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“Samuel, it’s time to go,” Caroline urged as she rolled over on the straw mattress. “Mama and Daddy expect us for supper, and it’s a long ride to their place.” She shook him, pushing her knees against his back with the movement. The pressure of her warmth stirred him awake, and he groaned, but lay still with eyes closed, reluctant to acknowledge the new day. She playfully poked him in the ribs and nipped the tip of his ear, her fingers circling, pulling the soft curls on his chest and stomach as they traveled lower and lower. Her impatience took over and she decided to take action. She’d waited long enough.  
       Caroline adored Samuel Waters, her legal husband as of the day before. In her heart, she had been wed to him since she was a girl of fifteen and promised to wait for his return from the Union Army. They were both little more than children when he left to fight the rebels in the fields of Virginia. He grew up quickly as he looked into the eyes of an armed soldier and stuck him with a bayonet. The desolation Samuel felt afterwards changed him, but he survived while many of his companions were bludgeoned, and shot by the enemy.  
        Over time, he told Caroline some of what he had experienced. “When I signed up in the 11th Pennsylvania Reserves, they told me I might see some of the war, but mostly I would be a ‘look-out’. I soon found out that no matter what name they gave to my job, it was kill or be killed on the battlefield. Mostly in the beginning I was scared to death,” he said, too embarrassed to look at her. 
         “Marching wasn’t so bad, but after a while my feet blistered and got infected from walking through Virginia’s creek bottoms. Months passed, and my clothes mildewed, and began coming apart. Everyone else’s did too, so we all smelled of rot. The generals sent out wagon loads of food, uniforms, and coats, but it was never enough to go around. Anyway, it didn’t matter after a while. We were foot soldiers. Those that rode were marksmen, or knew someone, or had made a bargain to get a horse. Tired all the time from fighting, we didn’t have the energy to argue with anyone, much less to make deals we couldn’t fulfill.
            “I remember thinking of my folks and wondering where my daddy was, whether he’d been killed or if he survived. I said my prayers at night, asking that he’d make it through the war and go home, but the truth was, I didn’t believe either of us would see home again.  
            “Then we reached Gaines Mill, the worst place any of us had ever seen. It was nasty, with fighting everywhere. Johnny Reb overran us. Lee took prisoners of our whole regiment, all except a few of us who high-tailed it into Boatswain’s Swamp, a bad place crawling with snakes and alligators. Mosquitoes as big as moths attacked us the first few minutes, eating us alive, and the only thing that stopped them was the rotten-smelling mud we spread across our faces and arms. It was just about a mile from the Chickahominy River where most of the battle had been fought, and it was hell on earth.”
           Samuel had stopped his tale for a minute, gathering his thoughts, wondering how to explain the rest. “Came a time I knew I’d make it through, when strength other than my own filled me up.” He glanced at Caroline, wondering if she thought he was crazy. “We were hungry, and the only thing we had to eat was a couple of pieces of jerky and a few frogs we chased down. With no way to make a fire, we ate them raw.
          “One of the men was bitten by a cottonmouth snake and died, and two others perished from gangrene. Six of us had fled to the swamp, so that left three alive. We near froze at night, without a fire, but we were too scared to light one. It was about midnight, after four days in the swamp, and we were sick with hunger and from drinking bad water. In a minute we would have surrendered to the Rebs if they’d shown up. But some others showed up instead.” Again Samuel glanced her way, desperate for her to believe him.
          “I saw them, and I wanted to tell my friends who were asleep, but I didn’t want to wake up anyone to what might have been my dream. As the minutes passed, I knew I was awake. Amazed as I was at what was happening, I was afraid my companions would think I’d lost my mind. But…it really happened.” Samuel stopped again. She could see he wanted her to believe what came next. He swallowed hard and continued.
        “Shadows of men we had fought beside rose from the mists, and marched through our pitiful camp. Some I knew well, but others, I had glimpsed in the field, but never met. A few I had seen shot and heard them scream as they died. You would think I’d have been scared, but I wasn’t. A peace came over me as those men spoke about the horrors of the war and their deaths, because each of them agreed, “Being dead isn’t so bad if a man had a purpose in life.” They said it followed him into the afterworld and kept him tied to his old life. 
         “Maybe I was dreaming,” Samuel admitted, “but it felt real. Finally they left-- just faded into the mist. Me and my fellow soldiers left the next morning and made our way back to our regiment, but I never forgot what I’d seen and heard in Boatswain’s Swamp. Honey, you’re the first I’ve ever told.”
      
         Caroline listened, understanding that Samuel needed to be reassured he hadn’t lost his mind. She never commented, but secretly wondered how far he had been from insanity after all the killing he’d done.
         Samuel had survived in spite of a burdened conscience from shooting boys his own age. His wounds didn’t kill him either, not even the festering ones that made him cry from constant pain. A bullet damaged his lungs and came out his back, missing his spine and liver, while another tore away part of his right calf, but he lived on. 
         Near the end of the war, he was captured by a cotton farmer in Alabama and put to work in the fields with leg chains to keep him from running. The work sapped his strength but he lived  in spite of near starvation and cruel treatment. Finally, in 1867, Samuel sawed through his chains and escaped from the squalor of the farm. He headed home, a changed man with an empty soul, a racking cough, and the knowledge he’d been locked up for two long years beyond the war’s end. He was only twenty-two, but he looked and felt much older.
        Caroline had waited for him in her father’s house, just as she’d promised. But after seeing the condition of Samuel’s physical and mental health, she postponed their marriage until he was healed, and moved into his house. All her friends and acquaintances snubbed her for living with a man out of marriage, but Caroline had all that she needed in Samuel. For nearly six years they stayed together while he returned to the world and realized he didn’t have to fight anymore. Meanwhile, Caroline grew older, and cared less about what her neighbors thought. She knew that one day, when the time was right, she would marry him. The day had finally come.       


        She challenged seductively from the far side of the bed, “I’m here, come and get me.”
       “Only if you promise to give me a son,” Samuel said, turning over, fully awake. He stared into her eyes and smiled. “I’m sincere. Give me a boy with a strong heart and a good mind. I promise to watch over him all his life.”
        She joked, knowing his answer. “What if I give you a girl instead?” 
       “Then I’ll care for her just as much. But a boy first would be better. Then he can watch over his sister when she comes.” His words were touching, but not surprising. She knew Samuel was a man of strong commitments who loved with all his heart.
       With a quick movement, Samuel was on her, kissing her neck. He murmured against her long, blonde curls, and licked the same spot he’d just kissed, loving her heated skin with its hint of sweat.
       “Ah, Mrs. Waters, since you aren’t properly dressed for traveling, we can start that boy now.       I see you need lessons in managing time, and how to be a good wife, even if it must be in this old barn, waiting for the bees to get out of our house.” He nuzzled his beard against the soft skin below her ears and laughed. Her eyes were bright with love.  
        The straw bed was hard, and bounced on loose boards as the two expressed their love to each other. Soon, the sounds of intimacy faded, and their eyes closed in happy, exhausted sleep. Neither awoke when a loud clap of thunder signaled the lightning bolt that altered their lives.   

         Shrill screams from panicked horses brought Caroline awake to hell on earth. The animal pens on the first floor had filled with smoke when the blazing loft hay drifted downward and set the old barn wood floor ablaze. The slatted doors Samuel closed the night before against intruders captured the fire’s heat, and odorous, dark smoke swirled upward from the simmering muck-coated stalls. The penned cows and calves bawled for freedom, and all four horses ran back and forth, searching for an exit. Finally, in desperation, a large, pregnant mare charged the flimsy doors and made a way to safety for all the animals.
         Up the ladder, straw blazed and the make-shift wedding bed disintegrated in the flames. The place where they had made love a few hours before was now surrounded by fire and thick, oily, black smoke. Caroline coughed and gasped for air as she pounded Samuel’s shoulder.
       “Samuel, wake up!” she screamed, her voice lost in the roar of the flames. “Wake up or we’ll die.”  It never occurred to her to leave him and save herself.      
         Searching the super-heated room for familiar markers, Caroline saw only heavy darkness made of smoke shadows and swirls. Which was the way to escape? Had she slept on the left or right? How could she move his heavy body to safety?         
        “Wake up Samuel,” she screamed again. “Wake up!”  She coughed from the smoke in her mouth and chest, and spit dark phlegm. Pulling at his arms to roll him was useless for she hadn’t the strength move his weight. He lay so still she was afraid he was gone. 
       “I love you, my darling,” she cried, reaching to hold him. The intense heat seared her throat and caused excruciating pain. Foolishly, she pulled at the muslin sheet for protection, as if it could shield them from the flames. She shrieked in disbelief when Samuel’s hair exploded in a ball of fire and engulfed him from head to toe. Caroline hoped she too would die soon. Even as her hair sizzled, and the skin on her arms scorched, her fear of living without Samuel was greater than her fear of death.  
         Hope, thin as gossamer, filled her as familiar arms encircled her body, and lifted her from the bed. High above the flames they flew toward the open barn window and safety. Suddenly, as she passed from the heated air into coolness, she knew he was no longer there. “No, no,” she screamed, “I don’t want to live without you.”  
          The distance from the barn to the wood-and-iron watering trough was at least twenty feet. It was to that small place of safety his arms projected her. As surely as thread is sent through the eye of a needle, Caroline’s body missed the four-feet-wide sluice by a margin no larger than her   finger, and she landed on her left side in deep, thick, cushioning mud.   
          The fall knocked the wind and smoke from her lungs, and fractured her shoulder. She hacked and moaned afterward from the burns in her chest and throat, and the pain of the break. Clean air filled her lungs as she took great, gulping breaths. 
      
         Caroline’s voice never regained the soft lilt that Samuel had loved. Instead, her words were guttural from being forced through her scarred larynx. The flames that burned away most of her hair left wide, ugly scars above the creped skin of her face and arms. Her breasts and abdomen were seared as well. The family told her how lucky she was to be alive, but she didn’t feel lucky at all. Everything hurt, beginning and ending with her heart. Her daddy said the fire had been a rare thing caused by summer lightning. He said it was a miracle the horses got out, but his daughter heard none of it as she drifted between life and death. She heard only the sound of Samuel’s voice telling her she must stay alive. 

        Eleanor Grant, Caroline’s mother, had suffered the whispers of the community when her daughter moved into Samuel’s home without the blessing of marriage. Caroline’s fall from grace  angered her mother. This girl, she thought, this faithful nurse who lived with Samuel, and used her God-given abilities to heal him, is my daughter. Let them who smirk and point fingers look at their own sins. They shall not shame my family!
        Leaving her husband at home, Eleanor went to her daughter’s house, hoping to bring her back from death’s pull. But the mother knew that something more meaningful than life was necessary to save her only child. For weeks the burned girl lay in her bed in a state of despondency. Then in the third month, the town doctor confirmed Caroline’s pregnancy.
       Eleanor pleaded with her child, “For the sake of the baby, get out of the bed, and get back to living.”
       The news that she was going to have a baby lifted Caroline from despondency. “Samuel’s son,” she said, forcing the words, “the reason he saved me. Samuel Jacob Waters. Remember the boy’s name, Mama.” 
        Her mother felt a chilling premonition that her heart would be soon be broken.
        As the weeks dragged through summer and her belly expanded, Caroline walked in the blazing sun and was reminded of the fire. When autumn’s cool winds blew red and gold against her window, she remembered her husband’s hair in flames. The leaves held no beauty as they fell away; they too were reminders of Samuel’s death. Winter brought early ice storms that burned the scar tissue on her face, and she thought of him lying cold on the hill with only birch trees overhead for protection.
          Like her heart, the season’s warmth was gone. She thought of his grave, and the wooden cross held upright by large, flat rocks. His father had carved Samuel’s name and birthday as well as the date of his death. “A Good Son,” the cross proclaimed. She wept for the husband and father he would have been.
                     
         Caroline’s boy was born in March when the first leaves were forming on the apple trees. The birthing was difficult and painful, but she bore the tearing of her flesh with stoic grace. The midwife laid the baby on Caroline’s stomach, near her heart, and she fell into a deep sleep afterward. Rousing for the naming as she had promised, she kissed her son’s soft face and whispered, “Jake.” He had his father’s likeness: the same ginger curls, blue eyes, and hint of a chin that would strengthen with time. The small pink mouth searched hungrily for milk, but she was afraid. Eleanor put the boy’s mouth to his mother’s breast and waited, but the baby’s efforts were unrewarded. The burn scars had closed the openings.  
         Eleanor milked a freshened cow, and fed her grandson with a strip of milk-saturated cloth, but still he cried from hunger. His mother lay and watched, uninterested in her son now that her duty was done. Her thoughts drifted into darkness, away from the child.

       “Give him to his Aunt Elizabeth Crane to nursemaid,” Eleanor said to the child’s other grandmother, Amanda Waters. “It’s only right his kinfolk must help out, even when they’d rather not.”
        But they were strangers, those Waters and Cranes who had refused to visit after the funeral. Amanda shied away from reminders of her son’s death, and her husband Nathan protected her. Seeing Caroline and the baby brought the pain again, as sharply as if it were brand new. For a moment, Nathan balked at leaving the child, but he asked himself how would they care for him? Elizabeth was the obvious choice for the boy’s survival.
        Amanda whispered in anguish, “Why did God take our son and let Caroline live?” It was no secret they both wished Samuel had survived instead. “There could have been other wives, other children,” they reasoned. Later, they each felt remorse for their thoughts, but by then they didn’t matter.

         Samuel’s sister had already borne two children before Caroline became a bride, but her  most recently birthed baby, William, was only a week old when Jacob was born. The Crane child had been named for his father, but they referred to him as Billy in the home. William Crane Senior managed a bank, and wanted the world to know of his prosperity. A good name was a necessity within the banking world, and he considered his name not only an excellent choice for himself, but also for his son. Grandfather Crane had been the first William, the one the family remembered. He had been the mayor of his home town in eastern Pennsylvania for many years before founding the Cattlemen’s Bank in Pittsburgh.
       When Amanda approached her daughter about Jake’s feeding issue, there was nothing untoward about the suggestion. It was commonplace for a nursing mother to feed another hungry child along with her own. The duty need only last until he was old enough to eat solid foods, and then he would be returned to his mother.   
        “There are no nursemaids for hire in that remote place,” Amanda said. “It is your duty, as his aunt, to do whatever you can to help care for your brother’s son.”  

         After her mother’s insistence that Elizabeth nursemaid Samuel’s son, she knew she must soon tell William what to expect. “Surely,” she said when she caught him in a congenial mood, “our son must have the bulk of his mother’s milk, just as our other children had, but how could I refuse? The child might starve! What would the family think if we refuse to save him? What would the wives of our friends think? I’m a loving mother, and devoted to my family and it is only natural my mother would think of me. Billy will always come first,” she quickly pointed out. “Our other children have been plump all their lives, and our only son must be no less obliged. Still, William,” she said worriedly, “we must do what is expected.”                   
           With a male heir assured, William had sought out a specialist after Billy was born. He knew that Elizabeth, if allowed, would fill their house with infants, but William knew his standard of living simply could not tolerate one more mouth to feed. 
        “William,” Elizabeth continued, carrying her bulk from the table to a wide chair, “we have no choice. The boy must have a nursemaid. My brother left no estate--only mortgaged fields, and there is no money to hire an outsider. This is not improper.”
        “So you say, Elizabeth, but what do you know of finances and household costs? Your responsibilities, my love, have never been cluttered by such mundane facts. I tell you, our household can’t afford another child!”
         “Yes, yes, I know, husband, but when he’s ready to eat from your table, he will be sent home to his mother.” 
         “All right,” William finally agreed with a frown. “I liked Samuel well-enough, and I am sure his son will be a fine man, but business is business.”
          “Then it’s settled,” Elizabeth replied with a smile. She had known in advance what his answer would be. William was not a bad man, his wife believed, but he placed greater value on Union dollars than on good opinions.

           The boy was thirty-six hours old when he was taken from his mother. Caroline watched without interest as he claimed Elizabeth’s breast and suckled hungrily. Afterwards, when her sleeping son was carried away, Caroline turned her head and stared at the silent wall. She had no last minute sweet words or desperate kisses for her son; she had already said good-bye.  Waiting impatiently for the carriage to leave, she sat and stared at the empty dresser drawer that had served as a crib. She knew that her last connection with life had been severed and time alone stood between her and Samuel.
         Her body hadn’t yet recovered from the birth, but she had a mission, and she asked only for the strength to complete it. She meant to go to the hill where Samuel was buried. 
         The grave was located at the west end of the farm overlooking a low, ranging valley along the Allegheny River. It was rough land with brush and brambles covering fox and rabbit holes, but here and there, wild flowers grew among waist-high weeds. A seldom-used wagon trail lay hidden beneath the overgrowth, and while it was difficult to maneuver either by cart or wagon, it was even more treacherous on foot.
        Caroline followed the spring that began at the house, and she dipped a hand in once to wet her dry lips. They had walked the farm together many times, and she was familiar with the meandering, dry weather creek. Arm in arm she had been beside him as he praised the water, talking of the crops they would plant. Entranced by his descriptions of fruit orchards, fields of corn, and hay crops they would grow, Caroline had dreamily pictured children climbing apple trees and picking fruit as their loving father waited anxiously below.  
        She remembered his commitments to the trees, and how he made numerous trips with buckets of stream water to nourish those he’d planted near the house and in the field. He had cherished the hope that one day, they would provide shade during peaceful, warm afternoons. But without Samuel, who would water the saplings? They would wilt and perish, just as her love and her world had died with him. 
         About midway to the top of the hill, Caroline felt a great gush of blood run down her slim legs. The tail of her nightdress became colored with streams of scarlet, but she continued onward, ignoring the danger to herself. Her decision was old and firm, and with each step, her purpose strengthened as she climbed upward, through deep grass and briars, toward her lost love. 
         At the apex, she stopped to admire the trees Samuel had loved. Betula papyrifera, paper birch, she remembered from the lessons he’d taught her on their long walks. The spring growth had added more limbs, and an abundance of leaves cast a full shadow upon the earth around his grave. Under those trees they had made each other promises, and lain together on her mother’s quilt. Now only silence and a wooden cross greeted her. Her thoughts sank from melancholy into despair. There is no fairness in a world that allowed Samuel to be taken from me. There is no life for me here.
           Shivering, Caroline sat beside the mound of earth and plucked weeds from the dark soil. “Samuel, you were right,” she whispered, “with a team of mules and a plow, we could have planted and harvested our future. The land is fertile, just as I am.”
          She hadn’t cried since the burning.  She’d held her grief close, and cursed God for his cruelty in leaving her alive without the man she loved. Great tears now washed her cheeks, and anger forced long, bitter wails from her scarred throat. Why couldn’t I have died with him? Now I must search for him in eternity. 
           The sheriff had been suspicious. He said he couldn’t figure how she got out of the barn--how she rolled out the opening, and fell to safety. He was curious why a newly-wed couple would spend their wedding night in a barn, but Eleanor quickly explained that the house had been infested with honey bees. “My daughter is lucky to be alive,” she said fiercely. “I’m surprised the fall didn’t kill her.”
           She had hushed Caroline’s assertion that arms had lifted her from the bed, and sent her flying onto the muddy ground below.
       “They’ll think you’ve lost your mind, girl,” Eleanor said. “No one could have survived in that fire. If someone saved you, where is he? Only one body was found--your dead husband.”
         “It was him, Mama. It was Samuel.”
         “That’s crazy talk Caroline Anne. You stop that right now.” Eleanor had been raised in a strict, Bible-believing family that did not allow for hysterical nonsense. She refused any thought of dead men saving anyone.
         “But Mama,” Caroline reasoned softly, “maybe it wasn’t me he was saving. Maybe he was saving his son, watching out for him like he promised. That means my duty will be done when the boy is born. Then I can go too.”
           Her mother had already left to prepare supper and missed the last remark. Caroline said no more, but kept the thought alive in her mind. Now on this long-awaited day, the words brought her comfort as she placed her arms across the raw earth that bound him. I’ve done my duty. Samuel, I will be there soon.
           Lying beside him in the dappled light, she felt at peace for the first time since the fire. The air at the top of the hill grew thin and her scarred lungs ached for breath. She dug her fingers in the dry ground and pulled the grave soil away to burrow closer to her husband. Burrs and spear grass covered her long, cotton nightgown, but she didn’t feel their sticks as she lay near him, searching for warmth in the cold, reddening dirt. Longing for Samuel’s arms again, she remembered how he had lifted her from the flames and carried her above the burning bed. She was where she wanted to be, where her love lay, and she was filled with joy, even as her life blood flowed and blended with his decaying body. She sighed as her heartbeat slowed and the last breath left her.        
            
        When Eleanor and John returned to the house the next day, they looked for Caroline but didn’t find her. Her daddy knew the truth, that she had gone to visit Samuel’s grave, and in his heart, a dam broke, sending a flood of tears running of their own accord. He howled into the empty land as grief and self-loathing for his incompetence as a father broke his heart. His soul felt shredded. 
         Later, when he found Caroline lying face down in the dirt, John covered her with a quilt and wrapped it tightly around her. All the while, he wailed for the loss of his only child.            
        They dug her grave against Samuel’s; it was her mother’s wish that the young couple be near one another in eternity. Few people came for the funeral, for many were still grief-stricken from war losses, and begged to be excused. They had seen too much death already. Her daddy engraved her name on a cross, and tearfully planted it in shallow soil where it butted against the one Nathan had made for Samuel.
         Time passed, and the brief scratch Caroline had made on history disappeared. Later, there was talk of what would happen to the boy now that both parents were gone, but that died too, as no one stepped forward to offer the child a home.
       
          Caroline’s parents moved farther north after she died, but the desire for a productive life left them both, and neither was inclined to start over in the new land. When the first hard snowfall covered the ground, and lay on the roof of their cabin, John died of pneumonia. He had gone for a walk during a sunny afternoon, and lay down to rest under the trees. The winter storm surprised him with its blanket of snow. By the time he made it back to the cabin, he was chilled through and through, but never let out a whimper as he lay dying. He’d never stopped blaming himself for Caroline’s death, and he welcomed the relief.
         Eleanor was not far behind. Weakened by grief for her husband and child, she developed a cough that tore at her lungs. Many children in the region had come down with a similar sickness, and she was grateful that young Jake was in a warm house, away from the perils of a harsh winter. The doctors called it whooping cough, and it was deadly. Eleanor’s last thoughts were that she had done right by her grandchild. 
        Winter’s snow piled higher and higher against the Grant’s clapboard cabin, cutting off the rest of the world. In the spring, when the snow and ice thawed, concerned neighbors found them lying dead, and buried them in the same grave. The couple had nothing of value worth the price of an expensive funeral.  
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