn’t speak about it. He figured if he did, the worst notions he
worried about might come true. Besides, he had little time to think
about Zach or anything else as he drifted through his meager
existence. As long as he had a little food, some clean water, and a
chance to lay down his head once in a while, he’d consider it as
good as it might get. He reckoned he’d die soon and that might be
for the best. He wasn’t old, just twenty-three, but his bones ached
as if he’d turned ninety last month. If he wasn’t shot, he’d fall
sick. Death stalked their ranks like a hunter after prey and
claimed as many as it wanted, he thought. He’d seen enough men die,
and it didn’t bother him the way it ought. His indifference worried
him, though. He’d been raised to be a better man.

“Hey, Ike,” said Tommy, the drummer boy, an
infant of about thirteen, as he settled down beside him. “Where’re
we headed now? I didn’t make out what the colonel said.”

Their commanding officer hadn’t said much
after Grant’s Yankees ran them out of Jackson but everyone pretty
well knew where they were headed. “I reckon we’re off to
Vicksburg,” Isaac said. “It’s supposed to be a pretty tight town,
hard to take, and we’re going to help General Pemberton hold it if
we can. If it falls, the Yanks will control the river and probably
win the war.”

“How far is it over there?”

Ike didn’t know but he did hazard a guess.
“Fifty miles, maybe a little more,” he told the kid. “Two days hard
march if we don’t run afoul of the enemy.”

Tommy frowned. “Wish we could just stop and
rest a spell. I’m tired.”

Tired didn’t begin to describe Isaac’s
bone-deep weariness. He’d like a break as much as the kid. Maybe
he’d feel almost human again if they stopped, but he shook his
head. “I know, boy, but Grant’s probably on our tail so we can’t.
No rest for the wicked in this life, Tommy.”

Tommy disagreed. “We ain’t wicked.”

Isaac sighed. He doubted they were, although
the ongoing fights and the carnage he’d seen were more than enough
to make a man wonder. “No,” he said. “I’m hungry, though, what
about you?”

“I’m near-starved.”

Isaac used to say the same after a hard
day’s labor on the farm back home, but it seemed too close to the
truth these days to say it in jest. “Gimme your rations and I’ll
make us some johnnycake,” Ike said. “If there’s bacon left and it
ain’t too moldy, I’ll brown it and crumble it into the batter.”

All around them soldiers were cobbling
together makeshift meals from the scanty rations they received. At
first, they’d been given a pound of cornmeal each day plus salt
pork, bacon, or some fresh meat along with salt, coffee, and sugar.
Isaac hadn’t tasted real coffee in so long he doubted he’d
recognize the taste, and the sugar would be given out before the
coffee. He had a bit of salt tucked back in his bag but unless they
got meat, he didn’t plan to use it for a while. These days, if they
got meal and cured meat, they were fortunate. Sometimes he would
wander off into the woods to snare a squirrel or rabbit but with so
many armies on the move, game was scarce. He dug out the bacon,
sniffed, and decided although a bit rancid it’d do, so he fried it
quick in the iron skillet. Then he mixed the meal with water and
poured the thin batter into the same pan. Isaac crumbled the bacon
over it and tucked it into the coals to bake. It’d be better if he
had an egg or two and milk instead of water but it’d be edible, if
barely. A glance around the nearby campsites revealed some soldiers
making ramrod rolls with their cornmeal and a few making do with
the old bacon.

The cornpone baked to grayish-brown and as
Isaac pulled it from the fire, then brushed a few ashes away from
the top, his brother stumbled up. Lean and sun-browned, Zach
resembled a scarecrow but he walked in on his own power, a good
indication despite the bloodstained rag tied around his head. “Is
that supper?” Zach asked without any greeting.

“Yep, such as it is,” Isaac said. Some of
his worry eased with his brother’s appearance, but not all. “You
hurt?”

Zach wrinkled his nose. “Naw. I got hit with
some flying shrapnel, that’s all, not shot. It tore me up and it’s
no more than a scratch but it hurts like the devil.”

“Did you wash it?” Damn, he probably sounded
like their mother, always fussing, but he couldn’t help it. Isaac
had seen too many minor wounds fester and not heal. Infection and
gangrene spread fast and killed.

His brother snorted. “I splashed a little
creek water on it a ways back.”

Thinking back to what a woman pressed into
volunteer nursing had done when he’d suffered a minor wound up in
Tennessee, Isaac decided to act. “I’ll put some water on to boil
and when it cools down I’ll help you clean your wound.”

His brother shrugged. “If you want to play
nursemaid, I’ll let you. Gimme some johnnycake, would you?”

Isaac broke it into three
pieces, as even as he could get. He gave his brother one and Tommy
the other. As he nibbled his, eating slow so it would last as long
as possible, he wished he had some of the herbs Ma used on their
scrapes. Comfrey was one he recalled and coneflower another but he
had no idea where he’d find either around here. Hell, I probably wouldn’t even recognize one if I tripped
over it. He finished his coarse, dry
cornpone and washed it down with water. The water bubbled in the
pot so he pulled it from the fire and searched for a clean scrap of
cloth to use. He found none so Ike stripped off the bandana he wore
around his neck to sop up sweat and when the water tested warm, he
dipped it into the liquid.

“C’mere and hold still,” he told Zach. To
his surprise, his brother obeyed and tilted his head up. Isaac
removed the filthy bandage with effort. Dried blood crusted the
cloth in place and he winced as he jerked it free. His stomach
turned over as he studied what Zach called ‘just a scratch’. The
gash stretched out two inches or more across the kid’s left temple,
and it had bled a lot judging by the brown remnants staining Zach’s
dirty neck and shirt. Red ringed the slight wound and when Isaac
touched it, yellow pus oozed out. “How long ago did it happen?” he
asked, trying not to sound alarmed.

“Day ‘fore yesterday, I think,” Zach said.
“Why? Is it gone bad?”

“It ain’t good,” he replied. “But it’s not
turned awful bad, not yet. There’s a bit of pus, that’s all, but
you’re gonna hafta watch it.”

Zach grunted. Isaac scrubbed until the skin
around it gleamed pale and pushed on the edges until no more pus
remained. He flushed it out with water squeezed from his bandana
and then reached up to tear a section from his undershirt. Isaac
bound it around Zach’s head and decided there wasn’t any fever, a
good sign. “There, it’s all I can do for now. Stick around and I’ll
look at it again tomorrow. Still hurt?”

“Yeah, like a son of a bitch.”

His brother touched the sore spot with a
tentative finger. Isaac sighed. “I should’ve left you home with the
young ‘uns,” he said but without heat. “I spied a patch of willows
down by the creek earlier. If you’ll go bring up some bark, I’ll
brew you some willow-bark tea and maybe you’ll get some sleep.”

The sun dropped lower on the western horizon
and most of the camp settled down for the night. Isaac, who slept
little enough anyway, waited until Zach brought the willow bark. He
steeped it in more hot water and after it cooled, he poured a cup
of the bitter brew. “Drink it all,” he said when Zach made a face.
“It’ll help.”

“I will if you’ll take some of it. You could
use some sleep yourself,” Zach said.

Isaac scrubbed one hand
over his face. I must look like holy hell
if he’s nagging me. Touched by the rare
show of concern, he nodded. “I will, then.” They shared the pungent
tea, and afterward Isaac sprawled out onto his worn blankets with a
measure more of peace than he’d known in some time. As drowsiness
clogged his brain and the simple analgesic eased a few of his
bodily hurts, Ike thought tomorrow might be better. A timid hope
stirred within and for the first time in many months, his last
conscious thought wasn’t of his lost Matilda. Instead, Isaac
Barclay wondered if one day he might find another woman he could
love, if he survived the war.

His fledgling hopes died when they were
awakened before dawn with orders to take position against the
Federal troops near a hill on the Champion Farm. By seven, birds
trilled their spring songs and the sweet scents of blooming flowers
wafted on the morning breeze. Magnolia trees were in full bloom,
the white blossoms the largest Isaac had ever seen. He kept his
brother near as the troops scattered along a three-mile long
defense line and they waited. Few of the soldiers spoke as the
hours passed, sweat trickling down the weary faces as the day
heated. Isaac’s muscles tensed tight as any relaxation the rare
night’s sleep brought was gone now. Two columns of Yankees, they’d
said, approached, but near mid-morning a courier brought news—a
third brought up the rear. As word spread up and down the
previously silent lines, Isaac realized they were caught. A battle
loomed imminent and within the hour shots rang out and the sound of
thousands of voices locked in combat roared through the spring
woods and over the just-planted fields.

“Goddamn,” his brother said, as Tommy the
young drummer boy advanced, his hands active as he beat an attack
tattoo. “We’re in it now.”

Isaac almost hugged him but they seldom
exchanged such shows of affection since they’d grown up. “Stay
safe,” he said. “I’ll see you after the battle.” Zach nodded and
grinned as he cut loose a rebel yell, loud enough to echo over the
guns and drums. He cocked his rifle and plunged into the thick of
things, vanishing into the smoke already hanging over the
battleground. After a moment, Isaac did the same.

Time shifted and held fast. Were it not for
the sun overhead, he’d never have known when noon came. He fired
and used his bayonet to advance. The now-familiar stench of spilled
blood, loose bowels, and gunpowder roared into his nose powerful
enough to choke him. Isaac shifted into warrior mode and became a
killing machine, bent on survival and willing to destroy any
opposition to it. The crushing noise of the battle overwhelmed him
at first and then seemed to flow underwater into his ears, muted.
He remained aware of it but it no longer caught his full attention.
Ike moved forward. Sometimes he shouted and sometimes he said
nothing. Men fell to the ground, bloodied, guts spilling out like
straw, and their mortal cries added to the cacophony of sound.
Sometime in early afternoon, he guessed by the sun’s position, the
Yankees overwhelmed them and took Champion Hill in a tide of blue
puddled with crimson red. As they pulled back, he caught sight of
Zach, and for the first time in hours Isaac let personal thoughts
back into his head. Relief caught him hard but he couldn’t push
through to his brother. He just rolled with the flow of troops in
retreat.

The battle wasn’t over yet. They skirmished
along the Jackson-Vicksburg Road for hours, and each time Isaac
thought they might be done, another attack hit. Someone said
Bowne’s troops had come up from somewhere south and tried to retake
Champion Hill. Isaac heard their shouts and cries, the clash of
swords, the gunfire, but it wasn’t long until whispers came through
the men like a rushing wind. Grant’s troops, greater in number,
beat the boys in gray back before they gained either hill or the
pretty white house stuck in the middle of the battlefield. Bowen’s
troops trailed behind General Pemberton’s Army in defeat and
retreat, moving toward Vicksburg. It didn’t matter to the men who
wearily trudged westward, bodies aching, minds reeling, and hearts
numb. All they could do was pick up one foot, then the other, and
lay them down again. The hope he’d claimed the previous night left
nothing but a bitter aftertaste as Isaac stumbled onward, his brief
dream of a woman in his life forgotten. Living, not loving, became
the priority. It would be too much to ask for both.

 



Chapter Two

 


Susanna Lambert awakened early but she
didn’t rise until dawn’s light filtered into the bedroom. As
Charles’ widow, she claimed the downstairs bedroom because it had
been his. Sharing the house with her brother-in-law Ronald, his
wife Clara, and their two children hadn’t been in the plan when she
wed with such haste in the spring of 1861. The two youngest
Lamberts, fifteen-year-old Isabel and ten-year-old Louis, were the
younger siblings Charles had all but adopted upon their parents’
death. Grandmother Lambert had joined them after Grandfather passed
away the year before, and although Ronald had gone off to war,
things remained crowded. Last night, Clara’s sister Annabelle
arrived from Jackson with her three. She’d been among the first of
a steady stream of stragglers who had arrived yesterday, evacuating
ahead of the Federal troops. If the news they carried and the
gossip was true, which was spreading through Vicksburg faster than
an epidemic, the Yankees were hot on the heels of their Confederate
soldiers who were headed here. After Grant’s failed attempt to take
the city last December, soldiers in the vicinity made her skittish.
News of Charles’ death arrived about the time Grant’s attack began
and she’d never forget the bitterness of her grief for a man she’d
scarcely known or the winter chill which seeped into her bones and
heart. He’d been one of many from the Sixteenth Mississippi who
fell at Fredericksburg and at twenty-one, Susanna had nothing left
of their brief marriage but a satin wedding gown, a few memories,
and a tenuous place in the Lambert family. The family home,
inherited by Charles, had passed to Ronald upon his death with the
provision that Susanna could remain for life unless she remarried.
If she’d had a son, it would’ve gone to him instead.

She rose and dressed with swift hands.
Despite the early hour, heat rose around her with invisible force,
much too warm for mid-May. She put on her drawers, chemise,
stockings, one petticoat, and her faded, black, cotton dress. Like
many others, Susanna hadn’t bothered with hoopskirts for some time.
The high neck and cuffs of the dress were uncomfortable but she
buttoned them in place anyway. She slipped her feet into her
worn-out shoes and then brushed her dark hair before braiding it.
She coiled the long braid into a figure-eight and pinned it up on
the back of her head. By the time she opened the bedroom door, she
heard the rest of the household stirring. Upstairs, the sharp,
high-pitched voices of quarreling children rang loud, with the
harsher tones of Annabelle as she tried to stop the argument.
Susanna headed for the brick kitchen at the rear.

Venus paused in stirring a bowl of buckwheat
batter with her strong, copper-hued arms and greeted her. “Good
mornin’, Miz Susanna. I made what passes for coffee these days if
you’d care for some.”

“I would, thanks,” Susanna said although she
had little relish for the brew, some concoction made with chicory
root and acorns. “Is there any word about the Yankees?”

Slaves often heard news faster than the
genteel folk, and Susanna knew their versions were often more
accurate. “They’s coming,” Venus said. “I hear there’s a battle
going on at the Big Black River this morning.”

Susanna nodded. She walked out onto the rear
veranda with her makeshift coffee to savor her last space of
alone-time before the others charged downstairs. Although hot, it
was a pretty day. Sunshine sparkled through the tree branches and
no more than a few fluffy clouds floated in a deep-blue sky.
Flowers blossomed with vivid color around the edges of the lawn and
the magnolia tree burst with huge flowers. She caught the familiar
and favorite scent of honeysuckle with pleasure. Birds flew about
their routines and chirped with bright songs. A fat rabbit hopped
across the emerald-green grass and fed. The house lay open to the
Jackson Road in the front but sat back far enough that two hills
flanked it, like a pair of lover’s arms. This early in the day, the
bugs weren’t bad at all and she lingered until she heard Clara’s
voice shriek her name. With a sigh, she downed the remainder of her
coffee and headed inside to the dining room. The Lamberts clan
clustered at the table and mingled with Annabelle Springer’s brood.
There were seven children ranging in age from infants to girls on
the verge of womanhood, and towheaded boys with mischief in their
eyes babbled and cooed.

“There you are,” Clara said with her usual
touch of vinegar. “I thought maybe you were still abed.”

Susanna swallowed her irritation and with as
cheerful a tone as she could muster, she said, “Good morning,
Clara. I’ve been up a long time.”

Never one to be outdone, Clara sighed. “I
didn’t sleep at all, I don’t believe, between the children and one
of my headaches. I thought for certain I might be coming down with
a fever but apparently not. After breakfast, I thought you could
take the baby out for airing. I want to take the others to church
this morning, and Celeste is still poorly.”

“Certainly,” Susanna replied. She’d
forgotten today was Sunday but attending church hadn’t been a
priority in a long time. Her widowhood provided a good excuse to
stay home. Besides, Celeste, the children’s mammy, had been sickly
in recent weeks, unable to perform her duties. Susanna didn’t mind
and adored her nieces and nephews. If she’d had a child, she might
not be so lonesome and she’d have had more standing in the
household. Since her marriage, she’d been mistress here even after
Ronald’s family moved from the small plantation downriver they’d
called home. Before Charles’ father, an attorney just as Charles,
built the house in town, the river house had been the Lamberts’
ancestral home. Susanna suspected her position had irked Clara but
the tables turned when word of Charles’ death arrived. Her
sister-in-law now treated her like a poor relation, which she
supposed she was now. “How is Leticia this morning?”

Clara waved a dismissive hand as she
buttered a stack of buckwheat cakes. For now, they still had milk
and butter from the two Guernsey cows they kept on the property.
“She’s been fussy but she’ll do fine once she gets some fresh air.
You might take Samuel, too.”

The three year old immediately began to bang
the table with his cup. “Wanna go, wanna go, wanna go,” he chanted.
Pushing the baby in her carriage was one thing, but keeping track
of an active toddler was another. Still, she didn’t refuse. If she
did, it’d cause more trouble than she wanted.

“You may go with us, my sweet boy,” she told
him. “Finish your breakfast and we’ll go.”

She ate two buckwheat cakes with little
appetite after the bitter faux coffee. As soon as Samuel finished,
she took him to the kitchen and washed his smeared face. She
scrubbed his hands, too, although she knew Clara preferred the
children not set foot in the kitchen. By the time she got the baby
carriage and settled little Leticia into the wicker contraption,
the warm morning had turned hot. With Samuel clinging to her skirt,
Susanna set out toward town, the wide iron wheels of the baby
carriage rattling as they progressed. Their home, Magnolia Groves,
lay east of most of the other residences in town, on the road to
Jackson. Susanna strolled along and the farther west she traveled,
the more houses appeared as the road intersected with First Street,
Main, and others. By the time she’d entered Vicksburg proper, the
homes clustered together and she met many folks, both white and
black. She nodded to them all and exchanged greetings with a few.
Everyone seemed on edge as they waited to see what happened with
the war, if another battle might erupt in their backyard once
more.

Samuel chattered as she pointed out
interesting sights to his young eye. A blue jay that squawked as
they passed and then flew into the air, a bed of roses in full
bloom, and a lazy cat in the shade beneath an evergreen tree were a
few of the things she shared with the boy. Sometimes he loped ahead
on his short legs but by the time they turned around, he’d begun
whining and begged her to carry him. “I can’t, Samuel,” she said.
He’d grown a great deal and was a solid chunk of child. “We’ll be
home soon enough.”

They paused under a row of sturdy oak trees
to catch a breeze. “Yoo-hoo,” a woman’s voice called. “Susanna,
wait.” Moments later, Mrs. Lucy Wilkins rushed over from an
adjacent lawn. Her pretty flower-sprigged dress made Susanna wince,
shabby in her ancient black gown. Perspiration welled up under her
arms and she suspected the stains from earlier events were visible.
Lucy twirled a pink parasol over one shoulder, the same shade as
the flowers on her gown. They’d been friends for ages, since both
still wore the short skirts of little girls and they’d married on
the same day, Susanna to Charles, Lucy to William. The difference,
though, had been the fact William had courted Lucy before the war
and Susanna’s marriage to Charles had been the result of a
whirlwind romance. While she’d been widowed, William remained
alive. Susanna had no children but Lucy had one, a lovely baby boy
with golden curls and dimples.

“Good morning,” Lucy
hailed her. “You look frazzled already. Aren’t you going to church?
That’s where I’m headed. Why are you taking the children out
instead of Celeste?”

“She’s still ill,” Susanna said. “She seems
to have an ague but Clara believes she’s malingering.”

Lucy snorted and rolled her eyes upward.
“Clara thinks a lot of things that aren’t so,” she commented.

“She’s cantankerous.” Susanna laughed. “I
agree, but hush, or Samuel might tell.”

“So do you think the soldiers are coming?”
Lucy asked, the mirth fading from her face. “I hear they may be and
if they do, I’m going back into the cave behind the house.”

“I heard the same,” Susanna said. “Time will
tell, I suppose.”

They walked together part of the way back to
Magnolia Groves, parting ways as the town yielded to a more rural
setting. At the house, Susanna handed the baby over to another of
the house slaves. For the moment the house loomed quiet with
everyone, including Grandmother, at church. In the kitchen, she
found Venus preparing a simple noon meal, fried ham from one of the
few remaining in the smokehouse, and last year’s potatoes. Before
the war, they’d have dined on something fine on Sunday, Susanna
thought, fried chicken or a roast haunch of beef, maybe squab.

After the others returned in a burst of
noise and action, Clara sat down at the table with a sigh. “I vow,
my head still pounds like hammers,” she said. “I imagine I’ll take
to bed again after we eat.”

Susanna noted her ailment hadn’t affected
her appetite as she watched Clara devour ham and potatoes with the
gusto of a hungry field hand. As Venus began to clear away the
remains, Lucy burst into the front wall without bothering to
knock.

“Pardon me,” she gasped as if she’d been
running. “But I thought you’d want to hear the news. Our boys under
General Pemberton lost at Big Black River this morning with heavy
casualties. They burned the bridge to keep Grant’s troops back but
they’re in retreat. They’re coming into town in droves—hungry,
thirsty, hurt, and sick. I fear we’re in for it if the Yankees
follow them here.”

Clara wailed and her sister burst into
tears. “They’ll bombard us again, I’m afraid. Oh, I never wanted to
go back underground but it may be that we must.” Most of the
children joined her wails but Susanna came to her feet. She tossed
her napkin down onto the table. “They’ll need help. I’m going out
to do what I can.”

When Susanna reached the road, the first
soldiers approached. The trio of men stumbled toward her and more
followed beyond. Susanna turned to Venus, who had followed her from
the house. “Bring a bucket of water and dippers. I imagine they’ll
be thirsty.”

“They’ll be hungry, too,” the cook said.
“Miz Susanna, want me to bring out what victuals I have on hand,
cooked? There’s some cornbread, some light bread, and the leftovers
from dinner.”

She considered it for a moment. “Yes,” she
said. Clara wouldn’t like it and when he returned, neither would
Ronald, but Susanna didn’t care. “Bring out what you can.”

The first three were bedraggled, filthy, and
so weary they tottered with slow steps. “How did the battle go?”
she asked, more to make conversation because it was apparent it’d
gone badly.

“We lost,” the older of the men said. He
looked to be forty or more, his beard threaded with gray. “We’ll
make a stand here, ma’am, and hope to keep Vicksburg for the
Confederacy.”

“Lots of dead and hurt,” another man told
her. “I apologize we couldn’t keep them Yanks back, lady. We sure
as shootin’ tried.”

“I believe you,” Susanna said although her
heart raced fast with alarm. “Are you hungry? We’re bringing out
some food.”

“Is there gonna be a big battle here?”
ten-year-old Louis piped up from beside her, accompanied by
Annabelle’s oldest boy, Seth. “I hope so.”

The man who hadn’t yet spoken said in a
hoarse voice, “Ye’d best hope not, little feller.” “I seen boys not
much older than you die at the Big Black River today, drummer boys
and fifers. Blood and their guts blown ever’ which way, dead men
starin’ with those eyes…”

“Now, Horace, hush such talk,” the
gray-bearded man said. “You’ll scare these children. C’mon, let’s
go.” The two boys stared, open-mouthed and pale. They’d heard too
much, already.

“Go back to the house and
stay there,” Susanna ordered. “Now!”

Both boys skedaddled as Susanna faced more
soldiers. They came by ones and twos, some in groups, a few alone,
but all were somber and their eyes haunted. A few bore the weight
of their comrades in arms. She saw men who carried another on their
back and men on makeshift litters, borne by their friends. The
walking wounded limped beside their worn pals and an air of
dejection hovered over all. This is what defeat looks like, she
thought, as she offered water to thirsty men and food for the
hungry. Wagons, cannon, ambulances, and cavalry soldiers passed
between the men on foot. After an hour, she decided they’d never
cease coming and she’d stand here until the end of time. Isabel
joined her and provided a cool drink to the men. Susanna and Isabel
had been close before Clara moved into the house, but she thought
the girl had turned against her, urged on by Clara’s nattering. Now
she thought she might’ve been wrong because they worked together,
sisters in name if not blood.

Although they stood in the shade, the
afternoon heat pressed down with heaviness powerful enough to sap
her strength. Beneath the black dress Susanna sweated profusely,
but her sufferings seemed slight compared to the soldiers who
passed the gate. Old and young men paraded by, bearded and
clean-shaved, light and dark. After a while they blended together,
almost unremarkable save for their different accents, the twang of
Tennessee compared to the slower sugar of the deep South and the
French patois of New Orleans. Then she saw him, a soldier who stood
out among the rest, the same and yet very different.

He supported another soldier as he
approached with slow and steady steps. Whipcord-thin and tall, his
skin had browned to a soft shade of tan. His hair hung ragged into
his face and every few paces he lifted his head to toss back the
locks. He glanced at her with dark eyes, black as jet, and filled
with inner anguish. Through the grime coating his skin she noted
the circles beneath his eyes and tight lines of pain around his
mouth. As he drew abreast, the other man stumbled and would’ve
fallen into the road if he hadn’t caught him. The second man’s
features matched the soldier’s who’d caught her attention and she
marked them to be brothers. The one who staggered went to his knees
and pulled the first down with him. Before they both toppled to the
dirt, Susanna dashed out and offered her hand to steady them.

The soldier’s eyes met
hers and something resonated between them. I know him, I’ve always known him.
But she hadn’t and knew it. This stranger touched something within
her heart and broke through her self-imposed barriers without any
effort at all. From the way he stared back, Susanna guessed the
same inexplicable emotion gripped him, too. “Let me help,” she said
as she caught his elbow with her hand. “Is he hurt?”

“I think he’s sick. He got a fair scrape on
his head,” he told her in a voice with a little twang. “It had some
pus in it and I reckon it’s gone bad ‘cause he’s running a fever.
Besides, he’s near about to give out. We all are.”

Her desire to offer aid outweighed common
sense. Susanna turned to stare over the lawn and an idea struck.
“Come on,” she said. “I’ll help you get him to the back, under some
big shade trees. I’ll take a look, maybe I can fix a poultice for
it. I can brew some tea for the fever, too. Then I’ll put him to
bed so he can get some rest.”

His dark eyes went round and wide. “Ma’am,”
the soldier said, his voice both hoarse and harsh. “I appreciate
your kindness but he’s dirty as sin and crawling with lice. I can’t
let you take him in your fine house.”

His resistance determined Susanna to do what
she said. “I didn’t ask permission,” she told him in a gentle tone.
“I’m not afraid of dirt and I’ll comb out the lice but he needs
help, sir, and soon. I’d say he’s your brother?”

She’d swear that tears sparkled in those
deep black eyes. He nodded. “Yes, ma’am, he’s my little brother.
I’m Isaac Barclay and he’s Zachariah. We call him Zach at home.
I’ve four other brothers, too, but they had the sense to stay in
Texas. I wish this one had as well.”

“I’m Susanna Lambert,” she told him. Such
informal introductions would never have done before the war, but
death, disease, and danger had a way of eroding the social
niceties. “Let’s get him around back.”

He didn’t hesitate. Isaac scooped the
younger man into his arms and toted him where she directed, beneath
a huge old walnut tree. He went back and fetched their gear.
Susanna ran back to check on Isabel and once satisfied the girl
could handle the task at hand, she bolted into the kitchen from the
back door.

Venus goggled at her. “Miss Susanna, you
done startled me,” she said. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” she said, her tone firm as
hardwood. “I need some hot water, some garlic, and comfrey if you
have them, and some clean cloth for bandages. I’ll need some grease
and a comb, too, along with lye soap. If you’ve got willow bark and
some elderflower, would you make some tea?”

“Yes, ma’am, I surely would, but for who?”
Venus bit her lip and twisted her hands into a knot.

“I’ve got a pair of soldiers out here,
brothers,” she said. “One’s fevered and the other’s worn out. If
you could find something for them to eat, too, I’d much appreciate
it.”

Venus exhaled. “I’ve done given away most of
what I had baked and on hand, but I’ve got one of the roosters
simmering in the cook pot for supper and some cornbread. If you
want, I’ll fetch it out to you directly.”

“I would, thank you,” Susanna said as she
gathered most of the supplies herself. She’d paid attention when
her granny doctored the family and slaves so she knew some healing
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