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Summerville, Tennessee

April 4, 1868

Standing in the kitchen was slim Jenny Lee, who was hard at work cooking breakfast for her family. She turned to look through the window. Her sparkling hazel eyes saw her nine year old daughter, Nora, return to the house. She had been out gathering eggs like she does every morning. Not realizing it, Jenny had been staring out the window too long, that she nearly burnt the biscuits. 

“Oh, damn,” she said. 

She tries not to cuss in front of her children, but every now and then she slips up. Nora walked inside, carrying the basket, setting it down on the kitchen table. She skipped along.

“Nora, did you finish your morning chores?” asked Jenny.

“Yes, Mama,” said Nora.

“Thank you, dear,” said Jenny.

She watched her skip right out of the kitchen. She left the house to sit on the porch swing, waiting on her pa to return to the house. Jenny untied her apron and went to the front door. She saw Athan coming up the road, walking. 

It was a very pleasant morning. As Athan walked shadows were formed on the ground. He looked up into the heavens, and there he saw a red-tailed hawk soaring. The bird must’ve been thinking the same thing Athan was. Breakfast. He lowered his head and moved on to the farmhouse. He finally came to the house. 

He climbed onto the porch and immediately found his favorite rocking chair and went to sit down and rock a little. Long enough for him to gain strength back, since he has been out working in the fields since sunup. His clothes were dusty. Stains of sweat were on him as he placed his black ten-gallon hat on his lap. He started to feel the gentle breeze flowing through his middle aged grayish hair. 

He closed his eyes for a minute, just to let the sun expatiate his body. The grime and mule gas reeked in his clothes and the clods of dirt fell from his overalls as he rocked ever so gently back and forth. He raised one leg up and unrolled his britches leg, then re-cupped them and in turn did the same for the other. Nora came running down from the other end of the porch nearly knocking him out of the rocking chair, just missing his hat. She leaped into her father’s arms and gave him a great big hug and kiss on the cheek as if she had not seen him in a long time. 

“Hiya, honeybee. Whatcha been doing?” said Athan in his deep baritone Southern accent.

“Ah, nothing. Just went and got some eggs for mama,” said Nora.

Athan noticed Nora’s brother was nowhere in sight. 

“Honeybee, have you seen Tim this mornin’?” asked Athan.

“No, sir. I ain’t seen him,” said Nora.

“Dagburnit. I was countin’ on him. Last I saw of him, he was him trailin’ after me in the garden, making cornrows. Tim?! Tim?! Where are you, you little muskrat?” called Athan. 

Athan loved his children and they loved him. He rarely had to whip them, but that was only in a great while when they needed it. He looked at his little girl with great ease and calm while holding her in his lap. 

“Tim? Tim!” Athan’s voice grew louder. 

“I’m here, Pa,” Tim said with a muffled sound. 

His voice was directly underneath them. Athan looked down from where they sat. He saw two black shadowed eyes staring up at him. 

“Boy, you come out from under there,” he started to get upset. 

Seven year old Tim crawled out on his knees from under the porch. He liked the idea that he could crawl through tight spaces. He climbed up on the porch where his father and sister were sitting. His face was addressed in black soil, dirt and dust covered all over his overalls from crawling around under the house. His overalls had a slight tear in at the knee while the other knee was showing.

“What on earth were you doing under the house? I need ya, son. I can’t have you running off like that,” said Athan.

“I was under the house trying to dig free that ‘possum that I saw run under there,” said Tim. 

“Oh, I see. Well, did you get him, son?” asked Athan.

Athan was trying not to grin; he knew that Jenny was not going to be happy about letting him crawl under them. He listened to everything Tim had to say.

“Am awful sorry, but, dammit, Pa, I was only trying to get that miserable ‘possum from getting into mama’s fruit jars again,” said Tim.

“Tim, now what did I tell you about cussing?” Athan began to scold him.

“Only bad men cuss,” they all said unison.
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“You want me to fetch a hickory?” asked Athan, with a touch of hardness in his voice. 

“No, sir,” said Tim.

Tim was showing a bit of fright in his face as he spoke. Athan reached for him and grabbed his galluses that were attached to his bib overalls, tightly pulling the boy toward him. Tim was thinking that he was getting a whipping. Instead, his father looked straight into his eyes and... kissed his nose and told him that he loved him very much. 

“I swear y’all act like your mama every day,” said Athan.

“Breakfast is ready,” said Jenny, who was standing at the door.

They left the porch and followed her inside. As they approach the screen door, Nora stopped and turned towards the road. She heard horse-hoofs and turned to see three riders coming closer and closer to the farm. 

“What’s wrong, Nora?” asked Athan, looking down at his daughter. He turned his head to face the three horsemen. They were trotting up to the house. Athan didn’t like the feeling he was getting from them. His joyous face had turned to ice and he felt death as the men approached. Whoever they were, they weren’t from around there. Still, he couldn’t be sure, even though he was still a wanted man. They could be bounty killers. He wasn’t sure. He motioned his family to wait for him back inside. 

“You better go, too,” Athan said to Jenny. He slid his hands down his overalls, nearly forgetting that he didn’t wear a gun anymore. Not since he got married. 

Jenny looked at her husband and asked if she should go and fetch his gun. It was hanging on the wall next to the door on a nail hook.

“But, Pa, why can’t...” asked the children.

Athan cut them off to the quick with a short answer. “No!” he said.

“You heard your father. Now, get inside. Do as you are told,” said Jenny.

“Yes, ma’am,” the children replied as one.

They had never seen their father so edgy. It was if he was scared or something.

Jenny hugged her husband and scurried her children inside where it was safe as she stood on the porch looking on towards the visible men and her husband to see what action was expected to take place. He walked forward, but turned quickly to see if his family were safe. 

“I love you,” Jenny stated. 

The three horsemen reached the steps of the house. 

“I love you, too, now get inside,” Athan said calmly and moved around to her.

He stopped and turned toward the men and walked another few feet down the steps, facing the three horsemen. The horsemen looked like they had ridden hard and been on the trail for some time now, as their clothes were dirty. The leader looked clean, like he had taken a bath. 

“Howdy,” said the leader.

“Howdy,” answered Athan.

The leader of the three spoke in an authoritative, imposing bark. He was a large and powerful man. Athan spoke back, but with caution in his voice, as to not become overly friendly with the three cowboys. 

“I was hoping that you would be rather kind by letting us water our horses down by the creek,” the leader spoke with a distinctive gravelly voice.

Athan looked at them, never letting his guard down for a single moment. “Sure, mister,” he said as he tried his best to not make the leader mad.

“Much obliged,” said the man. 

There was something ominous about the leader, but what it wasn’t exactly clear. Athan felt it. He indicated to a track where the border of the woods led to the stony creek. It was not a good deal of a creek, but it delivered water and from the expressions on their horses, they could apply it. He felt his spine tingle as he started to shiver like ice was dripping down his spine. 

The three horsemen took the path and slowly paced themselves down toward the watering hole. They stepped down from their horses and set about to imbibe from the fresh liquid. 

Athan walked back toward the house, still keeping a weary eye on them. The men were skipping rocks. Athan made it back to the front porch where he stepped up and continued his watchful eyes on the strangers. He had no idea how long they were staying. Something about the leader, he couldn’t shake. It was almost as if he had recognized him from afar. After attempting to rack his mind, he went to the screen door.

“Is... is everything all right?” asked Jenny.

“Yes, everything’s fine,” he assured her, trying to sound like he was not worried about the men down by the creek. They reached over and held each other as they proceeded to walk inside the house. 

The children ran into the kitchen and sat at the table for a yummy breakfast. It was already turning cold. 

“Athan, would you be so kind as to say grace?” asked Jenny.

He began giving the blessing. As each member of the family bowed their heads, Jenny couldn’t shake the fact that she was terrified knowing that those men were just outside and in no way knowing what their intentions were. She tried hard to be brave, at least for her children’s sake, but it was no use. She was scared, and it showed. 

Athan began flashing back to the days of the war. God was the furthermost thing from his mind. He used to be an unhappy man. That all changed once he married Jenny. Even after the war he still had to get used to things, especially how to live in a non-battled world. He tried to forgive himself. but he felt that God had already judged him and damned him to hell. 

Athan finally broke the silence. He looked up after saying grace. He got up from the table and walked toward the living room. There, he noticed his gun belt hanging up on the nail hook beside the door. He thought of buckling it backed on. 

“I’ve seen him, but where?” said Athan to himself.

While looking right at his gun, flashbacks came to him. His gun was what had kept him alive. He broke into a cold sweat. 

Jenny got up from the table and followed him into the living room. “Athan?” she asked.

He was too far gone into his own mind to pay any attention to her.

“Athan?” she asked again. She walked up on him, startling him, which broke his trance. 

“What?” he asked.

“I was asking you if you were alright,” Jenny said.

He turned to face her, and gave her a quick nod. He pushed open the screen door. Stepping out onto the porch, he saw the three riders moving along. He felt a little relieved. He just couldn’t get that man out of his mind. 

The day was soon turning into mid-noon as he stepped off the porch, walked down the steps and returned to the garden where his big red sorrel jack mule was still standing and began to plow again. Jenny had never seen him so hung up over strangers before. Perhaps it was just the heat. But still, she worried about him. 

She loved him with all the of her heart. To her, that should be enough. Athan was still wanted, nevertheless, but it’s been three years since the war had ended. She was hoping that he had been forgotten and those who were searching him out would pass him on. Still, it worried her. She went to where he was plowing the fields. When she got to him, she noticed that he was fighting his mule. She found that to be odd. Athan had never done that before.

“Athan! Athan!” she hollered.

There was no response. He continued fighting his mule. He took the lead line and began lashing the mule on the back.

“AW-AW-AW!” The mule started braying until he started bleeding. Blood was oozing out, but Athan would not stop. It was almost like he was enjoying it. 

Jenny approached him and she laid her hand on his shoulder. 

“Let go of me! Let go! Let go of me!” he yelled. 

“Athan, please, you’re scaring me! Athan, please! What are you doing?” said Jenny. 

She was being pulled and dragged against her will into the empty mule stall. The walls were scuzzy with loose hay on the stall floor. He picked her up dropped her on top of the loose hay, then proceeded to remove his bib overalls. Her worst fears were about to come to a reality. He tore what she was wearing and was about to rape her. His own wife! The mother of his children. The woman he was ever so in love with. The barbarian that once lived within his very soul was about to be unleashed. Her moans filled the air as she screamed out. 

“Damn you, please don’t do this! Stop, you’re hurting me!” screamed Jenny.

Something snapped inside of him, something that caused him to come back to reality. Athan looked down at his wife, who was petrified with fear. 

“Oh, my, what have I done?” said Athan. 

He backed away, stumbling, trying to get to his feet. He pulled up his overalls after seeing what he was trying to do. He fell onto the stall floor and began to wail with his hands covering his eyes. Calming herself and realizing that her husband had inner demons, with tears in her eyes, Jenny tried to comfort him. They both sat in the cold stable floor clinging to each other. 

The day was over, it was close to dark. He tried to unhitch his mule, but it was no use. It wouldn’t let him near him. It would kick back at him every time. So, Jenny tried. The mule allowed her to unhitch the plow. She helped drive the mule to the old horse barn along the pasture so Athan could rest. She was familiar with driving mules.
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She used to help a lot back home in Kentucky. Athan sweated and even smelled a little from all the hard labor he had endured. Once they returned home, the children were already sitting on the porch waiting on them. They were about to enter the house when a horseman came thundering down the dirt gravel road. It was still light enough to tell who the rider was. 

It was Sheriff Duane Spence, the stocky lawman. He came for a visit. Duane was the Summerville’s town sheriff and chief law enforcer. Athan and Jenny were stunned to see him. Athan didn’t much care for Duane. Neither did Jenny. They both knew that he fancied Jenny. Duane didn’t take rejections very well. He despised Athan and wanted nothing more than to see him in jail on some trumped-up charge and then he and Jenny could run off and get married. 

“Duane, what do we owe this unsurprising visit?” said Jenny.

“I’m merely paying one of my good friends a friendly visit,” said Duane, leaning forward in the saddle. 

“Well, it’s getting pretty late, Duane. Could it wait till tomorrow?” said Athan.

“I suppose it could, but...I would rather discuss it now, if you don’t mind, Athan,” said Duane.

“Alright,” Athan replied.

Jenny escorted the children inside while the men folk had a talk. She knew better than to go and stick her nose into her husband’s affairs, although she was quite curious as for why he wanted to talk to Athan. Was he in trouble with the law? She had to find out. 

Duane stepped down from his horse and he proceeded to step up on the porch as the two men sat down on the chairs to discuss some business. She watched through the window. Whatever it was about, the sheriff didn’t stay long because she heard them argue and finally, Duane got up and stormed off. He mounted up and rode off. She came out. Athan turned his head to look at her, then back again, watching the lawman disappear into the darkness. 

“So, what was that about?” asked Jenny.

“It was nothing,” said Athan.

He turned and walked past her, slamming the screen door behind him. Jenny sighed. She knew something was wrong. He hadn’t been himself all day.

As midnight approached that night, “You killed them! Killed them. Kill...” ranged the echo. Athan jumped up from his sleep. He was completely soaked in night sweat. Not wanting to disturb Jenny, he turned over and saw that she was still asleep. He got dressed and stepped outside. 

Jenny rolled over and discovered that Athan was no longer in bed. He had been acting strangely ever since the three strangers came. She got up and pushed opened the screen door. He sat in his favorite rocking chair and began slowly rocking, just sitting there staring out into the darkness. Nature had begun stirring. He heard the crickets chirp and the frogs croaking. It was a little bit chilly; a cold front had begun sweeping in from the north. He continued sitting and rocking. 

There he sat, the night air blowing into his sleepless face. His eyes were closed, he was drifting off into another hellish nightmare. He twitched and twitched in his sleep. In his dream, he had returned to the final days of the war, dressed in his Confederate uniform, leading a group of men through a town. Burning, killing. Women screaming. Cannons and guns going off. Men and women dying. 

Jenny wasn’t gonna make the same mistake twice by touching him. She walked over to the screen door and slammed it. It woke him up. 

“Athan, what’s wrong? Talk to me. You have been acting strange all day,” she said.

“Nothing’s wrong,” he told her.

Feeling like she wasn’t having any luck with trying to understand what was happening to him, she decided to leave him to his thoughts and go back to bed. 

“Athan, I don’t know what’s going on with you. But if you are in trouble, I...” said Jenny.

“I’m sorry. Please forgive me.” He sobbed and tears began rolling down his cheek. 

“What’s wrong? Talk to me, please,” she begged. 

He raised his teary eyes and began telling his horrific war story. 

“It goes back to the war. I worked with a group called ‘The Hellions’ on the Confederacy front. They secretly ran the entire war out of Virginia. The special unit was black raiders. Trained killers,” said Athan. He began sniffing as tears began to run down to his nose and drip off. 

“Something happened to me. I can’t explain it. I changed into a bloodthirsty butcher from Hell. The war wasn’t a success for us. It was all run by ex-Confederate Colonel Riot. Soldiers from both sides. We waged an unprovoked war against Missouri. When Colonel Riot brought in guns to finance the CSA government, the Hellions burned the whole thing down. We killed everybody. I directed attacks against civilians, taking children for hostages. I went as far as to cut letters in sons’ abdomens. 

“I specialized in torturing women. I laughed at them. Do you understand? I laughed. The women that I tortured and raped, causing great suffering to these poor defenseless people. They never deserved what I did. I remember killing this crippled old man. I shot him in his face after he had surrendered. I would then burn their bodies. Some of them were alive. There was this beautiful young woman, I took her right there and then. Afterward, I turned and set fire to her. As she stood there burning, she made these horrifying sounds. I stood and watched her screaming in pain and agony.” 

Athan began running his hands through his own facial hairs. He paused and saw Jenny was still sitting down, in tears. Rumors began to spread far and wide even within his own group of men. Both sides wanted him dead. President Johnson had pronounced the gang of terrorists, traitors to the United States. She had both looks of shock and horror stretched across her face as she sat down and listened to his horror story. 

He leaned back into the rocker. She didn’t know what to say to him that could ease his pain. Boy, how she must have loved her husband, to sit there and listen to all the carnage. Some of the rumors were that Athan himself was present that night that John Wilkes Booth assassinated President Lincoln. 

When the war had finally ended, he knew for a fact that men would be coming from miles and miles, wishing to hang him. Athan, however, thought he would be safe once he got married and settled down. But, after the presence of the three men and now the sheriff coming to call, he began to rethink the situation. He looked deep into her soul, hoping that he could find some retribution for his actions. 

“You want to hear the heartbreaking part?” he continued. “I was promoted to major. A promotion! For the things I did. Can you believe it? Most of the men who rode with me, I heard, were hunted down like a wild animals and hanged.”

Memories flooded his head as if a flash flood had overrun a riverbank. He cleared his throat. 

“Most of the boys who rode with me hated me. Hell, I couldn’t blame them. I remember shooting Spider and he had his back to me. Mostly because he was emptying his bladder. Odus was terrified I was going to kill him next. Shade and Xenophen didn’t know what to make of it. They kept their eyes glued to me the whole time while we slept.”

His bloodbath raged on, he heard wailing. Guns blazing, horses whinnying and people screaming all in the distance of the darkness. Tears rolled down the face of his beloved wife as she sat there listening. He stopped himself from going on with the rest of the story. 

“I don’t blame you a ‘tall if you packed up and left,” Athan said as he turned his head from her, returning to the darkness.

“Athan Marion Lee, how dare you judge me? I have loved you since the day we met. Yes, what you have endured is something I cannot possibly understand. That was then. We have a family now, and if you want, we can leave here. We can go anywhere you wish us to go. Anywhere as long as we are together,” said Jenny. She leaned over and kissed him on his lips. 

“Now, you better go on back to bed. I’ll be along shortly,” he told her. 

Athan looked pleased. He kissed her back. Before they could do anything else they heard the screen door slam shut. Their son, Tim, was awake and coming up to his mother and father, rubbing his eyes.

“Pa?” asked Tim.

“Yeah, Son, anything wrong?” asked Athan.

“Nothing, sir. Can’t sleep. May I sit with you for a spell?” the youngster asked. Tim crawled up on his father’s lap without waiting for an answer. 

“Sure, son,” his father said with a soft tone. 

They both sat there in his rocker, pushing off their feet to make it go back and forth. Tim put his little boy arms around his father’s upper torso. His father looked down and memories flooded back to when he was born. Tim began to nestle closer to his father and it wasn’t long before the boy was asleep. His father lifted him up into his arms carried his limp, sleepy body back inside the house and placed him back to his own bed. 

Another glorious orange sunrise! The lowly Plymouth Rock rooster pecking around the farmyard and soon began making a high-pitched, squawk-like sound as he flapped his wings. Athan hit the floor while the others remained asleep. He immediately got up went over to the pitcher and bowl that were in his and his wife’s bedroom and began filling the bowl with water to clean his face. 

He reached down and got back on his dirty bib overalls he had worn from the previous day and placed his brown leather boots with the pull-up straps back onto his sore feet. He walked past his sleeping wife, deciding to let his family sleep if they wanted. He was going to go and start the day by hoeing his garden. 

Jenny rolled over after hearing the screen door shut. Figuring on Athan going to work, she decided that she would get up as well to start fixing breakfast while her husband worked for a while and the children were still asleep. She began the day by getting dressed after she splashed herself with water that Athan left in the bowl. 
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