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 Prologue 
 
    Spring 1863 
 
      
 
    He was alive. But how? Dizzy and fading fast, Jeffrey Couvion sank into the cool currents of the Mississippi River. Fighting against a watery death, he forced his way back to the surface and grabbed an empty wooden barrel.  
 
    There were bodies everywhere—and pieces of bodies. This was worse than any of the battles he’d survived. Fighting the nausea that rose in his throat, Jeffrey closed his eyes, shivered, and tried to remember the events before the explosion. He had almost been home.  
 
    They’d rounded the bend just before Chene Ruelle when he realized they weren’t slowing. He’d spent the afternoon below in his cramped cabin, alone. Thinking. He hadn’t even known about the race until he came out on deck, prepared to disembark. All the passengers had been talking about it, betting on which steamboat would win. Jeffrey had ignored them, keeping his eyes on the bank. All he wanted was to get off the boat and go home. He didn’t care which steamboat could go faster.  
 
    How was he going to tell his family about his decision? They would never understand. Just the thought of what he would do even now twisted his insides with worry. 
 
    But none of that seemed of importance now. 
 
    All that mattered was that he make it ashore alive. He’d been lucky. If this large wooden barrel hadn’t been within reach, he would be just like the other unfortunate souls sucked into the murky depths of the river. He kicked hard. The dusky orange of the setting sun glinted across the water. Nobody wanted to be caught in these waters after dark when the four-legged predators woke to hunt for food. 
 
    It was bad enough in the daylight, Jeffrey thought, trying not to imagine what lay beneath the water’s opaque surface. Between the water moccasins and the gators, he shuddered to think what might be tracking him beneath the water. If only he could put his feet on solid ground and get out of this river. Increasing the threat ten-fold, the predators would doubtless be drawn to the smell of blood on the water. He swallowed thickly and willed himself to not think about snakes… or gators. 
 
    Time lost all meaning as he focused on keeping his arms across the barrel and moving his feet. The pack on his back weighed heavy, and he considered discarding it. He didn’t know how far or how long he drifted. Jeffrey had never been particularly religious, but he found himself praying. He prayed with all his heart – the teaching from his childhood hours at Mass coming back to him like a second nature. 
 
    Relief flooded through him when his feet found solid ground, on the sandy floor of the river. The muted tones of twilight darkened by the time he dragged himself from the water. 
 
    Though his arms ached from clutching the barrel and his legs ached from propelling him through the water, he kept walking. His thoughts whirled, but he tried to focus only on keeping his eyes open and his feet moving. Moving until he could find someplace safe for the night. 
 
    Again, he considered dropping his pack and leaving it behind. He trudged along, pushing toward the top of the knoll.  
 
    He made it to a dry patch of land padded with grass and collapsed beneath a black willow tree, his stomach gnawing against his backbone  
 
    A couple of months ago, he’d lost his horse in a skirmish somewhere in Mississippi. The army required that he fight with his bedroll and supplies slung across his shoulders, but he never got used to doing that. At this moment, however, he was grateful not only for the habit of keeping everything he carried on his back, but that he had resisted the urge to drop it in the river. He’d somehow managed to keep up with everything except his rifle and his hat.  
 
    After removing the soaked blanket and leather haversack containing his bullets, he checked his canteen. It was still sealed. With a sigh of relief, he opened it and swallowed a third of the clean water he’d picked up in New Orleans.  
 
    Using the last of his remaining strength, he gathered up enough twigs, dry grass, and branches for a fire. Using the flint and steel from his pack, he managed to spark a flame. After what seemed like nearly an hour, a stream of smoke rose and the grass ignited. At the sight of the small flame, his eyes tearing, he nurtured the little flame until it was healthy enough that he could lie back and rest for just a moment. But the dampness of his clothes was enough to keep him moving.  
 
    Stripping to his cotton drawers, he laid his gray wool trousers and jacket across a tree limb near the fire. He glanced down at his socks, pathetic scraps hanging on his feet by threads. With a sigh, he peeled them off and tossed them into the flickering orange flames. They sizzled and for a moment, he thought they would put out the fire. Fortunately, they were too meager. 
 
    The tattered remnants of his socks were much like the tattered remains of his life. He’d fought hard for the Confederacy. Fought hard for two years. 
 
    The only thing was, Jeffrey didn’t believe in what he fought for. He didn’t believe the Southern states had the right to split up a union. A union forged on blood and freedom. He believed no man should own another, black or white. 
 
    Alexandra and Grand-père would never understand. Especially Alexandra. She’d never forgive him. His twin sister was Confederate through and through. Loyal to her state and to the South.  
 
    Perhaps it was best if she believed him dead. No one would ever know the truth. There were always lost bodies after steamboat explosions.  
 
    But how could he let her go through the agony? It would kill her. 
 
    But at least in death she would have no reason to hate him. If she found out the truth, she would be devastated at what he was about to do. The steamboat explosion had presented itself as the perfect solution to his plight. And allowed him to avoid telling his sister the truth.  
 
    Jeffrey Couvion was off to fight with the Yankees. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
    April 1864 
 
      
 
    The water moccasin slithered through a water puddle and inched through the palmettos, inching its long body deftly over the mud.  
 
    Jeffrey Couvion kept his eyes on the snake as he adjusted his kneeling position on the ground. His wool pants were heavy with mud.  
 
    Marvin and Joseph crouched on either side of him, all of them grinding mud into their blue wool trousers. The early morning fog concealed their presence from the Confederates. 
 
    A light breeze gently fluttered golden hickory leaves overhead, breaking the heavy silence. 
 
    Marvin spat a stream of tobacco juice which inadvertently landed on the head of the snake. The snake coiled, writhing, creating a stir in the weeds. 
 
    “Thunderation!” Marvin lost his balance and fell back, sitting down hard. His musket clattered against the ground. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you, Marvin?” Joseph hissed, through his scraggly beard. “Did ya see a Reb?” 
 
    “Snake!” 
 
    “Geez,” Joseph said, jumping up and moving behind Marvin.  
 
    “Look at that thing.”  
 
    Jeffrey stood up, raised his U.S. army issued rifle and brought it sharply down on the head of the snake. 
 
    As he ground it into the mud, the snake whipped its body up, slapping against the rifle and prompting a string of foul language from Marvin and Joseph. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you Bluebellies?” Jeffrey asked, looking back at his fellow soldiers. “Are you trying to alert the whole Confederate army?” His brows furrowed, he studied them. “Maybe you’re just scared yellow.” 
 
    “Look at the size of that thing,” Joseph said, lowering his gaze to the snake writhing around Jeffrey’s rifle. 
 
    Jeffrey mentally gauged the length of the reptile. “I’ve seen bigger,” he said, lifting his rifle and shaking the snake loose. It continued to writhe in the mud. 
 
    “Maybe you should just shoot it,” Joseph said. 
 
    “And have the whole Confederate army come down on our heads?” Marvin asked with impatience, keeping his eyes glued to the reptile. 
 
    Jeffrey shook his head and rubbed his forehead. “I thought Yankees were supposed to be smart.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, we’re smart enough not to use our rifle as a pounding stick.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Jeffrey asked with a raised eyebrow and a voice laden with patience. “Then do tell how exactly you planned on killing this snake.” 
 
    “I would have shot it,” Joseph said. 
 
    Marvin shot him a glance accompanied by an eye roll. “Geez, Joe, you can’t shoot your rifle when you’re laying low.” 
 
    “At least one of you has that much sense,” Jeffrey commented, picking up the dead snake with the other end of his rifle.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Joseph asked, his eyes trained on the snake as he stood poised to back up - and run. 
 
    “I don’t think you boys want to look at this thing the whole time…” Jeffrey tossed the snake behind them, “we’re here.” 
 
    With some grumbling, the two men nestled back into place. 
 
    Joseph scratched his beard. “We don’t have them things in Boston.” 
 
    “I guess that’s one of the many advantages to growing up in the south.” 
 
    Both men looked strangely at Jeffrey, then rolled their eyes and looked at each other. Marvin took a tobacco pouch from his haversack and passed it over to Joseph.  
 
    “You know,” Jeffrey said, then paused until both sets of eyes were focused on him. “I’ve always heard that where there’s one snake, there will be another one.” 
 
    More foul language filled the air as Marvin and Joseph once again jumped to their feet, their eyes searching the ground around them. 
 
    Jeffrey laughed. Any potential response was precluded by the bugle signal to charge. Its unmistakable deep tenor rang through the mist shrouded woods, sending birds aflutter and squirrels scurrying. All thoughts of the snake vanished as Marvin, Joseph, and Jeffrey picked their way through the brush and swirling ground fog toward an unseen enemy. 
 
    Someone fired a cannon, shattering the silence. What the hell were they firing at when they couldn’t see six feet through the fog?  
 
      
 
    Claire Whitman stood on the porch of her little five-room wooden house and stared across the pond in front of her. Tendrils of late morning fog drifted up from the opaque water. The mossy cypress trees were no more than shadows in the mist. She pulled her long raven hair off her neck and fastened it with a comb  
 
    Her hound barked softly – one bark of concern. 
 
    “I agree, Romeo.”  
 
    She knew the rumble of thunder in the distance was the roar of cannons. Though she’d never heard cannon fire before, she just knew.  
 
    She kept up with the war, following it as well as one could in the isolated South. Her neighbor, widower Henry O’Donnell dropped a newspaper by for her at least once a month. She read every word, sometimes several times. 
 
    Her grandfather warned her about wearing out her eyes reading. She read everything—all the books in the house. Of course there weren’t that many—twenty-three to be exact. She knew because she’d counted them. Her favorites were by the Bronte sisters. Her grandmother, before she died three years ago, had attempted to convince Claire that love was a luxury that common people couldn’t afford. Claire failed to reconcile her grandmother’s attitude concerning romance with her ownership of a dozen novels filled with tales of love.  
 
    Perhaps Granny was right. There wasn’t time or opportunity for a lot of romance in Claire’s life, but that didn’t keep it out of her thoughts.  
 
    She supposed she had an active mind, thirsty for knowledge. When she was younger, she longed to travel to the city where she could read and study to her heart’s content.  
 
    However, once her grandfather took to bed last year, the dream had begun to evaporate.  
 
    Her days were filled, from sunup to sundown, with chores. She had to feed the hogs. Feed the chickens. Collect the eggs. Milk the cow. Make the cheese. Dip the candles. Chop the wood. Sew their clothes. Cook the meals. Tend the garden. Tend to Grandpa. The list never ended.  
 
    At the end of each day, she read by candlelight until she fell asleep exhausted. More than once, she’d fallen asleep with the candle burning, only to wake up with one less candle. She was thankful she hadn’t burned the house down around them.  
 
    The cannon fire was joined by the sound of gunfire. That told her the battle approached her doorstep. Her heart tripped at the thought of having her home invaded by Yankees. If they trampled her ground, at least it was too early in the year to have planted crops.  
 
    The house, though, was another story. She’d read about houses being destroyed, even burned to the ground by Yankees. She would have left already, except that Grandpa couldn’t travel.  
 
    Romeo barked again, this time with more concern.  
 
    “Claire,” Grandpa called from inside. 
 
    She immediately went inside, down the hall to his bedroom. The little house had a kitchen in front, with what she liked to call a parlor next to it. Down the hallway, there were three bedrooms. Though the house was sparsely furnished, Claire made sure it was always clean and tidy. 
 
    Grandpa sat in his bed, propped on pillows. “Is that a storm I hear?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” she said, automatically filling a glass with water from a pitcher and handing it to him. 
 
    “The Yankees,” he said, taking the glass and drinking. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I knew it would come to that,” he said, handing the glass back to her. “You have to leave.” 
 
    Her stomach dropped. “Leave? What do you mean?” 
 
    His voice was matter-of-fact, defeated even. “You have to go. It isn’t safe here.” 
 
    “But you can’t travel.” 
 
    “I’m not going,” he said, looking at her through gray eyes fatigued with illness and age. “You’ll leave me and go someplace safe.” 
 
    “Don’t be daft,” she said, dismissing the notion. He must be addled to think she’d go away and leave him. She hadn’t even stepped off the property in two years—since the war started. “Anyway, where would I go?” 
 
    “You’ll go to Shreveport,” he said. “Stay with your great aunt. She has a boarding house.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No,” she said. “Anyway, I don’t have the money.” 
 
    He took a deep breath. “The time has come for me to tell you something.” 
 
    Trepidation stabbed into her heart. 
 
    “I have some money hidden,” he told her. 
 
    She looked at him askance. She’d cleaned every inch of this house countless times. Even before Granny died, she and the older woman would clean every nook and cranny twice a year—spring and fall. She knew everything in this house. He was addled. That was all there was to it.  
 
    He held out his hand and as she put her hand in his large, weathered one, her heart broke. He pulled her toward him and she sat on the edge of the bed, waiting. When he had something he considered important to tell her, he always took his time.  
 
    “Over the years,” he began, “your grandmother and I put a little money aside.” 
 
    She eyed him speculatively. If they had saved some money, she would know by now. In the last few months, since he got sick, she’d been through all his personal things. Not by choice. She’d needed to know what they had. They had just enough to pay Henry O’Donnell for the supplies he picked up for them every few weeks. Of course, he never asked for money, but something in his eyes made her want to not be obligated to him.  
 
    Nonetheless, they never went hungry. That much she was proud of.  
 
    “I should have already told you this, anyway,” he said. “You have to take the hammer and pull out the top right stone of the fireplace mantle. Just slide it out. Behind it, you’ll find some money.” 
 
    Money behind the fireplace? If there was money there, it was probably burned up by now from the heat. 
 
    “All right,” she said, “I’ll look.” 
 
    The cannon fire was louder now.  
 
    “Go ahead and find it. Then you can leave here.” 
 
    “I won’t leave you,” she said. 
 
    He held her hand tightly. “You have to. I won’t have it any other way.” 
 
    She kissed him on the cheek and went to look for the money.    
 
      
 
      
 
    Jeffrey marched forward, through the fog, through the mud, toward an enemy he couldn’t see. It made absolutely no sense to go into battle blind. What were the Yankees thinking? He fought the impulse to balk. He knew the Confederates would merely sit and wait for the attack. Then pick off the Yankees as they came into view.  
 
    He’d been fighting with the Yankees for close to a year, but they still referred to him as the Reb. He knew they watched him closely, and for good reason.  
 
    Jeffrey was a Southerner—born and bred.  
 
    Within minutes, before they even reached the enemy, he found that he was right. The bugle call for retreat came loud and clear through the early morning fog. The cannon must have missed its mark, alerting the Rebels to their approach. 
 
    He turned, as did Joseph and Marvin. All together, they turned and ran, eager to be away. 
 
    “This way!” Marvin yelled, veering them toward the left. Jeffrey followed. He didn’t care which direction they went, he just wanted to be out of harm’s way. He didn’t mind fighting, but he wanted to be able to see what it was he was shooting at—or at the very least, what was two feet in front of him. 
 
    Joseph tripped over something, landing hard on the ground. Jeffrey stopped. “Come on, get up.” 
 
    “Go ahead. I’ll catch up,” he said from the ground, obviously stunned. 
 
    Jeffrey held out his hand. “Get up,” he repeated. 
 
    Joseph took it and managed, with Jeffrey’s help, to stand on his feet. 
 
    Marvin must have run on ahead. They didn’t see him anywhere. They were away from the others in the troop now. Except for their heavy breathing, it was quiet. Only an occasional shot rang out behind them.  
 
    If only the fog would lift, he could figure out which way they should go. He wasn’t familiar with this area. He had grown up in south Louisiana, near Baton Rouge, and this was the northern part of the state. Nonetheless, the terrain was similar enough for him to navigate—or could be. 
 
    “Do you know where we’re headed?” Joseph asked. 
 
    “I can’t see a damned thing.” 
 
    “Aren’t you from here?” Joseph asked, limping along much more slowly than Jeffrey would have preferred. 
 
    “No, I’m from down south.” 
 
    He felt Joseph glance at him. “This is down south.” 
 
    Jeffrey felt the laughter bubble up and spill out. He supposed from Joseph’s perspective, they couldn’t be much more down south. Only a Southerner from Louisiana could tell the difference. The trees were different. And the people had a different accent. 
 
    “What’s so damn funny?” Joseph asked, holding his elbow as he tried to run. 
 
    “Over here,” Jeffrey said, slipping behind a fallen log. He silently prayed there would be no snakes. Joseph followed, gasping as he fell to the ground. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Jeffrey asked. 
 
    “Of course, I’m all right.” 
 
    “If you say so. We’ll just hide out here until things clear out.” 
 
    They crouched behind the log. 
 
    “Is it always this foggy around here?” 
 
    “How should I know? I’m from down south.” 
 
    Joseph laughed. Coughed. Spit up. 
 
    Jeffrey looked over, forgot what he was going to say. The front of Joseph’s jacket was wet. “What is that?” Jeffrey asked. 
 
    “What?” Joseph asked, following Jeffrey gaze. “Oh hell,” He swiped the wetness.  
 
    “It’s blood,” Jeffrey said, kneeling in front of Joseph to pull his jacket open and reveal the wound in his right shoulder. “You’re hit,” he said. 
 
    “Dang.” 
 
    “You didn’t feel it?” 
 
    “No, man. It must be bad.” 
 
    “Let me take a look,” Jeffrey said, ripping Joseph’s shirt and using it to wrap his shoulder.  
 
    Jeffrey leaned back against the log. Joseph must have been hit back in the fray.  
 
    He strained, but heard only silence – except for Joseph’s heavy breathing.  
 
    Now what? They had no provisions. And Joseph wouldn’t be able to travel far. He’d lost a lot of blood.  
 
    We can’t stay here. 
 
    “Can you walk?” he asked, getting up and holding out his hand for Joseph. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Let’s see,” Jeffrey said. 
 
    Joseph got to his feet and they walked a few yards before Joseph fell back to the ground. “I can’t,” he said. 
 
    “Come on,” Jeffrey said, “At least get to the tree.” 
 
    Jeffrey propped Joseph up next to a tree. “I’ll go see if I can get some help or at least find some provisions. Wait here.”  
 
    “Ha. Like I’m going anywhere.” 
 
    “I’ll be back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whoever would have thought of hiding paper money in a fireplace? 
 
    Claire sat on the floor of the parlor holding a cloth bag of paper money—Confederate paper money. Only now, the three hundred dollars of hard saved money was only worth about one hundred. She didn’t have the heart to tell him that his money was all but worthless. 
 
    No, she corrected herself. It was more money than she had ever seen—even if it was Confederate money. Wrapping it back up carefully, she replaced it. Thank God he had told her where to find it. If he’d passed away without telling her, she would never have known it was there. It was likely that it would never have been found by anyone. 
 
    The money didn’t change anything. Even if it had been Yankee currency, she wouldn’t have left him here. Alone with the Yankees at their doorstep.   
 
    Nothing could convince her to leave him.  
 
    Not even the whole Yankee army descending upon them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two  
 
      
 
    Later that evening, Claire sat on the porch swing that her father had built when she was a little girl. Romeo lay stretched on the floor next to her. It was her favorite time of the day. The sunlight had settled into the trees and deer frolicked by the pond – three does and two fawns, their spots not quite faded. 
 
    Though she had been only close to five years old, she had an indelible memory of sitting on this porch swing, snuggled against her father. It was the only time she remembered him sitting still. On this swing. In the evenings. With her snuggled against him. Staring into the distance. 
 
    Always staring. 
 
    Claire’s mother had died shortly after Claire was born; hence, she had never known her mother. Her grandmother told her that Claire’s father had been restless after the death of his wife.  
 
    Claire often wondered if he blamed her for his wife’s death, but she never had that sense from him, and her grandmother told her that it was nonsense to even think that way. 
 
    A week before Claire’s fifth birthday, her father had packed up his gear and left for Texas to fight in the Mexican–American War. His restlessness it seemed, had gotten the best of him. 
 
    She remembered the day the letter came.  
 
    Claire had made soup for dinner, soup with potatoes she’d grown herself and tomato sauce that she’d put into jars. After Grandpa had sat up and eaten a whole bowlful of the hot soup in bed, she’d eaten half a bowl herself. Alone at the little wooden kitchen table. She’d saved the rest in a jar for tomorrow.  
 
    She didn’t have much appetite tonight. There was much to contemplate. Grandpa persisted like a dog with a bone about her leaving.  
 
    At his request, she’d dug the money back out and shown it to him. In his mind, it was still worth three hundred dollars. She couldn’t – wouldn’t tell him any different. 
 
    The fighting had quieted. It was a little too quiet.  
 
    Still.  
 
    Waiting. 
 
    Their house being away from the main road gave her some comfort. It would be unlikely for anyone traveling the main road to just happen across their land.  
 
    A chilly wind drifted across the water and, with a shudder, she stood up. “Come on, Romeo.” The dog stood up, and with a shake, followed her inside. Though she rarely bolted the door, she did so now.  
 
    Walking past Grandpa’s bedroom, she paused to peek inside.  
 
    “Claire, are you alright?” he asked from the bed. 
 
    “I’m well, Grandpa,” she answered, going to stand next to the bed. Romeo followed her and jumped onto the foot of the bed and putting his head down, closed his eyes. 
 
    Grandpa patted the mattress. “Sit,” he demanded. “Give an old man a few minutes before you go off to read.” 
 
    She smiled. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Tired. As always.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she swallowed the lump in her throat. If there was anything she could do to make him better, she would do it. It broke her heart to see him like this.  
 
    “I’m not leaving,” she said, looking him in the eyes. 
 
    He smiled, returning her gaze. “I didn’t think you would.” 
 
    “So stop asking,” she said, with a lightness she didn’t feel.  
 
    “I’ll stop,” he said. “Until tomorrow. I’m only thinking of you.” 
 
    “I know. But you have to stop trying to kick me out.” 
 
    “Abigail would be so proud of you,” he said, changing the subject. 
 
    “You miss Grandma, still, don’t you?” 
 
    “I’ll miss her always.” 
 
    Claire kissed Grandpa on the cheek and said goodnight. Romeo jumped off the bed and followed her to her room. 
 
    As she did every night, Claire lit the candle on her nightstand, knelt beside her bed and said her nightly prayers. She prayed for her grandfather. She prayed that the war stay away from their door. Then she snuggled under the wool blankets with a book. Jane Eyre this time. She’d already read it three times, but she never tired of it.  
 
    She fell asleep, her face on the open pages. 
 
    Sometime later, in the dark of night, she woke, with the room aglow in candle light. She lay there for a moment and realized what had wakened her. There had been a clatter coming from the front of the house. And now she heard a scuffling noise.  
 
    Her first impulse was to check for Romeo, but she was afraid to lift her head. Shifting her feet a little, she felt him there on the foot of her bed. 
 
    Her next thought was that Grandpa was up. If he was, she needed to check on him. Soundlessly, she slipped out from beneath the blankets, her feet landing on the cold floor. Shivering, she pulled a blanket off the chair next to her bed and wrapped up in it.  
 
    The candle sputtered, leaving the room in darkness. She groaned. Standing motionless, she waited for her eyes to adjust. But it was a moonless night. Pitch black.   
 
    By memory and instinct, she soundlessly moved toward the wall, then made her way toward the doorway to the hall.  
 
    Only worrying about Grandpa kept her moving forward. She considered calling out to him, but instinct held her back. 
 
    Her heart pounding erratically in her chest, she entered the hallway.  Something slammed in the kitchen—the cupboard door perhaps, and she gasped, taking a step back, holding close to the wall.  
 
    The darkness blinded her. If she couldn’t see though, neither could the intruder. Inch by inch, she used her hand behind her to follow the wall to Grandpa’s room. 
 
    Something brushed against her knee and she jumped again, but quickly realized it was just Romeo. 
 
    She bumped against Grandpa’s bed and he grabbed her arm. She gasped.  
 
    “Shh,” he said, pulling her toward him.  
 
    “How did you know it was me?” she whispered. 
 
    “Lucky guess.” 
 
    There heard footsteps in the hallway. 
 
    “Get up here on the bed and keep your hand on my shoulder,” he hissed. 
 
    “No, I…” 
 
    “Just do it,” he said forcefully, his voice barely above a whisper. “And don’t move.” 
 
    She did as he said. She sat on the bed next to him and put her hand on his shoulder. Romeo sat on her foot.  
 
    She prayed. Her eyes closed, she prayed for the intruder to go away and leave them be. He could take whatever he wanted, just, please, leave them be. 
 
    Seconds ticked. Where was the intruder? She no longer heard footsteps. All was quiet.  
 
    “Claire?” Grandpa hissed.  
 
    She jumped. “Yes?” she whispered. 
 
    “Move closer to me,” he said. “Get behind me.” 
 
    She did as he asked, her fingertips digging into his shoulders. Her eyes open now, she strained against the darkness, every muscle on edge. Waiting. Waiting for the intruder to appear in front of them. 
 
    She couldn’t see Grandpa. Couldn’t even hear him breathing. It was as though she were alone in the darkness. Except that her fingertips dug into his shirt.  
 
    She didn’t know how much longer she could stand it. The waiting. The uncertainty.  
 
    She held her breath. 
 
    And screeched when Grandpa fired the gun she hadn’t known he held. For just a moment, a man’s form was illuminated, standing in the middle of the room. He fell against the floor. 
 
    “I need to see if there are any others,” Grandpa whispered, and shoved the blankets back to stand up, and lit the candle next to his bed. 
 
    Claire shook off the shock. “No, I’ll do it,” she insisted, taking the candle from his frail hands. 
 
    He hesitated, then let go of the candle. “Take this,” he said, pressing the pistol into her hands. 
 
    She nodded as the weight of the weapon settled into her hands, giving her courage. From necessity, she’d hunted deer, but preferred the vegetables grown in her garden. Never in her life had she held a weapon in self-defense toward another human being. Determined not to think about it, she stealthily made her way around the bed and into the hallway.  
 
    She glanced at the shape on the floor. The intruder’s blood was soaking the floor. She would have to come back and clean this up.  
 
    The candlelight lent an eerie glow to the homey space. She turned left toward the front of the house, stopping to peer into the other bedroom. Finding no one, she went into the front of the house. Moving slowly, she searched the bedrooms and kitchen, then checked the front door as she moved toward the parlor. It was still locked.  
 
    A breeze touched her skin as she entered the parlor. She paused, swallowed. Told herself that Grandpa wouldn’t have allowed her to check the house if he thought there was anyone else.  
 
    The glass in the window at the front of the house was shattered. That’s what had awakened her.  
 
    I’ll have to get this fixed, she thought vaguely, wondering where she was going to get glass for a window. She could barely get a jar to store food, must less a window. I’ll worry about it later.  
 
    “There’s no one else,” she said, as she entered Grandpa’s bedroom.  
 
    “Good,” he said. He had lit a lantern and was kneeling on the floor next to the injured man.  
 
    “How is he?” she asked. Upon close examination, she determined he was about her age, perhaps a few years older, probably his early twenties. Grandpa moved the light closer to his face and Claire’s heart tripped up a notch. His features were strong, yet pleasing. It appeared he hadn’t shaved in a couple of days. His dark hair was rumpled, but she imagined it was smooth.  
 
    “He’s injured, but I think he’ll be all right,” Grandpa said, relief evident in his voice.  
 
    Claire reminded herself that he had shot the man, thus likely felt responsible for him. It was no less than she would expect from her grandfather. 
 
    “We’ll get him into the other bed,” she said, handing him the candle.  
 
    She put her hands under his shoulders and attempted to lift him. “He’s heavier than he looks,” she said, looking at Grandpa.  
 
    “He’s trim, but he’s not small,” Grandpa agreed. “I’ll help you.” 
 
    “Grandpa, you can’t,” she said.  
 
    “I have to. You can’t move him.” 
 
    “Maybe I can drag him,” she said, taking hold of his boots and pulling. He moved a couple of inches. She strained, but he wouldn’t move any more. 
 
    Grandpa set the candle on the nightstand and went to help her. Between the two of them, they managed to drag the man about three feet.  
 
    Grandpa sat on the floor. “Maybe we can put him in my bed,” he said. 
 
    “Maybe,” she agreed, kneeling next to the wounded man. Gently, she pulled back his shirt to examine his wound. “It looks like it went into his shoulder.” 
 
    “We’ll have to take it out.” 
 
    “He needs a doctor,” Claire said, looking at him incredulously. 
 
    “Where are we going to find a doctor? Especially this time of night.” 
 
    “I’ll go over to Mr. O’Donnell’s and he can go for Doc Pritchard.” 
 
    Grandpa shook his head. “Takes too long. We’ll have to take out the bullet.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to do that.” 
 
    “I do,” Grandpa said. 
 
    Claire sat for moment, speechless. “How do you know that?” 
 
    Grandpa smiled. “I’ve been around a long time.” 
 
    The man stirred.  
 
    “We’d best get him up on your bed.” 
 
    Grandpa shook his head. “I think we’re gonna have to leave him here on the floor for now.” 
 
    Before she could protest, he continued. “Go boil some water and get some rags. This is gonna be messy. Go on.” 
 
    She went and did as she was told. After stoking the fire in the stove, she set the morning’s coffee water on it to boil. 
 
    While she waited, she went back to check on Grandpa. He’d removed the man’s shirt.  
 
    It was in that moment that it struck her. 
 
    The man wore blue.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Jeffrey heard voices. 
 
    There was a man and a woman – perhaps an angel. Maybe he’d died and gone to Heaven. But no, he wasn’t likely to end up in Heaven.  
 
    Someone was tugging on him, pulling his legs, but he wasn’t moving. He tried to help, but his body wouldn’t respond.  
 
    His shoulder burned. Something had happened to him.  
 
    He’d been in a house. Trying to find food for himself and Joseph, when it had happened.  
 
    It occurred to him that he’d been shot. But why would anyone in the house shoot him? He was only trying to help a friend. 
 
    He faded out again, into a dream world.  
 
    In the dream, he was at Chene Ruelle, with his twin sister, Alexandra.  
 
    The sun shone down warmly on their heads. They lured their old tutor, Nate Basil, outside for their studies as often as they could.  
 
    Today, with a cool breeze coming off the river, it was warmer in the sun than the shade. He was tired of conjugating French verbs. He longed to get on his horse and ride. Writing a note to Alexandra, he slid it across to her when he thought Nate wasn’t looking. She giggled.  
 
    Come on, it read. Let’s get out of here. 
 
    “Master Jeffrey,” Nate said, in a tone replete with patience and knowledge. “Your sister is deep in her studies. It’s inconsiderate of you to attempt to pull her away.” 
 
    Jeffrey’s jaw dropped as it always did when Nate Basil seemed to read his mind. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Alexandra said. “I don’t mind. I’ll go with him.” 
 
    Jeffrey was aware that he was dreaming at this point, but that didn’t change anything. He continued to dream. This was a good dream.  
 
    He and Alexandra, astride horses, raced across the cotton fields. The horses sprouted wings and they flew across the river, the horses’ wings dipping into the murky water.  
 
    The dream shifted again and he stood on a battlefield crowded with Rebel soldiers in gray. He looked down and saw his own gray uniform. Alexandra was no longer with him.  
 
    He called out to her. She didn’t answer. He began looking among the soldiers, but couldn’t find her. He called out to her again. Then the firing began. Smoke from the bullets burned his eyes. Bullets flew all around him, over his head. He moved forward with the soldiers toward the trees. He tried to wake up, but the dream continued.  
 
    The smoke cleared and he looked up, toward the ridge lined with trees. 
 
    Alexandra sat atop a winged horse, staring down at him, her eyes locked onto his.  
 
    She wore a blue Yankee uniform. Her face appeared stern, not seeming to recognize him. He stretched his hand out to her, called her name. She lifted a musket, aimed, and fired at him. 
 
    He saw the bullet flying toward him, in slow motion.  
 
    He blacked out.  
 
    Then he blinked and he was awake. 
 
    Laying quietly, his eyes still closed, he listened to the silence punctuated only by the steady ticking of a clock.  
 
    A clock. He was home. Safe. 
 
    Several minutes passed. Calm now, he drifted back to a dreamless sleep. He woke with a hand on his forehead. It was soon replaced by a cool damp cloth.  
 
    He swallowed thickly. Blinked. And opened his eyes. 
 
    And stared into the eyes of an angel. 
 
    Beautiful clear green eyes. She stared back at him, surprise evident in her face. 
 
    He smiled. And she returned the smile. 
 
    He was entranced. 
 
    Her delicate features were framed with rich light brown hair that fell around her shoulders. He longed to reach up and touch her hair, but his hand would not move.  
 
    He blinked, expecting her to disappear, but she didn’t.  
 
    Jeffry had never been shot, but he’d seen enough gunshot wounds to assume that’s what happened to him. Either that or someone had stabbed him. He was going with the gunshot.  
 
      
 
    Claire didn’t know why she’d let her hair down. Typically, she wore it pulled back and twisted on top of her head except for special occasions. Perhaps keeping a Yankee soldier in the house was a special occasion—especially a handsome Yankee soldier. 
 
    As she pressed a cool cloth against his forehead, he blinked and opened his eyes. Her heart tripped a little as his eyes locked onto hers. Bright, blue, lovely eyes. She may have thought he was handsome before, but now that he’d opened his eyes and smiled at her, her heart tripped into a rapid speed, her pulse racing.  
 
    “Did you shoot me?” he asked. 
 
    “What?” she asked, taken aback. “God, no!” 
 
    “But I was shot?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    He frowned. “Someone else shot me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But you don’t know who.” He studied her expression. “Or you can’t tell me.” 
 
    She took a deep breath. Could she get away with not telling him? She felt absolutely awful about what happened. She didn’t want him to hold it against Grandpa. He’d only been protecting them. 
 
    “I’d rather not,” she said. 
 
    He started to laugh, but coughed instead. 
 
    She grabbed a glass of water and put it to his lips, holding his head up gently. He drank in big gulps of the cool water. 
 
    “Not too much at one time,” she said. “It’ll all come back up.” 
 
    Leaning his head back on the pillow, he met her gaze again, this time curiously. “What’s your name?” he asked. 
 
    “Claire.” 
 
    “Claire,” he repeated. Her name sounded different on his tongue—special somehow. “I’m Jeffrey.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Jeffrey.” 
 
    The corners of his mouth curved up. “Since you didn’t shoot me, I suppose it’s safe to thank you for saving my life.” 
 
    “It wasn’t me, really. But you’re welcome.” 
 
    He closed his eyes.  
 
    She waited. After a few seconds, she began to worry that he had lost consciousness again.  
 
    Grandpa came and stood at the door, leaning against the door case. “I thought I heard voices.” 
 
    Without taking her eyes off Jeffrey’s face, she answered softly. “He wants to know who shot him.” 
 
    “Well, did you tell him?” 
 
    She glanced at Grandpa. “You shouldn’t be up.” 
 
    “Probably not,” he agreed.  
 
    She studied him more carefully now. He sagged against the wall. She went to him, taking his arm. “Let’s get you back in bed.” 
 
    “I’m all right,” he said, but didn’t resist her. 
 
    “I didn’t tell him,” she confessed, as she helped him lift his legs onto the bed in the guest room. 
 
    “You have to.” 
 
    “I don’t want him to take revenge on you.” 
 
    “I’m an old man. Besides, if he tries anything, I’ll shoot him again.” 
 
    Claire shook her head. “He’s too weak to try anything.” 
 
    “Maybe later,” Grandpa answered. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I guess it’s safe to tell him then.” 
 
    “I don’t think he needs to know.” 
 
    “I don’t see how you can keep it from him.” 
 
    “I can tell him I don’t know.” 
 
    Grandpa raised his eyebrows. “Yes, I suppose you could. That you found him lying outside.” 
 
    She nodded. “Exactly.” 
 
    Grandpa didn’t respond. She pulled the blankets up around his shoulders.  
 
    “It’ll be some time before he wakes up again anyway.” 
 
    “They might come looking for him.” 
 
    That sent a spark of fear through her. First of all, she didn’t want a passel of Yankees coming into her home.  
 
    And… the second thought came unbidden, so much so, that she nearly dropped the candle she held in her hand.  She didn’t want them dragging her handsome patient away.  “Do you really think they’d send soldiers to look for him?” 
 
    The worry must have been evident in her face. He shook his head. “I doubt they would bother. He’s just one soldier in a world turned upside down.” 
 
    After leaving her grandfather, Claire went back to check on Jeffrey. As she stood looking down at his face, serene in sleep, she thought about her grandfather’s words. He’s just one solider in a world turned upside down. 
 
    Who had he left behind? Who was waiting at home to hear from him? Just a word. Any word that he was alive and well.  
 
    Someone thought about him in this instant. Someone hoped—and prayed that he was being taken care of if he was injured. 
 
    Perhaps he had a child at home, waiting for word that he was well. It didn’t matter what color uniform he wore. He’s just one soldier. But it was more than that. He was important to someone.  
 
    Perhaps there was a woman waiting for him. A woman in love with him—who cherished his lips against hers and his arms around her as they slept through the night. 
 
    Her cheeks heated at the direction in which her thoughts veered. She’d always thought of the Yankees as the enemy. But this one—this man, tugged at her heart.  
 
    She longed to see his smile again. To learn more about him. To spend time talking with him again. She stopped her thoughts from their errant path. I’m too isolated.  
 
    Putting her hand on his forehead, she allowed her fingers to drift down his cheek, across the stubble there. 
 
    He opened his eyes, his mouth turned up at the corners. Her hand stilled. Their eyes locked on one another.  
 
    She pulled her hand back, shrugged. “Your fever seems to have abated,” she said. 
 
    “Thanks to you,” he said.  
 
    “I didn’t do anything,” she said, reaching for the pitcher of water. 
 
    “Beauty, intelligence, and modesty,” he commented. “A perfect package.” 
 
    Her hand shook a little as she handed him the glass. “And you, sir, have a smooth tongue.” 
 
    He drank deeply. This time, she didn’t try to stop him. So far he had held everything down.  
 
    “Perhaps,” he answered, finally, his eyes holding something she couldn’t quite fathom. “There’s an older man here,” he said. 
 
    “My grandfather.” She pressed her hands together in her lap, her nails digging into her flesh. 
 
    “Did he shoot me?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. Merely cocked her head to one side as though to say the question was inane.  
 
    He kept his eyes on hers. “Who else lives here?” 
 
    “No one,” she answered automatically. 
 
    “I see,” he said, glancing toward the door. 
 
    A tangle of fear swept through her gut. She took a step back, also glancing at the door. 
 
    Jeffrey grabbed her hand, tugged her back against the bed. She hadn’t expected such strength from a man who had spent the past few hours unconscious.  
 
    “I’m asking, not because I would hurt you, but because you’re in the midst of a battle.” 
 
    She relaxed a little, believing him. “We haven’t heard any sounds of battle since yesterday.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. They’re out there. Plotting. Probably even watching your house because of its location.” 
 
    “It’s in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    “Exactly. That makes it all the more attractive.” 
 
    She pulled at her hand, but he had quite a grip. She struggled to focus on his talk of battle, but the feel of his hand distracted her. “I don’t know what you’re saying.” 
 
    “I know. Why do you think I was in your house?” 
 
    She studied him. “Why were you in our house?” 
 
    “I needed food for my friend.” 
 
    She glanced back at the door.  
 
    “Don’t worry. He didn’t come. He’s been shot and needs food. We were separated from our regiment.” 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    He shook his head, twining his fingers with hers. “I don’t know. He’s probably dead by now.” 
 
    “Oh my. Shouldn’t you do something?” 
 
    “No. He’s no longer my concern.” 
 
    “That’s an awful thing to say about your friend.” 
 
    “There wasn’t a whole lot I could do about it.” 
 
    She realized then that his fingers were no longer gripping hers, but were entwined with hers. She could easily have pulled away, but she didn’t want to. The feel of his skin against hers sent little shivers through her. 
 
    He squeezed her hand and waited until her eyes met his. “Thank you,” he said simply. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she said, her voice breathless to her own ears. 
 
    “I’d like to repay you,” he said. 
 
    “Repay?” This was a perplexing turn of events. 
 
    “Yes, if there’s anything my family can do for you, you have to tell me.” 
 
    A little bubble of anger drifted up and hit her squarely between the eyes. She yanked her hand from his. “I didn’t help you in to order to receive some kind of payment.” 
 
    He pressed a hand against his temple. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply.” 
 
    “You think just because we live in the South. In the-the country, that we would only help someone like you for a reward.” Though her voice remained soft, she straightened in indignation.  
 
    “Hold on,” he said, holding up a hand. “Wait just a cotton-picking minute.” 
 
    “A cotton—” Claire breathed in sharply. “Did you see any cotton planted in my fields? No,” she answered, before he had a chance. “You certainly did not. You think just because I live in the South, I plant cotton. Well, I’ll have you know, sir, that not everyone in the South plants cotton.” 
 
    Jeffrey winced as he put his good hand over his face. “I’m sorry,” he said. 
 
    She took a step back—took a deep breath. I will not let this man—this Yankee get under my skin. I will set a good example of a true Southerner. “No need to apologize.” Her voice was calm now, regulated. “You’ll finish healing and go on your way.” 
 
    Turning on her heels, her head held high, she left the room. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, as her skirts whisked out of the room, though he realized she didn’t hear him.  
 
    He’d found her pretty before, but the anger had brought a glow to her skin that he found absolutely breathtaking and charming.  
 
    His head was spinning as to the cause of her anger, but whatever he had said to elicit it, he wasn’t sorry. Indeed, he was even more intrigued.  
 
    He knew a southern lady when he saw one—he’d grown up surrounded by them. But this one reminded him of his sister. She had that spark and passion that many well-bred ladies had had refined out of them.  
 
    This was the kind of woman he’d been looking for. Someone with breeding and fire. He’d had plenty of women with fire, just no breeding. And of course, all the mothers of girls a certain age and social class in the southern part of Louisiana had attempted to throw their well-bred daughters in his direction. He’d certainly looked. But found no fire to go along with the breeding.  
 
    But here… here was the fire and the breeding. He wanted to get out of bed and follow her. But his limbs just wouldn’t obey. He hadn’t recovered enough yet to command himself to even stand up.  
 
    He sighed. She would, of course, have to come back. This was her house. And he was her patient. In the meantime, he would suffer from her absence.  
 
    Her soft scent—like springtime. Her clear green eyes. Her delicate features. Her long brown hair. Her soft, gentle hands. 
 
    He hardly knew her. But he knew all he needed to know.  
 
    He was smitten. 
 
    He’d known this feeling one other time—when he was seven and Mary Beth Fields had stolen his heart. He could stare at her for hours with a stupid grin on his face. She’d died of yellow fever when she was twelve. That was the last time he’d felt that flutter of the heart. 
 
    Until now.  
 
    Now he was old enough to know what it meant. He just hoped he didn’t have that same stupid grin on his face. If he did, well, then so be it. It was worth it. To feel the rush of blood through his veins—the feeling of being alive and wanting to stay that way.  
 
    Of wondering what the next minute would bring. 
 
    He would marry her, of course. 
 
    He closed his eyes and allowed his thoughts to wander. Thoughts of bringing her home to Grand-père and Alexandra. Showing her around Chene Ruelle.  
 
    Then it occurred to him that he could do none of that. 
 
    Jeffrey Couvion had died in a steamboat explosion. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Claire stood over the stove, tossing tomatoes, onions, and potatoes into a cast iron kettle. Her stomach churned. They never should have taken Jeffrey in. He didn’t understand. He didn’t get it that not everyone in the south planted cotton. Not everyone in the south was uneducated.  
 
    Sure, she’d never been to finishing school, but she read all the time. All the time, at least when she wasn’t busy with chores and such to keep herself and Grandpa fed and comfortable.  
 
    She was certain she could hold an intelligent conversation with any Yankee! On top of that, she could add and subtract and even multiply as evidenced by the careful, exact records she kept for the household.  
 
    Grandpa had told her it was unnecessary, and it probably was, but she enjoyed seeing their financial state in black and white. It allowed her to know that they would make it through the next winter.  
 
    Glancing up from stirring the soup, she jumped, startled out of her thoughts, to see Grandpa standing there, watching her. “Grandpa!” she said, putting her hand to her heart. “What are you doing up? You scared me half to death.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Kitten,” he said, pulling a chair from the breakfast table and sitting down, stretching his legs. “You seemed to be deep in thought and I didn’t want to disturb you.” 
 
    “Oh, well… I was.” 
 
    “A penny for your thoughts.” 
 
    “I was just thinking about how it’s almost time to start planting and I was wondering if we will be able to plant with Yankees outside our door.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll find a way,” he said. 
 
    She shook her head, went to sit with him at the table. “It’s harder with the war.” 
 
    “The war is just beginning, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “I keep hoping it’ll end.” 
 
    He shook his head, looked toward the window, at something only he could see. “It’s at our doorstep. Already, it touches us.” 
 
    “The soldier in your bedroom,” she said, nodding, going back to the stove to stir the soup. The Yankee soldier was all she’d thought about since she’d first laid eyes on him. 
 
    “They’ve already found us. Soon there will be a battle at our door,” he repeated. “We’ll be caught in the midst of it.” 
 
    Grandpa…” 
 
    “Hear me out,” he said, pulling his gaze back to hers.  
 
    She stood, watching him, her heart heavy, the spoon forgotten in her hand. 
 
    “When that happens, you have to get out of here.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving, Grandpa.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. You’ve said so. But there will come a time when you’ll have no choice.” 
 
    “Grandpa.” She set down the spoon and went back to sit next to him. “You’re scaring me.  Did you have a dream or something?” 
 
    “No,” he said, with a wry grin. “I’m just old and I can see things coming that young people don’t think about.” 
 
    “You’re still frightening me.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to. Well, maybe a little. I just want you to be safe.” 
 
    With a sigh, she conceded. “When it’s time to leave, we’ll both go.” 
 
    “All right, Kitten,” he said.  
 
    She knew he was merely appeasing her. But she also knew she wouldn’t leave this house without him, even if she had to drag him along with her. 
 
    “All right,” she said, brightly. “Enough negativity. Supper is ready.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Grandpa said. “You can take some to our guest.” 
 
    Our guest. So that’s how Grandpa had begun to think of Jeffrey. The Yankee soldier who’d broken into their home, and gotten himself shot for intruding. Now he was their guest.  
 
    She couldn’t blame him, of course. She, too, found herself thinking of Jeffrey as more than just an intruder, more than just a Yankee soldier… and more than just a guest. 
 
      
 
    “The best ones are from Cuba.” 
 
    “Absolutely. But, we haven’t gotten any since the war.” 
 
    “You can still get them, you know.” 
 
    “Well sure, you can, but they cost a pretty penny.” 
 
    “I can help you out with that. I know a guy…” Jeffrey stopped talking when he glanced up and saw Claire standing in the doorway. 
 
    “I would give anything for just one good cigar.” Grandpa closed his eyes, looking toward the ceiling, as though remembering the taste of a good Cuban cigar. He was stretched out in the chair next to what used to be his bed. 
 
    Jeffrey cleared his throat and Grandpa turned to look sheepishly at his granddaughter. Jeffrey lowered his gaze and concentrated on the soup Grandpa had brought him. 
 
    “I was just keeping Jeffrey company while he ate his dinner.” 
 
    “I see,” Claire said. She wasn’t sure how she felt about her grandfather making friends with Jeffrey, much less conspiring to obtain expensive cigars. As far as she knew, Grandpa didn’t even smoke. 
 
    “I’ll be outside on the porch if you need me,” Claire said, and turned on her heel. She didn’t dare stay for fear that she would say something she would regret. 
 
    Grabbing her basket of knitting, she went outside and settled into the wooden rocker Grandpa had made before she was born. 
 
    She allowed her mind to drift back. Had Grandpa smoked cigars when she was younger? She remembered her father doing so. Perhaps Grandpa had sat on this very porch himself and smoked fine cigars. 
 
    She couldn’t blame him for wanting to indulge. Perhaps he could take some of that Confederate money he was so determined that she take and spend it on some good cigars. Maybe she would just make the offer to Jeffrey herself. 
 
    That thought gave her pause. Her hands idle, she looked toward the horizon. And found herself listening for sounds of the war. Instead, birds and crickets chirped and a dog barked in the distance. All these were normal sounds of the evening, nothing to suggest that a war raged around them.  
 
    Of course there was the question of trusting Jeffrey to get them for him. If they gave him money, would they ever see it again? He was, after all, a Yankee. 
 
    A Yankee receiving aid and succor in their home. Would they be seen as traitors? A surge of protectiveness shot through her toward Jeffrey. Unexpectedly. She was still angry with him. Or was she? Perhaps she wasn’t. The anger seemed to have dissipated. That didn’t seem so unusual. She wasn’t one to hold a grudge. When she did get angry, it was fast and strong, then over with. 
 
    What did surprise her was the fierce sense of protectiveness toward their Yankee guest. If someone came looking for him, perhaps she would deny that he was here. Or at least, deny that he was a Yankee soldier. She would take him some of Grandpa’s clothing.  
 
    Having made a decision, and being unwilling to explore these unexpected emotions further, she concentrated on her knitting and pushed aside thoughts of their guest. 
 
      
 
    “I’d rather wear my uniform,” Jeffrey said, watching Claire closely. He found it interesting that she’d been angry with him for most of the afternoon, even through supper, now here she was, standing there holding a pair of pants and a shirt, both in neutral shades of brown. And quite worn, by the looks of the threadbare cuffs. 
 
    “You should wear these,” she said. 
 
    “My uniform is perfectly sufficient.” 
 
    “I’m sure it is, but I think you’d be better off if you’d wear these.” 
 
    There was a color to her cheeks again. One that he was quickly growing fond of. He wasn’t sure what elicited it, but he could think of other things that he’d like to try to put it there.  
 
    She shook her head. “I’m only trying to help you.” 
 
    “Indeed,” he said, forcing his thoughts to focus on what she was saying, instead of what he’d like to do to her. “Tell me, how is it helpful for me to wear something other than my uniform?” 
 
    She sighed, but kept her gaze on his, raising her chin a notch. “Very well,” she said, with resignation. “When they come and take you away, don’t complain to me.” Turning, she took a step toward the door, paused, and, turning back, dropped the pants and shirt on the foot of his bed. With a glare, she turned again and left him. 
 
    He watched her leave, then smiled.  
 
    He had been right. She had come back. He still wasn’t sure, first of all, why she had felt compelled to bring him clothes, and second, why she had bothered to bring them when she was obviously still upset with him. 
 
    Was she worried that someone would come and take him away? Perhaps she was worried that the Yankee soldiers would come for him.  
 
    Shifting beneath the blankets, he pondered that notion further. Perhaps she was afraid that the Rebels would come and take him prisoner. He was, after all, wearing a Yankee uniform. 
 
    Suddenly fighting for the Yankees didn’t seem quite as compelling. It occurred to him then that he may be putting Claire and Gramps in danger by being here as a Yankee soldier. They were, after all, offering him succor. 
 
    Reaching toward the end of the bed, he dragged the clothes Claire had left and, without getting out of bed, changed into them. He refused to run the risk of endangering his new friend and the woman he was going to marry. 
 
    Stuffing his uniform beneath the mattress, he contemplated this line of reasoning for the hundredth time. 
 
    Was that really what Claire was? He had already admitted to himself that she was what he had been looking for. Did he dare to take her home? 
 
    Would she go?  
 
    Probably not without a fight. 
 
    Claire was a true southern lady and he was a Yankee soldier. 
 
      
 
    Claire went outside to the water well and dropped the bucket into the water until she heard the splash, then began to crank it back up.  
 
    What was it about Jeffrey that could send her blood into a boil? 
 
    There was something about him that set her nerves on edge. He was a handsome man, with clean features, almost boyish sometimes, and other times incredibly sexy.  
 
    She was intrigued by him. He haunted her thoughts. He was a Yankee soldier, but he seemed to be a gentleman, well-educated.  
 
    Taking the bucket of water, she went back into the house and started heating some water on the stove to wash her face. It was colder tonight.  
 
    She paced the living room, peeking out behind the white lacy curtains between her rounds. Finally, as the water began to heat, she went back to sit on a chair next to the stove. Putting her hands over her face, she wondered what she should do.  
 
    She had given him clothes to put on, but he had refused. She wasn’t sure how she could protect him now. Him and her grandfather. She wasn’t so worried about herself. Being a woman, she could get away with more. But the men needed more protection—more plausibility for their actions. 
 
    The water heated, she poured some into a basin and ran a warm wash cloth over her face, holding it there, allowing the heat to seep into her skin.  
 
    She relished the warmth so much, she decided to share the warm water with her grandfather, but when she went to his door, he was gently snoring and she didn’t dare wake him. 
 
    Hearing her name softly called from the neighboring bedroom caught her attention. With a sigh, she knocked on the door and pushed it open as Jeffrey bid her to come inside.  
 
    He sat there under the blanket, just as she had left him. The first thing she noticed was that the clothes she had left were no longer there. What did he do with them?  
 
    Not sure why he had summoned her, she quickly assessed things—he had water on the nightstand, so that wasn’t what he wanted. Perhaps he was hungry.  
 
    “I’m not hungry,” he said, causing her to lift her brows.  
 
    Perhaps he was a mind-reader now. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I was wondering if you’d heard anything about the status of the war.” 
 
    “The war?” 
 
    “Yes, you know, the war between the states. The fighting outside your doorstep and so on,” he said, with a twinkle in his eyes. 
 
    “First of all, there has been no fighting on my doorstep, and second, I’m quite aware of the war. It’s all anyone has talked about for three years. I merely expected that you needed something other than information about your war.” 
 
    “It’s anything but my war,” he said, his face growing serious.  
 
    “Tell me what happened,” she said, sitting on the edge of the chair next to his bed. 
 
    His eyes met hers, his expression doubtful. 
 
    “I’d like to know,” she said. 
 
    He scooted up, shifting the pillows behind him. She jumped up and helped him adjust the pillows. Her arms behind him on either side, her face was only inches from his. She blinked with the realization and slowly lifted her eyes to his.  
 
    An unexpected jolt shot through her. She’d noticed his eyes before, but at this close proximity, the blueness reminded her of a clear, cloudless summer sky.  
 
    She moved her hands from behind his head. He took her hands in his. She jumped at the touch. He gripped her hands tightly, as though he would never let go.  
 
    She found herself gripping his hands back as their eyes remained locked on each other. Her heart picked up a quick tempo and her breath came quickly. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. 
 
    “For what?” she whispered. 
 
    “For saving my life.” 
 
    She didn’t answer him. She was too lost in his eyes. In the feel of his hands on hers. 
 
    The blanket had dropped away from his shoulders, but otherwise, he hadn’t moved. 
 
    He smiled and she returned the smile. 
 
    Then he released her hands and she sat back, her heart hammering in her chest. 
 
    “I’ll get you some coffee,” she said, at a loss for what to do. 
 
    “All right,” he said, “Then I’ll tell you what happened.” 
 
    “What happened,” she echoed. 
 
    “What happened to me in the war,” he said, with a smile. 
 
    “Oh, of course,” she said, rushing from the room. She had to get away from him. 
 
    She put water on to heat for coffee and felt the heat in her face. The heat wasn’t, however, from the stove. It was from the contact with Jeffrey. She wanted to hurry and get back to him. Yet she needed time to compose herself.  
 
    Her heart was still beating rapidly when Grandpa came into the room.  
 
    “You’re up again,” she said. 
 
    “You’re smiling,” he answered. 
 
    Her face flushed. Was it so obvious that Jeffrey had such an effect on her? The idea caused her face to flush even more. She turned away and focused on pouring water into the mug. 
 
    After stirring the coffee, she turned back to Grandpa. “Are you feeling all right?” she asked. He looked stronger than he had for some time and had a half smile on his face. 
 
    “I feel better than I have in weeks.” 
 
    “Truly?” What had brought this on? 
 
    “Yes,” he said, staring into space now, his brow furrowed in puzzlement. 
 
    “What do you think caused this?” she asked. 
 
    He shifted his gaze back to her. “Perhaps it’s the weather,” he said, then shook his head. “Maybe it’s because I got kicked out of my bed.” 
 
    After a moment, a bubble of laughter burst from her throat. “Perhaps that’s all it took.” 
 
    “Could be.” He joined in her laughter. “Is that coffee for you?” he asked, nodding toward the mug she held, untouched. 
 
    “No,” she glanced down, feeling the flush return to her face. “It’s for Jeffrey.” 
 
    “Well, take it to him,” he said. “I’ll make some for myself.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    He waved her away as he moved toward the stove. “I’m not an invalid, you know.” 
 
    As she left, she pondered his statement. Only until a day or so ago, he had, indeed, been an invalid. 
 
    Until the Yankee soldier appeared in his bedroom. 
 
    She stopped in her tracks, there in the hallway, halfway between the kitchen and the bedroom.  
 
    Jeffrey was wearing the clothes she had left with him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Jeffrey was ready to get out of bed. Already, he could feel his muscles needing to stretch. Perhaps in the morning, he would get up and take a look around.  
 
    In the meantime, he pondered what he would tell Claire. She wanted to know what happened to him. 
 
    For the first time in a year, he regretted his decision to fight for the Yankees.  
 
    It was fate, he thought. 
 
    It was fate that he ended up here in the northern part of his own state and in the home of a very southern girl who sent his blood stirring. 
 
    Fate, yes, and irony.  
 
    Ironic that she would most likely want nothing to do with him now, or once she learned the truth.  
 
    A southern lady would have nothing to do with a Yankee. And a southern lady would have nothing to do with a man who chose to fight against his own country. 
 
    He could see no way to redeem himself. 
 
    Claire came back into the room and handed him a steaming cup of coffee. It tasted a little like chicory. Reminded him of home.  
 
    “How long have you been in the army?” she asked. 
 
    “Three years. Since the war began.” 
 
    “The war is interminable.” 
 
    “It is. Do you have family members fighting?” 
 
    She slid into the chair next to the bed. Shook her head. “I don’t have any siblings and my father was killed in the Mexican-American war when I was a child. My grandfather is too old.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I was raised by my grandfather also. My parents and grandmother died during… my childhood.” He had almost told her that they had died during the yellow fever outbreak, but she would have doubtless wondered how they could have been affected so far north. 
 
    “We’ve both had our share of tragedy,” she said. “Tell me how you ended up here.” 
 
    “We were fighting in the fog,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “We couldn’t see two feet in front of us. 
 
    “We got the order to charge, but the… um… enemy was waiting for us.” 
 
    “So, you had to retreat.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. How could he talk about the Rebels being the enemy when she was one of them?  
 
    Even more, he had been one of them for two years. Before he decided to fight for an idealistic cause instead of protecting his own country. 
 
    There was a war outside Claire’s doorstep and two days ago, he’d avoided thinking about his duty to protect his fellow southerners.  
 
    Now, just like that, he was caught between two worlds.  
 
    He pressed his fingers between his eyes. Scrunched up his face. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Claire asked, alarm in her voice. 
 
    Jeffrey took a deep breath. Smiled at Claire. She returned his smile.  
 
    And some of the weight fell from his shoulders.  
 
    Right now he had to focus on just two things. Healing and making sure Claire was safe.  
 
    “Your grandfather is a good man,” he said. “Has he been ill?” 
 
    She nodded, her brows furrowed. “He’s been bed-ridden much of the last year. Doc Pritchard said it was old age. He didn’t know what was wrong with him.” 
 
    “He seems ok now.” 
 
    “He does seem more like his old self.” 
 
    “It’s curious indeed. What about your mother and your grandmother?” 
 
    Her face was enveloped in sadness at the question. “My mother died in childbirth shortly after my birth so I never knew her. My grandmother died three years ago.” 
 
    “Ah, chère,” he said. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Perhaps your grandfather was grieving?” 
 
    “Perhaps. I hadn’t really considered that possibility.” 
 
    Jeffrey reached out, lifted a lock of her hair off her shoulder. Marveled at its softness. Her eyes widened, and she appeared to hold her breath.  
 
    “Love does strange things to a man.” 
 
    “So they say,” she murmured. 
 
    It occurred to Jeffrey that Claire may be spoken for. One of the soldiers he had been fighting against could hold her heart. 
 
    He had to know.  
 
    He must know. 
 
    “You?” he asked. 
 
    She looked at him questioningly.  
 
    He shook his head. Started again. “Are you spoken for?” 
 
    “You mean, am I betrothed?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “No,” she answered quickly. “There’s no one.” 
 
    He gazed into her green eyes, wondering how a man of his troubles, could even begin to court a girl such as Claire.  
 
    “And you?” she asked. “Does someone wait for you at home?” 
 
    “Only my sister and grandfather. But truth be told, they likely believe me dead.” 
 
    “Oh. My. That’s terrible. Why would they think that?” 
 
    “It’s kind of a long story. Best left for another day.” 
 
    “Oh course,” she said, standing up. “You must be tired and you need your sleep. I’ll leave you for the night.” 
 
    He didn’t want her to go. He could talk to her all night. Wanted to talk to her forever. To know everything. All her thoughts.  
 
    But before he could protest, she had slipped from the room, taking the candle with her.  
 
    Jeffrey lay in darkness. With nothing to do but contemplate his plight.  
 
    Perhaps he was tired. His thoughts twisted and tangled until he could no longer make sense of them.  
 
    He fell into a fitful slumber.  
 
    Only to wake to the sound of someone pounding on the front door. 
 
    He must have slept longer than he thought. The room was bathed in the pale glow of dawn.  
 
    Other than the knocking, the house was quiet. Claire and her grandfather were still asleep. 
 
    When the pounding came a second time, Jeffrey went on full alert. It was a soldier’s knock. Though whether it was Northern or Southern, he couldn’t tell. 
 
    He couldn’t decide which was going to be worse. 
 
    In a whirlwind, Claire appeared at his bedside. “Hurry,” she said. She wore a white nightgown and her hair swirled around her.  
 
    Swallowing a groan, he swung his leg around to the side of the bed. His head spun with dizziness.  
 
    “Come,” she urged, tugging on his sleeve. 
 
    Distracted by her angelic appearance, he stood up, swayed, and promptly passed out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jeffrey heard men walking above him. The wooden floor creaked beneath their heavy boots. Breathing in the damp earth, he swallowed a sneeze.  
 
    He wasn’t sure exactly where he was, except that he was beneath the floor. The house was built on piers and beams and someone had walled in a section to create a makeshift cellar. 
 
    How he got here was a bit hazy. He only remembered Claire urging him to drop through the hole in the floor.  
 
    Claire’s voice mingled with the soldier’s. She sounded calm and confident. If the soldiers threatened her, he was prepared to reveal his hiding place beneath the floor. 
 
    Even now, he struggled to discern whether the voices came from Yankees or Rebels.  
 
    “Absolutely not!” Claire’s voice rang out, clearly reaching him.  
 
    His heart lodged in his throat. What did they want with her? Were they about to harm her? He would not allow it. Poised to leap through the trap door to her rescue, he stood, one hand raised toward the latch. 
 
    Then she laughed. Laughed? And they joined her, their laughter a bit bawdy for his taste. Why would she be laughing with the soldiers?  
 
    Slowly, he lowered his hand, forcing his heartbeat to return to normal. Now was not the time to barge in on them.  
 
    Their footsteps retreated and he waited. Waited for the front door to slam closed behind them.  
 
    He continued to wait. The air grew quickly damp. He hadn’t noticed it before, but now it was damp… and cold. He rubbed his arms and blew warm breath on his hands. After stomping his feet, he leaned against the wall and ventured to study his surroundings, but darkness prevented any scrutiny.  
 
    Something scurried in the shadows. A rat perhaps? Or maybe something more sinister. A snake? If he was locked down here with a snake, he may as well go ahead and surrender to the soldiers now. Any fate would be better than meeting up with a snake.  
 
    He strained to hear some sound from above. All was quiet. Why didn’t someone… Claire or Grandpa come and rescue him from the dank, dark hole in the ground?  
 
    Reaching up, he tried the latch, determined to get out of here. But it seemed someone had made sure it could only be opened from inside the house.  
 
    Damn.  
 
    Truly, this was worse than when he’d been tossed into the Mississippi River when the steamboat exploded. At least then he’d been able to make his way ashore. Now he was trapped. He didn’t dare call out. That would be just insane. He may get to that point if a snake appeared, but he wasn’t to that point yet. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he resolved to wait. He closed his eyes, but only for a second. Straining to see in the unrelenting darkness was better than not being able to see at all.  
 
    Seconds passed. Minutes. How long must he wait? 
 
    He began to sweat. His knees grew weak. He wasn’t well. 
 
    Giving in, he melted down to the cold, earthen floor. The dampness seeped through his britches. But he continued to sweat.  
 
    His eyes drooped, but he strained to keep them open. Fought the heaviness.  
 
    And lost the battle.  
 
    Curled on the dark, damp earth, with unknown rodents scurrying around him, he slept. 
 
      
 
    “Wake up! Jeffrey, you have to wake up.” Claire heard the desperation in her own voice as she shook him.  
 
    His skin burned from fever. He had not been well enough to be put here under the house. It was worse than any prison she could imagine.  
 
    She’d had no choice, she reminded herself. The soldiers had stayed inside the house all day and only now, had she been able to risk opening the door beneath the trunk in Grandpa’s closet. They had rested, eaten, and rested some more. Finally, after nightfall, they settled in behind the house and allowed her to lock her door.   
 
    “Oh God, Jeffrey, please wake up.” There was no way she could get him back into the house if he didn’t wake up. He didn’t seem like such a large man, but gracious, he was heavy.  
 
    She couldn’t ask Grandpa to help. He was in no shape. In fact, even now, he slept, exhausted from the ordeal with the soldiers. What could she do?  
 
    Bounding up the ladder into the house, she lit a candle and placed it near the opening. Then she retrieved the blankets off of Jeffrey’s bed and brought them under the house with her. She retrieved the candle and secured it in the dirt at the edge of the cellar. 
 
    She wrapped the blankets around him. Then felt his head again. The fever raged.  
 
    She shivered. If she stayed here, she would catch her death. But she wouldn’t leave him. Desperate, she crawled beneath the blankets with him, snuggling up against him.  
 
    She put her arms around his waist and laid her cheek against his chest.  
 
    His skin was hot against hers, even through his cotton shirt. She closed her eyes and her breathing matched his—slow and steady.  
 
    The stress of the day caught up with her and she began to drift into sleep. Shifting closer to him, they were entwined, head to toe. His arms were around her. She was warm… and safe. She slept. A dreamless sleep. His breathing lulled her into a much needed rest. 
 
    She woke, disoriented, not sure where or when she was. It was pitch dark – she could see nothing. Her hip ached against the hardness of what could only be the floor. How had she ended up sleeping on the hard floor instead of her soft feather bed? 
 
    She felt someone’s breath against her cheek and froze. Her world careened and it all came back to her in a rush.  
 
    The candle had gone out, but the smell of damp earth was unmistakable. She was on the floor beneath the house, of all things, snuggled beneath blankets, pressed against… Jeffrey.  
 
    The heat of embarrassment flushed over her face. She was so close to him, her body pressed against him. His arms were like a steel band across her back.  
 
    He was not asleep. At least if he slept, he feigned wakefulness. 
 
    He shifted slightly, until their cheeks were pressed against each other. Her mouth parted a little, her breathing hitched. She was aware of him in every corner of her body. She lay frozen, unable to move. She kept her eyes closed. 
 
    This physical reaction to him was intense… and unexpected.  
 
    He shifted again, ever so subtly, and his lips pressed against the corner of her mouth. Her heart tripped in her chest.  
 
    It was nearly her undoing.  
 
    She longed to shift that fraction of an inch that would press her lips against his. She longed to feel his lips against hers. She longed for something she couldn’t name. Something that was wrapped up in the essence of Jeffrey—this man she just met.  
 
    He shifted, but shifted the wrong way. He moved back that fraction of an inch and she sighed.  
 
    “Why are you here?” he asked. 
 
    “I, um… I couldn’t wake you.” 
 
    He was silent. Although she opened her eyes, she couldn’t see him in the darkness.   
 
    “I’m sorry,” he murmured, his breath warm against her cheek. 
 
    “It’s all right,” she whispered. 
 
    He moved his hand up and put his fingertips against her cheek. Her lips parted.  
 
     He must have inched closer, because she could feel his breath against her lips. 
 
    As he shifted closer, her eyes drifted closed and she held her breath.  
 
    His lips touched hers, light as a feather. So light, she must have imagined it. She shifted into him, increasing the pressure minutely.  
 
    Then she felt him break the contact.  
 
    “We have to get you out of here,” he said, tossing back the blankets and getting to his feet. Finding her hands in the darkness, he pulled her to her feet.  
 
    Sighing, she allowed him to help her up the ladder. 
 
    Grandpa must have fallen asleep without realizing the two of them slept under the floor. The house was dark and quiet. 
 
    She could barely keep herself moving. Her muscles ached with exhaustion. Ignoring the heaviness in her eyes, she stoked the fire in the wood stove and brought a clean blanket to wrap about Jeffrey. His eyes were glassy from the fever which he denied having. 
 
    “You’re still with a fever,” she said, as she tucked the blanket around him. The warmth from the fire filled the room.  
 
    “I’m all right,” he insisted, though his words were a little slurred. 
 
    After pressing a cup of hot coffee into his hands, she stepped back, pulled a chair next to him, and sat down. As she watched, he sipped the coffee.  
 
    Then his eyes drooped closed, reflecting the way she felt. Shoring up her strength, she took the mug from his hands, and set it aside.  
 
    She sat back down and studied him, his new beard, his smooth skin, his dark, wavy hair… 
 
    He began to snore lightly. 
 
    She smiled. Smiled at the irony that she would know that a man snored in his sleep. When she hadn’t slept with him.  
 
    Heat crept up her cheeks as she imagined what it would be like to lie next to him in bed, wrapped in those strong arms. Those arms that had held her in the cellar.  
 
    As she studied him, she began to shiver. Pressing a hand to the back of her neck, her fingertips encountered the slipperiness of sweat. She touched her own forehead and the heat burned her skin. 
 
    She, too, burned with fever? 
 
    Going to him, she pulled on his arms. She had to get him back in bed so she, too, could rest. 
 
    She pulled hard, but he merely shifted, his snoring paused, then began again. 
 
    “Jeffrey, wake up. I have to get you to bed,” she said, her face flushing. Was it the words or the fever? He stood up, took one step, then slowly melted to the floor.  
 
    Her strength giving out, she kneeled on the floor next to him, resting her arms on his knees. Her head felt heavy. She put her arms around him and rested her head on his chest. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Claire woke with candlelight in her eyes, blinding her. Her muscles ached with fatigue, as though spent. She shifted her head, moving from the blinding light. And her gaze lit on Jeffrey sprawled in the chair next to her bed.  
 
    A new beard shadowed his face. A lock of black hair fell across his forehead. He slept, his mouth slightly open. Romeo, one paw across his nose, lounged on the floor at his feet.  
 
    Her thoughts swirled in confusion. Why was she in the bed with him at her side? He was the injured one and she tended him. She closed her eyes, but her mind refused to make sense of their situation.  
 
    He stirred and his eyes flew open, locking onto hers. A quick intake of breath as she was lost in those deep blue pools. Intense. God, but he was handsome. She swallowed thickly.  
 
    “Claire?” his voice was husky, uncertain. 
 
    She merely looked at him.  
 
    His feet slammed against the floor as he moved toward her. He placed a hand on her forehead. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Well, I guess.” 
 
    His brow furrowed as he studied her.  
 
    “Why am I here?” she asked. “And why are you up?” 
 
    His lips tilted at the corners. “One of us had to be out of the bed.” 
 
    Putting her hands over her face, she looked away from him.  
 
    He laughed, then sobered. “I’m sorry,” he said. “But if I hadn’t been awake, you might have died.” 
 
    “How long?” she began. Grandpa! 
 
    “Since yesterday... when we came out of the basement.” 
 
    She glanced at the window. Darkness. It had been well over twenty-four hours. “Grandpa?” she choked out, her heart clutching with fear. Had Jeffrey even thought to check on him? 
 
    “He’s well. We just finished supper.” 
 
    She exhaled, her breath blowing hair that had fallen over her cheek. “Thank you.” 
 
    He tilted his head and studied her. “You thought I would forget about him.” 
 
    She shook her head, lowering her eyes. “Of course not.” 
 
    Chuckling, he reached over, placed a hand over hers. Her breath hitched. Bringing her hand to his lips, his lips soft and gentle on the backs of her fingers.  
 
    Her eyes met his blue ones and she held her breath.  
 
    “You’re beautiful,” he whispered.  
 
    Her thoughts swirled, lost in emotion. She should say something. Thank you. You’re beautiful, too. I love you. 
 
    She inhaled sharply. No! She didn’t love him. She hardly knew him. This Jeffrey Couvion. He could be a scoundrel! 
 
    She pulled her hand away, ignoring his look of confusion. “I should go to Grandpa. See if he needs anything.” 
 
    He frowned. “I’m not sure you should be up. I can bring him here.” 
 
    Claire started to protest, but even the thought of moving her muscles enough to get out of bed was more than she could muster. “All right,” she said. 
 
    However, instead of leaving, he twisted his fingers with hers. His eyes locked on hers, he squeezed her hand as though he would never let go.  
 
    She squeezed back and smiled at him, biting her lip. 
 
    A blast of cannon fire shook the house, rattling the windows.  
 
    Claire inhaled sharply. “The Yankees! They’re back.” 
 
    Jeffrey glanced toward the window. “Could be. Could be Southerners.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Why not?” he asked, turning back to study her. 
 
    “Southerners aren’t stupid enough to fire at night.” 
 
    “You could be right,” he said. 
 
    “If they can’t see us, they might fire on the house.” 
 
    “I’ll go see,” Jeffrey said. 
 
    “You can’t go out there!” 
 
    “Like you said, if they don’t know we’re here, they might hit us.” 
 
    “It’s not safe.” 
 
    He kissed her on the forehead. “I’ll be back,” he said.  
 
      
 
    Jeffrey took the gun from the nightstand and slipped out the door into the cool darkness. Leaving Claire proved to be more difficult than he had expected. It’s the only way to protect her. 
 
    The thunder of cannons pierced the night air. Why were they firing at night?  
 
    His heart full of trepidation, he moved toward the thunder, dashing behind the cover of trees.  
 
    He gulped in ragged breaths of air. His recovery had left him unprepared for this physical onslaught.  
 
    Peering into the darkness from behind the cover of an oak tree, he froze at the prick of a bayonet in the small of his back.   
 
    “Who is it?” someone asked. 
 
    “How should I know?” 
 
    Jeffrey’s mind went into confusion. It couldn’t be! He attempted to turn his head to see behind him. 
 
    “Cut it out, Reb!” One of the men poked him again with the bayonet. 
 
    “Marvin? Is that you?” Jeffrey asked. 
 
    “Jeffrey?” The man poked him again.  
 
    “Hey, cut it out!” Jeffrey called. 
 
    “Don’t poke at Jeffrey,” Joseph demanded.  
 
    “Joseph? I thought you were dead.” 
 
    Joseph laughed. “Not me.” 
 
    “How do we know it’s him?” Marvin asked. 
 
    “If you’d stop poking me, I’d turn around.” 
 
    Joseph punched Marvin against the shoulder. Jeffrey turned around and squinted through the darkness at his two friends. “What are you two idiots doing out here?” 
 
    “Where have you been?” 
 
    “I was shot." 
 
    Marvin and Joseph looked at each other, then back at Jeffrey.  
 
    “Who shot you?” Joseph asked. 
 
    “Not me,” Marvin commented, scratching the back of his head. 
 
    Jeffrey rubbed his hand over his eyes. “It wasn’t either one of you. It was an old man.” 
 
    “Did you kill him?” 
 
    “No, I did not kill him,” Jeffrey said, glaring at Joseph. 
 
    “Well, why not?” 
 
    “Mostly because it was an accident. And because he and his daughter saved my life.” 
 
    Marvin shifted, staring blankly at Jeffrey, then he turned to Joseph. “He’s addled.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve seen it before.” 
 
    “I’m not addled.” 
 
    “What do we do with him?” 
 
    “How should I know?” 
 
    Jeffrey glared at his two Yankee friends.  
 
    “I guess we can’t just leave him here… can we?” 
 
    Joseph shrugged. He opened his mouth, but cannon fire stopped him from making whatever comment he was about to make.  
 
    “At night? What’s wrong with these people?” Jeffrey clutched his gun. 
 
    Marvin grabbed his arm. “Come on,” he demanded, pulling Jeffrey behind him. Joseph followed.  
 
    “Where are you taking me?” Jeffrey asked, keeping his voice low. His stomach clutched at the idea of being taken behind enemy lines. An image of Claire flashed in his mind.  
 
    “Just keep it down,” Marvin suggested.  
 
    “Why aren’t you with your regiment?” Jeffrey asked. 
 
    “We had a new assignment,” Joseph answered.  
 
    “Shut up,” Marvin suggested. 
 
    “Is it a secret?” Jeffrey asked. 
 
    “Only if you’re a Rebel,” Joseph said, with a laugh. 
 
    Jeffrey’s hair on the back of his head tingled. For an instant, he thought, I’m a Rebel. Then he caught himself. I fight for the North. That image of Claire once again flashed before him. He held his silence. 
 
    They trudged through the murky swamp, heading west. “Where are we headed?” Jeffrey asked again. 
 
    “Back to camp.” 
 
    “I thought camp was that way.” Jeffrey indicated the east with a nod of his head. 
 
    “You’ve been away too long.” 
 
    “Not long enough,” Jeffrey murmured.  
 
    They trudged through the mud, past debris left by soldiers of one side or the other. They trudged along in silence. Jeffrey’s mind raced. Did he betray Claire by being here with the Yankees? The ones who set out to destroy her home and her way of life? His feet lagged heavy as he walked further away from her. He only set out to find out what was going on. Not to leave her.  
 
    I promise I won’t be long. 
 
    I wish you wouldn’t go. 
 
    It’s the only way to know. 
 
    Please be safe… 
 
    He stopped. Ran his hand through his hair. 
 
    He shouldn’t have left Claire. That was all there was to it. No matter what his intentions, she was alone. And he may not be able to get back to her as easily as he had expected.  
 
    “Look,” he began, stopping. “I need to go back that way.” He gestured back the way they had come. 
 
    The bayonet didn’t come this time, but their looks pierced him just as effectively. And the suspicion was tangible.  
 
    “I left my gear,” he added. 
 
    “What gear? You didn’t have anything last time we saw you.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I acquired some.” 
 
    “You can get it later,” Marvin said, walking again. 
 
    Jeffrey found himself pulled both ways. He needed to get back to Claire. He obviously needed to go with these men or they would suspect something. As he stood there, immobile, Joseph pulled him, not too gently, by the shoulder.  
 
    “This way,” he said, with a nod of the head. 
 
    Jeffrey allowed himself to be pulled along. He would have to go with these men for now. Then, when he was able to do so without jeopardizing Claire, he would go back to her. His gut knotted with trepidation. 
 
    When they arrived at the camp, the other soldiers ignored them, only occasionally sending a disinterested glance in their direction.  
 
    The Yankees, it seemed, weren’t all that interested in him after all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Claire dumped a bucket of water into the washtub and stretched as she glanced toward the line of trees. A light breeze ruffled her hair as she dipped a cotton shirt into the soapy water and began scrubbing. Romeo sat at her feet, his eyes closed and head on his paws. Grandpa sat on the front porch, his eyes closed too, as he soaked up the warm sunshine. 
 
    Jeffrey had been gone for almost six hours, since just before the sun came up. And already she watched for him. If truth be told, she had been watching for him for well… just about half a minute short of almost six hours.  
 
    She should be repelled by the fact that he was a Yankee. Yet… he was nothing like she expected a Yankee to be. He was kind. Even Grandpa had taken a liking to him. And he was handsome. Her cheeks heated with the thought of his hands on hers. Perhaps she should dump the bucket of water over her head next time instead of into the washtub. 
 
    Romeo jumped up, barked once, and dashed toward the trees, his tail brushing the ground. 
 
    What got into him? Claire turned, looking to her right and heard the approaching soldiers in gray before they emerged around the bend in the road. Three years ago she had watched them travel north—proud and confident. Now, their uniforms were soiled and torn. Many had no shoes. Many limped, injured. Others were merely dragged along by their companions.  
 
    Her heart ached for them. Then with a start, she realized why they were headed down her road.  
 
    It was time for her to honor the deal she had made with Colonel Bonaire.  
 
    As the soldiers passed her, moving toward her house, she saw the hope in their eyes. Hope that she had only offered in desperation.  
 
    Grandpa roused from his nap and watched the soldiers warily. Claire swallowed hard with the realization that she should have told him. She had hoped nothing would come of it. 
 
    Allowing the shirt to plop into the water, she wiped her hands on her skirt and watched the soldiers wind their way onto her land. An officer on a worn, yet proud gray stallion trotted to a stop in front of her.  
 
    “Colonel Bonaire,” Claire said, lifting her eyes to his, dread pooling in the pit of her stomach. 
 
    “Miss Whitman,” he echoed, tipping his hat.  
 
    So much for hoping and praying it would never come to pass. 
 
    “Your kind offer is much appreciated,” he said, glancing toward the soldiers. 
 
    “I honor my agreements,” she stated. 
 
    “I was certain you would,” he said, turning his gaze back to hers.  
 
    She was a little surprised by what she saw in his face. He smiled with a cockiness and with what she instinctively knew to be interest. Her spine stiffened.  
 
    “Your men are welcome here as we agreed. I have nothing else to offer you.” 
 
    He drew back slightly, his horse neighing. “As you wish,” he said, and turned his steed away, toward the back of the house where his men were already setting up tents and spreading out supplies. 
 
    With a heavy sigh, she set off toward the porch where her grandfather watched her, confusion evident even at this distance. 
 
    “Claire,” he began. “What is this?” 
 
    She rubbed a hand against her temple. “I’m sorry, Grandpa. I should have told you.” 
 
    “You knew?” 
 
    “I hoped it wouldn’t happen.” 
 
    He waited silently for her to continue. 
 
    The line of wounded gray continued to pool in their yard, flowing all around the house.  
 
    “A few days ago when Colonel Bonaire was here,” she paused. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “I made an agreement with him that we could stay here,” her words came in a rush. “He wanted us to leave, but he agreed that we could stay if he could use our land as an infirmary.” 
 
    “Why does he need it?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m not really sure. I think he wants to use our well and he ‘um… he wants to use the third bedroom.” 
 
    Grandpa was silent. His lips thinned and his neck reddened. 
 
    She shook her head. “He was going to insist that we leave.” 
 
    “Perhaps that would have been best,” he said softly. 
 
    “No,” she insisted. “I won’t be forced from my home.” 
 
    Grandpa shrank back in his chair. “It isn’t worth it,” he said.  
 
    “It shouldn’t be so bad,” she persisted. 
 
    “If he so much as lays a hand on you…” His eyes narrowed and there was a growl in his voice that she had never heard. 
 
    “He won’t come near me.” 
 
    “It’s not safe here without Jeffrey.” 
 
    Claire swallowed a bubble of laughter. How had it become lost on Grandpa that Jeffrey was the enemy? The same way it became lost on me.  
 
    Grandpa opened his mouth to say something else, but closed it when a soldier rushed up to Claire. 
 
    “Miss Whitman.” The boy, not more than fifteen, stood next to her.  
 
    She turned and waited for him to continue. 
 
    “Can you come and help?”  
 
    “Help?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, his breath shallow. “The doc won’t be here for a few days and we need your help.” 
 
    Claire glanced at Grandpa. He shook his head as though to say, I told you so. 
 
    “I’m not a nurse,” she said. 
 
    “Everyone here is hurt or sick,” he persisted. 
 
    “What about you?”  
 
    “I don’t know nothin’ about healing. Besides…” He glanced toward the sound of shelling in the distance. “I have to get back to the fighting.” 
 
    “Of course,” Claire said. Suddenly, her agreement with Colonel Bonaire made more sense.  It wasn’t her house he wanted. It was her—her hands. 
 
    “Very well,” she said, glancing down at her dress. Her sleeves were rolled up and she wore her oldest dress—a green flowered gown that she had gotten years ago. Long before the war. She supposed if it were stained with blood, it wouldn’t be a great loss. 
 
    With one last apologetic glance at Grandpa, she followed the soldier behind the house to what looked like a war-zone itself already. 
 
    “What’s your name?” she asked. 
 
    “Mark.” 
 
    Tents and fires had sprouted up. Men lay everywhere—sprawled upon the grass and leaning against the oak trees. Men who looked to be nearing Grandpa’s age and men who looked to be no more than boys. 
 
    “Over here,” Mark urged. He stepped into a small tent and she followed. “This is my brother,” he told her. 
 
    Claire’s heart tripped with dread. The boy’s skin was ashen, his eyes closed. She glanced at Mark’s hopeful countenance. 
 
    “Where is he hurt?” 
 
    “He was shot,” Mark said, pulling the sheet from his brother.  
 
    Claire gasped at the sight of the bloody shoulder wound. Instinctively, she knew that this man would have easily healed with proper treatment.  
 
    “When was he shot?” 
 
    “Two days ago.” 
 
    Claire knelt next to the boy and began peeling back what was left of the tattered cloth of his shirt. “Mark, what is your brother’s name?” 
 
    “Tom.” 
 
    She nodded. “I need you to bring me some hot water and a clean cloth.” 
 
    She barely had the words out of her mouth before Mark had disappeared to do her bidding. 
 
    Her heart wept for this young boy, so brutally shot down and so carelessly tended. 
 
    Within minutes Mark returned with a bucket of steaming water. Apparently, the soldiers were keeping a fresh supply. 
 
    She dipped the cloth into the hot water, rang out the cloth, and began wiping the dried blood caked around Tom’s wound.  
 
    Silently, she prayed for him.  
 
      
 
    Tom was only the first of the many soldiers neglected. Only the first of many who could survive with basic care. Only the first of dozens she tended that day. 
 
    The sun had drifted behind the trees leaving them in a shadow of twilight when Claire heard someone calling her name. 
 
    Her hand paused over the forehead she soothed—this time with a cool cloth.  
 
    “Claire?” 
 
    She looked into her grandfather’s eyes, ringed with worry. 
 
    “You have to stop and eat something. You’ve been at this for hours.” 
 
    Claire leaned back and for the first time in hours looked at the man standing in front of her. There must have been a hundred soldiers lying around her yard. Most of them prone with injuries. The other dozen or so men hurried among them, carrying buckets of water, cloths, and plates of food. With a quick glance, she counted seven fires all with either pots over them or spits of food.  
 
    She wiped at her face with her wrist. “What time is it?” she asked, though it was rather obvious that it was near bedtime. 
 
    “Nearly eight,” Grandpa said. “Here.” He handed her a plate with a biscuit and an ear of corn. “You have to eat something.” 
 
    She nodded and took the plate from him. After wiping her hands on her soiled skirt, she picked up the biscuit and took a bite. Her stomach growled in rebellion. It had indeed been since breakfast that she ate. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said.  
 
    Grandpa kneeled next to her. “How did this happen?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head and took another bite of biscuit before sitting flat on the ground. “I had no idea,” she said, looking around her again. 
 
    “You can’t do it all by yourself.” 
 
    “No,” she agreed. “But who else is here?” 
 
    Grandpa took a deep breath. “I’ll go into town tomorrow. See who can come out to help.” 
 
    She shook her head. “That trip would be too hard on you.” 
 
    “Claire, I can’t sit by while you…” he glanced around again. “While you single-handedly nurse the entire wounded Confederate army.” 
 
    She smiled. “I seriously doubt this is the entire wounded army.” 
 
    “Nonetheless…” 
 
    “Miss Whitman,” someone called. “Can you take a letter?” 
 
    Claire swallowed and looked at her grandfather. Another boy sending a last letter home. She would rather clean a hundred gunshot wounds than listen to a single heart-wrenching letter from a dying son to his mother.  
 
    Grandpa put his hand on her shoulder. “Now, taking a letter is something I can sit and do.” 
 
    “Very well,” she agreed, relieved. “That will help immensely.”  
 
    Claire watched her grandfather make his way to the dying soldier’s side, settle onto a stool and, taking a sheet of paper from an orderly, begin to write down the boy’s last words. 
 
    This war, indeed, touched everyone. And everyone had a part to play. 
 
    As she finished her supper, she glanced toward the road and wondered. Wondered how her handsome Yankee fared. 
 
    And prayed if he were wounded, that somewhere, someone was taking care of him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Jeffry aimed and fired. And missed.  
 
    Intentionally. 
 
    The irony of the situation sat like a lead weight in his gut. He’d longed to fight with the Yankees. Now he couldn’t bear to fire upon his own countrymen. The blue of the uniform they had insisted he wear seemed to stifle his very breath. 
 
    If he were found out, he’d be condemned by both sides. 
 
    His worst nightmare. 
 
    The bugle sounded and they moved forward. If only the sun would drop, the fighting could stop. And he could perhaps make his way from the army camp. 
 
    They were closer now to Claire’s farm than they had been yesterday. Of course, that was only a guess. This area of Louisiana was, for the most part, unknown to him.  
 
    The volley of shots rained around him like a hailstorm. So much for his theory about the setting sun. 
 
    The first sting hit his arm. The second and third, he couldn’t say. It was different from the last time he was shot. That had been more like a blast. 
 
    But the sting… the stings hurt worse. 
 
    He blinked and realized he lay on the ground. 
 
    When had that happened? 
 
    Footsteps struck the ground all around him. He tried to cover his face, but couldn’t move his arms. Someone fell across his legs. He cried out.  
 
    The soldiers moved away and he was left there. Alone, except for the soldier atop him. 
 
    The sun dropped into the horizon, dipping quickly out of sight.  
 
    Darkness settled over them. Someone groaned. A death rattle floated through the silence from someone not far away. Then the silence returned. Not even a bird stirred.  
 
    Minutes passed. Hours? 
 
    The stench of death permeated the air and got into his lungs. He might be sick.  
 
    Jeffry had never felt so alone. There, trapped among the dead and dying.  
 
      
 
    The next thing Jeffrey knew, his skin baked inside his blue wool uniform. He tried to swallow, but his throat caught with dryness. The ground vibrated beneath him as footsteps approached.  
 
    He heard male voices from what sounded like far away. He blinked, but couldn’t open his eyes against the blinding mid-day sun. 
 
    “Just leave ‘em there. There’re just Blue-Bellies.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    “I think this one might still be alive.”  
 
    Jeffrey felt a boot slam against his hip. Yes! I’m alive! Why couldn’t they see? 
 
    “He won’t be for long,” the one in charge said. 
 
    The footsteps jarred the ground beneath his ear as the soldiers walked away, abandoning him.  
 
    No! His mind screamed silently. Don’t leave me here. I have to get back. I promised. 
 
    “Claire,” his mouth moved, softly forming the words. He swallowed thickly. 
 
    “Sir!” A new voice called out and the disappearing feet halted.  
 
    “You can have his boots if you want,” the one in charge said. 
 
    “No, sir. He’s alive… and…” Someone knelt next to him and put a hand to the pulse at his neck. “I know this man. We’re neighbors.” 
 
      
 
    Claire had never been this exhausted in her entire life.  
 
    She turned and looked toward the window at the morning light just beginning to push away the darkness of night.  
 
    Two days she had spent tending the wounded and dying men in her yard. Day and night they found their way to her home. It was as though a beacon beckoned them there. How did they know where to go? 
 
    Two days she had Confederate soldiers prowling every inch of her home. Most of them were honorable men. She had yet to come to a final verdict on their commander, Colonel Bonaire, however. He watched her constantly. His eyes on her each time she thought to look up from a wounded soldier beneath her hands. 
 
    Two days she had awakened from a sound night sleep, so exhausted she could barely pull her eyes open. What kind of Hell had she gotten herself into? 
 
    She fought against the instinct to tuck her head beneath the sheets and burrow back into the bed and pulled herself to a sitting position. Even now, she heard the signs of the soldiers outside, stoking fires to begin heating the water to clean another wound.  
 
    More soldiers would come today. She was certain of it. The flow never ended. Despite Grandpa’s wishes, no one had come to assist her. Only she and a handful of volunteer soldiers tended the hundred or so wounded.  
 
    If only they had more help. They could save more.  
 
    Hearing Grandpa in the kitchen putting water on to boil for coffee, she forced herself to get up and pull on her soiled dress. She could barely stand to put it back on, but she refused to ruin either of her other three gowns.  
 
    Grandpa had spent the last two days writing letters dictated by wounded men to their families. If he could withstand, then, so could she. 
 
    “Good morning,” Grandpa said, when she staggered into the kitchen. 
 
    “How can you be so cheerful?” she asked. 
 
    He handed her a mug of steaming hot coffee. “We’re here together and we’re alive and well. We have the opportunity to help those less fortunate. I feel blessed.” 
 
    Claire squinted her eyes and studied her Grandpa.  
 
    He laughed. “No, I’m not addled. I’m just… thankful.” 
 
    Claire sipped her coffee. “I’m too exhausted to be thankful.” 
 
    “Indeed,” he said, pulling out a chair for her. “You’re doing too much. No one would blame you if you rested today.” 
 
    Claire looked past him out the window at the soldiers lying there, hopeful that they could survive another day. Jeffrey’s face flashed in her mind. His boyish smile. His deep, blue eyes. The feel of his lips against hers.  
 
    Again, she knew she could not fail these men. Somewhere someone loved them. 
 
    “I’m merely cranky,” Claire admitted with a shake of her head. “I couldn’t not help them if I wanted to.” 
 
    Grandpa smiled. “I didn’t think so.” 
 
    Claire took her mug and went out to stand on the front porch. She needed a moment to prepare herself for the work ahead. 
 
    “Miss Claire,” Jeremiah approached her with a plate piled with biscuits and gravy and bacon. “Here’s your breakfast.” 
 
    Claire smiled at the young man of not more than fourteen who had unofficially become her assistant. Someone had doubtlessly had the insight to assign him to keep him off the battlefield. He had proved invaluable to Claire, staying by her side, fetching whatever she deemed necessary. She had quickly come to count on him being next to her. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, taking the plate and sitting down on the chair to eat. 
 
    She savored the first bite of biscuit. 
 
    “Good morning,” a voice she had come to dread hearing called from behind her. The biscuit turned to sawdust in her mouth. Colonel Bonaire went up and sat in the other chair on the porch to watch while she ate. 
 
    Washing the biscuit down with bitter coffee, she merely nodded in his direction. “Jeremiah,” she said, sweetly, “Will you get my Grandpa a plate of food so he can join me?” 
 
    Jeremiah agreed and hurried off to get another plate. 
 
    “I’m glad we have these few minutes alone,” Colonel Bonaire pointed out. 
 
    “I assure you that was not my intent.” 
 
    Though she didn’t turn to look at him, she felt his smile. “Of course not,” he said. 
 
    Grandpa came out on the porch and stood at the railing. 
 
    “Jeremiah is bringing you a breakfast,” she said. 
 
    “That’s fine,” Grandpa said. “I’m looking forward to it. Are you joining us, Colonel Bonaire?” 
 
    “He was just leaving,” Claire jumped in before the other man could answer. 
 
    His eyes bore into hers a moment too long; however, he turned without a word and marched back toward the tents. Even a rogue, she decided, wouldn’t show bad manners in the presence of his host. 
 
    Seconds later, Grandpa took his plate from Jeremiah and sat in the chair vacated by Colonel Bonaire.  
 
    “I’m guessing you had a good reason,” he said simply. 
 
    She nodded. “I did.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    Claire chewed her biscuit and looked to the road, empty of travelers for the moment. How did one tell one’s grandfather that she didn’t enjoy being leered at by the man in charge of the infirmary that had become their home? Swallowing some now lukewarm coffee, she decided that one didn’t. She didn’t want what would no doubt be a confrontation. 
 
    “Have you seen Romeo?” she asked. 
 
    “He was here last night, ate his supper, and went back to the woods.” 
 
    “Poor Romeo. He doesn’t know what to make of all this.” 
 
    “Neither do I, Claire. Neither do I.” 
 
      
 
    They fell into a routine – Claire, Grandpa, and Jeremiah. They were up early, tending sickness and wounds, then fell into bed late at night. Exhausted. The better part of a week wore on since Jeffrey had walked away from her. A week since he had held her hand in his and touched his lips to hers.  
 
    And promised to return. 
 
    She replayed the moment over a thousand times in her mind. The images fueled her—kept her moving during the long days. He was the first thing she thought of when she woke each morning and the last thing she thought of when she drifted into sleep at night.  
 
    She waited for him as she had promised. The wait seemed interminable. Some moments she didn’t know if she could bear to be away from him any longer. Other moments, it seemed only a flicker of seconds since he had stood in front of her. Holding her tightly against him as he said goodbye. Placing his lips against her hair in a fond farewell kiss. 
 
    Claire blinked and brought herself out of her fantasy. Sometimes her thoughts wandered into what could have been. She sighed. Will I ever see him again? 
 
    She cleansed the wound on a soldier’s thigh, no longer cringing or even blushing at the task. She had seen so many men die in the past week. Her optimism for seeing Jeffrey again waned.  
 
    Where were the Yankee wounded? 
 
    “Fresh wounded coming in.”  
 
    Claire’s heart lurched at the now familiar words. More wounded soldiers. If this continued, there would be no one left to defend the South. Part of her rejoiced at the idea. The war would be over. 
 
    This time the soldiers were brought in on a wagon. Tossed together like firewood. 
 
    As they were unloaded, she made sure there was plenty of hot water and clean cloths.  
 
    “Miss Claire,” Jeremiah said, looking at her quizzically.  
 
    She didn’t answer. 
 
    “Perhaps you should rest before getting started.” 
 
    They both knew by now that the arrival of new injured was the hardest part. Many of them would be critical.  
 
    Claire swallowed and tamped down the trepidation she experienced in the pit of her stomach at the sight of the men being dragged off the wagon and tossed unceremoniously onto the ground. 
 
    “No,” she whispered. “I’m fine.” 
 
    She began scanning the smudged faces of the soldiers lined up next to the wagon. Most of them would feel better if only they could just have a bath. Of course, that wasn’t an option. Nonetheless, she smiled at the thought of a hundred men waiting their turn for a hot bath. 
 
    The last man pulled from the wagon was unconscious. His face and uniform were coated in dried mud. And yet… 
 
    “Jeremiah,” she called, knowing he would be nearby. “Get me a warm cloth.” 
 
    Less than a minute later, Jeremiah handed her the requested cloth. She knelt next to the man and began carefully washing his face. 
 
    He opened his eyes and she gasped.  
 
    “Claire,” he murmured. 
 
    Her heart flipped. Jeffrey! 
 
    Before she could catch her breath and respond, he closed his eyes and lost consciousness again. 
 
    “We have to get this man inside,” she said. 
 
    Her request was met with dubious glances among the two orderlies nearby. 
 
    Jeremiah, however, went to her side, his dedication unflagging. “Come on,” he said, “let’s get him inside.” 
 
    Without giving herself time to think or even to question herself, she had Jeffrey taken to her bed and she began to check for wounds. He was riddled with bullets. The first one in his arm. There was also one in his shoulder and one in his lower thigh. The one that concerned her the most, though, was the bullet at the side of his abdomen.  
 
    How had he survived this? She sent up a silent prayer of thanks that he had been brought back to her. 
 
    She sent for more bandages and more cloths. She cleaned his wounds, put whiskey on them, and waited. 
 
    “Miss Claire,” Jeremiah said at one point, near mid-day, “the men are wondering when you’ll come back to tend them.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Claire said, keeping her back to him. “I won’t leave him.” 
 
    He grumbled and spoke to someone else. Then all was quiet in the house.  
 
    She curled up in the chair next to the bed and stayed with Jeffrey throughout the afternoon. Someone, perhaps Jeremiah, brought her food, which she nibbled on, then set aside.  
 
    She watched Jeffrey, the rise and fall of his chest. The occasional twitch of his fingers. A panic clenched at her heart. How had she fallen so quickly for this man? He had to recover.  
 
    As the darkness settled over the house, Grandpa stood at the door and watched her. She looked at him and shrugged. He disappeared and came back a few minutes later with a candle which he placed on the table next to the bed.  
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. He merely put a hand on her shoulder as he left, closing the door behind him. 
 
    Colonel Bonaire came inside and went into his room. Thank goodness he hadn’t approached her today. She wouldn’t have been able to keep the civility on her tongue.  
 
    After nodding off, her head jerking up from her shoulder, she hesitated, then crawled into the bed and stretched out next to Jeffrey. He lay beneath the blanket and she on top of it. She had lain closer to him under the house, after all. 
 
    Finding his hand, she twined her fingers with his, then at last, fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    Jeffrey Couvion stirred in a fitful slumber, the normal, soothing sounds of the Yankee camp bringing him to the brink of wakefulness. A blacksmith’s hammer echoed off metal. The smell of the evening venison roasting on the fire rounded out a momentary illusion of the safety and contentment of home. 
 
    With the feel of the coarse woolen blanket beneath him and the heat of the afternoon sun against his bare back, Jeffrey sank deeper into the shadows of sleep and had that dream again. 
 
    Back in battle, he aimed his pistol, firing and reloading, over and over again. The enemy approached; a sea of never-ending gray. Gunpowder stung his nose and blackened his skin. The faceless enemy appeared one after another. Their cries of agony were lost in the melee as they fell one atop the other. 
 
    Jeffrey ceased to see and to feel, his mind blank. Then a slight figure in gray caught his attention. Like him, the soldier had streaks of black across his face and knelt, methodically loading his pistol. Seconds later, the soldier stood and aimed the gun, pointing it toward Jeffrey’s heart. 
 
    Jeffrey lifted his own gun, aimed at the Reb, and pulled the trigger back. The gun exploded. The face in front of him registered recognition in the same instant he knew his own must have. 
 
    His left hand flew to the end of the barrel to stop the bullet’s path, but it was too late—as he knew it would be. The bullet would meet its target. 
 
     “No!” Jeffrey cried out. 
 
    Jarred awake, he sat up, shivering in the sweltering heat. Sweet God above, it couldn’t have happened. 
 
    He pressed his hand over his eyes and took a deep breath, willing his heartbeat to slow to normal. The smell of gunpowder faded into the pungent odor of smoke from the campfire. 
 
    Over and over in his head, he repeated: It hadn’t really happened. It was only a dream. It was only a dream… 
 
    More vivid this time than the last dozen times, this nightmare carved every detail, every texture, every sickening scent of gunpowder, and the smell of death into his soul. 
 
    The image of the Confederate’s face burned into his brain. Jeffrey couldn’t banish the image of the pain in the eyes of the soldier he shot and killed in his deepest nightmares. He knew that face, for it was a mirror reflection of his own. 
 
    It was the face of his twin sister.  
 
    Jeffrey inhaled and opened his eyes.  
 
    A dream. 
 
    No, a nightmare. 
 
    A dream within a dream. 
 
    Where was he? Jeffrey stirred, felt the softness of a mattress beneath him. And… the softness of a woman beside him. 
 
    Where was he? 
 
    There was a war. Soldiers.  
 
    A woman? 
 
    Try as he might, he couldn’t remember laying with a woman last night.  
 
    In fact, the last thing he remembered was being in the midst of a battle. 
 
    His heart plummeted. 
 
    Heaven. 
 
    He’d died and gone to Heaven.  
 
    He sighed and shifted his head to peer at the woman entwined in his arms. 
 
    Claire? 
 
    Did this mean that in Heaven his fantasies came true? Or did this mean that Claire had also died and he had found her in Heaven? 
 
    He didn’t know what to think about this.  
 
    She shifted and looked up at him. Seeing him awake, she gasped. “You’re awake,” she said, and the pink of a blush crept over her skin. 
 
    Blushed? Did angels blush? 
 
    She attempted to pull her fingers from his. He hadn’t realized that their fingers were locked, but now that he did, he held on and didn’t allow her to pull away. She felt real enough. Perhaps that was the way of Heaven. 
 
    “Are you well?” he asked. 
 
    “What? I don’t know.” 
 
    She shifted, leaning on her elbow, making him even more aware of her presence. 
 
    “What’s happened?” he asked, relaxing a little. If she were there with him in Heaven, perhaps it would not be so bad. 
 
    “You were wounded,” she answered. 
 
    “That seems to be a recurring theme.” 
 
    Her lips tugged up at the corners. “I noticed.” 
 
    “How did I get here?”  
 
    “Some soldiers brought you.” 
 
    Jeffrey thought back. The last he remembered, he had been with Marvin and Joseph and a Yankee regiment. Why would Yankee soldiers bring him here? 
 
    “Do you know which soldiers?” 
 
    Her forehead creased. “Rebel soldiers,” she said, confusion evident in her voice. 
 
    He looked at the ceiling and closed his eyes. What a tangled web we weave. He didn’t want Claire to see him as a Yankee. He wanted her to think him a pure southerner—like her. As he should have been. Unfortunately, it was too late for that.  
 
    Perhaps this was Hell. 
 
    “You’re not well,” she said, placing a hand against his forehead. “How do you feel?” 
 
    He choked back a laugh. Like Hell. And yet… How bad could it be? He was alive with a beautiful woman lying in bed with him. And not just any beautiful woman. Claire.  “You really don’t want to know.” 
 
    “I’ll get you some water,” she said, sitting up to get off the bed. 
 
    He took her arm to stop her. “I’d really like it if you’d stay.” 
 
    She hesitated. “I’ll come right back,” she assured him. 
 
    He released her and watched as she left his room. Now that the fog had cleared a bit from his brain following his recurring nightmare, he was fairly certain that Claire was real and he hadn’t died after all.  
 
    The mystery remained, however, as to how he had been rescued by Confederate soldiers when he’d been with the Yankees. 
 
    For now, however, he had only one matter of importance. 
 
    How had Claire ended up in his bed? 
 
    And how would he keep her there? 
 
      
 
    Claire dropped the wooden bucket into the well and began to crank it back up. 
 
    “Let me help you with that.” Colonel Bonaire’s voice. 
 
    Claire fumbled the crank, almost dropping the bucket of water back into the well.  
 
    “I have it,” she said, her dismissive tone belying the panic tripping in her heart. 
 
    With her focus on Jeffrey, she had all but forgotten about Colonel Bonaire.  
 
    “How’s your favorite patient?”  
 
    There was no sense in denying it. “He’s awake.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re relieved.” 
 
    She didn’t answer. Locking the crank, she pulled the bucket from the hook, and turned to him. “I have to go,” she said. 
 
    He stepped aside. “By all means.” 
 
    In the midst of a sigh of relief, he spoke again. 
 
    “I trust you haven’t forgotten the terms of our agreement.” 
 
    Claire sighed and put a hand to her brow. “How could I possibly forget,” she muttered. Then louder, “I never agreed to nurse everyone.” 
 
    “No,” he said, his voice stern. “However, you did agree to grant us succor in exchange for leaving you be.” 
 
    She turned, facing him, her chin tilted up. “The terms as you deem them, it seems, are not equitable.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “You seemed content with the terms until the Blue Belly appeared.” 
 
    Blue Belly? Of what did he speak? 
 
    “Indeed,” he continued. “Perhaps your loyalties lie outside the south.” 
 
    Turning back toward the house, she shook her head in dismissal. The man was touched.  
 
    “You don’t know,” he stated. 
 
    She halted. “No, I don’t know what it is you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Your… friend.” 
 
    “Jeffrey?” she whirled back, fear turning to anger. How dare he? 
 
    Colonel Bonaire smirked. “That’s right. Jeffrey. Your own little Yankee soldier.” 
 
    “No. He was brought in with Rebel soldiers… by Rebel soldiers. You know not of what you speak.” 
 
    “Very well,” he nodded. “You may persist in your delusion. However, you’ll see.” 
 
    She stormed into the house and slammed the door behind her, setting the bucket of water down with a slosh. What nerve. How dare he sleep under her roof and insult her guests! 
 
    She leaned back against the door and closed her eyes. Dear God, had Jeffrey been caught? She’d given him regular clothes and hidden his blue uniform. How could Colonel Bonaire suspect him? 
 
    Pulling herself from the door, she marched into Jeffrey’s room, but almost faltered. He looked so serene, so peaceful lying there. How could she doubt him? 
 
    Steeling herself, she went to the bed and threw back the blankets.  
 
    Colonel Bonaire was right. How had she not noticed? 
 
    His pants were blue.  
 
    “Jeffrey, what have you done?” She choked out. 
 
    He opened his eyes. “There you are.” He looked at her. “Where’s that water?” 
 
    She swallowed. Where was the water, indeed?  
 
    “Jeffrey,” she said, her voice hoarse. 
 
    He glanced down at his exposed clothing. He shook his head. “It’s not what you think.” 
 
    “How could you?” she breathed. 
 
    “No-” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Her brain whirled with confusion. “How is it that you were brought here by southerners? While wearing the blue of the North?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Jeffrey sat on the front porch, paper and pen in hand, watching the activity. Romeo sat at his feet, his head on his paws, his eyes closed. The sun was directly overhead, leaving the air perfectly warmed. It would be summer soon.  
 
    Claire had not visited him since storming from his room the day before. Instead, Grandpa had brought his food and changed his bandages.  
 
    Claire fed other men and changed bandages on other men. Not that he begrudged them, but… he liked it better when he had all her attention. If only he had been awake for more than a few precious minutes of it.  
 
    It was probably too soon for him to be out of bed, but he had grown weary of lying on his back. He was tired of being an invalid, especially around Claire. He wanted her to see him as a man, whole and virile. 
 
    He blended well with the wounded Confederates. Claire had made sure of that. He wasn’t sure what she had done with his first Yankee uniform, but he had not seen it since returning to her home. The second uniform had been burned—that much he knew. He currently wore a Southern uniform, tattered though it was, that had belonged to a Southern soldier who hadn’t made it.  
 
    Truth be told, he no longer wanted to wear blue. He didn’t want to wear gray or blue, just regular clothes. He wanted the war to go away so he could be with Claire. Just the two of them. And Gramps, of course. But it was Claire he longed for.  
 
    “To whom do you write?”  
 
    Jeffrey looked up, startled by the unfamiliar voice. It was a Southern officer – a tall, sturdy man of middle-age, heavily bearded. Romeo lifted his head an inch and woofed. 
 
    “As you can see,” Jeffrey said, holding up a blank sheet of paper. “I haven’t written a word.”  
 
    “I find that curious,” the man answered.  
 
    Jeffrey felt an immediate distrust of the man. It was in the eyes – perhaps they were too small.  
 
    “Yet, you plan to pen someone.” 
 
    “It crossed my mind,” Jeffrey said, watching the man. 
 
    “To whom do you write?” he asked again. 
 
    “I don’t see that’s any of your concern.” 
 
    “I’m the commander here and I reserve the right to review all correspondence.” 
 
    “What is your name?” 
 
    “I am Colonel Bonaire.” 
 
    Colonel Bonaire. The man was well known among the confederates for being, well… an ass. 
 
    Jeffrey lowered his eyes and set the paper aside. “In that case, I’ve decided not to pen anyone.” 
 
    “Very well. In the event that you change your mind, I will know. Any mail leaving the South goes through me.” Colonel Bonaire turned, his hands behind his back, and walked away. 
 
    Jeffrey rolled his eyes.  
 
    “And.” Colonel Bonaire added, turning. “Even if you don’t pay for your actions, Claire will.” He turned back and strode off toward the soldiers. 
 
    Any mail that leaves the South, eh? Colonel Bonaire had just shown his hand. Apparently, he thought Jeffrey to be a Yankee. 
 
    Perhaps a couple of weeks ago, he would have been on the right track. Only now, Jeffrey had planned to write his sister, Alexandra Couvion, to let her know he was well. 
 
    He had been putting it off since the steamboat explosion. It was time to let her know that he lived.  
 
    Only now, that would have to wait. He didn’t want Colonel Bonaire’s eyes on anything that he wrote.  
 
    The man bore watching. 
 
    Jeffrey looked to the area where Claire worked among the injured.  
 
    And found Colonel Bonaire’s gaze on him. 
 
    Unfortunately, he had attracted the attention of the man he thought bore watching. 
 
      
 
    Claire breathed a sigh of relief and turned her attention back to the shoulder she was wrapping. 
 
    What could Colonel Bonaire possibly have to say to Jeffrey? She did not want them anywhere near each other. Fortunately, they had only interacted for a couple of minutes. Surely no damage had been done in that short time. 
 
    She blew her hair out of her eyes and wiped her forehead on her sleeve. Jeremiah immediately appeared to tuck the hair that had come lose behind her ear.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said, with a quick smile for the lad.  
 
    “Claire,” he began, “when this war is over, may I call on you?” 
 
    “What?” she asked, nearly dropping the white cloth. She glanced at the man she tended, but his eyes were closed, his face contorted in a haze of pain. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know this isn’t the right time, but if I don’t ask now, I may lose the opportunity.” His words came in a rush, and his face was a bit red. “And the nerve.” 
 
    “Jeremiah,” she said, “you’re but a boy.” 
 
    “When the war is over, I’ll be much older,” he said, his expression hopeful. 
 
    She sighed and tied off the bandage. What had this war done? “As will I,” she said, softly. 
 
    “So, may I?” 
 
    Claire found her eyes drawn to where Jeffrey sat on the porch. He shouldn’t be out of bed, much less outside. The wave of guilt swept over her again. She should be tending him, not these strangers.  
 
    “Claire?” 
 
    She looked back to Jeremiah. “No,” she said, glancing again at the soldier she tended. “And we mustn’t speak of this now.”  
 
    “I’m sorry. I know. I’m sorry.” 
 
    He left her then and her heart broke for the young boy.  
 
    Standing up, she arched her back, her muscles stretching, relaxing. For the moment, she had nothing urgent to do—no one who needed cleansing or bandaging or any number of unsavory tasks.  
 
    It was time do something for herself. 
 
    She made it to bottom of the porch without interruption.  
 
    “It’s nice when things are quiet,” Jeffrey said. 
 
    She nodded. “It is. It doesn’t happen very often.”  
 
    “No. I can see that.” 
 
    She climbed the porch stairs and stood next to him. “I’m surprised to see you up.” 
 
    “Can’t stay in the bed forever.” 
 
    “Do you need anything?” She asked automatically. 
 
    “Take a break. Some time for yourself.” 
 
    He had read her mind. “I thought I would.” 
 
    After putting some water on to heat, she went into her bedroom and opened her trunk. She had four dresses. The pale lilac one she never wore except on very special occasions, like weddings. There was the one she had been wearing all week. It was doubtless ruined with bloodstains, but she would scrub it out and continue to wear it. She had two other dresses, one a deep solid blue and the other a deep emerald green with both large and small checks printed in lighter shades of green. She took out the green one and laid it on her bed. 
 
    Taking her wash pitcher with her to the kitchen, she filled it with hot water and went back to her bedroom. A metal bath basin hung on the back of the house and for a moment, she considered a full bath. Maybe later. The well was taxed enough as it was with all the soldiers using water.  
 
    After peeling out of her dress, she washed herself from head to toe with the warm water. Then indulged herself by rinsing out her hair.  
 
    After towel-drying her hair and combing it out, she pulled it back and tied it with a green ribbon.  
 
    She put on her green dress, feeling clean and feminine. A sensation she had all but forgotten. 
 
    Taking her filthy, blood-stained brown dress with her, she opened her door and gasped. 
 
    Jeffrey stood on the other side. 
 
    He didn’t say anything. He gazed into her eyes, neither of them moving. He took her hand, squeezing it. Then gently walked her backwards into the bedroom.  
 
    Her heart fluttered. Her knees were weak. He put an arm around her waist, pulling her to him and held her pressed against him. Her cheek against his chest.  
 
    Seconds passed. Minutes. Placing a hand beneath her chin, he tilted her face until her eyes lifted to his again.  
 
    Then ever so slowly, he lowered his mouth to press a kiss against the corner of her mouth. She sighed. 
 
    Then his lips were pressed against hers. They stood that way, neither of them moving. The seconds passed. 
 
    Their souls touched. 
 
    He pulled back, her eyes stayed closed. This was unlike anything she had ever experienced.  
 
    Her heart was lost. 
 
    The slamming of the front door pulled them back to reality and he released her, stepping back. In a daze, she picked up her basin of dirty water and hurried outside to pour it out, leaving Jeffrey standing in her bedroom.  
 
      
 
    Jeffrey’s feet were glued to the floor. Claire’s lips against his had wiped all sanity from his mind. This was much worse than he had thought.  
 
    Gramps came to the doorway. “Jeffrey? What are you doing in Claire’s room?” 
 
    “Looking for Claire,” he answered. 
 
    Gramps raised a brow. “She just went outside.” 
 
    “Right,” Jeffrey said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Are you going after her?” 
 
    “What?” He looked out the window, seeing only wounded soldiers. “No.” But he left the bedroom and went back to stand on the porch.  
 
    Claire was speaking to Jeremiah, her shadow. How could she be so unaffected by their kiss? 
 
    When she glanced in his direction, he smiled. After a moment’s hesitation, she returned the smile.  
 
    His spirits lifted. Perhaps she wasn’t as unaffected as she feigned to be. 
 
    Claire Whitman stood no chance. 
 
    He would marry her. 
 
      
 
    Claire was busy the rest of the day. She had no more than stepped outside than she’d been called to help a soldier have a leg amputated. She was ashamed to admit even to herself that her tears were not just for the soldier’s loss of his limb, but also for the loss of one of her good dresses. She reminded herself that she could make a new one.  
 
    The couple of times she’d looked up toward the house, Gramps and Jeffrey had been sitting there together.  
 
    As the sun began settling into the trees, sending shadows across the pond, Gramps came and coaxed her inside for supper. 
 
    “Your dress,” he said, as they walked across the yard toward the porch. 
 
    She nodded. “I know.” The tears had been shed and she had put it behind her.  
 
    “We’ll replace it,” he assured her as they went up the porch steps. 
 
    “At least now I have two I can work in.” She made a mental note to wash the brown one that she’d worn all week. 
 
    When they went inside the kitchen, Jeffrey already sat at the table, waiting for them. 
 
    He smiled and her heart lifted.  
 
    “Your dress,” he said. 
 
    She sighed. “Yes, I know.” 
 
    “We’ll replace it,” he said.  
 
    She scowled at Gramps. The two of them were starting to sound like parrots. 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll be replacing any dresses until long after this war is over and done with.” 
 
    “I can make it happen,” Jeffrey said. 
 
    Gramps turned from the stove and studied him. “How can you do that?” 
 
    “I have… people,” Jeffrey answered. “People who can do things.” 
 
    Gramps hesitated a moment, then pulled open the oven door. “Jeffrey and I made cornbread and roast.” 
 
    “Roast?” Claire asked. “Where did you get meat?” 
 
    “Colonel Bonaire went out and shot us a deer.” 
 
    Claire’s stomach twisted and any appetite she had fled. 
 
    “We couldn’t turn it down,” Gramps said, exchanging a look with Jeffrey. He shrugged. 
 
    “We didn’t invite him to eat with us,” Jeffrey said. 
 
    “Thank you two for that,” Claire murmured, glancing between her grandfather and the man she wanted to kiss again. 
 
    As they ate supper, Gramps and Jeffrey talked about everything from cigars to wine. How did Gramps even know about such things? She had some questions to ask him later. For now, though, she enjoyed the easy camaraderie of the two men in her life.  
 
    Claire ate her cornbread, but only picked at the roast. As time went by, the more she regretted her decision to cooperate with Colonel Bonaire. She should have just packed up Gramps and took off. Had the man she’d had hidden in her makeshift cellar played a part in that decision? 
 
    Nonetheless, maybe it wasn’t too late. 
 
    With sudden inspiration, she lifted her gaze and smiled at Jeffrey, then Gramps. “We should just go,” she said. 
 
    Gramps sat down his fork. “By golly, you finally came around.” 
 
    “Go where?” Jeffrey asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Just away from this place.” 
 
    “I’m not sure he’ll let us just walk away,” Gramps said, some of his initial excitement tamped.  
 
    “Why not? He has our home.” 
 
    “I think he wants you,” Gramps said. 
 
    Claire gasped.  
 
    “What do you mean he wants Claire?” Jeffrey interjected. 
 
    “I mean just that. Have you seen the way he watches her?” 
 
    “He threatened me today. And Claire.” 
 
    “Threatened how?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us?” 
 
    He looked at them, one and then the other. Shrugged.  
 
    “Because,” he said, “I think he’s a blow-hard.” 
 
    There was silence, then Claire and Gramps burst out laughing. Jeffrey joined in. 
 
    It was in that moment that Claire came to the realization that it wasn’t the house that was important, it was having Gramps and Jeffrey with her—and Romeo, of course. Her shoulders lightened as though a huge weight had been lifted. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Colonel Bonaire’s voice. 
 
    Claire’s stomach clenched at the sound of his now familiar arrogance. The three of them went silent. Claire felt her lips twitch with the remnants of a smile and Jeffrey winked at her. 
 
    “Well?” Bonaire persisted. 
 
    “We’re merely having our repast,” Gramps told him. 
 
    Claire snickered. Gramps had never used the term repast when describing supper. 
 
    “I fail to see the humor in that,” Bonaire insisted. 
 
    Jeffrey chuckled. 
 
    “I think perhaps you should share your humor,” he said, his gaze pointed at Jeffrey. 
 
    “No,” Jeffrey said, shaking his head. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Such arrogance,” Bonaire said. “I hope you know it will not go unpunished.” 
 
    “I’m sure it won’t,” Gramps said. “Nonetheless, have a good night. And don’t let the bed bugs bite.” 
 
    Bonaire huffed and grumbled something about boorish bumpkins, but proceeded down the hallway toward his bedroom nonetheless. 
 
    “We’ll discuss this further tomorrow,” Gramps said. 
 
    “I agree. Can’t talk about it with him in the house,” Jeffrey said. 
 
    “Then you agree,” Claire said, relief bubbling in her throat. “We should do it.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Jeffrey said. 
 
    “And you will go, too?” she asked Gramps. 
 
    “I’ll be right there with you.” 
 
    Claire took a bite of roast. Bonaire may have killed the deer, but Gramps had cooked it and Gramps was the best cook in the parish. 
 
    After supper, they cleared the dishes, washed them together and laughed softly so as not to disturb their unwelcome guest. Claire’s mind raced with plans. There were a hundred things to do. It would take two days, doubtlessly, to get everything ready. Perhaps they should wait until Bonaire went off again, hunting or whatever he did. 
 
    “Take a walk with me,” Jeffrey said, as they headed toward their respective bedrooms. Gramps had taken to sleeping on a blanket in the parlor. Another reason Claire was angry with Bonaire. 
 
    Claire’s eyes widened.  
 
    “Bonaire is asleep and none of the other soldiers care,” Jeffrey said. 
 
    She blew out her breathe. “You’re probably right,” she agreed. “All right.” 
 
    He took her hand in his and led her outside, down the front steps. Claire had gotten into the habit of staying inside after dark after Grandpa took to bed. It seemed a bit dangerous. And now there was the added danger of being spotted by one of the many soldiers roaming about the yard.  
 
    But now, with Jeffrey holding her hand, she felt safe and proud, even, to be with him. In fact, she wanted everyone to see them. More importantly, though, she wanted to be with him—alone. 
 
    They walked in silence toward the trees on the other side of the pond. The full moon illuminated their path. There was a chill in the air, just enough to make her wish she’d brought a shawl. 
 
    When they reached the edge of the pond, and were hidden by a stand of cypress trees, he stopped, smiled at her, and put his arms around her. She went to him and sighed. This was where she wanted to be. 
 
    They stood that way, their bodies pressed tightly together as an owl flew overhead, shouting a greeting. Crickets began to chirp, and a fish jumped in the darkness of the water. 
 
    He pulled back a little and took her chin in his hand. He lowered his lips against hers and held them there. A dog… or perhaps a wolf howled in the distance. The soldiers’ laughter came from the distance and tin plates clinked against each other.  
 
    Claire held tightly to him and he to her. They couldn’t have gotten any closer to each other if they had tried.  
 
    Ever so gently, his lips began to move against hers. She responded, parting her lips. His tongue swept inside her mouth, caressing the roof of her mouth, just behind her front teeth. Her nerves caught fire and she kissed him back, losing her balance against him. 
 
    He nudged her with him to the ground until she was sitting on his lap, their lips never parting. He balanced her with one hand against her bottom and the other against her cheek.  
 
    He pulled back to gaze into her eyes, a smile curving his lips. His eyes twinkled. 
 
    She shivered. 
 
    “I should get you inside,” he said, “before you freeze.” 
 
    “No,” she said, “I’m not cold.” 
 
    “Me either,” he said, pulling her head against his shoulder and rocking her. 
 
    The night grew quiet as they sat there, holding each other. 
 
    “The first thing I’m going to do for you,” he said, “is to get you a new dress. One that doesn’t have blood on it.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “I’m sorry. I completely forgot.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” he assured her. 
 
    “No, it’s disgusting.” 
 
    He laughed. “Very well. It’s disgusting. But I still don’t mind.” 
 
    “You’re strange,” she said. 
 
    “Probably. I’ve also probably been in this war too long.” 
 
    She raised her head to study his profile, her fingers in the silky black hair at his neck.  
 
    “It’s been bad, hasn’t it?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It wasn’t really so bad until I started getting shot.” 
 
    “I feel terrible about that.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault. Or Gramp’s.” 
 
    “I know, but I still feel terrible.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t feel terrible. You’re the one who nursed me back to health.” 
 
    “After Grandpa…” 
 
    He put his fingers against her lips. 
 
    “Nursed me back to health twice,” he continued. 
 
    “The war needs to go away.” 
 
    “Yes, it does. Or we just need to go away from the war.” 
 
    “That would also be acceptable.” 
 
    “I can take you away from the war.” 
 
    “How can you do that?” 
 
    “I’ll take you to my home.” 
 
    “Up North?” 
 
    He kissed her cheek. “Not exactly,” he said, moving his lips to hers.  
 
    And as he began to kiss her again, all thoughts of war and safe havens left her mind. 
 
    Here in Jeffrey’s arms was the only safe haven she needed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Jeffrey woke early. The sun was no more than the hint of a glow peeking over the horizon. Only two sentries stood guard around the yard.  
 
    Jeffrey stood on the porch, Romeo hunched at his feet, and watched as three deer nibbled the tender grass at the edge of the pond. He sipped steaming hot coffee.  
 
    Tendrils of mist drifted from the water, in a transition from the cool night air to the warmer air of day. 
 
    Jeffrey was content. He and Claire had kissed for hours.  
 
    And he had fallen even more in love with her. 
 
    He thought about Claire asleep in her bed. If only he could go to her as he longed to do. 
 
    He would take her from here. From this war. Take her to Chene Ruelle – his family home, untouched by the war. Claire and his sister Alexandra were about the same size. She could share her dresses with Claire. Grand-père  would adore her.  
 
    There was no need to wait to be married. They were of age and the war changed all the old customs that required them to wait for so long. 
 
    Speaking of war, he had some explaining to do. Claire thought he was from the North—a Yankee. 
 
    And indeed, he had thought himself a Yankee, for a time. 
 
    But now, he understood. Now he knew he could never raise a hand to the South. It was hard enough when he had Grand-père and Alexandra to think of. But with Claire. He wanted to make a home with her. And her home was here—in the South.  
 
    Before Claire, he couldn’t fathom life after the war. Now he could. Now he wanted to start a life—a normal life with her. And that life had to be in the South.  
 
    Sipping his coffee, he sat on the rocker with his feet propped on the porch railing, scratched Romeo’s ears, and watched the world wake up.  
 
    One of the soldiers waved as he made his way to the well with a bucket. Another soldier kindled a fire to start breakfast.  
 
    The mist on the pond rose and three ducks flew in and began swimming around in the water.  
 
    Gramps stuck his head out the door. “Morning.” 
 
    “It’s a beautiful day,” Jeffrey said. For this instant, he could pretend that everything was normal. 
 
    Gramps agreed and went back inside to reheat the coffee water.  
 
    Colonel Bonaire stomped through the house and let himself out the front door without speaking. It appeared he hadn’t forgiven them for last night. 
 
    Jeffrey sat up, his feet slipping off the railing and landing on the porch with a crash at the sound of a volley of gunfire off to the left just on the other side of the pond.  It was close enough that he saw gun smoke entwine with the mist off the pond. 
 
    By the time he got his bearings, a second volley answered the first.  
 
    Thunderation!  
 
    Gramps appeared back at the door as the soldiers who were able got up on their feet. “We’re too late,” he said. 
 
    “We need to go now,” Jeffrey said. 
 
    Jeremiah appeared on the porch. “Where’s Claire?” he asked. 
 
    “Not up yet,” Gramps said. 
 
    “I’ll get her,” Jeffrey said, dashing into the house. He called her name as he rounded the corner into her room. 
 
    “Claire!” he called again. 
 
    “No,” she said, covering her head with the blanket.  
 
    “You have to get up,” Jeffrey said, moving closer to her bed. 
 
    “Go away,” she said, her voice muffled. 
 
    “Very well,” Jeffrey murmured. “I thought I’d have to work to get you into bed, not to get you out.” He reached down and picked her up, blankets and all. 
 
    “What the?” Claire’s eyes popped open. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “We have to get out of here.” 
 
    “I’m not dressed,” she insisted. 
 
    Glancing around, he located her trunk, threw it open, and pulled out a blue gown. “Put this on,” he demanded. “And be quick.” 
 
    “Is there a fire?” she asked, but was standing up now, focusing on him. 
 
    “Yankees,” he said, turning his back to her. 
 
    She shrugged out of her nightgown and put on the blue dress. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked. 
 
    “Shoes,” she said, glancing around the room, pushing the hair out of her face. 
 
    Her shoes were scattered near the door. She must have stepped out of them last night and left them. Interesting for one so tidy and organized. He couldn’t help but smile. She’d had a similar effect on him as well. 
 
    “Gramps?” she asked, grabbing a book off her nightstand. 
 
    “Waiting for us.” 
 
    The gunfire was closer now. Jeffrey looked out the window to see soldiers in gray moving along the tree line not far from the house. 
 
    Then the sound he’d been dreading shattered the air. A cannon fired. It sounded as though it was about to land on their heads within seconds. 
 
    Claire put her hands over her head and closed her eyes. 
 
    Jeffrey took her hand. “We’re safe,” he said, pulling her from the room. 
 
    The cannonball landed several feet from the house, sending up a volley of dirt. 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “Lucky guess.” 
 
    By the time they reached the front door, Jeremiah had appeared sitting atop a wagon pulled by one emaciated horse. No one questioned how he had managed to take the army’s horse and wagon, or how he knew they would be leaving. 
 
    The soldiers were moving closer. Now the Yankees with their blue uniforms were visible on the far side of the clearing. 
 
    Another cannon ball headed in their direction as Jeffrey lifted Claire into the wagon and Gramps jumped in the back. 
 
    Again, Claire covered her head. 
 
    The cannonball landed at the edge of the house, shattering one side of the front porch where Jeffrey had sat with his morning coffee just minutes before.  
 
    “Wait,” Claire called.  
 
    Jeffrey glanced around. “I don’t know where Romeo is,” he said. 
 
    “No, we have to go back inside the house.” 
 
    “I’ll see if he’s inside,” Jeffrey said, turning to go back inside to look for the dog. 
 
    He found Romeo in the kitchen, wedged between the stove and the wall. Jeffrey bent down and picked him up, groaning under the weight of the dog.  
 
    “At least you didn’t run off,” he told the dog. “I thought I was gonna have to go out to the woods and find you.” 
 
    As he hefted Romeo up into the wagon, he realized Claire had gotten off the wagon and was headed back inside the house. 
 
    “Claire,” he called, running after her. “There’s no time.” As she headed toward the parlor, he put his arms around her waist, stopping her. She struggled, but stood dead still at the sound of another cannon ball whining over their heads.  
 
    It crashed into the back of the house. “Now there’s a fire,” he said, picking her up.  
 
    They made it back as far as the kitchen before he realized there were two Yankee soldiers blocking his path.  
 
    Jeffrey stood her slowly on her feet and nudged her behind him. She gasped when she saw the men standing in her house pointing rifles at them. Jeffrey raised his arms. “We’re not armed,” he said. 
 
    “Come outside peacefully,” one of the soldiers ordered. 
 
    The soldiers stood aside to let them pass. Gramps and Jeremiah also had guns pointed at them and the wagon was surrounded by half a dozen soldiers. Jeffrey and Claire were ushered toward the wagon.  
 
    “We’re too late,” Gramps said.  
 
    “So it seems,” Jeffrey said.  
 
    Claire hadn’t said a word since he’d stopped her from wherever it was she was headed. He still held her hand, however, and capturing her gaze, attempted to reassure her. “It’ll be all right,” he said. 
 
    “How?” she asked. 
 
    “They won’t harm us.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” she replied. 
 
    “Get in the wagon,” one of the soldiers demanded. 
 
    Jeffrey picked her up again and placed her on the back of the wagon and jumped in after her.  
 
    Jeffrey scanned the yard. He saw one officer on horseback turned away from them, and other Yankees on foot with pistols and muskets. The rag-tag soldiers protecting the sick and injured had been no match for the well-armed Yankees. Jeffrey’s stomach recoiled at the sight of soldiers in blue harassing injured boys in gray.  
 
    What had he been thinking? These Southerners were his people. How had his loyalties gotten so misguided? His urge was to help them. But at the moment he had no weapon and he had no choice but to wait there. Besides, he could protect Claire if he stayed near her. 
 
    Claire leaned over and whispered in his ear. “Do you know these men?” 
 
    “What? No,” he answered, regretting now not telling her the truth already. 
 
    “What will they do with us?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” he said, automatically, then after glancing at her ashen face added, “They won’t hurt us.” 
 
    “Why have they singled us out?” she asked. 
 
    Why had they? Jeffrey glanced at the breeches and shirt he wore. He was not in uniform—of any color. “We’re civilians,” he said. 
 
    “Major Perkins,” a young solder said, coming to stand next to the one on horseback. 
 
    “Yes, Bobby?”  
 
    “We have the men subdued.” 
 
    Jeffrey bit his tongue. Subdued? The men they had subdued were injured and sick. Not a major feat. 
 
    “Good job,” Major Perkins said. “Climb up and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “Very well, sir,” Bobby said, and climbed onto the driver’s seat of the wagon.  
 
    “Where are you taking us?” Gramps asked.  
 
    Major Perkins turned and for the first time seemed to see them. 
 
    “To prison, old man,” he answered, and turned his back to the wagon. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Claire gasped. Prison! “We can’t go to prison,” she said aloud, then turned and grabbed Jeffrey’s arm. “Jeffrey, we can’t go to prison.” 
 
    He pulled her to him, but she pulled away, panic knotted in her throat. “Gramps, how can they take us to prison? We aren’t soldiers!” 
 
    Gramps shook his head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    Jeffrey took her hands and held them tightly. “Look at me,” he said. 
 
    She turned her attention to his face, took a breath, and focused. She nodded. “What do we do?” she asked, this time with control. 
 
    “We stay together,” he said simply. “We stay together and we’ll figure a way out.” 
 
    She nodded again. “All right.” 
 
    She fell against him as the wagon started to move. A crash sounded behind them. Romeo woofed and looked as though he might bolt from the wagon. 
 
    Claire put a hand on his neck. “Hush boy, it’s alright.” Romeo sat back down and put his paws over his head. 
 
    Something caught Claire’s attention behind them and she turned.  
 
    Flames shot from the front window. As she watched, the flames took hold and began to devour the house. Jeffrey pulled her against him, her back to his chest, and held her close. 
 
    She was transfixed by the flames, watching as though the house belonged to someone else.  
 
    She glanced at Gramps. He, too, watched the flames, his expression blank. What would this do to him? He lived in that house since he and Granny got married and that must have been at least thirty years ago. All his possessions and all his memories were wrapped up in that house. 
 
    “Gramps?” she called. 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    “He’ll be all right,” Jeffrey said into her ear, then he kissed her cheek. 
 
    “It isn’t right,” she said. 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” he agreed. 
 
    “Did you ever do that?” she asked. 
 
    “Did I ever do what?” 
 
    “Did you ever burn down someone’s home?” 
 
    He lowered his forehead to the back of her head. “No, Claire, I never burned down anyone’s home and I never would.” 
 
    As they traveled down the bumpy road, she watched the flames devour what was left of her home. She watched until they rounded a bend in the road and she could see only the black smoke billowing into the sky.  She could smell it now—the charred property. 
 
    Lowering her head, she saw the one possession she had left—Jane Eyre. She bent forward enough to retrieve the book and held it to her chest as she settled back in Jeffrey’s arms.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, Claire,” he said. 
 
    She closed her eyes. “I’m glad you’re here,” she whispered. 
 
    “I’m glad I’m here, too. I won’t leave you,” he assured her, pulling her closer. 
 
    They rode in silence for at least a couple of hours. Jeffrey holding Claire, Gramps staring into space, Jeremiah watching the soldiers and petting Romeo. Bobby driving the wagon, and Major Perkins riding alongside. Two other soldiers had accompanied them, but they had ridden ahead.  
 
    The sun warmed the air as mid-morning approached. Claire’s eyes grew heavy and she drifted into a fitful sleep.  
 
    The wagon rolled over a root and she was jarred awake. At first she didn’t know where she was. Why was she in a wagon? Then her eyes landed on Gramps’ blank face and it all came back to her in a rush. Their house was burned to the ground and they were prisoners of war. 
 
    It was then that it occurred to her. They were prisoners because they had aided and abetted Confederate soldiers. Of course. It all made sense.  
 
    She sighed. There was no going back. She wouldn’t do it any differently—except perhaps for the part that involved Colonel Bonaire. Where had he gotten off to anyway? She hadn’t seen him the entire morning. She twisted to see if Jeffrey was awake.  
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked, stroking her hair. 
 
    “Yes. Jeffrey?” she asked. “Did you see Colonel Bonaire?” 
 
    “I saw him first thing this morning before the attack. But not since then.” 
 
    “That seems a little odd,” she said. “You’d think he’d be the prisoner since he was the one in charge.” 
 
    “I agree,” Jeffrey said.  
 
    “I guess he’s one less thing we have to worry about now.” 
 
    “We have enough worries as it is,” Gramps said, jumping into their conversion. 
 
    “Gramps!” Claire said. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Gramps nodded and lowered his head. “I will be,” he said. 
 
    They rode in silence. What could she say to him? Besides, she’d lost her home too. They only home she’d ever known. 
 
    Major Perkins reined his horse alongside the wagon and addressed Bobby. “We’ll stop here for dinner,” he said. 
 
    Bobby stopped the wagon. Dinner? What would they eat? 
 
    Claire, Jeffrey, Gramps, and Jeremiah climbed out the wagon. Jeremiah lifted out Romeo who instantly took care of his business. When Claire stepped over the side, Jeffrey stood there to grab her by the waist and lift her down. She lifted her eyes to meet his gaze and for a brief moment, they were alone. As he smiled at her, her world brightened. Even as a prisoner in this insane war, she was with him. Gramps was safe. And they were all together. 
 
    Major Perkins rode ahead as Bobby pulled a haversack from the front of the wagon. He took out several pieces of… something which he distributed to everyone. 
 
    Claire turned what looked to be piece of petrified biscuit in her hand. It was about three inches long and half an inch thick. “What is this,” she whispered to Jeffrey. 
 
    “It’s hardtack.” 
 
    “What do we do with it?” 
 
    “You eat it.”  
 
    She sniffed it, but it had no scent. “Seriously?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” he said, putting his to his lips. 
 
    Claire bit her hardtack. It was like biting into a rock. “How?” she asked. 
 
    “You have to let it sort of melt in your mouth first.” 
 
    “You know,” she said, “this is disgusting.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s a lot better than what some of the Southerners are eating.” 
 
    Bobby sent around a canteen. “If anyone needs to use the outhouse,” he announced, “now is the time to do it.” 
 
    Claire rolled her eyes. Outhouse? Jeffrey held out his hand. “I’ll hold that for you.” 
 
    “Can’t wait to get it back,” she said, picking up her skirts and heading toward the trees. 
 
    We’ll get out of this, she repeated to herself as she searched for a secluded spot. It occurred to her that if she were alone in this predicament, this would be an opportune time to run. It would be a little more difficult for all of them to run unnoticed, but if they had a weapon, they could escape.  
 
    Minutes later, she joined her group as each took his turn in the trees. 
 
    Claire’s mind whirled as she sucked on the hardtack, finally getting a small enough bite broken off to chew. 
 
    Once they were back in the wagon, she sat next to Gramps. “Are you feeling ok?” she asked. 
 
    “I feel fine,” he said. “It’s not quite how I expected to spend my day, but it beats lying in the bed with sickness.” 
 
    Claire agreed. Not sure what else to say to him, she went back to Jeffrey. By now, it was beginning to feel natural for his arms to slip around her.  
 
    “We can escape,” she whispered in his ear. 
 
    “How do you propose that?”  
 
    “There are only two of them—actually only one right now, and there are four of us.” 
 
    “Jeremiah’s a boy, Gramps is an old man, I’m recovering from several gunshot wounds, and you’re a woman.” 
 
    “Thanks for noticing,” she said, “However, Bobby doesn’t look any older than Jeremiah.” 
 
    “I have a feeling Major Perkins isn’t far away.” 
 
    “We have to try,” she said. 
 
    He nodded. “Don’t worry. When the time is right, we’ll get out of here. We need for them to trust us first.” 
 
    She squinted her eyes at him. “I think you’re stalling.” 
 
    “Maybe I am,” he said, squeezing her close. “But I want to make darn sure that when we do attempt our escape, that it’s successful.” 
 
    Claire kissed his cheek. “All right.” 
 
    She settled back against him. She’d give him the first shot at getting them out of this mess. But in the meantime, she’d work on her own escape plan. 
 
      
 
    Jeffrey sighed with relief when Claire fell asleep, her head against his chest. He had attempted to sound reassuring, but truly, he couldn’t fathom why the three of them had been singled out for capture. He didn’t count Jeremiah in this because the boy had just sort of jumped in with them. Wherever Claire went, he was with her. Oddly enough, the boy didn’t seem to be bothered by the fact that she was obviously attached to Jeffrey. Perhaps he merely waited his turn. 
 
    He had been truthful when he described their ragtag group—a boy, an old man, a recovering gunshot victim, and a girl. They might be able to overpower Bobby and escape, but then what? Would they be chased down? They needed to find out why they had been captured. Then they would know how to deal with it.  
 
    It seemed they would be going to his home, Chene Ruelle, sooner than he had expected. And Gramps would be joining them. Of course, they couldn’t have left Gramps there alone anyway. Jeffrey needed to get word to his sister, Alexandra, so she could be prepared for his return—with guests, and possibly even a wife. 
 
    And, there was the minor detail of telling Claire that he was not a Yankee. The longer he failed to tell her, the more anxious he became about it. She would be upset with him for misleading her. He didn’t want her upset with him.  
 
    He gazed down at Claire’s face, peacefully asleep against his chest. His heart swelled with love. He loved everything about her—her soft skin, her long silky hair, her full lashes, her lush pink lips, her determination, her warmth. Indeed, the list never ended. 
 
    He prayed he wasn’t the cause of their capture, but he was thankful that he was with her. He would lay down his life to keep her safe. 
 
      
 
    The afternoon dragged on. Claire struggled with a strange combination of emotions—homesickness from the loss of her home, anxiety about what would happen to them, and contentment to be in Jeffrey’s arms.  
 
    Even now, with the swaying of the wagon lulling her into a fitful slumber, she cherished the feel of Jeffrey against her back. Now and then he would tilt his head forward and kiss her temple.  
 
    It was all so new. They hadn’t discussed their future, of course. They barely had gotten into a present. Nonetheless, as she grew more attached to him by the minute, she would do what she could to make sure they stayed together.  
 
    If staying with him meant going up north, then so be it. Naturally, she’d never been up north, but from what she’d read, it was cold – almost all the time. She would miss the warmth of Louisiana, but she would adapt. And she would make sure Gramps did as well.  After all, it wasn’t where you lived, it was who you were with. So, yes, she steeled herself to travel up north—wherever that may be. 
 
    She was jarred out of her reverie at the sound of a horse approaching. Major Perkins rode up to the wagon, a slain deer tied behind him. 
 
    What an image to wake up to.  
 
    “We’ll stop here for the night,” Major Perkins told Bobby.  
 
    “Where do you think we’re going?” Claire asked Jeffrey. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said, glancing at the setting sun. “Looks like we’re heading north.” 
 
    “Do you think we’re still in Louisiana?” 
 
    He smiled. “I think so.” 
 
    “I’ve never traveled this far.” 
 
    “It’s a big country,” he commented. 
 
    “Everyone out,” Bobby ordered. 
 
    As they all climbed out of the wagon, Bobby retrieved the deer and proceeded to hang it from a tree limb. Claire walked a little further than necessary to find a private area.  Romeo dashed past her, heading deeper into the woods. Please don’t get lost, Romeo. 
 
    Why don’t we just walk away? It was the thought that wouldn’t leave her mind. She’d read in the newspapers Henry O’Donnell brought her that when a soldier was captured, it was expected that they would not try to escape. It was the honorable thing to do. No one really wanted to know what she thought of honor at the moment. 
 
    When she came back to the road, Gramps, Jeffrey, and Jeremiah were sitting on a couple of logs they had located and slid over to make room for her. 
 
    Bobby had the deer tied up. “You,” he said, pointing to Claire. “Skin the deer so we can have supper.” 
 
    Claire’s eyes widened. “Me?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, holding out a knife to her.  
 
    She eyed the knife speculatively, then lifted her gaze back to his. Her chin inched up a notch. “No,” she said. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    She folded her arms and dug in her heals. “No, I won’t do it. I’m a prisoner, not a servant.” 
 
    “You’re a prisoner and you’ll do as I say.” He took her by the arm and pulled her toward the hanging deer. 
 
    “Hey,” Jeffrey called, jumping to his feet. “You will not touch her.” 
 
    Bobby turned, but didn’t release her. “You are also a prisoner, so you have no say with what I do.” 
 
    Jeffrey took a step forward. “Release her,” he said. 
 
    They stared at each other for two seconds, three. Bobby released her and brandished the knife in the air in front of him. He took a step toward Jeffrey. “I don’t think you understand your role here.” 
 
    “No,” Jeffrey answered. “I don’t. Why don’t you explain to me why you’ve taken us as prisoners? Why you captured a harmless old man and an innocent woman.” 
 
    “That’s the beauty of being the captor. I don’t have to explain anything to you.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Jeffrey took another step forward. The space between the two men was closing rapidly. 
 
    “Jeffrey, no!” Claire cried, running to stand next to him and clinging to his arm.  
 
    You’re unarmed,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Very well,” Bobby declared. “In this case, there will be no supper. You will eat the hardtack I gave you earlier.” 
 
    “You can’t starve us,” Claire said. 
 
    “I can do whatever I please.” 
 
    “You’re a cad.” 
 
    Major Perkins rode up to the group and everyone stood in silence. “What is going on here?” he demanded. 
 
    “There will be no supper,” Bobby informed him. 
 
    “And why not? There’s a perfectly good deer just waiting to be skinned.” 
 
    “Exactly. The girl won’t skin it.” 
 
    Major Perkins turned and looked at her. She raised her chin and set her jaw. “Very well,” he said. “let one of the other ones do it.” 
 
    “They’re being stubborn,” Bobby said, petulance coming through in his voice. 
 
    “If you can’t get them to do it,” Major Perkins said, “you’ll just have to do it yourself.” With that, he dismounted and walked his horse a few feet aside and tethered him. 
 
    Bobby put his hands on his hips. “You,” he said, pointing the knife at Jeremiah. “Do you want to eat tonight?” 
 
    Jeremiah glanced at Claire, then turned his eyes back on Bobby. “You can’t starve us,” he said, taking the knife from Bobby. The knife in his hand, he looked again to Claire. Within minutes he began preparing the deer meat for cooking. 
 
    Bobby built a fire, not looking to his prisoners anymore. Major Perkins brushed his horse.  
 
    Claire, Gramps, and Jeffrey sat back on their logs.  
 
    “You mustn’t do that again,” Gramps said. 
 
    “Why not,” she asked. “I’m not his servant.” 
 
    “It’s better not to have his attention on you.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Jeffrey said, before she could respond. “I would have helped you.” 
 
    “It’s not right,” she insisted. 
 
    “No, it isn’t. But it’s war. And we don’t want his hostility on you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t be,” Jeffrey said. “I just don’t want him to hurt you.” 
 
    Her eyes widened and she looked to Gramps.  
 
    “You never know, Kitten,” he said. 
 
    “Why do you think Jeremiah’s doing it?” Jeffrey asked. “He’s doing it for two reasons. One so you can eat. And two, to have the attention off of you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, a lump in her throat. Turning her head, she noticed Bobby hunched in front of his fire, his face brooding, and looking in her direction. 
 
    Oh bother. The lump in her throat turned to fear. She’d gotten away from the attention of Colonel Bonaire and now Bobby was focused on her. How did she get into these things anyway?  
 
    “I hope he doesn’t do anything stupid,” Jeffrey said, watching Jeremiah as he wiped the knife on his breeches and slipped it into his boot. 
 
    “We need to get away from here,” Gramps said. 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been saying!” Claire said. 
 
    Major Perkins stopped brushing his horse and turned his attention on her. 
 
    “Sorry,” she whispered. No one spoke for the few seconds before Perkins resumed his work.  
 
    “We need more information first,” Jeffrey said. “And besides, we don’t have any money.” 
 
    Claire and Gramps looked at each other. Claire nodded. 
 
    “What did I miss?” Jeffrey asked. 
 
    “If we could get back to our house, we might have some money,” Gramps said. 
 
    Jeffrey shook his head. “It was burned to the ground.” 
 
    “It was hidden,” Claire whispered. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Jeffrey insisted. 
 
    “All we have to do is go look,” Claire persisted. 
 
    “It’s a full day’s ride from here.” 
 
    Claire shrugged. 
 
    Jeremiah stopped by Bobby’s fire, dropped off a hunk of meat, and joined them at the logs. “We have food now,” he said. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have done that,” Claire said. 
 
    Jeremiah sighed. “Someone had to do it.” 
 
    “Bobby should have,” Claire said. 
 
    “Maybe so,” Jeremiah whispered, with a glint in his eyes. “But now I have a knife.” 
 
    Claire lowered her face and covered her eyes with her hands. Men. What good was a knife going to do? Taking a deep breath, she looked back up at Jeremiah. “It was a very brave thing you did,” she said. “Thank you.” 
 
    Jeremiah beamed. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    She heard Jeffrey, sitting next to her, groan. 
 
    Major Perkins completed his horse grooming and came to stand before them. He studied each of them.  
 
    “Why have you taken us?” Gramps asked. 
 
    “I had orders to do so,” Perkins said, rapping his riding crop against his leg. 
 
    “Orders? Orders from who?” Jeffrey asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Perkins said. 
 
    “Where are you taking us?” Claire asked. 
 
    “Alton Prison.” 
 
    “Where is that?” 
 
    “Illinois.” 
 
    Claire gasped. He was taking them up north. “But why?” 
 
    “You played a pivotal role in aiding and abetting the enemy.” 
 
    “They weren’t our enemy,” Claire pointed out. 
 
    Perkins tilted his head and seemed to consider her. Then, ignoring her comment, he shifted his gaze to Gramps. “I regret the loss of your home,” he said. “However, it had to be destroyed.” 
 
    With that, he turned on his heel. Then he paused and turned back. “You,” he said, pointing to Claire. “You’ll sleep in the wagon. The rest of you will sleep on the ground.” He turned again and walked back to his horse. 
 
    “You can’t sleep on the ground,” she said. 
 
    “It looks like we will.” 
 
    “There’s no one guarding us,” Claire pointed out. “Let’s just go.” 
 
    Jeffrey shook his head, glancing toward Bobby, brooding over the roasting venison. “We wouldn’t get anywhere.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Gramps said. 
 
    Claire adjusted her skirts and sat in silence. Her stomach growled. 
 
    They would be prisoners then. Could women be prisoners? Would she be separated from the men? She looked at Gramps. He sat hunched on the log. His hair seemed grayer. When had that happened? His eyes were downcast. He would die in prison. Even the thought of him sleeping on the hard ground was more than she could bear.  
 
    Perhaps after they slept, in the light of morning, the men would be more open to escaping. 
 
    A few minutes later, Bobby brought a spit of meat to them, holding it out to them, one by one to tear off a chunk. He held it out to Claire last and glared at her as she tore off a chunk of the venison. Deer meat was not her favorite, but right now, anything would have been welcome in her starving stomach. She’d had no breakfast, then only a couple bites of petrified biscuit for dinner.  
 
    They ate in silence, sharing a flask of water. The sunlight settled into the trees, its misty brightness belying the horrors of war beneath the skies. 
 
    The four of them spoke only in whispers. Bobby had eaten, also, sitting apart from them. Perkins had also taken his chunk of meat off to eat out of their eyesight. 
 
    Jeffrey took her hand in his and they sat in silence for about an hour, their hands entwined, their shoulders touching. Darkness settled in and blanketed them. Romeo, who hadn’t been seen since they disembarked from the wagon, showed up and was greeted with relief by the foursome.  
 
    Major Perkins reappeared from wherever he had been, spoke in hushed tones to Bobby, and left again. 
 
    Bobby approached the little group and glared at Claire. “You have to sleep in the wagon,” he said. 
 
    “Why do you care where I sleep?” 
 
    “I don’t care, but Major Perkins gave you the order.” 
 
    “I don’t take orders from Major Perkins,” she answered. 
 
    “Claire,” Gramps hissed, shaking his head quickly. “Don’t.” 
 
    Sighing, she began to stand. Jeffrey jumped up and helped her to her feet. Together they began walking to the wagon.  
 
    “You stay,” Bobby demanded. 
 
    Jeffrey took a step back and held up his hands, palms up. “Just gonna help the lady into the wagon,” he said. 
 
    Bobby glared at them, but did so in silence. 
 
    As he lifted her by the waist into the wagon, he whispered in her ear, “I’ll come visit you later, when he’s asleep.” 
 
    “I’ll be here,” she said. 
 
    Claire sat in the wagon and peered over the edge, watching Gramps, Jeffrey, and Jeremiah. She could hear their voices, but could only catch snippets of words now and then. She sighed. 
 
    It seemed she was stuck here alone in this wagon while they were forced to sleep on the ground. The wagon was no feather bed and she had no blanket, but this had to be better than trying to fall asleep on the ground. Besides, what if there were snakes? She shuddered. No, it would be impossible to sleep on the bare ground. 
 
    Exhausted, she lay back on the unyielding wood, her back against the side of the wagon, and stared up at the stars. How could there be so many of them, so bright, and so far away? She could see a glimmer of the moon through the treetops. It, too, seemed, calm and bright. Its end tipped down. She wondered if it would rain tonight, as the saying went.  
 
    She shivered. As they traveled north, it would grow colder at night. They had no blankets, nothing at all for warmth. 
 
    If they could escape, would they be able to find their way home? She should have been watching their route instead of sleeping. From here on out, she vowed silently, she would watch for landmarks and the direction they traveled. Even if it took some time, they would be going home.  
 
    Unless, of course… she bit her lip. If Jeffrey lived up north, it would make more sense to just go with him. They had no reason to come back this way. The money in the fireplace was Confederate money. It wouldn’t be worth the effort to come all the way back for it. Especially if they would be living up north where it wouldn’t be accepted. She sighed. Why did it have to be so complicated? Surely Jeffrey would take care of them. Or perhaps they could find jobs of some sort. She could sew and cook and clean… 
 
    For the first time that day, she felt the tears start to fall from her eyes. Their situation was dire. Truly, she didn’t know how they would get out of it. She and Gramps couldn’t rely on Jeffrey, at least not for long. Sure, they had taken care of him… after they shot him. But for any length of time, they mustn’t rely on him.  
 
    Besides, he hadn’t asked her to marry him. And did she want to? She barely knew him. Didn’t know where he came from. What he was capable of. Did he have any skills? Could he support her and Gramps and any children?  
 
    She took a steadying breath. He set her body on fire. He was kind. He was dependable. He was handsome. That was all she had to go on right now. Until she knew more, she had to make tentative plans for her and Gramps to make it on their own.  
 
    With tears streaming down her cheeks, and her body shivering from the night air, she fell asleep. And the nightmares came. 
 
    She was running through the fog, briars scratching at her flesh. The fog blinded her and burned her eyes. Her feet tangled in the briars. 
 
    She fell against the hard ground. A gun exploded. 
 
    She screamed.  
 
    And screamed. 
 
    But no one came. 
 
    Then he was there. She clung to Jeffrey, her face pressed against his chest, her fists tangled in his shirt. The tears became sobs. 
 
    “Shh,” he whispered. “I’m here. It was just a dream. I won’t let anything hurt you.”
She clung tighter. He gently stroked her back, her head, her hair. He kissed her face, her eyes, her mouth. “Don’t cry,” he said, kissing the tears that fell from her cheeks.  
 
    When she’d cried everything out, she swiped at her eyes with the back of her eyes. “You’re not supposed to be here.” 
 
    “I heard you scream.” 
 
    “It was out loud?” 
 
    He laughed. “No one heard you but me.” 
 
    “How is that?” 
 
    He ran his fingers along her chin. “I care about you.” 
 
    Her lips trembled and tears seeped from her eyes again. 
 
    “Oh now, here,” he pulled her close and tucked her head under his chin. “That’s a good thing.” 
 
    “I know,” she said with a sniffle. 
 
    Taking a handkerchief from his pocket, he wiped her cheeks and held it to her nose to blow. 
 
    Halfway through blowing her nose, she giggled. 
 
    “What? You never blew your nose in man’s handkerchief before?” 
 
    “No. Have you?” 
 
    “Never, but I held a handkerchief to my sister’s nose often enough.” 
 
    “You have a sister?” 
 
    “A twin, actually.” 
 
    “Tell me about her.” 
 
    He took a deep breath, closed his eyes. “Her name is Alexandra. She can ride as well as I can – which is pretty good, by the way.” 
 
    Claire smiled. 
 
    “She can treat a sniffle or a broken arm.” 
 
    “She’s a doctor?” 
 
    “Not exactly, just trained in the art of healing. Anyway, she can paint and draw beautifully. Someday, I’ll wager, it’ll serve her well. She’s good at reading and math—better than I am actually, but don’t tell her that. 
 
    “She’s beautiful, too. And everyone adores her.” 
 
    “You really love her.” 
 
    “I do.” She could hear the wistfulness in his voice. “She’s safely at home right now with our Grandfather, taking care of the… house.” He lifted his eyes and stared into the darkness. “She doesn’t know if I’m dead or alive. I have to let her know.” 
 
    “You didn’t write her?” 
 
    “No, not in some time.” 
 
    “You have to write her.” 
 
    He nodded. “At the first opportunity.” 
 
    They sat there and held each other. A coyote howled in the distance.  
 
    “Want to tell me about your dream?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “No.” 
 
    “You don’t have to.” 
 
    “Are they asleep?” 
 
    “I don’t think Bobby’s supposed to be asleep, but he drifted off some time ago.” 
 
    “We should leave,” she said, snuggling deeper against him. 
 
    “Indeed,” he agreed. 
 
    He lifted her chin and placed his lips on hers. 
 
    She sighed. 
 
    How could anything be better than this? 
 
    And he cared for her. 
 
    He began to move his lips and parted her lips with his tongue. She sank into the kiss and the world faded away.  
 
    Several minutes later, they lay entwined in each other’s arms. He moved his kisses to her cheek, and whispered, “I don’t want to ever be apart from you again.” 
 
    “Never,” she murmured. 
 
    “No, I mean it. I want us to be together.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    He chuckled and kissed her on the lips again. 
 
    Bobby woke and stirred. At first, the sounds didn’t register with Claire, but when it did, she gasped.  
 
    They both grew still and he pulled her tighter to him. Even in the moonlight, she saw determination in his clenched jaw. 
 
    “We can’t let him find you here,” she breathed. 
 
    “He won’t.” 
 
    “You have to go. 
 
    He groaned, but peeked through the boards of the wagon side. Claire shifted to see what he was looking at. Bobby looked out toward the woods.  
 
    Jeffrey kissed her soundly on the lips, silently moved to the opposite side of the wagon and jumped over. A few seconds later, he came around the side of the wagon and headed back to his sleeping area. 
 
    Bobby lifted his musket. “Where were you?” he demanded. 
 
    “I had to relieve myself.” 
 
    “Humph.” Bobby lowered his weapon. “Next time you need to ask me.” 
 
    “You were asleep.” 
 
    “I was on guard. I wasn’t asleep.” 
 
    “I see. Well, good night,” Jeffrey said as he lay down and turned his back to the soldier. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, they were all moving a bit stiffly. None of them were used to the unforgiving hardness of the ground. Even Claire who had slept in the wagon fared no better.  
 
    Jeffrey tamped down his foul mood. Their breakfast consisted of cold venison to go along with their hardtack. They ate in silence. This was no way for an old man to spend his twilight years. Nor was it any way for a beautiful woman to be treated.  
 
    Jeffrey resented every moment wasted that he could be with Claire. After seeing her in distress last night, his patience with their situation waned. 
 
    As Bobby broke camp, the four of them sat, looking at each other. Major Perkins had yet to be seen this morning.  
 
    “Do you still have that knife?” Jeffrey whispered to Jeremiah. 
 
    “I do,” Jeremiah answered. 
 
    Jeffrey nodded once. 
 
    “Time to use it?” Jeremiah asked, leaning forward and bubbling with anticipation. 
 
    “No,” Jeffrey said. “Just hold on to it.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry.” He patted his boot. “Got it right here.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, try not to announce it,” Jeffrey said, with a glance toward Bobby. The soldier was packing up his gear, a perpetual scowl plastered on his face. 
 
    Claire had dark smudges under her eyes, doubtless from lack of sleep and proper nutrition. Seeing him watching her, she met his eyes and smiled. Some of the spark had disappeared from her eyes. More than anything, that made him want to rip somebody apart. Any somebody in a blue uniform would do.  
 
    He scooted over to close the gap between them. “When I say the word,” he whispered, “we’re gonna run for it.” 
 
    “Really?” Her face brightened, then sobered. “But you don’t know anything about why we were taken.” 
 
    “I’m not sure we ever will. And I’m starting to agree with you that it doesn’t matter anyway. We just need to get away from here. We can’t go to prison,” he looked pointedly at Gramps. 
 
    Gramps had his head down on his hands again.  
 
    “He wouldn’t survive,” Claire stated. 
 
    “I agree. And,” he squeezed her hand, “although you may think differently, you might not survive prison either.” 
 
    She nodded. “You’re right. Just one night in the wilderness and I feel trod upon.” 
 
    He pulled her close and kissed her cheek. “I’m glad I’m with you.” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    “Alright, love birds,” Bobby called out to them. “It’s time for you all to get back in the wagon to get going.” 
 
    Claire went to Gramps and steadied him as he stood. Jeremiah picked up Romeo and dumped him in the wagon. Jeffrey grabbed Claire by the waist and swung her up.  
 
    Jeffrey leaned over and whispered to Gramps. “When I say the word, we’ll run for it.” 
 
    Gramps grunted concomitantly, but nodded his head.  
 
    A few minutes after they settled in the wagon, Gramps bent over and whispered something to Jeremiah. 
 
    Jeffrey’s mind whirled. They hadn’t seen Major Perkins all morning. He was the wild card in this situation. If he showed up at the last minute, there would be trouble. They had to play it safe. 
 
      
 
    Claire winced as the wagon began rolling over the bumpy road that was little more than a trail replete with rocks and roots. Her backside was tender from yesterday’s travels. Maybe she should get out and walk. 
 
    She contemplated that option as the wagon bumped along. It would be good to stretch her legs and… they could wander off a lot less noticed.  
 
    “Ask him if we can walk,” she said to Jeffrey, over the din of the wagon.  
 
    “Why do you want to walk?” 
 
    A blush crept up her neck and splattered onto her face. “This is a little… uncomfortable.” 
 
    Jeffrey nodded, seeming to understand. “You can sit on my lap.” 
 
    Her face heated and she lowered her eyes.  
 
    He squeezed her hand and she looked back up to meet his gaze. His lips tilted at the corners and he winked.  
 
    Her eyes widened and tingles skittered along her spine. She glanced at Gramps, but he stared out at the passing woods, seemingly in his own world. Jeremiah seemed intent on scratching Romeo’s ears. 
 
    Jeffrey stretched over and tapped the seat behind Bobby. “We need to stop,” he said. 
 
    Bobby looked over his shoulder. “Stop for what? We’ve only been gone ten minutes.” 
 
    “I don’t know, man. It’s a woman thing.” 
 
    Bobby didn’t stop immediately. After a few seconds, he cursed under his breath, but stopped the wagon.  
 
    “You’d think he had an appointment,” Claire said, as Jeffrey helped her from the wagon. 
 
    Gramps climbed out behind them, then Jeremiah. 
 
    “What the Hell? I thought it was a woman thing,” Bobby said, noticing that all his prisoners had gotten off the wagon.  
 
    Claire spotted a clump of brush and headed toward it. 
 
    “I’m gonna walk,” Gramps declared. “My back is killing me.” 
 
    Claire smiled. It was all coming together. 
 
    She waited a few minutes, then rejoined the group.  
 
    “Let’s go,” Bobby said. 
 
    “I’m gonna walk too,” Claire stated, and began to walk ahead. 
 
    Jeremiah fell into step behind her, then Jeffrey, then Gramps. 
 
    Bobby’s grumbling grew louder, but he had no choice but to follow them in the wagon.  
 
    As he passed them, the wheels kicked up dust and Claire coughed. The wagon was ahead of them now, and they walked in its dust.  
 
    Bobby seemed, for the moment, to have let his guard down. They had caught him off-guard by all getting out of the wagon and walking. 
 
    Claire stopped and turned back to the men as they caught up. Jeffrey was sprinting toward her. He took her hand. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    The four of them dashed off the road into the trees, heading southwest.  
 
    Claire no longer heard the wagon. Her blood pounded in her ears and brambles snagged at her dress, ripping it. She concentrated on keeping a grip on his hand and not falling down.  
 
    A few more feet and fear struck at her heart. “Romeo!” She dug in her heels until Jeffrey stopped. “We left Romeo in the wagon,” she gasped, trying to catch her breath. 
 
    “I’ll get him,” Jeremiah said, almost slamming into her. 
 
    “Wait,” Jeffrey said, but Jeremiah had already turned and was running back the way they had come. 
 
    “Poor Romeo,” Claire said, tears welling in her eyes. “How could we have forgotten him? Bobby will kill him.” 
 
    “I don’t think he’ll kill him,” Jeffrey said, but without conviction. 
 
    “He’ll kill Jeremiah, too,” Gramps said. Jeffrey and Claire stared at him in silence. Gramps shrugged. “I think he’d kill any of us if given half a chance.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Jeffrey agreed. 
 
    “Well,” Claire said, blowing her hair out of her eyes. “We have to wait for him.” 
 
    “That’s not the best idea.” 
 
    “We have to.” 
 
    They stood looking at each other.  
 
    “We need to go back for them,” Claire said. 
 
    Gramps and Jeffrey shook their heads in unison. “He might need our help,” she insisted, and headed back toward Jeremiah. 
 
    They grumbled, but they followed. Except for the sounds of their feet crunching over leaves and sticks, the silence was deafening. 
 
    Claire glanced over her shoulder. The men followed in silence now. It disturbed her a little that they didn’t protest.  
 
    They’d been walking for about ten minutes. Since they’d been running on the way out, she wasn’t sure how far they’d come.  
 
    She froze at the sounds of something crashing through the brush towards them. It was Romeo! 
 
    “Romeo,” she called, and bent down to greet her dog. Romeo, however, kept running, ignoring her outstretched arms. “What?” 
 
    Then she heard the commotion that Romeo ran from. It sounded like a whole heard of elephants rushed toward them. 
 
    Jeffrey grabbed her hand. And ran in the opposite direction from the commotion, pulling her behind him.  
 
    They veered east, climbing over a fallen log. Gramps heaved behind them, breathing labored. They lay flat on their stomachs, not moving. Waiting.  
 
    Then they saw. Jeremiah hobbled ahead, dragging his right leg. The Yankees marched behind, even moving at an unhurried gait, they gained on him. 
 
    Please don’t let them see us.  
 
    A gunshot fired. Claire screamed. Jeremiah arched his back unnaturally, then fell to the ground.  
 
    Jeffrey pulled her to him, cradling her head against his chest. She couldn’t see. She didn’t want to see. She couldn’t breathe.  
 
    Dear God, please let Jeremiah be ok. Please don’t let the Yankees see us.  
 
    Seconds passed and the enemy turned, marching in the opposite direction, their mission accomplished.  
 
    Neither Claire, nor Jeffrey, nor Gramps moved a muscle. 
 
    Jeffrey lifted his head to peer over the log. “We’re clear,” he announced. “We need to go.” He scrambled to his feet, taking Claire by the hand and pulling her with him. He then turned to Gramps and held out a hand. 
 
    “Thank you,” Gramps acknowledged, allowing the younger man to help him to his feet. 
 
    “Jeremiah,” Claire said. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jeffrey said. “If we take the time to help him… or bury him, they’ll be on us like fleas.” 
 
    “We can’t just leave him,” Claire said, pain welling in her neck, tears spilling from her eyes, as she stared at Jeremiah’s still body. 
 
    “Claire,” Jeffrey said, taking her by the arms. “Look at me.” He shook her, once, just to get her attention. Her eyes lifted to his. Her lips trembled. “Claire. We have to take Gramps and get as far from here as we can, as quickly as we can. If we don’t, we go to a Yankee prison—or worse. Gramps will not survive that.” 
 
    Claire’s eyes widened. He’d never spoken that way to her before. Or looked that serious.  
 
    “Do you understand?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “Do you trust me?” 
 
    Did she? 
 
    “Do you?” he asked again. 
 
    Her eyes met his. Locked. And she knew, that yes, she did, trust him. “I do,” she said. And meant it. 
 
    “Can you make it?” Jeffrey asked, turning to Gramps. 
 
    “No choice.” 
 
    With one last look at Jeremiah’s still form stretched on the ground, they were off and running. This time, they zigzagged through the trees. 
 
    Jeffrey ran in front of her, pulling her along. Gramps wheezed behind her. Romeo would find them. He just had to. No thoughts of Jeremiah were allowed. 
 
    Her feet ached and her legs burned. The discomfort of her backside from the bouncing wagon would be welcome now.  
 
    Poor Jeremiah. He had cared so much for her. And he had died saving her dog. It was too much to bear. 
 
    Gramps’ wheezing stopped. Claire dug in her heels and pulled her hand from Jeffrey’s. “Wait.”  
 
    She rushed the few feet back to where Gramps kneeled on the ground. 
 
    “We have to stop,” she said, sensing Jeffrey standing next to her. 
 
    “No,” Gramps whispered, “I just need to rest a moment.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Jeffrey agreed, surveying the area around them. “We’re sufficiently lost anyway.” 
 
    “We’re lost?” Claire glanced up at Jeffrey, then put her hand on Gramps’ forehead. 
 
    “We need water.” 
 
    Jeffrey blew out a breath. “We need a lot of things.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” she asked, mostly to herself.  
 
    “I can move, just a little more slowly.” 
 
    The ragtag group trudged southward, keeping a slow, but steady pace. They had no water. No food. No weapon. They were at the mercy of not only the Union army, but the elements, and time itself. Without water, they would dehydrate within days.  
 
    Maybe sooner, at this rate, Claire thought, lifting her gaze to the sun’s glare.  
 
    Coming to a clearing, they all three wordlessly plopped onto the ground.  
 
    “How much further?” Claire asked. 
 
    Gramps and Jeffrey both looked at her blankly for a moment, then both burst into laughter. 
 
    “I guess that depends on where we’re headed,” Jeffrey said. 
 
    “I thought you’d have an idea.” 
 
    “I think,” Jeffrey began, looking around him, “we should have planned this out a little better.” 
 
    “There wasn’t time,” Gramps said. 
 
    Jeffrey shook his head, “Nonetheless, we should have planned it so as not to get ourselves in this mess.” 
 
    “We’ll get ourselves out of it,” Claire insisted, getting to her feet. “We’ll keep walking until we come to something.” 
 
    “It could be days,” Gramps said. 
 
    “I doubt it. It’s not like we live in an uncivilized country.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised,” Jeffrey said, but got to his feet, anyway. 
 
    Gramps stood up too, and they began walking again. 
 
    “We should follow the sunset,” Jeffrey suggested.  
 
    Follow the sunset.  
 
    It wasn’t much, but it was all they had to go on.  
 
    And they had each other. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    It turned out they didn’t get very far. Jeffrey ran a hand through his hair and studied the river below them.  
 
    “Where are we?” Claire asked. 
 
    “It’s the Red River,” Jeffrey answered. 
 
    “How do you know?”  
 
    “It’s red.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Gramps supplied. 
 
    “So where are we?” Claire asked again. 
 
    “We’ve sort of made a circle.” 
 
    “I’m completely lost. How do you keep up?” 
 
    “I think it’s called dead reckoning.” 
 
    “That sounds ominous in light of things.” 
 
    “It just means I can find my way around the woods.” 
 
    “We have to get across,” Gramps said. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “We need to find a boat.” 
 
    Good idea. But…  
 
    “We’ll follow the river until we find a way across.” 
 
    They trudged along the riverbank, too exhausted now to talk much. 
 
    Claire stumbled and fell, tripping over her skirt.  
 
    Jeffrey knelt at her side. “Are you all right?”  
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “We need to rest,” he said. 
 
    Gramps sat down next to them. “We won’t get much further without water.” 
 
    “We have to come across something soon,” Claire said. “Don’t we?” 
 
    “The river is fairly populated,” Gramps insisted. “Just need to follow it.” 
 
    “Maybe we should get some sleep,” Jeffrey suggested. 
 
    Claire shifted her gaze toward the riverbank. Imagined slithery things. “I think I’ll pass,” she said. “Besides, it’ll be dark soon and I’d rather not be near the water.”  Perhaps Jeffrey didn’t know about snakes, being from up north. 
 
    “Very well,” Jeffrey said, looking at one, then the other. “We’ll keep going then.” 
 
    Claire ached everywhere. She’d worked long days before, certainly, but this walking for miles and miles was worse than any long day’s work she had put in. 
 
    The sun continued to drop over the water and her trepidation increased. The air grew cooler and the crickets of the night began to chirp. She gathered her skirts up above her knees to free herself to walk through the high grass.  
 
    Gramps was right, she repeated to herself. They would come across civilization soon. 
 
    “There,” Jeffrey pointed across the river.  
 
    Claire immediately recognized the houses. They were on the outskirts of Natchitoches—probably around Grand Ecore. She’d visited one of the houses many years ago. A distant cousin, a relative of her grandmother’s had held a ball and they had all three been invited.  
 
    Tears welled in her eyes and she sniffled. They had made it.  
 
    “This doesn’t solve our problem,” Jeffrey pointed out. “We’re on the wrong side of the river.” 
 
    “There’s a ferry down below,” Gramps said. “At Cane River Crossing.” 
 
    “We can’t cross the river yet,” Claire said. 
 
    Both men turned and stared at her. 
 
    “We have to go by our home.” 
 
    “We can’t. It’s occupied.” 
 
    “I can slip in and pick up… something.” 
 
    Gramps narrowed his eyes.  
 
    “Claire,” Jeffrey began, “the house burned. There’s nothing there.” 
 
    “I can at least look. If the house burned, the army will have left as well.” 
 
    “It’s possible,” Gramps said. “We aren’t far.” 
 
    “You too?” 
 
    “We should try to find water and food and go there in the morning,” Claire said. 
 
    Jeffrey shook his head. “I can’t win against the two of you.” 
 
    Claire smiled. “Why would you want to?” 
 
    “I don’t suppose I would,” he murmured, and taking her hand, pulled her along the riverbank. 
 
    About twenty minutes later, they came to an inn—the Frenchman’s Cup. Claire had never been near here.  
 
    There were three horses tethered near the door and boisterous music drifted from inside. 
 
    “Maybe you should wait out here,” Gramps suggested. 
 
    “No, thank you,” Claire said, tamping down aggravation. “I’m dying of thirst.” 
 
    “Let’s hope they have water,” Gramps said. 
 
    “Right now I’ll take whatever they’ve got,” Claire admitted. 
 
    The three of them trudged up to the front door and after a slight hesitation, Jeffrey opened the door and stepped inside with Claire and Gramps right behind him. 
 
    Claire wasn’t surprised by the noise—boisterous male laughter. She was surprised, however, when she stepped out from behind Jeffrey and saw a roomful of Yankees. 
 
    What had the world come to? She took a step back, stopped by Jeffrey.  
 
    “It’ll be all right,” he whispered in her ear. He nudged her forward. 
 
    “But…”  
 
    “We have to have food and water.” 
 
    Except for a couple of curious glances, the Yankees ignored them. 
 
    “We’d like some water, please,” Jeffrey told the barkeeper, when they reached the bar. 
 
    “You look like you’ve been through the ringer,” the grizzled barkeeper said. 
 
    He brought back three glasses of water and set them down. 
 
    “Willie,” he asked, puzzled. “Is that you?” 
 
    Claire turned to stare at Gramps. 
 
    Gramps nodded. “How are you, Earl?” 
 
    “Old Willie,” the barkeeper said, holding out his hand for Gramps to shake. “I haven’t seen you in a year of Sundays.” 
 
    “It’s been a while,” Gramps agreed. 
 
    “Who’s this you’ve got with you?” Earl asked, peering at Claire. 
 
    Jeffrey put an arm around Claire and pulled her to him.  
 
    “My granddaughter, Claire.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Earl said, “Would you like something to go with that water?” 
 
    Claire shook her head. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “We’d like something to eat in a little bit,” Jeffrey said. 
 
    “I got vittles,” Earl said. “What the Yankees didn’t eat.” 
 
    “What’s with all the Yankees?” Gramps whispered. 
 
    “The country’s crawling with them,” Earl said. “Can’t spit without hitting a damn Yankee. But…” he leaned in, lowered his voice. “You won’t hear me complaining.” He winked in Claire’s direction. “They have plenty of Yankee money on them.” 
 
    Claire recoiled, taking Jeffrey’s hand.  
 
    “I think we’ll go ahead and take that food, then get some sleep,” Jeffrey said, holding tight to Claire’s hand. 
 
    “I’ll get you the food,” Earl said, “but where do you plan to sleep?” 
 
    “Here,” Claire said, glancing at the stairs leading to the second floor. At the thought of sleep, her muscles all but cried out in pain. I’m not sure I can take another step.  
 
    “I don’t have any rooms.” 
 
    “None?” 
 
    Claire groaned and swayed against Jeffrey.  
 
    Earl scratched his head.  
 
    “Is there another inn close by?” Jeffrey asked. 
 
    Earl shook his head. “I’m telling you, the place is crawling with Yanks.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” Claire said, taking a deep breath and pulling on Jeffrey’s arm. 
 
    “No,” he said, standing firm. “Are you telling me you don’t have even one room for a lady? You can’t ask her to sleep on the ground.” 
 
    Earl studied her. Claire held her breath at the perusal. How did Gramps know such a letch? 
 
    “Tell you what,” Earl said, “my woman is off visiting relatives. And I’m gonna be up all night. You can sleep in my room in the back. The other two of ya, y’all will have to sleep outside.” 
 
    Claire shook her head. “No.” 
 
    “We’ll take it,” Jeffrey said. “How much?” 
 
    “No charge,” 
 
    “How much?” Jeffrey repeated, reaching into his pocket. 
 
    “You have money?” Claire asked. 
 
    “Sure.” He paused a moment. “We haven’t exactly had a use for it.” 
 
    Jeffrey paid the man in Yankee coin. “We’ll wait over there for our supper.” He leaned his head toward the one empty table in the place.  
 
    Claire sat at the table, Jeffrey on one side, Gramps on the other. And groaned. Her feet ached. Her legs ached. Her head ached. She ached in every corner of her body. 
 
    Jeffrey took her hand and squeezed. She looked up into his eyes. His skin was scruffy from going days without shaving. But his eyes were clear.  
 
    He smiled. 
 
    And her heart tripped. They’d been together all day, trudging through the woods and they had barely spoken to each other. Yet every cell in her body had been tuned toward him. Even now, those very cells were on fire.  
 
    Jeffrey leaned in, kissed her lightly on the lips. Her eyes fluttered closed.  
 
    And the world faded away. 
 
    Then he pulled away and she opened her eyes. Glanced at Gramps. 
 
    He just smiled at her. 
 
    A flush crept along her cheeks, but a smile sieged her lips.  
 
    Jeffrey winked at her. And her smiled deepened. She brought her glass of water to her lips.  
 
    A commotion at the front door distracted their attention. A group of three Southern young men came into the room. 
 
    “What the Hell?” one of them asked. 
 
    “The place is crawling with Yanks” 
 
    Earl came from behind the counter. “You’ll mind your manners if you want to drink in here,” he said. 
 
    “Jeffrey Couvion?” one of the men asked, spotting Jeffrey.  
 
    Jeffrey’s head jerked up and focused on the man. 
 
    “It is you,” the boy said, rushing toward Jeffrey. 
 
    Jeffrey shifted backwards. “Melvin,” he said. 
 
    “How the Hell have you been?” he asked, holding out his hand. 
 
    “I’ve been good,” Jeffrey murmured. 
 
    “How’s your sister,” Melvin asked, glancing over at Claire. 
 
    “She’s good,” Jeffrey said. 
 
    “You up and got married?” Melvin asked, slapping Jeffrey on the back. 
 
    Jeffrey shook his head and shot a glance at Claire. 
 
    A Southerner who knows Jeffrey?  
 
    “I haven’t seen Alexandra since,” Melvin took off his hat and scratched his head. “since the McGregor ball.” 
 
    “It’s been a long time,” Jeffrey said, shifting in his chair. 
 
     How did Melvin, obviously a southerner know Jeffrey’s sister? Much less attend a ball with her?  
 
    Maybe Jeffrey and his sister had spent some time down south. That was it. Perhaps he had relatives in the south. That was not uncommon at all. Claire relaxed. Of course, that was it. 
 
    “We rode down by Chene Ruelle just a few months ago,” Melvin continued.  
 
    “Really?” Jeffrey leaned forward and focused his attention on Melvin. 
 
    “Did you hear any news?” 
 
    “Not really. Things are chaotic these days. All anyone talked about was the steamboat explosion.” 
 
    Jeffrey sat back.  
 
    “Come to think of it,” Melvin said, narrowing his eyes. “I heard tell you were on that steamboat.” 
 
    “I guess you heard wrong,” Jeffrey said. 
 
    Melvin narrowed his eyes. Waited a beat. “I suppose that’s how rumors get started,” he said. “Well, I need to go on and get a drink. It was good seeing you.” 
 
    He didn’t look at her. She narrowed her eyes at him. Willed him to look at her. It was time for Jeffrey Couvion to come clean. “What steamboat explosion is he talking about?” she asked. 
 
    “There was one down south a few months ago,” he said, keeping his eyes straight ahead. 
 
    “Where down south?” 
 
    “Close to Baton Rouge.” 
 
    “I heard about that one. Why would your friend think you would be on that boat?” 
 
    Jeffrey shook his head, glanced at her, then looked away. “Beats me. People say all kinds of things.” 
 
    She watched him. Then frowned and looked away. If he wanted to be vague, she had nothing to say to him. 
 
    Earl set bowls of soup on the table in front of them. She ate in silence. 
 
    Something didn’t add up. And more importantly, he didn’t trust her—with whatever his story was.  
 
    After eating about half of her soup, she sat down her spoon, and looking at Gramps, said, “I’m going to bed now. I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    Ignoring Jeffrey, she strode toward Earl. “I’d like to go to my room now.” 
 
    Earl leered at her. “Right this way.” 
 
      
 
    Jeffrey scowled at Claire’s retreating back. “We can’t just let her go with him,” he said to no one in particular. 
 
    “I’d like to see you stop her,” Gramps said, sitting back in his chair, wiping his mouth with his napkin.  
 
    “Maybe I can’t stop her,” he said, “but I can protect her.” He pushed back his chair and as he moved to follow Claire and Earl, he caught a glimpse of Gramps’ smile. 
 
    “The blankets are warm,” Earl said. Jeffrey followed the sound of the man’s overly cheerful voice. 
 
    Earl was standing inches from Claire—much too close.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said, as she inched back a step. Earl inched forward two steps. 
 
    Enough is enough. With a feral growl that he belatedly realized was out loud, Jeffrey entered the room. “My wife and I would like to be alone,” he said. 
 
    “Your—?” Earl sputtered, glancing from one to the other. “Nobody said nothing ‘bout no wife.” 
 
    “Didn’t know anybody had to be saying anything about it.” 
 
    “And nobody does. I’ll just be moseying on my way,” Earl said, backing toward the door. 
 
    “Good idea,” Jeffrey assured him, with a nod. 
 
    “Just going on my way,” Earl repeated, as he turned on his heel and sped down the hallway. 
 
    Jeffrey turned back to face Claire. 
 
    “He wasn’t hurting anything,” she said, murmured. 
 
    He took a step toward her.  
 
    She stood her ground, her chin lifted. 
 
    “What were you doing?” he asked. 
 
    “Gramps knows him.” 
 
    “I know a lot of people and I wouldn’t want you to be left alone with them.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “That’s actually a good point,” she conceded. 
 
    “So,” he said, taking another step closer to her. “What were you doing?” he repeated. 
 
    “I was… um.” She took an imperceptible step backwards, her legs hitting against the bed. 
 
    “Yes?” His eyes held hers. Her beauty took his breath away. Her skin begged for his touch. He longed to touch her lips with his. To feel her lithe body against his. 
 
    “I um…” she lowered her eyes, licked her lips.  
 
    His body responded. “I’m sorry,” he said. 
 
    Her eyes returned to his. “Sorry?” she echoed. 
 
    “Yes, I didn’t tell you everything.” Jeffrey took her hand, guided it behind his back, and pulled her against him. He tilted her chin up, pressed his lips against hers. “There’s something I need to tell you,” he said. 
 
    “Tell me then,” she said. 
 
    He dropped onto the bed, put a foot on the wooden chair, and leaned back on his elbows. “I was born and raised just outside of Baton Rouge.” 
 
    “Then you moved north?” she asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m as southern as you are—well, maybe not quite.” 
 
    “I’m confused.” 
 
    “Except for spending some time thinking I wanted to fight for the North.” 
 
    “Why did you think that?” She sat down next to him. 
 
    “There’s no accounting for why a man gets things in his head. Fortunately, someone set me straight.” 
 
    “Who did that?” 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    “Me? How did I do that?” 
 
    He sat up, ran a hand down her elbow—felt the shiver run through her. Her eyes widened. Her lips parted. 
 
    You got into my head. Wove your way into my heart.  
 
    He took her hand, linked his fingers with hers. 
 
    Then, with a groan, he placed his lips on hers. Held them there as their breath mingled. 
 
    Neither of them moved. He leaned back. Her eyes fluttered open for a second, then closed again. It was more than he could stand. His lips captured hers again, this time, moving into a kiss.  
 
      
 
    Claire’s senses reeled. Something clicked into place in her heart. Her knees felt weak and she leaned toward him. She couldn’t move.  
 
    She couldn’t think. 
 
    She didn’t want to think. 
 
    She didn’t ever want to move… or think. 
 
    He deepened the kiss and her nerves tingled all the way down to her toes. She kissed him back. 
 
    A door slammed across the hall. A dog howled somewhere outside. 
 
    His tongue slid past her lips and caressed hers.  
 
    Her body burst into flames. 
 
    The rest of the world receded into nonexistence. 
 
    It was only Jeffrey and her. There was nothing else she desired. 
 
    He pulled back, ran a fingertip across her cheek. “I can’t let you stay here alone,” he said. 
 
    She nodded. Don’t go. 
 
    He glanced about the room. “I’ll have to sleep here,” he said. 
 
    “I know,” she answered, her eyes still closed. 
 
    “I’ll let Gramps know.” He pulled her tight against him, held her as though he would never let her go. 
 
    He shifted, and lifted her chin until her eyes fluttered open and she looked at him. 
 
    Her lips tingled. Her knees were weak, but his strong arms held her pressed against him. 
 
    “I love you,” he murmured.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I love you,” he said again. 
 
    “I love you,” she answered. 
 
    He nestled her head beneath his chin, buried his fingers in her hair, and kissed the top of her head.  
 
    “Lock the door. I won’t be long.” 
 
    After locking the door behind him, she laid her forehead against the cool wood of the door. 
 
    “I’m in so much trouble,” she murmured. Taking a deep breath, she turned back and studied the bed. It was small, but not much smaller than the beds at her house. What had been her house, she reminded herself, as the lump in her throat returned. What would they do now? She and Gramps were homeless.  
 
    Perhaps they could rebuild. Yes, that was it. They would build another house. With the money, if it was still there, they would be able to at least get started.  
 
    With that resolution in mind, she folded back the bedding and, after glancing down at her dress smeared with dirt and grass stains, shrugged, and climbed into bed.  
 
    And sighed. After sleeping in a hard wagon and on the ground, even this bed with its threadbare mattress was heavenly. 
 
    She pulled the coarse blanket up beneath her chin and allowed her eyes to drift closed. I’ll stay awake until he gets back.  
 
    Sometime later, she wasn’t sure how long, she dreamed that she snuggled against Jeffrey as she slept. His strong arms wrapped around her and his breath warmed her cheeks.  
 
    She smiled. And drifted back to sleep, wrapped in a cocoon of safety. 
 
      
 
    Jeffrey sipped his coffee, one eye on Earl. The saloon keeper wiped down countertops, mumbling to himself.  
 
    Jeffrey had slipped out before Claire woke. She’d been so exhausted, she’d never known he was there. Her scent lingered all around him. While she slept, alone in Earl’s bed, Jeffrey refused to let her be far from his sight. If anyone approached the door to the bedroom, he would see them. And Earl was first on his to-watch list. Although Earl had given him a key, who was to say that Earl didn’t have a second key? 
 
    He had no idea where Gramps had slept. The bar had emptied out and except for Earl and now Jeffrey, was empty. 
 
    He’d give Claire a few more minutes, then he’d go wake her. 
 
    For days now, they had been attached at the elbow. Only apart for a few moments a day.  
 
    He didn’t want to spend another night apart from her. Not tonight. Not ever. For the rest of his life. 
 
    The realization didn’t surprise him. Or frighten him. He’d always known he would find the right girl one day. He had given up, even before going to war. He would rather live out his days alone than be with the wrong one.  
 
    But he’d known it was Claire from the start. And the tie had strengthened these past few days. And now, damn it, he didn’t want to wait any longer.  
 
    If he had his way, this would be the last night they would spend apart. Surely there was a preacher in this town. Where were they? Natchitoches. Surely there was a preacher in Natchitoches who would marry them. Tomorrow.  
 
    He smiled at the thought. Would she agree? Of course she would. She loved him. He had no doubt. If she didn’t, he wouldn’t want to marry her. 
 
    Yes, tomorrow they would sleep wrapped in each other’s arms.  
 
    A smile on his lips, he drifted off to sleep. 
 
    Within what seemed like mere moments, he woke with a start. All was quiet.  
 
    But the sound of a noise echoed in his mind. 
 
    He strained to hear, his eyes wide and unseeing in the blackness of the cloudy night. A slamming door? Thunder?  
 
    There. Yes, a rumble of thunder rent the air. Closing his eyes, he relaxed and allowed his mind to drift. To drift back to its new place. Claire.  
 
    At the sound of what definitely was not thunder, he jerked to a sitting position.  
 
    And to the unmistakable point of steel in the small of his back.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Claire woke to an empty bed. She noticed this only after a night of dreaming of sleeping in Jeffrey’s arms. Her face was a little flushed just thinking about the boldness of those dreams.  
 
    Sitting up, she blinked at the diffusion of sunlight that filtered through the smudged glass of the little window. Jeffrey had left his haversack on the table next to the bed. She ran a hand along it, wondering what he carried.   
 
    Her thoughts full of Jeffrey, she looked up expectantly as someone knocked lightly on the door and it began to creak open. Her heart skipped at anticipation of seeing Jeffrey.  
 
    Instead, Jeffrey’s friend from the night before, was his name Melvin?, stood in the door. Melvin was a large man—taller than she remembered from last night. He dwarfed the doorway. He was clean-shaven, even now in the early morning.  
 
    She gasped and inched back on the bed. Grabbing hold of Jeffrey’s pistol, she held it firmly in her lap. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said. “I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “You need to know about Jeffrey Couvion,” he said, leaning against the door. “The truth.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “He’s not who he says he is.” 
 
    “Just say what you need to say,” she said, her finger moving toward the gun’s trigger. 
 
    “He’s a traitor.” 
 
    Her gut clenched at the word, but she kept her face blank. “That’s a harsh accusation,” she said. 
 
    He nodded once. “It’s an ugly business he’s in.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” she asked, biting her tongue to keep from asking him to leave. 
 
    “I grew up with him. He’s as southern as you are.” 
 
    “I never doubted that.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Then, explain to me them Yankee pants he’s wearing.” 
 
    She shrugged. “They’re borrowed.” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “Whatever you want to believe, sweetheart. I happen to know that he fought for the other side. 
 
    “Even if he did,” she said evenly, “and I’m not saying he did, he isn’t fighting for them now.” 
 
    “Don’t say I didn’t warn ‘ya. In my book, if a man’s willing to fight for the other side, he can’t be trusted.” 
 
    “You can leave now.” 
 
    “I’ll leave,” he agreed. “And leave you with this thought. Next time he promises you something, you need to wonder if he’ll betray you.” 
 
    “I’d like to you to leave,” she said, no longer keeping the irritation from her voice. “now.” 
 
    “At your wish,” he said, a small smile playing at the corner of his mouth. “Good day.” He turned and strode from the room. 
 
    Melvin hadn’t told her anything she didn’t already know. Except he had called Jeffrey a traitor—a harsh accusation that was uncalled for. She had taken Jeffrey’s word that he had been born in the south and thought about fighting for the north. Perhaps he’d done more than think about it. He’d shown up at her house wearing a Yankee uniform. 
 
    If he hadn’t been wearing the blue uniform, he likely wouldn’t have landed at my house. 
 
    Serendipity. 
 
    That’s what it was.  
 
    And now she was in love with him. 
 
    She squeezed her eyes tightly together and remembered the feel of his lips on hers. Gentle. Insistent. 
 
    She didn’t care who he fought for.  
 
    No… 
 
    That was not true. 
 
    She didn’t want him to fight for either side.  
 
    She wanted him with her. Safe.  
 
    She wouldn’t tell him that, of course. 
 
    Men never understood those kinds of things. 
 
    They found fighting to be noble. To not fight was to be a coward. 
 
    She opened her eyes and studied her dress. 
 
    She needed new clothes. Badly. Or he would never want to touch her. 
 
    She also needed a bath. 
 
    It seemed, however, that would not be happening for some time. 
 
    She took a deep breath and stood up.  
 
    This was the way of things. 
 
    Until she could change it, she would have to manage to deal with it. 
 
      
 
    Sometimes a man had to be allowed to make his own mistakes. And all anybody else could do was to sit back and watch.  
 
    Gramps pulled the blanket up under his chin and sighed. His bones ached.  
 
    And his heart ached with watching the love that grew beneath his very nose. 
 
    He’d watched Jeffrey and Claire fall for each other from the very beginning. And watched them fight it. Deny it. Ignore it. 
 
    Well, maybe not completely. Jeffrey had never wavered. Claire was the fighter. 
 
    But still… 
 
    What was it about young people that kept them from acknowledging it when the right person stood right in front of them? 
 
    Well, today was another day and they needed to be on their way. Groaning, he got up, folded the blanket Earl had been kind enough to lend him, and stretched his aching bones. It was time to go see what Earl had for breakfast. 
 
      
 
    Claire climbed out of bed and straightened her soiled skirts. It was time for them to be on their way. Glancing about the room, she wavered. Then threw Jeffrey’s haversack across her shoulder. What did he have in there? It weighed a ton. Having gathered all their belongings, she left the little room and made her way to the main area. 
 
    With the exception of Earl at the counter—did the man never sleep, and Grandpa sitting at one of the tables, the room was empty.  
 
    “Where is Jeffrey?” she asked, her brow furrowed. 
 
    “I haven’t seen him,” Gramps said, between bites of egg. “I thought he was still abed.”  
 
    Claire bit her lip. Felt the flush creep up her cheeks. “I haven’t seen him.” She set the haversack carefully on the table. “Where is he?” 
 
    “I can’t say,” Gramps said, setting down his fork and focusing on her now. 
 
    Claire paced back and forth, the agitation enveloping her. “You haven’t seen him this morning?” 
 
    “Not since last night.” 
 
    Claire froze in her tracks and focused on her grandfather. “You haven’t seen him since last night?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Lock the door. I won’t be long, he had said. She had locked the door. But…Melvin had walked right in. Had Jeffrey come back? It would be unlike him to leave the door open while she slept. Something isn’t right. 
 
    She ran to the tavern door, opened it, and stood looking up and down the street. The sun had scarcely begun its morning glow, yet the streets filled with people hurrying here and there. A farmer carrying supplies into town. A soldier hurrying to his post. Children rushing to beat the school bell.  
 
    Where had Jeffrey gone last night? To the inn across the street? To the boarding house next door? Biting her lip, she moved aside for an older gentleman to enter the tavern.  
 
    Gramps stood behind her. “Why are you so worried?” he asked. 
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut. Why was she worried? The tension pulsed through her veins. She had never been prone to flights of fancy. Never considered herself to be particularly prophetic.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she whispered. “Something’s wrong.”  
 
    “I’ll ask the innkeeper where he spent the night.” 
 
    She nodded, inhaling deeply in a feeble attempt to quiet her nerves. She fought the urge to dash into the street, to call his name. She shook her head at herself. Silly. 
 
    Had she dreamed him being in her bed? If her door hadn’t been locked, she would have entertained the thought. Earl has a key. She quickly dismissed the thought. Her dreams had been of Jeffrey. There was no doubt about that.  
 
    Gramps returned to her side.  
 
    “Maybe he just took a walk,” Gramps said. 
 
    She shook her head. “No,” she said, her voice breathy, even to her own ears. She forced her eyes open to meet his. “Something’s happened to him. Maybe someone took him.” 
 
    “Took him?” Gramps echoed. “You mean someone kidnapped him? Why would they do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe it has something to do with the war.” 
 
    “It makes no sense.” Gramps looked up the street, as though expecting Jeffrey to walk up any minute. 
 
    “We have to find him.” 
 
    “If someone kidnapped him,” Gramps pulled his eyes back to hers, “that’s going to be a little hard to do. Where do you suggest we start?” 
 
    Biting her lip, she surveyed the barn, the road, watched a wagon roll by, an older farmer and a young boy perched atop the buckboard. People going about their daily business, in this time of war, mostly just surviving.  
 
    A soldier in blue rounded the corner. Claire’s nerves tingled on the back of her neck.  
 
    “Good morning,” he said, pausing in mid-stride at the sight of them standing there. 
 
    Claire nodded once in his direction. “Good mornin’,” Gramps mumbled, and looked back at her. 
 
    She almost smiled. Gramps, too, it seemed, did not care for the sight of a Yankee. 
 
    “Can I help you all with something?” the Yankee offered. 
 
    Claire and Gramps both shook their heads. The man’s forehead creased. “You seem to be looking for someone.” 
 
    Claire faced the man now. At first glance, she’d thought he was an older man, but now as she looked past his beard and fatigue, he was no older than Jeffrey, perhaps even a bit younger. He had a kindness to his face, one that didn’t seem to match his Yankee uniform. 
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking, ma’am, what’s your name?” 
 
    Claire glanced at Gramps. He shook his head unperceptively. 
 
    “Would it be Claire, miss?” the man asked. 
 
    Claire gasped. “How could you possibly know my name?” 
 
    “There was a man,” he said. “A man being, um, escorted from the tavern. As he was leaving, he looked right at me and said, tell Claire I’ve been arrested. I’ve been arrested, but I’ll be back as soon as I can. Tell her to wait for me.” 
 
    Claire’s knees felt weak. She put a hand on Grandpa for support. Swayed a little, then stood up straight. Jeffrey needed her to be strong. “Who took him? Where did they take him?” 
 
    The man shifted from one foot to the other. 
 
    “Wait,” Gramps said. “Let’s go inside and sort this out.” Gramps led them back inside the tavern where they sat away from the door. Away from earshot. “I’ll get us some coffee.” 
 
    Claire sat, biting her lip, waiting while Grandpa asked Earl to bring them coffee. 
 
    “I’m Willie Whitman,” Grandpa said, sitting next to Claire. “And this is my granddaughter, Claire.” 
 
    “My name’s Allen,” the Yankee soldier said. 
 
    The men shook hands. 
 
    “Start from the beginning, Allen. Tell us what you know about Jeffrey.” 
 
    Allen’s Adam apple bobbed. “Well, I was coming into the tavern for some breakfast and I saw two men sitting right over there.” He nodded toward a table near the bar.  
 
    Claire dug her nails into her palms. Time is wasting. We should be looking for him.  
 
    “I couldn’t understand what they were saying, but Jeffrey kept shaking his head. Looked like he didn’t want to talk to the man.” 
 
    “What did the man look like?” Claire asked. 
 
    Allen focused on Claire. “Like a regular guy. Clean-shaven.” 
 
    “Did they argue?” Grandpa asked. 
 
    Allen shook his head. “I don’t think so. Jeffrey went up to the bartender and said something to him, then the two of them left together.  
 
    Claire started to get up. Grandpa put a hand on her arm. “Let me,” he said. Grandpa went over to Earl and they spoke for a few minutes. 
 
    “Besides clean-shaven, what else did the man look like?” Claire asked. 
 
    “He was fairly tall. About a head taller than Jeffrey.” 
 
    Claire gasped. “It was Melvin!” she said. 
 
    Grandpa came back and sat next to them. Lifted his coffee mug to his lips. 
 
    “What did he say?” she asked. 
 
    “Jeffrey threatened his life if he so much as looked at you.” 
 
    “It was Melvin,” Claire said. 
 
    “Who’s Melvin?”  
 
    “Jeffrey’s friend from last night. He came to my room this morning and told me that Jeffrey… couldn’t be trusted.” 
 
    “According to Earl, Jeffrey was guarding the door. There’s no way Melvin could have gotten to you.” 
 
    “Unless Jeffrey was already gone by then.” 
 
    “There was another man that came in,” Allen interjected. 
 
    “You didn’t tell us that,” Claire said. 
 
    “I was getting to it,” Allen said. 
 
    “Let him tell us,” Gramps said. 
 
    “The other man came up and Melvin told him to take Jeffrey down to the docks.” 
 
    “Did he say what for?” Claire asked. 
 
    “I couldn’t really hear. I think he said something about Alexandra or Alexandria, but I can’t be certain.” 
 
    “So Jeffrey left with the man?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That must be when Melvin came to my room,” Claire said. 
 
    Claire’s heart pounded in her throat.  
 
    It mattered not to her what Jeffrey’s loyalties were. 
 
    He was in trouble. 
 
    And she had to help him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve  
 
      
 
    The inn was next to the river—only a few yards away. However, the inn was on a bluff, high above the river. Hence, it was about a mile down to the docks. 
 
    Jeffrey walked side by side with Melvin, a man he had thought to be his friend until today. A man he had ridden next to on hunts and attended balls with.  
 
    At one point, Melvin had been enamored with Alexandra, but Jeffrey suspected her rejection had squelched any loyalty there.  
 
    Perhaps this was behind the current situation. 
 
    “Are you married,” Jeffrey asked. 
 
    Melvin glared at him and Jeffrey decided he wasn’t going to answer.  
 
    “I married Mary Belle,” Melvin said. 
 
    If he’d gotten over Alexandra enough to marry another, this must be about something else. “Why are you doing this?” Jeffry asked. 
 
    “I don’t like spies.” 
 
    “I’m not a spy,” Jeffrey must have told the man fifty times already. “What can I say to convince you of that?” 
 
    Melvin shook his head, ran a hand along his scabbard. “I saw you wearing the blue uniform—back at Mansfield. In the camp,” 
 
    “You were spying,” Jeffrey pointed out. 
 
    Melvin scoffed. “I was spying for my own side. You’re a Yankee.” 
 
    “I’m southern,” Jeffrey said. How, indeed, did he manage to get himself into this fix? 
 
    But, more importantly, how was he going to get himself out? 
 
    “Southerners don’t have new boots,” Melvin pointed out. 
 
    Jeffrey glanced down at his own boots, did a quick comparison of his with Melvin’s threadbare ones. “Still doesn’t make me a spy.” 
 
    A Yankee raced by on a horse, forcing the two men to move aside to avoid being trampled.  
 
    “Hey, Blue Belly, watch where you’re going,” Melvin called out, but the soldier was too far away to hear. Melvin added a few choice curse words, but before he could finish his tirade, two other Yankees on horses fled by headed the same direction. 
 
    “What the?” 
 
    The sound of breaking glass and someone yelling had Jeffrey turning to look in the direction the soldiers had gone. 
 
    Then there were flames coming out of the nearest building. 
 
    Jeffrey took a step toward the building. Melvin grabbed his arm to pull him back. “Not our business.” 
 
    Seconds later, the entire building was in flames, sending billows of smoke into the sky. 
 
    Jeffrey stood, his feet glued to the ground. There was nothing he could do anyway. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go,” Melvin insisted. 
 
    The sky toward town, the way they had just come, was suddenly filled with smoke. And the air was filled with the cries of people yelling. More soldiers raced down the road.  
 
    “Now it’s our business!” Jeffrey said, jerking free of Melvin’s grasp and rushing back toward the town. He wasn’t sure if Melvin followed or not as he ran toward town. He didn’t care. The little community was in chaos.  
 
    Women and children ran out of buildings, away from the sudden flames. Yankee soldiers on horses went from house to house, throwing torches onto roofs. 
 
    Jeffrey had never seen such an inferno, nor had he ever expected to witness the callous destruction of property and life that was being inflicted by these soldiers. 
 
    Fighting on the battlefield was one thing, but harming innocents was another thing entirely. 
 
    Since he could hardly take on a whole Yankee regiment by himself, he went with his instinct and raced toward the inn where he had left Claire.  
 
    He had to get her out of there.  
 
    By the time he reached the inn, he could barely see where he was going, much less breathe from the smoke. He covered his mouth and nose with his handkerchief and kept going.  
 
    Reaching out, he placed a hand on the door knob. And immediately jerked his hand back as flames engulfed the door. 
 
    Instinctively, throwing his arm over his face, he stumbled back, unable to fight the heat wave.  
 
    Someone, unknown, unseen, took him by the arm.  
 
    “Hey. You can’t go in there. The building’s gone,” the unseen man said. 
 
    “Claire. Gramps. I have to get them out of there.” 
 
    “No,” the man insisted, shaking his arm. “Open your eyes. The building is gone.” 
 
    Squinting against the smoke and heat, Jeffrey opened his eyes. And watched the building cave. If they were inside, they were lost. 
 
    Jeffrey dropped to his knees. “No. No,” he pleaded, his eyes closed again. Not Claire. He’d waited his entire life to find her. Now, just like that, she was gone. 
 
    People moved all around him. He didn’t know which ones were setting the fires and which ones were trying to put them out.  
 
    It didn’t matter anyway.  
 
    Nothing mattered. 
 
    Claire was gone. 
 
      
 
    Claire tapped her fingers on the table. What was wrong with them? Men were all talk and no action. They should be out there now. Looking for Jeffrey. Not sitting here sipping… whatever that was.  
 
    “Who do you think took him?” Grandpa asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Claire interjected. “If we don’t hurry, he’ll be too far gone.” 
 
    “Sorry, ma’am,” Allen said. “Depending on who took him, we have to figure out how to get him back.” 
 
    Claire shook her head, but bit her tongue. There was no arguing with men when it came to matters of war and fighting.  
 
    A commotion outside caught her attention. Claire got up and went to the door. A Yankee on horseback had stopped a few feet from the inn. After a quick look behind him, he turned his horse, swept his gaze around to the inn.  
 
    “Miss,” he said, taking a step forward on his horse. “You’ve got to get out of here.” 
 
    Claire glanced back at Gramps and Allen. They paid her no heed. Still deep in their speculations about who had taken Jeffrey and why. 
 
    “Why?” she asked. The soldier was young. He looked trustworthy and… afraid? 
 
    “Is anyone else inside?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, my grandfather and…” 
 
    The soldier groaned and slid off his horse.  
 
    He took the reins and held them out to her. 
 
    Claire looked askance at him. “I don’t… care for horses.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to care for him. I’m giving him to you.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    Other riders were approaching from the river. These were loud riders whooping and yelling.  
 
    Then she saw the smoke. “What’s going on?” 
 
    As she watched the smoke from the burning building, the soldier closed the distance between them, unceremoniously grabbed her up, and placed her on the back of the horse. 
 
    “But my grandfather!” 
 
    “I’ll get him out. Trust me. But you can’t be found here. It’s not safe. Go.” He tossed the reins to her. “Go as far as you can.” 
 
    “I won’t leave him,” she said. 
 
    Gramps was at the door then, Allen behind him. “What’s going on?” he asked to no one in particular, his eyes on the burning buildings.  
 
    “You have to get out of here,” the young soldier told him.  
 
    Gramps noticed Claire then, atop the horse. He looked back toward the riders approaching. “Go,” he said. “I’ll find you at Aunt Becky’s house.” 
 
    The younger soldier slapped the rear end of the horse and sent it into a run. 
 
    Claire held onto the reins, the leather digging into her fingers. She’d ridden before, but it had been so long ago. Martin O’Donnel’s son, Tommy, had taught her to ride. They’d been teenagers at the time.  
 
    That was before the war. Tommy had been killed at the Battle of Bull Run. Just as the war had barely gotten started. She’d considered Tommy a friend.  
 
    Claire clung to the horses’ reins as all hell broke loose behind her. 
 
    The Yankees were burning down the whole community. 
 
    She could go back for Gramps. 
 
    The horse went to the top of the bluff. Concealed behind a grove of pine trees, she could barely make out the commotion below. 
 
    Even up here, the smoke burned her eyes. 
 
    She watched as Grandpa got into the back of a wagon with other civilians and headed out of town. One of the Yankees grabbed a young woman who had been left behind and pulled her onto the horse in front of him. She screamed and fought to get down, but he held onto her and galloped out of sight 
 
    Claire shuddered. Grandpa was safe for the moment.  
 
    But the young soldier had been right. She would not have been safe had she stayed. 
 
    The young soldier had saved her life. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Remembering everything Tommy had taught her about horse riding, Claire guided the horse in a southern direction. She had to get to Aunt Becky’s house.  
 
    Aunt Becky was Grandpa’s brother’s wife. She owned a boarding house in Natchitoches. At least she had, before the war. 
 
    As far as Claire knew, Grandpa hadn’t heard anything from her in several years.  
 
    As she rode through the trees, the air was heavy with smoke. The Yankees were burning everything in their path. 
 
    She passed by a farm and saw a farmer setting fire to his own bales of cotton.  
 
    Claire knew exactly what he was doing. He was burning his cotton to keep the Yankees from getting it. The northerners needed their cotton. But they wouldn’t be getting any cotton if the southerners had anything to do with it. 
 
    She was far enough away that she could no longer hear the commotion from the fires. 
 
    But there were fires everywhere. She coughed and swept an ember from her sleeve. Were the Yankees burning the whole world? 
 
    This was most definitely a problem. 
 
    Claire, however, had a much bigger problem at the moment. 
 
    She was lost.  
 
    Now that some of her initial trepidation about managing the horse was subsiding, she looked around to try and get her bearings. 
 
    Claire had never been this far away from home alone. She had certainly never been off the road, except of course, to hunt in the area behind her house. 
 
    Something rustled in the leaves and she jerked the reins. The horse skittered to the side. Claire cooed to the horse, attempted to avoid being thrown. 
 
    This was a soldier’s horse, doubtless, nothing like the gentle creature Tommy had taught her to ride. 
 
    She took a deep, steadying breath.  
 
    I can do this. I can figure this out. 
 
    She considering approaching the farmer setting fire to his cotton, but she really wanted to stay as far away from that as possible.  
 
    She searched her mind for things Gramps had taught her about the outdoors. 
 
    Moss always grows on the north side of trees. 
 
    Maybe it was the east. 
 
    Glancing around, there was no moss to be seen. 
 
    Oh bother. 
 
    Claire was an indoor girl. Only outside when planting in her garden or watching the sunset. Not trying to find her way out of the forest. 
 
    She felt behind her. The soldier had left his saddle bags. Perhaps there was food. Eventually she would come to something. 
 
    A road. A house. A path. 
 
    The country was civilized, after all. 
 
    Picking her way through the brush, her optimism lagged. 
 
    Keeping the sun to her left, she traveled south. 
 
    Aunt Becky lived in Natchitoches which was south of Grand Ecore, at least what was left of it. 
 
    Besides, she wanted to keep the fighting and burning behind her.  
 
    The Yankee soldiers. 
 
    The very reason she was in this predicament. 
 
    Rogue Yankee soldiers. 
 
    She shuddered. 
 
    Yankees were bad enough without going rogue. Truly, the same could be said of Southern soldiers. 
 
    Claire grew tired as the sun reached midday. She chewed her bottom lip as she considered how she would get back on the horse if she got down to rest for a few minutes. 
 
    No matter, she thought, needing to relieve herself. 
 
    After gently urging the horse to stop, she slid off its back, landing heavily and unceremoniously on her feet.  
 
    Leading the horse to a low branch, she tied him up and, after taking care of her business, examined the Yankee’s belongings. He had a tent and a blanket. And a canteen full of water which she drank greedily. Then she dug into the soldier’s saddle bag. The northerners certainly had it better. He had salt pork, peas, and some dried fruit, along with a couple of biscuits. There was hardtack too, but Claire had a particular distaste for that. She sat on the ground and ate until she was full—which didn’t take long, considering her recent lack of food. 
 
    She gathered everything back up and wiped her hands on her skirts.  
 
    She heard voices. Men’s voices. Laughter? And singing. Actually more like chanting.  
 
    Her heart in her throat, she untied the horse, and led him behind a fallen tree. Crouching low, she watched for movement in the direction of the voices. 
 
    A sea of blue approached only a few yards away. 
 
    Had she been that close to the road, after all? 
 
    She held her breath as they passed. Please don’t let them see the horse. Please. Please. Please.  
 
    As they passed, she squeezed her eyes tightly closed and waited as the dust nearly made her cough.  
 
    Waited until she could hear them no more. And the dust settled.  
 
    Then waited some more.  
 
    When the birds began to sing again, she took a deep breath, and stood up. 
 
    Looked up at the horse’s saddle. 
 
    She put one foot in the stirrup and, grabbing the saddle horn with both hands, pulled herself up and sat astride the horse. 
 
    She heaved a sigh of relief and started to pick her way toward the road.  
 
    As she approached the road, she was confronted with a decision. A crossroads of sorts. To turn back towards Grand Ecore and look for Jeffrey or turn left and make her way to Aunt Becky’s house to wait for her grandfather.  
 
    Her heart yearned for Jeffrey, but she was no match for the soldiers that stood between them. The soldier who had given her his horse had known that doubtlessly better than she could begin to imagine.  
 
    She didn’t know his name and it was not likely that she would be able to return the horse which was the property, she supposed, of the U.S. Army. Unlike southern boys who brought their own horses to the war with them, northern boys had been issued their horses, much like one would issue a rifle and rations. 
 
    In that way, the war was much different for the two sides.  
 
    She wondered what Jeffrey thought about being in the south. Where he had come from. Where he was now. 
 
    Was he safe, at least? 
 
    Her heart ached to think that she might never see him again. 
 
    Her grandfather’s house had burned down and he didn’t know about Aunt Becky.  
 
    He would not know where to begin to look for her, nor she him. 
 
    Tears welled in her eyes at the overwhelming sense of loss. And it occurred to her that she had fallen in love with him. 
 
    She had fallen in love with the enemy. And now he was lost to her.  
 
    She swiped at her eyes with the back of her hands. She wasn’t sure which one was worse. It was quite a combination. Her enemy. Her lost love. 
 
    Reaching the edge of the road, she pulled on the reins. Listened to the silence and the stillness. 
 
    Then guided the horse to the south. 
 
    She would find Aunt Becky and wait there for her until Gramps found her. 
 
    The horses’s hooves striking the ground comforted her. Made her feel less alone. 
 
    The scent of smoke, again, became heavy on the air. Either the Yankees were setting fire to everything in their wake, or the southerners were doing it for them. 
 
    The destruction weighed heavy on her heart.  
 
    She passed by a plantation engulfed in flames. Holding the horse back, she watched the grand columns as they fell like broken kindling and were gobbled up by the fire. 
 
    She hoped the plantation was deserted. No one attempted to save it. Perhaps they had done as she and Gramps had done. Just let it be. They had had an excuse though with the Yankees all around them. 
 
    Claire traveled until her eyes grew heavy. The sun was setting and the night was growing chilly. 
 
    Guiding the horse far enough off the road so as to not be visible, she slid from its back. She tied the horse to a tree and it found some green grass to nibble on. Shivering, she pulled the blanket from the horse and, after finding enough to eat to quiet her rumbling stomach, wrapped the blanket around herself and lay down. 
 
    She thought about all the food she had carefully stored for them to eat—potatoes, flour, peas. All burned in the fire. 
 
    Her bed. She especially missed her bed at the moment. Claire had never slept outside in her whole life. 
 
    She should have been to Aunt Becky’s by now. She must be on the wrong road. She resolved to stop at the first house she came to tomorrow and ask for directions into Natchitoches.  
 
    A wolf howled in the not so far enough distance. She got up, pulled a pistol she had come in the saddlebags and lay back down. Stared at the ground. 
 
    Watched for slithery things and listened for wild animals until she couldn’t keep her eyes open another moment. 
 
    She woke with a start.  
 
    Where was she? 
 
    She had no pocket watch, so she could only guess that it was in the dead of night. And there were no stars out tonight. 
 
    Lying perfectly still, barely daring to breathe, she wrapped her fingers around the pistol.  
 
    Ever so slowly, she sat up and, reaching out her hand, touched the horse’s leg. The horse stepped away from her, but at least it offered some vague sense of companionship in this darkness. 
 
    Taking her blanket, she found a tree that she remembered being nearby and sat against it. Wrapped the blanket around herself and nodded back to sleep. 
 
    When she woke again to enough light to see, at least vague outlines, a raindrop splashed against her hand. 
 
    She groaned. And the splash of rain became a steady downpour. 
 
    She gathered up the blanket and pulled herself back onto the horse. 
 
    Better to be moving than sitting still.  
 
    By the time she made it back to the road, she was drenched. And could barely see through the torrents running down her face. 
 
    I wanted a bath, she thought wryly. 
 
    And… at least the road was deserted. Who wanted to get out and travel in this kind of weather when they didn’t have to? Probably not even soldiers. 
 
    The first house she passed was still in darkness so she didn’t disturb them. The second house, a few yards further, glowed with a light from the window. She guided the horse toward the house and, again, slipped from its back. 
 
    Shivering, she walked through mud puddles to the door. 
 
    She must look a sight. Bloody, soaked dress, muddy shoes. A person would have to be out of their mind to open their door to her, much less let her inside their house. 
 
    She turned, deciding at the last minute to let the people inside be. 
 
    The door opened and she turned back around, her feet frozen, whether from the mud or indecision, she didn’t know.  
 
    She squinted, but couldn’t tell who stood in the doorway. It, in fact, appeared to be two people, but she could barely see through the rain. 
 
    “Come in, out of the rain, child,” a kindly woman said. 
 
    Claire felt tears mingling with the rain at the kind invitation. 
 
    “Get out there and take her horse to the barn,” the woman said. 
 
    A child ran out into the rain and took the reins from her.  
 
    “Get in here,” the woman insisted, coming out on the porch. 
 
    Claire went up the stairs out of the rain. 
 
    “How in the world did you end up out here?” the elderly woman asked. “Never you mind. We’ll get you dried off and into some dry clothes.” 
 
    “I don’t want to track up your house,” Claire said, looking inside at the cozy, clean house. 
 
    “Don’t you mind that.” 
 
    Claire stepped inside the little house out of the rain, and if she hadn’t been soaked, would have hugged the woman. “Thank you so much for your kindness.” 
 
    The boy who had taken her horse came back into the house. 
 
    “Daniel, go to the well and bring in some water. We’re gonna fill up the tub.” 
 
    Daniel dashed back out. The woman stoked the fire and hung a large kettle over the fire.  
 
    “My name is Hazel Ketchins,” the woman told her. “What is your name, dear?” 
 
    “Claire Whitman.” 
 
    Hazel paused, turned, and studied Claire. “Let me get you a blanket while the water heat,” she said. “The house is small, but it has a good design. My husband, God rest his soul, knew how much I loved my bath and he had a real nice tub brought in for me. Even made room in the bedroom to keep it.” She talked as she opened a trunk and took out a large blanket and wrapped it around Claire. 
 
    Claire shivered as she buried herself in the warmth of the blanket. “You’re so very kind,” she said again. 
 
    Hazel chattered nonstop as the water was heated and poured into the claw-foot tub in the main bedroom.  
 
    Once she deemed the bath ready, though, she left Claire alone, and went back into the kitchen. 
 
    The rain had stopped and the sun was up enough now that Daniel was outside doing other chores. She heard Hazel moving about silently in the kitchen. 
 
    Claire lowered herself into the hot water and settled back into the tub. Sighed with bliss and closed her eyes. What must it be like to have a bathtub in the house all the time? What a luxury. Grandpa and Grandma had had a wooden tub that hung on the side of the house. It was something of an ordeal to get it down and bring it inside the house for a bath. Mostly, Claire just used a cloth to wipe herself clean. Although she did that every night before going to bed, nothing compared to a full bath. 
 
    Relaxed now, and warm, Claire opened her eyes and studied her surroundings. The house appeared to be of moderate size. The bedroom was at least twice the size of the bedrooms of her old house.  
 
    A long curtain created a private bathing area on one side of the bedroom. A chamber pot stood in the corner.  
 
    The house was clean and well-kept. There was no clutter and very little decorations. In times of war, this was not uncommon. Many people sold off luxury items to buy necessities. Claire had even read in one of the newspapers about a family melting down their silverware to make bullets. 
 
    “Knock, knock.” 
 
    Claire sat up, sloshing war over the edge. “I’m sorry. I’m still in the tub.” 
 
    “No need to rush. I just wanted to bring this dress in for you to wear. I’ll just put it on the bed and leave it there for you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Claire said, and held her breath until she heard the door close and Hazel had left the room. 
 
    Ready to be dressed now in this stranger’s house, Claire toweled off, and ventured out to examine the dress she had left laid out on the bed. 
 
    It was a solid brown dress—not particularly fashionable, but tasteful nonetheless. It had a high neckline and long sleeves. But most of all, it was clean. No mud. No blood. 
 
    Claire slipped it on over her head and held the extra material at the waist in her hand. Perhaps her hostess had a belt she could wear around her waist. 
 
    “Mrs. Ketchens,” Claire said, opening the door a crack. 
 
    Hazel immediately appeared at the door. “Much better,” she said. 
 
    “Do you have a belt of some type?” Claire asked, indicating the overly large fit at the waist of the dress.  
 
    Seeming to consider, Hazel went into the bedroom and opened a trunk. She handed her a dark green sash which Claire tied around her waist to take up the extra material.  
 
    Feeling civilized again, Claire followed Hazel into the kitchen. 
 
    Hazel had made a breakfast of eggs and biscuits. The food was fresh and so much better than hardtack. She told her so. 
 
    “We’ve been fortunate,” Hazel told her. “The Yankees have gone south and mostly skirted around Natchitoches.” 
 
    “How far are we from Natchitoches?” Claire asked, finishing her breakfast. 
 
    “We’re right on the edge of town. Is that where you’re headed?” 
 
    “I’m headed to my aunt’s house. She lives in Natchitoches.” 
 
    “What’s your aunt’s name? Perhaps I know her.” 
 
    “Becky Whitman.” 
 
    Hazel’s eyes widened. “Oh dear. I do know her.” 
 
    Hope bloomed within Claire’s heart. She was so close to her aunt’s house which meant that her grandfather could find her. But the expression on Hazel’s face quickly faded her optimism. 
 
    “You haven’t heard?” she asked. 
 
    Claire shook her head slowly, pushed her plate back away from the edge of the table and braced herself. 
 
    “I’m afraid your Aunt Becky succumbed to illness last winter and passed into the next life.” 
 
    “What?” Claire swallowed the lump in her throat. 
 
    “She died.” 
 
    Claire shook her head. “How? Grandpa just got a letter from her a couple of months ago.” 
 
    “I’m not sure. She took ill. I don’t know the details. And you know how slow the mail is with the war.” 
 
    Claire couldn’t move. Her thoughts collided upon each other. Aunt Becky gone? How could that be? 
 
    “I’m sorry dear,” Hazel was saying. 
 
    “Thank you,” Claire said automatically. She was sorry for the loss of her aunt. Especially for Grandpa. Becky had been his last living child. He would be devastated. 
 
    “What about her home?” 
 
    “I heard tell it was taken over by a Yankee officer and his wife. You don’t want to go there.” 
 
    Daniel came to the door and called Hazel to come outside. Hazel left Claire to herself. 
 
    Claire washed her plate, dried it, and put it away. 
 
    Then she went into the sitting room and, perching on a chair, waited for her hostess to return. 
 
    What was she to do now? She was supposed to meet Grandpa at Aunt Becky’s. But Aunt Becky was dead and her house was occupied by the enemy. How would he find her? 
 
    She shouldn’t have left him in Grand Ecore. Something had to be done. 
 
    As she struggled to grasp a way out of her situation, Hazel returned from outside. She stood blocking the door, her hands on her hips. 
 
    “How did you come to be in possession of a Yankee horse?” she asked. 
 
    “A northern soldier gave it to me. He was trying to keep me safe.” 
 
    “Just gave you his horse. And his provisions. And his gun.” Hazel brought the gun out of her skirts, held it up.” 
 
    The hairs at the back of Claire’s neck bristled. 
 
    “Are you a horse thief or a traitor?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m neither. We were set up by Yankees in Grand Ecore. The soldier put me on the horse and told me to go. My grandfather told me to meet him at Aunt Becky’s house.” 
 
    “I sent Richard to town to fetch the marshal.” 
 
    “What? Why would you do that?” 
 
    “I find it difficult to trust a southerner who happens to be in possession of a horse that doesn’t belong to her. Especially a horse that belongs to the enemy.” 
 
    “I assure you it was happenstance. He was merely trying to defend my honor.” 
 
    “Is that so? It’s hard for me to imagine a Yankee defending anyone’s honor.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you don’t believe me, but that’s the way it happened.” 
 
    Claire bristled at the woman’s close-minded outlook on the Yankee soldier who had doubtlessly saved her life. 
 
    “We’ll see what the marshal says when he gets here. We can’t very well have a horse thief running around, now can we?” 
 
    “He gave it to me,” she said, keeping her voice steady. 
 
    “It’s out of my hands now.” 
 
    “I’ll just go,” Claire said, standing up. “I appreciate you letting me come in out of the rain, but I won’t impose on you anymore.” 
 
    “Oh, no, missy,” Hazel said, putting her hands on her ample hips. “You’re not going anywhere.” 
 
    Claire sank back into the chair. Her heart sank to her toes. She was a prisoner. 
 
    Again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Jeffrey pulled himself up. His eyes stung from the smoke. He had to get away. Stumbling through the chaos, he followed the others who were running.  
 
    At least thirty people fought to escape the smoke. What must have been the entire community of Grand Ecore. 
 
    Once they were away from the worst of the smoke and embers, Jeffrey rubbed his eyes and looked around at the others who appeared to be equally disoriented. 
 
    He struggled to piece together what had happened to him. He had been captured, but then through the commotion of the Yankee setting fire to everything in their path, he had managed to escape.  
 
    Claire had not been so fortunate. She probably hadn’t even known what had hit her. His eyes stung from tears and smoke. 
 
    He began to walk faster. He needed to get away. Anywhere. 
 
    Someone called his name.  
 
    He stumbled a little. Who would know him here? 
 
    He looked around and heard his name again. 
 
    There in the wagon. It was Grandpa! 
 
    The older man rode in a wagon full of people. Jeffrey jogged closer to the wagon, his gaze searching frantically for Claire. 
 
    He walked alongside the wagon. “I thought you were lost in the fire,” he said. 
 
    “There was a man who helped us escape.” 
 
    Us. Did he dare hope? “Claire?” he asked, the word barely audible, his heart in his throat. 
 
    “She got out,” Grandpa told him. “There was a soldier who gave her his horse.” 
 
    “A soldier? Yankee or Southern?” 
 
    “Yankee I think.” 
 
    “That’s unusual.” 
 
    Grandpa scrubbed his chin, shook his head. “Darndest thing I’ve ever seen, but he saved her from the other Yankees.” 
 
    “Where did she go?” 
 
    “I told her to meet me at Becky Whitman’s house in Natchitoches.” 
 
    Relief flooded through his veins. Claire was not only safe, but he would be able to find her. “Let’s go get her,” he said.  
 
    Worry played about Grandpa’s brows. “That might be a problem. She doesn’t know the way.” 
 
    Jeffrey glanced around. It just became imperative that they search for Claire. “That’s not the only problem,” he said. 
 
    Grandpa made his way toward the back of the wagon, asked the driver to hold up, and slipped off the back with Jeffrey’s help. “What other problem are we looking at?” 
 
    “God help her if the Yankees find her with that horse.” 
 
      
 
    Although Claire waited on pins and needles all afternoon for the marshal, he never showed up. Perhaps he had more important things to do than question a girl who happened to have a Yankee horse in her possession. 
 
    Daniel returned and continued to do chores. Claire wondered if the boy was related to Hazel. They looked nothing alike. The boy was tall and slim, dark-skinned. Hazel was short and heavy, her skin pale as snow.  
 
    Although Claire had found her kind earlier, it seemed that the kindness was merely a ruse.  
 
    “You need to wash that dress you wore in here and while you’re at it, you can wash that pile of clothes over there.” Hazel nodded toward a pile of clothes two feet high that she had gathered. 
 
    Claire did as she was directed. She took the washtub, the washboard, and the clothes out back and, after filling the tub with hot water, began scrubbing. She didn’t mind the work. She wasn’t accustomed to being idle. And it would keep Hazel’s attention from her while she tried to determine how to get herself out of this predicament. 
 
    While she scrubbed her own dress she had worn here, her eyes teared up. How would she ever find Grandpa, much less Jeffrey?  
 
    Her hands busy, she studied her surroundings. Daniel was only a few yards away, chopping wood. He glanced at her. Was he charged with keeping an eye on her? 
 
    It would be easy enough to walk away. The area was wooded here behind the house. Where would she go? Anyplace would be better than here.  
 
    She needed to take her horse with her, but she hadn’t seen the horse since Daniel had taken him away this morning. 
 
    Two hounds raced by and Claire lowered her gaze back to the soapy tub. A tear slid down her cheek and landed on the washboard. She would probably never see Romeo again. He would search for her, but it would be impossible for him to find her. She grieved for her lost companion. 
 
    And cursed the war. The war that took everything away from her. She knew she wasn’t alone in this, but found that to be of no comfort.  
 
    Men and their wars destroyed everything. 
 
    Would it never end? 
 
    She watched Daniel. The lad who never spoke.  
 
    Tonight, she decided. 
 
    Tonight, she would slip out of the house and locate her horse. It was her horse, after all. The soldier had given it to her.  
 
    She would slip out, find her horse, and be out of here. 
 
    In the meantime, she would do nothing to bring suspicion to herself. 
 
    She rinsed out the dress, hung it on a clothesline, and went to the next garment. It appeared to be one of Daniel’s shirts.  
 
    Twice she had to stop and replace the soapy water with fresh water from the well. Her hands began to ache. She had never done this much wash at one time. She had kept the clothes clean for her and Grandpa. She didn’t like to let chores build to an unmanageable amount like this 
 
    Daniel, in the meantime, chopped wood, and stacked it neatly by the back door. 
 
    When he finished that, he disappeared inside the house for a few minutes, then returned with a butter churn. 
 
    Claire slowed down and took her time with the clothes. It appeared that Hazel had a never ending supply of chores to be done. 
 
    She had enjoyed her bath, but if she’d known the payment, she would have declined the offer. 
 
    With the last sock washed and hung to dry, she emptied the washtub and returned it to its place.  
 
    The fireflies came out and lent a peacefulness to the evening. 
 
    Under other circumstances, it would have been a lovely evening. 
 
     She went around to the front door. Hesitated. Then knocked. 
 
    Hazel came to the door. “Come on in here,” she said. “It’s time for your supper.” 
 
    Claire’s stomach growled in response. 
 
    “You worked hard today,” Hazel said. “My old hands won’t let me do wash like I used to. I kindly appreciate your help.” 
 
    Feeling a twinge of guilt at her harsh thoughts toward the woman, Claire sat at the table and accepted the biscuit and jelly offered by the older woman. “Thank you.” 
 
    After she ate, Claire shored up her nerves. “What did you do with my horse?” she asked. 
 
    “Daniel took it to the marshal,” she said. “As evidence.” 
 
    Claire’s stomach dropped. She truly was stranded here. With no horse.  
 
      
 
    Jeffrey and Grandpa stood in downtown Natchitoches watching the people rush about here and there. There were some things war didn’t change. 
 
    They had been to Aunt Becky’s house, but Claire had never shown up. Jeffrey had secured them a room at the inn off Main Stress and Aunt Becky had strict instructions to send word the minute Claire showed up on her doorstep. 
 
    Natchitoches had been fortunate. The Yankees had spared burning it. The town of Grand Ecore had been burned to the ground.  
 
    Jeffrey’s attention was drawn to an auction near the river. The man was selling everything from tables, to a barrel of apples, to a horse. 
 
    A horse? 
 
    “Didn’t you tell me a soldier put Claire on a horse and sent her away? A Yankee soldier?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Grandpa said, following Jeffrey’s gaze. 
 
    As the auctioneer had the horse brought forward, the two men moved closer to join those taking part in the auction. 
 
    The horse had full Yankee saddle bags and saddle. 
 
    It was odd, even for southerners to have access to a horse that they were willing to sell. Unless…  
 
    Jeffrey held up his hand once the bidding commenced. 
 
    After a few rounds, the auctioneer declared Jeffrey the winner. 
 
    “How are you gonna pay for that?” Grandpa asked. 
 
    “I’ll figure it out,” Jeffrey said, moving to the front of the crowd to claim his horse. 
 
    Grandpa’s eyes widened when Jeffrey pulled out Federal money to pay for the horse. The auctioneer, who took the money, also had a surprised expression, but likely didn’t want to risk the money disappearing. 
 
    “Never look a gift horse in the mouth,” the auctioneer said.  
 
    “Ha,” Jeffrey responded, as he took the horse’s reins and led him away from the crowd. 
 
    Once they had enough privacy to speak freely, Grandpa turned to Jeffrey. “You planning on going someplace?” 
 
    “You never know.” 
 
    Jeffrey dug through the saddlebags, finding the typical hardtack, etc. Then, in one bag that obviously wasn’t Federal issued, he found a book.  
 
    A copy of Jane Eyre. 
 
    Both Jeffrey and Grandpa recognized the book. Claire had carried it with her since the house burned.  
 
    “This was the horse,” Jeffrey said. 
 
    “But where is Claire?”  
 
    “I don’t know. But someone took her horse. And we have to find her.” 
 
      
 
    Hazel insisted that Claire take the guest bedroom. Still wearing the brown dress Claire slipped beneath the blankets. The bed felt heavenly after sleeping on the ground last night.  
 
    It was unfortunate that she wouldn’t be able to enjoy it. 
 
    Once the house was quiet, she slipped out of bed, fully dressed, and tiptoed through the kitchen to the front door.  
 
    Ever so slowly turned the knob and opened the door. 
 
    Daniel was on his feet in an instant, blocking her exit. 
 
    She attempted to walk around him, but he moved with her 
 
    “Let me pass,” she hissed. 
 
    “Miss Hazel said no. You must stay.” 
 
    “You can’t keep me here,” Claire said. “I’m not a prisoner.” 
 
    The boy shrugged. “Looks like you might be.” 
 
    Claire pushed past him, but he took her arm and pulled her back into the house. “You should sleep,” he said. “Whatever you do, you do not want to wake Miss Hazel.” 
 
    Claire didn’t care if Hazel got her sleep or not.  
 
    “Do you mind if I sit here for a moment?” she asked, gesturing to the front porch where Daniel sat guarding the door.  
 
    He studied her a moment, then slid a chair over for her to sit in.  
 
    “Is Hazel your mother, or grandmother?” Claire asked. 
 
    “Nah. She just takes care of me.” 
 
    “How did you end up here?” 
 
    “My mother died and my father couldn’t take care of me. He took me to the church when I was five and asked if anybody would take me.” 
 
    “Hazel took you?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve been living here ever since. I guess about seven years.” 
 
    “That’s a long time. What happened to your father?” 
 
    “He went out west.” 
 
    “Do you hear from him?” 
 
    “Nah. I don’t even know if he’s alive anymore.” 
 
    “That’s a sad story.” 
 
    Daniel shrugged. “I’ve gotten used to it.” 
 
    “Does she treat you right? Hazel?” 
 
    “She feeds me and I do the work.” 
 
    “What about school?” 
 
    “I ain’t never been to school.” 
 
    “Really? Do you read and write?” 
 
    “Hazel said I don’t need to know how.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate.” 
 
    “It’s ok. When I’m old enough, I’m going out west, too.” 
 
    “Does Hazel know this?” 
 
    “We don’t really talk.” He kept his eyes downcast.  
 
    An owl hooted in the tree above them. Claire shivered. And was reminded why she didn’t want to be in the woods alone, especially without a horse and gun. 
 
    Daniel was basically a servant. Hazel kept him here to do her chores and paid him in food. Uneducated, he didn’t know any better.  
 
    “Where’s my horse?” she asked. 
 
    “I took it to the auction.” 
 
    “Auction?” 
 
    “Yeah, there’s some folks in town who sell stuff you don’t want.” 
 
    “So, who gets the money?” 
 
    “Miss Hazel gets it, I think. Or at least some of it. I heard them talking about how they only give half to the seller.” 
 
    “They should get a lot of money for a good horse.” 
 
    “I’m sure they will. We don’t have no horses like that around here.” 
 
    “She could have just kept it.” 
 
    “She ain’t got no use for a horse.” 
 
    “Or you could have left with it.” 
 
    “I may not be worth much, ma’am, but I ain’t no thief. 
 
    “Daniel,” she said. Waited until he looked up at her. “Who’s horse do you think that was?” 
 
     “I reckon it was a Yankee horse.” 
 
    “It was my horse. A Yankee gave it to me. But it was mine, nonetheless.” 
 
    He stared blankly at her. 
 
    “Hazel stole my horse.” 
 
    “She said you stole it from the Yankees, so it was ours to take.” 
 
    “Hazel is bending the truth.” 
 
    “You’re trying to confuse me. She said I shouldn’t talk to you because you’d do that.” 
 
    Claire turned her head to hide a smile. Stared into the darkness of night. I’m not going anywhere tonight. 
 
    “I don’t mean to confuse you,” she said, standing up. Though that had exactly been her intent. “I’ll get some sleep now. And leave you alone. If you want to sleep in your bed, don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” he said. “I sleep in the barn. This isn’t much different. Besides, if Hazel wakes up and finds me gone, she’ll tan my hide.” 
 
    Claire kept her face blank, trying not to imagine the beatings Daniel must have taken over the years.  
 
    She tiptoed back inside and climbed back into the bed. She pulled the blanket up to her chin and closed her eyes. I should sleep while I can.  
 
    Who knew what Hazel would have her doing come the morning. 
 
    Unfortunately, the morning came before the first light of sun was little more than a pale glow.  
 
    And apparently the marshal had some free time after all. 
 
    Claire rolled over and buried her head under the pillow. She was in the midst of a nightmare. 
 
    “Claire.” 
 
    Her name being screamed into her ear was definitely not part of a dream or even a nightmare.  
 
    The events of yesterday came back to her in one fell swoop. 
 
    She groaned. And rolled over and opened her eyes. Hazel stood at the foot of her bed, her arms akimbo. “Get up. The marshal’s here.” 
 
    The marshal.  
 
    Here to accuse her of being a horse thief. 
 
    She dragged herself from the bed.  
 
    “What? You slept in your shoes? Were you raised in a barn?” 
 
    Claire put her feet on the floor. Thought about Grandpa. About how she had been raised to treat people with respect and dignity. 
 
    She stood up, tightened the sash around her waist that had come loose in her sleep and put her hands on her hips. “You have no idea how I was raised and obviously you don’t care. I can assure you that I never, never, kept anyone against their will or made anyone do my wash for me.” 
 
    “Get on out here and explain yourself to the marshal.” 
 
    “You can’t speak to me that way.” 
 
    “I can speak to you however I want when you’re under my roof.” 
 
    “If you hadn’t taken my horse, I would not be under your roof.” 
 
    Hazel closed the distance between them and grabbed her by the elbow. Claire jerked back. “Keep your hands off me,” she said. 
 
    “Let her be,” Daniel said, coming to stand between them. 
 
    “What are you doing, boy?” Hazel asked. 
 
    “She didn’t do anything wrong. Don’t hurt her.” 
 
    “It’s alright, Daniel,” Claire said. “I’m just going to talk to the marshal.” 
 
    “What’s going on in here?” A deep voice interrupted at the door to the bedroom. 
 
    All three turned to face a bearded, burly man dwarfing the doorway.  
 
    “I think you’re looking for me,” Claire said, stepping around Hazel and Daniel. 
 
    “You’re the girl who stole the horse?” he asked. Despite his rough look, he wore a badge pinned to his shirt and his eyes had a kindness to them. 
 
    “I didn’t steal the horse,” she said, again. 
 
    “At any rate, I think you’d best come with me,” he said. 
 
    “Gladly,” Claire muttered under her breath. Anyplace is better than here. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    After a conversation with the auctioneer that started out going nowhere and ended up with Jeffrey’s blood boiling, he helped Grandpa onto the back of the horse, and they headed west. 
 
    The auctioneer didn’t know where the horse came from originally; however, he did know who sent it for him to sell. The auctioneer, it seemed, did not have a very rigorous vetting process. He cared not how the goods he sold were come by. He only wanted his hefty cut.  
 
    He refused to let the horse go without full payment; however, Jeffrey left with something much more important—the name of the woman who brought the horse in to sell. Hazel Ketchins. 
 
    His impulse was to jump on the back of the horse and race to Hazel’s house, hopefully to find Claire, but he didn’t have the heart to ask Grandpa to wait for him. Claire was, after all, his granddaughter. 
 
    He sighed. It was going to take hours just to get there. 
 
    “It doesn’t make sense for you to be walking,” Grandpa said. 
 
    “I’ve walked so many miles. I’m used to it,” Jeffrey said. 
 
    “It doesn’t make sense,” he said again. “You could be there and back by the time we get down the road good.” 
 
    Jeffrey stopped. Studied the man who had become his friend. Was he a mind reader now? 
 
    “You know I’m right,” Grandpa said. 
 
    Jeffrey looked around. They were still in town. It wouldn’t be far for him to walk back. Go to the tavern. Have a cigar. Maybe even a drink. Relax. 
 
    Jeffrey ran his hand through his hair. “This is a good horse,” he said. 
 
    “Here. Help me down. My old bones need to rest.” 
 
    Jeffrey helped the older man down. “You’ll be alright?” 
 
    Grandpa took a step back. “Go get her.” 
 
    Jeffrey jumped onto the horse, hit the reins, and galloped away. It felt good to feel the wind in his face again and speed of the horse beneath him. His horse had been shot out from under him long before the steamboat explosion. He’d consequently been forced to walk. Everywhere. 
 
    The horse traversed the distance in no time. Jeffrey followed the instructions given to him, turning left at the fork, and continuing until he came to the big oak tree with the swing hanging by thick ropes.  
 
    Second house on the left. It was a cottage. Like most houses in the south, in bad need of a paint job and other repairs.  
 
    He slowed to a walk, watching for movement.  
 
    His heart lodged in his throat when he saw her. She was being escorted out the front door and down the front porch by a rough-looking, burly man. 
 
    He’d not been warned about a man.  
 
    He instinctively felt for his gun, but remembered it had been taken away.  
 
    Claire smiled at the man, took his arm when he offered it to help her down the steps. 
 
    As they reached the bottom of the stairs, Claire glanced up, then focused on Jeffrey. She stood still. Watching him approach. Her expression confused. 
 
    A couple of yards away, he stopped and dismounted. Took a step forward. 
 
    Her face split into a wide smile and she ran to him, throwing herself into his arms. 
 
    Her scent, her softness enveloped him. He picked up her, her arms around his neck, and twirled her around.  
 
    Her face buried against his neck. Holding her close, he couldn’t get enough.  
 
    “I thought I’d lost you,” she murmured against his skin. 
 
    “Never. I’d go to the ends of the earth to find you.” He pulled back, his hands in her hair, on her face. 
 
    Though she was smiling, her eyes were moist. He kissed her eyelids. Drew her close again. 
 
    The marshal cleared his throat. Jeffrey, keeping his arms around Claire, turned to the man. 
 
    “Is this the horse in question?” he asked. 
 
    “You found my horse,” Claire said. 
 
    “More like bought it,” Jeffrey said, wryly. 
 
    “If you hang around for a few days, I’ll get your money back,” the marshal said. 
 
    “No thanks,” Jeffrey said. “We’ve been here long enough. Getting Claire back is worth any money spent.” 
 
    “I more than understand,” the marshal said. “If you don’t mind, I’ll escort you into town.” 
 
    “Do you need to say goodbye to Miss Ketchins?” Jeffrey asked. 
 
    Claire’s eyes widened. She glanced at the marshal. Shook her head. “The sooner we get away, the better.” 
 
    Jeffrey gazed at her questioningly.  
 
    “I’ll explain later.” 
 
    Jeffrey noticed a young boy standing near the porch, shuffling his feet, watching them. 
 
    Claire followed his gaze. Disentangling herself, she went to the boy.  
 
    “Daniel,” she began. “Do you want to come with us?” 
 
    The boy lowered his gaze. “Nah. I’ll stay here a little longer. Miss Hazel treats me alright.” He looked up at the horse and Jeffrey. “I’m gonna be leaving soon to join the fighting. I hear tell that once I’m fourteen, I’ll be old enough.” 
 
    “I hope the war is over by then,” Claire said. “Are you sure? You can come with us.” 
 
    The boy shook his head. “I don’t know anything but here.” 
 
    “Very well,” Claire said. “Take care of yourself.” 
 
    She rejoined Jeffrey and shrugged. “It’s complicated,” she said. 
 
    They got onto the horse, Jeffrey behind her, and with the marshal as their escort, made their way back to Natchitoches as the sun began to drop below the trees. 
 
    Jeffrey wanted to pick up Grandpa and just go home. 
 
      
 
    Claire snuggled against Jeffrey, her back against his chest, the horse swaying gently. He had assured her that Grandpa was safely waiting for them in town.  
 
    Claire was flooded with relief at being away from Hazel’s house and joy at being with Jeffrey again. She truly thought she would never see him again. 
 
    If not for Hazel selling her horse out from under her, Jeffrey never would have found her. 
 
    “How did you find me anyway?” she asked. “I was supposed to be at Aunt Becky’s house, but Aunt Becky…” her voice trailed off, the lump in her throat as she remembered her kind aunt. Grandpa’s sister had visited them many times. She always brought joy to them, especially Grandpa. 
 
    “Aunt Becky’s worried about you,” he said.  
 
    Claire twisted around to look at him.  
 
    “Whoa,” he said, grabbing her close around the waist. “Let’s not fall off of this horse.” 
 
    She turned back. “They didn’t tell you,” she said. 
 
    “Tell me what?” 
 
    “Aunt Becky died.” 
 
    “What? When?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She didn’t say. But it’s been a little while.” Her chin trembled. 
 
    “I met her yesterday. She seemed healthy to me.” 
 
    She twisted again. 
 
    Jeffrey chuckled as he held onto her. “You’re gonna knock us to the ground yet.” 
 
    “You met Aunt Becky!” 
 
    “Yeah. She’s a nice lady. We stayed at her boarding house.” 
 
    Relief and disbelief flooded through Claire. She’d been grieving for Aunt Becky and now… she was well. 
 
    “Why would she lie?” 
 
    “Hazel lied to you?” 
 
    “About that. Hazel not only lied, but she wouldn’t let me leave. I was a prisoner in her house.” 
 
    Jeffrey stopped the horse. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “I just wanted to be away from there. There was nothing you could do.” 
 
    “I could have made her pay for mistreating you.” 
 
    “You couldn’t hurt a woman.” 
 
    “Claire,” he said. “I will hurt anyone who dares to harm you.” 
 
    A warmth spread through her. She linked her hands with Jeffrey’s. Tilting her head back against his chest, she turned her head enough that he placed his cheek against hers. Then they each shifted slightly until his lips pressed against hers. Her head back, her eyes closed, she absorbed the feel of him.  
 
    Her heart swelled. She loved everything about him. The way he smelled of outdoors. The way his cheek was rough against hers. The way her hands fit safely inside his.  
 
    The way he vowed to protect her. And she had no doubt that he would if need be. 
 
    The way he sent shivers through her body. Shivers that had never been there before. 
 
    Shivers that she didn’t completely understand. But she wanted to. 
 
    She never wanted to be apart from him.  
 
    She never wanted him to take his lips from hers. 
 
    This feeling. This love. 
 
    Claire was in love with Jeffrey. 
 
    The thought sent a shockwave through her.  
 
    She was in love with him in every possible way.  
 
    Perhaps they needed to get off the horse. 
 
    He ended their kiss with a series of little kisses, promising of more. “We’re here,” he said. 
 
    Her eyes were still dazed from his kiss and the realization that she was in love with him. She righted herself and focused on the town opening up in front of them. 
 
    She should be happy to see the town. 
 
    She would have preferred for the trip to last a little longer. 
 
    Heading toward Main Street, they found Aunt Becky’s house. The Yankees, it seemed, had spared Natchitoches.  
 
    Jeffrey dismounted first, then took Claire by the waist and, pulling her close, slid her from the horse. As she slid down into his arms, her feet not yet touching the ground, she was caught in a haze. She wrapped her arms around him and felt her body respond to being pressed against his. 
 
    He groaned and kissed her full on the mouth. 
 
    “Now, now,” Grandpa said, coming down the front porch. “We don’t need to have a shotgun wedding.” 
 
    Jeffrey set her on her feet and keeping a hand on her elbow to steady her, took a step back.  
 
    “Grandpa!” Claire said, running to hug her grandfather. Her arms around him, she was overcome with emotions and tears ran down her cheeks. “I was so worried about you.” 
 
    “I’m the one who was worried,” he said. “When you didn’t show up here, I thought something must have happened to you.” 
 
    Pulling back, she swiped at the tears. Nodded. “I sort of got lost.” 
 
    “Well, you’ll have time to rest now. Aunt Becky knows you’ll be staying here.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “I’m leaving in the morning to go back to the house. I have to pick something up.” 
 
    Claire glanced at Jeffrey, a feeling of dread hitting her in the gut. “You’re going back for the money.” 
 
    Grandpa glanced at the deserted street. “I have to. It’s all I have left.” 
 
    “But Grandpa, it burned.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. The bricks would protect it.” 
 
    “How much money are you talking?” Jeffrey asked. 
 
    “Three hundred.” 
 
    “Confederate,” Claire added. 
 
    “The area is crawling with Yankees,” Jeffrey said. 
 
    “They won’t bother an old man.” 
 
    “Please, Grandpa. Don’t go. The money isn’t worth it.” 
 
    Aunt Becky opened the front door, stepped out onto the porch. “What are you all doing standing out here? Get in here and eat this supper I just cooked. Come on.” 
 
    Putting their conversation aside, the three of them went inside. Aunt Becky enveloped Claire into a big hug before she hustled them all to the dinner table.  
 
    Claire was reminded of the time she had spent here. Before the war. When Uncle John was alive. They managed to take Claire with them to a ball or a BBQ every time she visited. Claire enjoyed her simple life living with her grandparents, but time spent here in town had fed her fanciful ideas of a more exciting life. A place with boys that would come courting. 
 
    Her face flushed, she turned and smiled at Jeffrey. He hadn’t come courting, but instead, had broken into their house. And managed to break into her heart in the process. 
 
    After supper, after Aunt Becky, had gone to her sitting room to quietly read and rest before bed, and the three of them went out and sat on the porch. 
 
    Claire and Jeffrey sat on the porch swing and Grandpa sat on the rocker.  
 
    “I could use a good cigar right about now,” Grandpa said. 
 
    How could he be so calm, Claire wondered, when she was sick with worry about him traipsing across the country that had become a battlefield. Just weeks ago, he was so weak, he could barely get out of bed. And now he wanted to go off by himself and travel miles to retrieve Confederate money that was essentially worthless. 
 
    “I’d even take a bad cigar at the moment,” Jeffrey said. 
 
    Men.  
 
    “Grandpa,” Claire said, “It’s Confederate money. It’s not… it’s not worth what it used to be.” 
 
    “I know that, Kitten, but I need to see the home place one more time.” 
 
    Claire sighed. She had to admit to herself that she understood that.  
 
    “Very well,” she said, sitting up straight, ready for an argument. “I’m going with you.” 
 
    “And don’t you two even begin to think that you’re going to take a trip without me,” Jeffrey said, taking Claire’s hand. 
 
    Grandpa merely shrugged. “Alright,” he said. “The sooner we leave, the better.” He stood up. “I’ll see you two at daybreak.” 
 
    Aunt Becky had already given them each a bedroom. The large house had five bedrooms and she only had one boarder at the time, so there was plenty of space for all them. 
 
    “Thank you,” Claire said, squeezing Jeffrey’s hand. 
 
    “I should get some sleep, too. I have to get up early tomorrow and go into town.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t plan on walking this time. After we go by Grandpa’s house, I’m ready to start home.” 
 
    The familiar pang in the pit of her stomach. He couldn’t stay here with them forever. He had to return to his own home. Up north.  
 
    “Come on,” he said. “I’ll walk you to your room.” 
 
    Her hand in his, her mood glum, she went with him upstairs to the bedroom Aunt Becky had given her.  
 
    “Wait,” he said, “I need to give you something.” He pulled her with him into his room across the hall. 
 
    Feeling a bit risqué, she went with him. He reached into a saddlebag lying across a chair and pulled out a book. 
 
    She took the book, and a little thrill shot through her. It was Jane Eyre. “I thought I’d lost it,” she said, throwing her arms around him. 
 
    “It found it on the horse.” 
 
    She pulled back, looked into his eyes, reflecting the candlelight. “The whole thing is unbelievably fortuitous.” 
 
    “Fortuitous indeed,” he agreed, putting a hand gently against her cheek and placing his lips against hers.  
 
    Her eyes fluttered closed and her lips trembled against his. He increased the pressure, pulling her tightly against him. 
 
    His lips were a delicious combination of soft and insistent as they began to move against hers. 
 
    She couldn’t get close enough to him. Her arms went around his neck and her fingers tangled in his hair. 
 
    He groaned and, putting an arm beneath her knees to pick her up, carried her to the settee. He sat, settling her on his lap, his lips never leaving hers.  
 
    His breath against her lips as he kissed the edge of her mouth was nearly her undoing.  
 
    “You’re beautiful,” he said, edging back just enough to gaze at her in the pale candlelight.  
 
    They sat, clinging to each other as the seconds passed. Claire wanted the moment to never end.  
 
    She whimpered as he picked her up and carried her across the hall to her bed. He untied one shoe and slipped it off her foot, then untied the other and let it drop to the floor.  
 
    He helped her under the blankets and brought the quilt to her chin. 
 
    “Don’t go,” she whispered. It seemed to be all he needed. He went around to the other side of the bed, crawled beneath the quilt and snuggled against her back.  
 
    “Get some sleep, my love,” he said, nestling his cheek against hers. 
 
    The words were barely spoken before she did indeed fall into a deep slumber. 
 
      
 
    Jeffrey lay with his arms wrapped around Claire. Oh, how he wanted her.  
 
    But Claire was a lady and he knew he had to convince her to marry him before making her his in every way. 
 
    The sooner he could get her to Chene Ruelle, the sooner he could marry her. But he wanted his sister there and his grandfather. They would be shocked, first of all, that he was alive, and second, that he would be bringing a wife. 
 
    He scowled at the thought. They would know that he had defected. He may not even be welcome at his family home. At the very least, it may take some time to regain their trust.  
 
    As he lay there with Claire, pondering their future, it occurred to him how long it would take to get her home and finally marry her.  
 
    Truth be told, he didn’t think he could tolerate the wait. 
 
    As she slept, he ran his hand along the smooth skin of her cheek.  
 
    No, he decided, there was no reason to wait.  
 
    Perhaps Gramps would be willing to delay their trip for a day if he knew the reason why. Tomorrow, he had to find two horses and a new dress for Claire. 
 
      
 
    Claire woke with the sun in her eyes. Where am I?  
 
    As she sat up, shielding her eyes from the sun, she realized she was still in her day clothes… and she was only halfway dressed. Putting her feet on the cool wood floor, she flushed with remembering how Jeffrey had taken off her shoes… among other things. 
 
    She went to the washbowl and splashing water on her face, examined her flushed cheeks and swollen lips.  
 
    Now, she wanted…more. 
 
    Would he think less of her for showing such wild abandon? Would he think her wanton?  
 
    She’d fallen asleep in his arms. And now he was gone. Had he lost interest in her now that she’d allow him to hold her?  
 
    She dried her face and smiled secretly to herself. Even after all the books she’d read about love, now… now she understood the thing that bound a man and a woman together. The thing that took love to another level. 
 
    As she began the task of re-buttoning the ugly brown dress that Hazel had given her, she longed for something pretty to wear. Something that Jeffrey would like. 
 
    After putting on her shoes, she combed her hair. She needed a bath and a dress. Simple things, really, but with this war going on, it was nearly impossible to get food, much less something decent to wear. 
 
    Expecting to see Jeffrey when she went downstairs, Claire was surprised to see Grandpa—alone. 
 
    Stopping at the door to the kitchen, she looked around, then felt Grandpa’s perusal. Which only made her flush more. 
 
    “Aunt Becky’s out back,” he said, “but she made breakfast.” 
 
    Claire’s stomach growled. She filled a plate and sat down across from her grandfather. 
 
    “Did you sleep well?” he asked. 
 
    She nearly choked. And the flush on her cheeks felt like a sunburn. She shrugged. “I slept well enough.” Though she knew she was lying. She had slept like a baby. 
 
    “That’s good,” he said. 
 
    Despite her discomfort, she was starved. She bit into a biscuit. Closed her eyes as she chewed. Only in these past few days had she come to appreciate good food. Hardtack was the worst thing she had ever tried to eat.  
 
    “Jeffrey is smitten with you,” he said. 
 
    Claire opened her eyes and looked at him. “I don’t know…” she said, not sure what he was referring to. Did he know about last night? 
 
    She felt her face flush again. 
 
    “He was up before dawn this morning. Said something about going to find horses and a dress.” 
 
    “A dress? A dress for what?” 
 
    Grandpa shrugged. “A dress for you.” 
 
    Claire glanced down at the ugly brown dress. As much as she would like a new dress, it was disconcerting to think that Jeffrey thought so too. 
 
    “Do you love him?” he asked. 
 
    Claire wasn’t ready to share these new emotions. Not even with her grandfather. She bit into a strip of bacon and her mind raced with how to avoid this conversation. “I don’t know,” she said. 
 
    Grandpa leaned back. “That’s unfortunate,” he said. “If you loved him, you would know.” 
 
    “I haven’t known him all that long.” 
 
    “It doesn’t take all that long to fall in love, Kitten.” He stood up and turned to walk away. 
 
    Claire didn’t answer. She had lost her appetite.  
 
    Then he turned back, a wistful expression on his face. “Then sometimes love comes softly. It can take hold of a person and turn their life upside down. Jeffrey is a good catch. If you care for him now, it may take some time to let that affection grow into something… special.” He turned then, and walked outside. 
 
    Claire sat staring after him. Was he talking about himself? Had he experienced that with her grandmother? 
 
    Claire was in love with Jeffrey. She had no doubt of that in her mind. She would share that when the time was right. 
 
      
 
    There was one thing Jeffrey hadn’t calculated into his plan for his future with Claire—Grandpa. 
 
    Grandpa was up before Jeffrey. Did the man never sleep?  
 
    “I’m gonna head into town to see if I can buy a couple more horses for our trip.” 
 
    “I doubt you’ll find any.” 
 
    “I have to try. That’s not a trip I want to make on foot again.” 
 
    “You’re not accustomed to not having a horse.” 
 
    Jeffrey scoffed. In another lifetime, that had certainly been true. But since losing his horse and having to fight… and travel on foot, that had changed.  
 
    “I think you’re an admirable man to do that.” 
 
    “Then you don’t mind waiting another day to leave?” 
 
    “It’ll be worth it if we have horses.” 
 
    And a wife. Jeffrey’s intentions of the night before suddenly lodged in his throat. He couldn’t just toss out his intent to marry the man’s granddaughter. Jeffrey had been raised better than that. The war may have turned everything upside down, but Jeffrey was a gentleman to the core. 
 
    He knew what he had to do. He had to ask for Claire’s hand before he could even mention marriage to Claire. 
 
    And today was not the day for that. Jeffrey wanted to procure the horses, get Grandpa’s money, or whatever it was he wanted from the burned house, and get home.  
 
    The urge to get home had never been so strong in him. 
 
    He wanted—needed to see his sister and his grandfather. Perhaps it was from spending so much time with Claire and her grandfather, but whatever it was, it was pulling him home.  
 
    He’d heard that twins had a unique connection. Perhaps Alexandra was in trouble. He needed to be with her. To help her, if that was the case.  
 
    By daylight, the town was awake and Jeffrey began to make inquiries. The first couple of hours were spent chasing phantoms, but finally, someone directed him to a stable on the other side of town, across the river. 
 
    The owner showed Jeffrey two horses. 
 
    “Surely you have horses in better condition than these,” Jeffrey said. 
 
    The man glanced toward the other end of the stable. “Horses are hard to come by these days.” 
 
    “Everything is hard to come by with the war, but there are people who can get things anyway.” 
 
    “I have a team, but they’re my personal horses and they’re not for sale.” 
 
    “Can I see?” Jeffrey asked. 
 
    The man led him to another area of the stable. Two thoroughbreds stood side by side watching the two men as they approached. 
 
    Jeffrey whistled. “These are fine quality.” 
 
    The man nodded proudly. “The best of the best. Before the war, I dabbled in some horse breeding.” 
 
    “Looks like you did more than dabble.” 
 
    The man shrugged. “These are all I have left.” 
 
    “I have to travel with my fiancé and her elderly grandfather. I can’t ask them to walk a long distance. Due to circumstances I can’t go into, they had to walk to get here. I think it damn near killed them. I have to take them north a little bit, then get them down south to my home.” 
 
    The man nodded, “Sounds like a bad situation.” 
 
    “Very. I have money. I can buy them. But I understand why you don’t want to sell. Perhaps I could rent them from you. After I get them safely to my home, Chene Ruelle, I can have them sent back to you.” 
 
    “Chene Ruelle, you say?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s where I’m from?” 
 
    “Are you a Couvion?” 
 
    Jeffrey nodded. “My grandfather is Ernest Couvion.” 
 
    “Well, why didn’t you say so? Ernest and I go way back. I consider him a friend.” 
 
    “You don’t say?” 
 
    “Tell you what,” the man said. “You take the horses, no charge, and get your girl and her family where they need to be. Then you get the horses on back to me.” 
 
    Two hours later, after meeting the man’s wife, who insisted on him staying for brunch, Jeffrey rode off on one of the man’s prized horses, the other in tow.  
 
    Turns out the wife had known Jeffrey’s father. “You look so much like him,” she had insisted. “Your uncle once courted my sister. And I met your father, but he was already smitten by your mother,” she’d said, smiling mischievously at her husband.  
 
    That had sealed the deal.  
 
    The whole exchange had been bittersweet for Jeffrey. It broke his heart that a stranger saw his father in him.  
 
    And Jeffrey couldn’t even remember what his father looked like.  
 
    He’d thought finding horses was a challenge, but finding a lady’s dress, it seemed, was next to impossible. He found two—one was much, much too big and the other was much, much too small—a child’s dress.  
 
    As he was walking out the door of the shop on Main Street, the clerk called out to him. He stopped and she dashed forward, her arms full of red and blue fabric.  
 
    Jeffrey went back inside and she spread the fabric across a table. There were two dresses that looked to be about the right size for Claire.  
 
    “I found these upstairs,” she said, breathless from running to catch him. “I had made these for a young woman before the war, but when her husband joined the army, she went with him. I never heard from her again.” 
 
    One of the dresses was a high neck gown in blue organdy. The other was a red silk. The red silk was a ball gown with a daring neckline and ties up the back.  
 
    “If you like one of them, you can bring her by and I can make some minor alterations if needed.” 
 
    Claire could wear the blue now and he could save the red one to give her later to wear once they reached Chene Ruelle. 
 
      
 
    Two days later, Claire, Jeffrey, and Grandpa dismounted in front of what had been their house. Jeffrey held Claire by the waist as she slid from the horse. 
 
    Though Grandpa had been watching them closely, he was currently focused on the wreckage of his former home. 
 
    Jeffrey took advantage and stole a kiss which brought a smile to Claire’s lips. He took her hand and led her to the area that once been her home. 
 
    They would never know if the money survived the heat of the fire. Scavengers had carried away the bricks, picking the place clean.  
 
    Grandpa was silent as he walked through the area where the house he had built himself had stood. 
 
    Jeffrey and Claire stood back, giving him space. 
 
    “I’m too old to rebuild,” he said, his voice wistful. “And Claire won’t be living here anyway,” he continued, his voice growing stronger.  
 
    He turned back, gazing straight at Jeffrey. “I can go back to Becky’s house,” he said. Then he looked at Claire. “Do you want to live at Aunt Becky’s with me?” 
 
    Claire couldn’t seem to find words. “I ‘um…”  
 
    “It’s alright,” he said, turning back to kick at the dirt.  
 
    Claire looked up at Jeffrey for guidance, perhaps, her eyes wide.  
 
    Jeffrey sucked in a deep breath. It was time. 
 
    “Sir,” he said. “I’ve been meaning to ask you.” 
 
    Grandpa turned back around, a smile playing on his lips. 
 
    Jeffrey ignored it. He needed to get this part over with. If Grandpa said no, he didn’t know what he would do. He released Claire’s hand and took three steps forward, so he could look Grandpa in the eyes. “I’d like to ask for Claire’s hand in marriage.” 
 
    “Is that so? And why is that?” 
 
    Jeffrey swallowed thickly. Was it always this hard? “Because I love her, sir.” 
 
    “Does she want to marry you?” 
 
    Good question. What kind of custom was this anyway? He had to make a fool of himself when he didn’t even know if the girl wanted to marry him. 
 
    “I hope so. I haven’t asked her yet.” 
 
    “Don’t you think you need to find that out first?” 
 
    “I thought…” Jeffrey took a deep steadying breath. “Yes. I’m thinking that would be a very good idea.” 
 
    What better way, he considered, to begin a new life than in the rubble of the old? 
 
    He turned around.  
 
    Claire smiled at him and his heart tripped up a notch. 
 
    He wanted her more than anything. He had since the day he first laid eyes on her. 
 
    He closed the distance between them, took her hand in his, and knelt in the ashes. “Claire,” he said, his voice rough with unchecked emotion, “Will you marry me?” 
 
    She went into his arms and he cradled her on his knee. “Yes,” she said. “I will marry you. But…” 
 
    He pulled back, filled with dread. “But?” 
 
    Her brow was furrowed. She glanced toward Grandpa. “I can’t leave my grandfather.” 
 
    Relief washed through him. “Is that all?” 
 
    She nodded, eyebrows raised.  
 
    “I was planning on bringing him with us anyway.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Will he come?” she asked, looking over his shoulder at her grandfather. 
 
    “I guess you’ll have to ask him,” he said mischievously. They stood, and hands interlocked, faced Claire’s grandfather. 
 
    “I won’t go without you,” she said. 
 
    “I know,” he said, glancing around. “It’s not like I’ll be leaving much behind.” 
 
    “Then you’ll come?” she asked, with hope in her voice. 
 
    “Yes.” He smiled. “I’ll come with you.” 
 
    Jeffrey picked her up at the waist and twirled her around. “It’s a happy day,” he said, setting her on her feet. Then he sealed it with a kiss. 
 
    When he pulled back and looked into her eyes, he saw a guilty expression on her face.  
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded toward Grandpa. The older man stared off into the distance, a wistful expression on his face. 
 
    Noticing them watching him, he turned back and moved toward them. “Congratulations are in order,” he said, holding out his arms to hug Claire. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Claire said. “I know this is a sad time for you.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” he said. “Life goes on. This is a happy occasion. We’re off to have new adventures.” 
 
    “I hope our adventures are better this time around,” Jeffrey said, feeling that pull again toward Chene Ruelle. “Is there anything else we need to do here, sir?” 
 
    “No,” Grandpa said, turning his head toward commotion coming from the pond. 
 
    “What is it, Grandpa?” 
 
    He didn’t say anything at first, but a tear dropped from his cheek. He met her gaze, his voice full of emotion. “It’s Romeo.” 
 
    The dog ran full speed toward them, nearly knocking Claire down as he happily licked her face.  
 
    Their hearts light, they found a spot near the pond and settled on a couple of fallen logs to eat the dinner they had brought with them.  
 
    “There’s something I have to tell you,” Jeffrey said. “Both of you.” 
 
    Grandpa and Claire turned to him with curiosity. 
 
    “We don’t have very far to go. To get to my family home.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Claire asked, her smile faltering with confusion. 
 
    “I know I was dressed as a Yankee when you shot me,” he nodded to Grandpa, “but I’m southern as you are. I’m from south Louisiana.” 
 
    “You don’t live up north?” 
 
    Jeffrey could see the relief and hope in Claire’s face. 
 
    “Thank you,” Claire said, lifting her eyes to the Heavens. Then turned her smile, bright with happiness on Jeffrey. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    The trip to Chene Ruelle had been difficult to say the least. What with dodging Yankees and seeking shelter in the rain, they had more than their share of adventures. Fortunately, it was nothing so trying as the beginning of their journey when they had been captured by the Yankees. 
 
    They turned down a road following the Mississippi River. Claire was in awe at the majesty of the grand river. With Jeffrey on the horse in front of her and Grandpa on the horse behind, she watched a steamboat far in the distance of the huge river. Jeffrey had told her the story of how he had survived the explosion. And now, seeing the magnitude of the river, she was astounded that he had survived. 
 
    Then she could see the house up ahead and her nerves went on edge. She was about to meet Jeffrey’s sister and his grandfather. What if they didn’t like her? 
 
    At least she had a decent dress to wear—the blue organdy dress Jeffrey had bought for her was only a little big at the waist—not even really noticeable. 
 
    As they got closer to the house, Claire’s eyes widened.  
 
    Jeffrey slowed down to ride alongside her, his expression full of pride. “That’s it,” he said. “That’s Chene Ruelle.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” she said. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, his focus on the house. 
 
    “Jeffrey,” she said.  
 
    He didn’t seem to hear her. 
 
    “Jeffrey,” she called again.  
 
    “I’m sorry, my love,” he said, turning to her. 
 
    “Go ahead. Grandpa and I will catch up.” 
 
    He hesitated. 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    He nudged his horse and raced toward the house.  
 
    Watching Jeffrey race down the oak-lined lane leading up to the white-columned southern mansion, she considered turning around with Grandpa and going the other way. She could disappear into New Orleans and Jeffrey would be none the wiser.  
 
    Claire had grown up in a simple world. A world where her days were spent doing chores and her evenings were spent reading. Jeffrey, obviously, came from a different world. He’d grown up spending his days with a tutor and learning to ride horses and fight with swords. He’d attended balls and BBQs. He’d never had to worry about where the next meal was coming from. 
 
    Was war truly the great equalizer? 
 
    They’d spent the last few weeks in the same world. Fighting for their lives.  
 
    But now they would be in his world. Would there be different expectations? Would she be expected to dress differently? To dance? To speak differently even? 
 
    Already, Jeffrey had bought her the blue dress she wore. He’d wanted her to be presentable to his family. Was he worried that she would be an embarrassment? 
 
    She stopped the horse. And Romeo stopped too. Waiting for Grandpa to catch up. 
 
    As she waited, she could see a woman come about and, as Jeffrey dismounted, run into his arms. 
 
    Grandpa stopped his horse next to hers. She felt him looking at her. 
 
    “Not what you expected,” he said. 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t know what I expected.” When he didn’t answer, she continued. “But it certainly wasn’t this.” 
 
    Grandpa didn’t answer. 
 
    “I don’t know how to… be… here.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” he said. “Just be yourself.” 
 
    “But this…” She swept an arm foward to encompass the massive house and ground—the largest house she had ever even seen. “This is a different world.” 
 
    “Your grandmother and I did the best we could with what we had.” 
 
    “Oh, no.” She turned to face her grandfather. “I’m not criticizing.” 
 
    “I know. We did the best. You’re educated. Not formally, but you read every night. You know right from wrong. You’re kind and thoughtful. No one can ask for anything more in anyone.” 
 
    “I just don’t want him to be disappointed.” 
 
    “He knows who you are, Kitten. I’ve seen the way he looks at you. He loves you for you. Don’t doubt yourself.” 
 
    “We could go into New Orleans. Find work.” 
 
    He scoffed. “We could do a lot of things. Claire.” He waited until her gaze met his. “Tell me you don’t love Jeffrey and we’ll turn around this instant. You never have to see him again.” 
 
    Claire’s eyes filled with unshed tears. “I do love him,” she said, her voice trembling. “I’ve loved him since the moment you shot him,” she said, laughing and crying at the same time. 
 
    Grandpa laughed with her. “That’s your answer then. You haven’t married him yet. Go see what it’s all about. If you change your mind, we’ll go. How about that?” 
 
    She nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
    Though the distance was great, she could see that Jeffrey was watching them. Waiting. 
 
    “I guess we’ll go meet Jeffrey’s family,” she said. 
 
    They nudged their horses forward and continued down the lane lined with oaks. Oaks with moss hanging from their limbs. Limbs so big and heavy, some of them swept down to the ground. It was as though the war hadn’t touched their door.  
 
    So much different from Claire’s home. Burned to the ground by the enemy. Jeffrey was fortunate. He still had his home. Glancing at Grandpa, Claire reminded herself that she, too, was fortunate. She had her grandfather. And her dog.  
 
    As they neared the house, Jeffrey and his sister came into focus. As they stood side by side, she could see that they were indeed twins.  
 
    He came forward to meet her. To help her from the horse. “Are you alright?” he asked, with his lips next to her ear.  
 
    And in that moment, she knew that as long as she was with Jeffrey, she could survive. She nodded.  
 
    He kissed her lightly on the lips. “Are you ready to meet my sister?” 
 
    Claire took a deep breath. “Yes. I’m ready.” 
 
    Grandpa came and stood next to them.  
 
    Jeffrey took her hand and together they approached the front steps of the house.  
 
    Before she knew what was happening, Jeffrey’s sister was hugging her.  
 
    Then, Alexandra stepped back, keeping Claire’s hands in hers. “Welcome to Chene Ruelle,” she said. “Both of you,” she said to Grandpa.  “I’m so happy to meet you. Jeffrey says you’re to be married. Welcome to the family.” 
 
    Her smile was contagious. Claire felt truly welcome. Alexandra was fair-skinned with dark hair. A true southern beauty. Her features were delicate. It was her smile that lit up her face. She appeared genuinely happy.  
 
    Only minutes later, Claire was introduced to Alexandra’s grandfather, whom she referred to as Grand-père and both she and Jeffrey met Alexandra’s fiancé, Thomas.  
 
    Jeffrey had no idea his sister was engaged. 
 
    Both siblings, it seemed, had found love while war waged all around them. They had so very many stories to tell each other.  
 
    “You,” Alexandra said to her brother, “have a lot of explaining to do.” 
 
    “It might be a while,” Jeffrey said, glancing at Claire. 
 
    “We’ll have plenty of time,” Alexandra said.  
 
    The two grandfathers went in search of cigars and a whiskey. 
 
    Alexandra and Thomas went inside to prepare the guest room. 
 
    Claire and Jeffrey were left alone on the front porch of the grand estate. 
 
    He pulled her against him, her back to his chest, and nestled his chin over the top of her head. Together they watched the sunset over the Mississippi. 
 
    “It’s good to be home,” he said.  
 
    “It’s beautiful here,” Claire said. 
 
    He nodded. “It is.” 
 
    They stood in silence for a few minutes, watching a tugboat make its way up the river. “Is it strange?” Claire asked. “Being back here after what you went through?” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to come home again.” 
 
    “Will the war never end?” 
 
    “It will end. But for me it’s already over. And I’ll be forever grateful for the war.” 
 
    Claire twisted to look up at him. Frowned. “Grateful?” 
 
    “Because of the war, I have you.” 
 
      
 
    The End. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    One Month Later 
 
      
 
    There had never been a more beautiful day for a wedding. Somewhere out there, the war raged. Men died and fought for a cause they believed in. 
 
    But today, the only thing Jeffrey believed in was love. The backyard of Chene Ruelle was abloom in pink and white flowers.  
 
    Thomas and Jeffrey stood together on the porch, with whiskey glasses in hand. There were no guests. Just the priest. Grandpa, and Grand-père.  
 
    Jeffrey was content. None of them felt up to entertaining. They had all been through enough trials that they wanted nothing more than peace and contentment.  
 
    And each other.  
 
    Alexandra came through the door first, wearing a blue gown with hoops so wide she could barely make it through the door. It was her favorite dress from before the war. When she saw Thomas, her face lit up and he set down his glass to take her in his arms.  
 
    “I don’t think I’m supposed to kiss you yet,” he said. 
 
    “Then let’s get this thing done. I haven’t kissed you all day,” Alexandra said. 
 
    Hand in hand, they went down the back steps to stand and wait with the preacher, Grandpa, and Grand-père. 
 
    Jeffrey shifted from one foot to the other. Where was Claire? She’d confided in him that she had considered running away when she saw that Jeffrey lived in a mansion. Had she done so?  
 
    Jeffrey shook his head. She was going nowhere without her grandfather. And he stood calmly waiting with the rest of the group. 
 
    Then she stood in the door, her face bright. “Look what I found on the chair next to my bed this morning,” she said, coming onto the porch and twirling around for him to see that red dress he’d bought for her in Natchitoches. 
 
    He’d left the dress for her with a note. For my bride-to-be on our wedding day. Love Jeffrey 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” he said. “But only because you’re wearing it.” 
 
    “How did you know it would fit me?” 
 
    “I got lucky,” he said, distracted by the way the red created a lovely glow on her face. 
 
    “Come on, you two,” Thomas called.  
 
    “I think they’re waiting for you,” he said. “Are you ready?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Are you happy?” 
 
    “I am the happiest woman in the entire world.” 
 
    “Then it’s a good thing your grandfather shot me.” 
 
    Laughing together at their own private joke, they joined the others and, enveloped by the scent of the pink and white camellias, Jeffrey watched as his twin sister married the man mingan class="calibre4">“Are you happy?” 
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