
        
            
                
            
        

    

Praise for India Hayford and The Song of the Blue Bottle Tree

“The Song of the Blue Bottle Tree is a spellbinding journey through the heart of the South, where magic whispers in the rustling leaves and redemption hangs heavy in the air. The story’s richly drawn characters linger long after the last page is turned. A haunting, vivid tale of resilience and self-discovery that proves home is not just a place but a state of being we carry within us.”

—Amanda Skenandore, author of The Medicine Woman of Galveston

“It gives Where the Crawdads Sing and The Glass Castle vibes. I can’t recommend it enough.”

—Cowboy State Daily (Wisconsin)

“Gives you everything you want in a Southern gothic novel, served up in a fresh, nervy new voice in this wonderful debut. I didn’t want the story to end, but when I came to it, the ending was especially rich and satisfying. Don’t miss this one.”

—Elizabeth Hardinger, author of All The Forgivenesses

“Hayford debuts with a poignant tale of ghosts and found family …  Hayford seamlessly weaves the supernatural elements with lush details of the Southern landscape. Readers are in for a treat.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A quiet offbeat novel about homecoming, memory and the strange ways we carry the past. There’s a hint of magical realism here, but it’s subtle and lived-in—more front porch story than fairy tale. Hayford’s prose is measured and unfussy, letting the setting and characters carry the weight. It won’t be for everyone, but readers who appreciate a strong sense of place and a slightly sideways look at Southern life will likely find something to hold onto. The Song of the Blue Bottle Tree is a modest, well-crafted debut from a writer who clearly knows the land she’s writing about and treats it with both honesty and care.”

—Arkansas Democrat Gazette

“India Hayford is an intrepid writer whose appealing prose immediately engages as she sets her characters on worthy, but treacherous paths toward their individual redemption. Bursting with offbeat, colorful personalities, beguiling pastimes and unsung heroes, The Song of the Blue Bottle Tree is a rousing story of good over evil, brought to life with skill and heart.”

—Donna Everhart, author of Women of a Promiscuous Nature
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PART 1

ALABAMA, 1813–1829




PROLOGUE
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Owl is always with me. Even when my human feet are planted firmly on the ground and her pale wings shine against the burning blue sky, our hearts beat together. Our earliest memories are of steep glens scored by tumbling burns and the everlasting mist beading our feathers. In that land of stark beauty and little peace, tribes fought each other as savagely as they fought interlopers from the south and from over the northern sea. When the sea people established settlements along the coast, the tribes absorbed them, merging bloodlines and mythologies. Invaders from southern climes crashed against the ferocity of Caledonia, then built walls to avoid being invaded themselves.

My first plunge away from Owl and into a human body ripped our souls asunder. As a small girl, I recalled our shared past, but my recollections faded as adolescence quickened my blood. Owl carried the old memories for both of us. When I flew with her in my dreams, I remembered everything, only to forget again upon awakening. In that first mortal life, I became the mother of mothers. Some of my daughters and granddaughters inherited the Sight while others had only glimpses of Knowing. My sons and grandsons saw nothing but the world’s reality.

Once the death of that mortal body restored our souls to each other, Owl and I watched over our children, generation upon generation. Invisible to all but a few women of extraordinary imagination and vision, we followed them out of the glens and across the sea to a land as savage as the one they left behind. In this raw country, for reasons known only to the ancient spirit who created us, I again woke in a mortal body with Owl flying above me and only the memory of a memory of being something other than human.




CHAPTER 1

OWL
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Perched in a catalpa tree fifty yards from the gates of Fort Mims, Owl patiently waited for Death. A small, terrified Negro boy ran toward the palisade walls from the pasture where he’d been tending cows. He stumbled, sprawled onto his stomach, and leapt up to run again.

A week earlier, the same child had raced into the stockade, shouting, “Indians! Indians in the woods!” Believing a long-anticipated attack was imminent, Major Daniel Beasley ordered the gates closed and barred as armed men ran to their battle positions at portholes in the walls and along the bastion. White settlers, mixed-blood Creeks, and enslaved Africans huddled in the crowded yard, held their collective breath, and braced for an attack that never came. Days passed without so much as a glimpse of an enemy warrior. Anxiety waned and irritation waxed among Fort Mims’s occupants. At last, Major Beasley sternly reprimanded the child for having too much imagination and sent him back to the pastures to mind the cows. He unbarred the gates and people returned to their daily activities.

Beneath his professional façade, Beasley seethed with resentment. He’d been assigned to the insignificant makeshift enclosure and its quarreling inhabitants when civil war broke out between rival branches of the Creek Nation in August of 1813. Determined to keep their land and their traditional ways, the nativist Red Stick Creeks vowed to destroy the Lower Town Creeks and their American allies. So far, the only fights had been between Beasley’s own soldiers.

The wide-eyed child dashed through the open gate and seized the arm of the first adult he saw. Breathless with panic, he gasped, “Indians! Out in the woods, thick as hair on a dog.”

The accosted soldier seized the child and shook him so hard that his head snapped back and forth like the tip of a whiplash. “You little liar. I’ll show you what happens to boys who holler wolf once too often.”

Five minutes later, the humid August air reverberated with the slap of leather against skin. Childish shrieks punctuated each blow. Tender-hearted folks sought the far edges of the enclosure, palms pressed against their ears to block out the heart-rending sobs. Others, less sensitive to brutality and still irritated by being unnecessarily confined to the fort for a week, watched the flogging without wincing.

Sickened by the child’s cries and frustrated after twenty-four fruitless hours of labor, Delpha McCain lumbered past the gaping spectators and through the unguarded east gate into the countryside beyond. Her mother caught up with her halfway across the field that surrounded the fort.

“Where do you call yourself going?” Morag demanded, grabbing her arm. Delpha shook off the restraining hand and kept trudging toward the trees. “You’ll drop that baby right out here in front of God and everybody.”

“Don’t care,” Delpha panted. “I’d rather have it in the shade with snakes for midwives than spend one more minute inside that madhouse with all those whining, fussing, stinking people.”

Morag sighed. The trees might veil dozens of hostile Indians, but all in all, she’d about as soon face a band of warriors in full war cry as challenge Delpha in one of her moods. She looked back at the fort. Its fragile palisade enclosed her grandchildren and almost five hundred other souls. It wasn’t much, but if the little cowherd wasn’t lying, it was safer than being caught out in the open. Despite the first false alarm, Morag believed the child. His fear fueled her own.

Delpha moaned as another contraction caught up with her. She stopped in her tracks, grinding her teeth against the pain. Once the seizure eased, she resumed her determined trek toward the relative coolness and privacy of the forest. Morag caught her lower lip between her teeth, wondering if she could bodily drag Delpha back into the fort.

I’d have about as much luck dragging the fort to Delpha, she thought. Reluctantly, she followed her daughter.

The unfortunate child’s shrieks had barely ceased when a militia scout galloped past Owl’s catalpa tree on his way to the compound. Catching sight of Morag and Delpha, the rider turned his horse’s head toward them and cantered across the rough ground, waving an arm to catch their attention. The elegant lines of his face bespoke a mixture of races in his ancestry.

“Ladies,” he said, lifting his hat slightly. “Y’all need to go on back to the fort. The Red Sticks are coming. It ain’t safe out here.”

Delpha glared at him. “It ain’t safe in there,” she said, fiercely imitating his mountain drawl. “Dan Beasley just beat the stuffing out of a harmless boy for even suggesting an attack is coming. Mind he doesn’t do the same to you.”

The man’s eyes shifted to Morag. She nodded. His face hardened. “I’ll see what I can do to convince him. In the meantime, y’all head on back into the stockade to be on the safe side.” He touched his hat brim and urged his horse toward the open gate. Turning her back on him, Delpha tromped doggedly toward the trees.

A few feet from the beckoning shade, another contraction rumbled its way through her distended body. Her clutching fingers found Morag’s wrist, and she pressed her tongue hard behind her teeth to keep from moaning aloud. She swore to make this seventh pregnancy her last. James wouldn’t like it, but too bad for James. It wasn’t him walking in the hot sun, dripping with sweat while a Negro boy screamed for his mother. No doubt James was comfortably ensconced at a colleague’s house in St. Stephens where he’d gone to reestablish his law practice. James liked country life but had reluctantly acceded to her insistence that they move back to town. She ignored her part in his absence and devoted herself to resenting his desertion of her and their children at a bad time.

No amount of law is going to convince the Red Stick Creeks to share Alabama with us. He should just take us back home to South Carolina.

In James’s absence, the two oldest McCain sons had collected Delpha, Morag, and the four youngest children from the farm and conveyed them to Sam Mims’s ragged collection of buildings. The surrounding fence was barely sufficient to keep a cow in, much less keep the Red Stick Creeks out. Delpha hated the stockade, hated the people crowded into it, hated the damned Indians who kept her from laboring in her own home. She hated that primitive dogtrot cabin, too. Their house in South Carolina hadn’t been elegant, but it had been made of sawn lumber, had glass in the windows, and looked out onto a city street lined with similar houses. She glared at the tree stumps and churned-over dirt that marked the buffer around Fort Mims. She was sick of looking at ugliness, of hearing ugliness. At least the Negro child had either had his last lick or passed out from pain. Thank the Lord he’d shut up, whatever the reason.

Morag set her teeth against the bruising strength of Delpha’s grip and gazed across the pasture to distract herself until her daughter’s latest contraction subsided. A flicker of movement in the forest on the far side of the clearing stopped the breath in her lungs. She wrenched her wrist from Delpha’s fingers, smacked her hand into the small of the woman’s back, and pushed her toward the shelter of the forest’s edge. Owl swooped out of the catalpa tree to circle over the fort.

“What?” Delpha stubbornly dug her feet into the sandy soil and pressed her free hand against the bulge under her apron. “Ma, quit shoving me! Give me a second to catch my breath.”

“Hush, Delpha,” Morag whispered fiercely. She hauled Delpha’s arm across her own shoulders to support and hurry the laboring woman’s footsteps. “They’re coming.”

She dragged her uncomprehending daughter into the shade of the trees just as the first war cries shattered the air. A narrow game trail unfurled at their feet. Morag dove down it like a scared rabbit, towing Delpha in her wake.

Addled by labor, Delpha stumbled a few feet forward, then glanced back toward Fort Mims. Hundreds of warriors poured from the forest and across the clearing. Some of them carried tree limbs that they jammed into the portholes. With the firing holes plugged, the attackers hacked at the walls. Soldiers shot from the bastion, but as soon as one Indian fell, another took his place. They ripped open the flimsy walls and poured into the compound.

Delpha tore her hand from Morag’s grasp and lumbered toward the fort. “No! My babies are in there.”

Morag grabbed Delpha’s long braid and jerked her deeper into the trees, thanking God that the warriors had not chosen that section of forest for mounting the attack. The younger woman took a wild swipe at her mother. “Let me go, you old witch. My babies—”

Morag swung her around and slapped her so hard across the face that she nearly fell. “If there was any chance of saving them, do you think I’d still be here with you? Move, Delpha. Now.”

Stunned by the shock of being hit and by the screams and gunfire from the fort, Delpha obeyed. They forced their way twenty yards down the game path before the next contraction clobbered her. Something popped and a stream of water poured from between her legs. She wrapped her arms around the nearest tree for support, her lips drawn back in a grimace. Her moan rose to a high keen. Morag wrapped her arms around both Delpha and the tree she clung to, providing what comfort she could, her soft breasts warm against her daughter’s back. When the contraction eased, Delpha turned in her mother’s arms and tearfully returned the embrace.

“My babies …”

“C’mon, lass,” Morag whispered into her tangled hair. “Keep going.”

Inch by hard-won inch, they fought their way through the underbrush, driven on by the sounds from the fort. Upon reaching a small clearing next to a creek, Delpha could go no farther. When babies are ready to come, they come. She squatted on the ground and began to push.

Something crashed down the game path toward them. Morag leapt up and grabbed a broken branch, ready to fight off whatever threatened her daughter. One of her half-Creek neighbors stumbled out of the undergrowth. A painted warrior burst into the clearing right behind him. Before the neighbor caught his balance, the warrior shattered his skull with a single vicious blow of a red-painted war club. The unfortunate neighbor sprawled on the creek bank like a rag doll, one lifeless arm trailing in the water. The Indian spun on the ball of one foot to face the women.

“You get on out of here!” Morag shouted, threatening him with the branch as if she held a steel claymore instead of brittle wood. He leapt toward her. She lunged forward, aiming the tip of the branch at his chest. The Creek knocked her poor weapon aside with contemptuous ease. To his utter astonishment, Morag leapt at him like an infuriated panther, her clawed fingers missing his eyes by the width of a straw. Bloody tracks followed her broken nails down his cheek. Swearing, he backhanded her. She stumbled sideways from the blow and hit the ground on her right hip. With a big smile, he raised the red club again.

A rock thudded into his right elbow and his nerveless hand dropped the club. Another rock cracked him in the jaw. Reeling from the impact, he dodged the third rock and grabbed Delpha’s arm to prevent her from throwing the fourth rock grasped in her fist. She ducked her head and sank her teeth into his wrist until they contacted bone. He yelped and tried to shake her off, but she bit down harder as the strongest contraction yet dropped her to her knees. She howled with fury, fear, and pain. Her victim howled in unison.

Owl landed on a branch above Delpha. Spreading her wings above the laboring woman, Owl spoke harshly to the warrior in the language of owls. He didn’t heed the bird’s warning but twisted his free hand into Delpha’s hair and yanked it viciously, trying to pry her teeth out of his wrist. Owl dropped out of the tree and drove her talons straight into the man’s eyes.

The blinded man grabbed his face with both hands, screaming. Blood poured between his fingers to splatter on the ground. Morag scrambled across the forest floor after the club. Gripping it in her fist, she sprang to her feet. With all the strength in her wiry arms, she slammed the club sideways into the warrior’s head. He collapsed into a heap, bloody and still. The silent owl circled overhead, waiting to see if he got up again.

‘Ma!” shrieked Delpha. A tiny dark head protruded from between her legs. Morag dropped the club and caught the child as it slid into a world that smelled of blood and death. A single cream-and-honey-colored feather floated down, brushing the newborn girl child just as she drew her first breath. Using the hem of her skirt, Morag gently cleared the baby’s nose and mouth.

“A daughter,” she said. She held out the child to Delpha, but the exhausted, grief-stricken woman waved her away.

“I don’t want it,” she said. “Drown it in the creek.”

“You know I won’t do that,” Morag said gently. “Take her. She’s beautiful.”

“You try to hand that thing to me again, I’ll throw it in the creek myself.” Delpha crossed her arms over her chest, shivering so hard in the August heat that her teeth clicked together.

“Delpha …”

“It’s the reason my children are dying!” Delpha cried in anguish. “Kill it! Kill it while there’s still time!”

She groaned and collapsed to her knees as the last stage of labor began.

Morag gathered the baby girl to her breast and backed away, too shocked by Delpha’s words to go to her aid. Keeping her mind a perfect blank, she carried the child upstream of the dead men and knelt beside the flowing water to wash the birth fluids from the baby’s body. Owl perched in a heart pine nearby, watching.

As soon as the last stage of labor ended, Delpha abandoned the bloody afterbirth and stumbled back to the edge of the forest where she could see the fort. Morag didn’t even look up to watch her go. Clutching the baby girl to her breast, she sat cross-legged on the sandy streambank, rocking back and forth, and wondering which screams filtering through the trees belonged to her other grandchildren.

Fort Mims died hard. Man, woman, and child fought until every one of the five hundred lay dead in the ashes of the fire or were pulled off into the unknown by their captors. Delpha, Morag, the baby, and Owl kept silent vigil as their family, their friends, and their enemies perished in the onslaught of violence and fire. Delpha perished, too. She just didn’t die.




CHAPTER 2

EMILIE
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The morning I turned seven, I woke up knowing my Aunt Cillie was dead. I loved her so much that I thought the loss of her would kill me. I bawled until I scared my usually unflappable father, who couldn’t get a sensible word out of me. When my parents finally realized I was crying over Papa’s sister, Cillie, my mother stomped her foot and furiously smacked her hands together like she wasn’t any older than I was.

“I oughta slap it halfway to Sunday for pitching such a fit,” she snapped. “Scaring us like that. The very idea! You hush that crying, you!”

“Stop, Delpha,” Papa said. He scooped me out of my tangled sheets and nightgown, pulled my dress over my head, and carried me out the door.

In the stable, I sat sniveling on a milk pail while he tacked up his big black horse. He lifted me onto the saddle, climbed on behind me, and carried me straight to Cillie’s house. She was in the garden peacefully hoeing weeds in the summer heat when we rode up. I dropped off the horse like a stone into a river, not waiting for Papa’s helping hand.

“Aunt Cillie! Aunt Cillie!”

She looked up from her work, astonished to see me running toward her, shrieking like a dozen threatened killdeer. I flung my small body against her legs and threw my arms around her knees, howling with grief. Aunt Cillie bent down to hold me close and whispered soft words of comfort while I gasped and gulped against the rough homespun cotton of her skirt.

She looked up at Papa as he looped Black Jack’s reins over the fence. “James, what on earth?”

He shrugged, the left side of his mouth twisting up into his peculiarly sweet smile. “Well, Priscilla, she woke up hollering and all we could get out of her was that she was worried about you. Delpha …” His voice trailed off, but just saying my mother’s name was enough. Aunt Cillie wasn’t stupid. She could just about imagine what my mother said.

She scooped me up in her strong arms and carried me over to the well house for a cool drink of water. Wetting the hem of her apron, she gently washed my face. I calmed down a little bit, but the sense of loss didn’t evaporate even when she hugged me and said that she felt just fine. She and Papa shared a laugh over what they assumed to be my silliness and assured me I’d just woken up from a real bad dream. I didn’t argue with them—it was never a single bit of use to argue with grown-ups over anything—but when Papa lifted me back onto Black Jack’s saddle and we rode off, I leaned sideways, watching Cillie wave to us.

“It’s a tater snake! You look out for that tater snake!” I cried.

“Tater snake?” said Papa. He laughed and kissed the top of my head. “Honey, you need to use a curb bit on that imagination of yours.”

The road took a left-hand turn and the trees hid Cillie from view. I never saw her alive again. A few hours later, she leaned down to sack up some potatoes she’d just dug out of the ground. The big old timber rattler hidden in the next clump of potato bushes struck her just below her collarbone and just above her heart. Myrt, her twelve-year-old daughter, heard her scream and came running out of the house to see Cillie stumbling across the garden, mindlessly crushing her cherished tomato and okra plants underfoot. She fought for each breath as Myrt half carried, half dragged her back to the house and put her to bed with a wad of white bread pressed to the bite to draw out the poison. Myrt ran straight down to the river where Uncle Matt was working on the gristmill, but by the time they got back to the house, Aunt Cillie was dead.

Papa didn’t say a thing about me taking on so right before Cillie died, probably because he didn’t know what on God’s green earth to say. When Uncle Matt brought the sad news to us, my mother spun toward me, staring like I’d turned into a tater snake myself. She never had much to do with me, but after Cillie died, she stayed as far from me as she could get.

Following the funeral, my mother and Papa loaded Cillie and Matt’s four children in the wagon for the ride to their grandmother’s house, where they’d stay until Uncle Matt decided what to do with himself and with them. In those days, motherless children didn’t often live with their fathers, who worked in the fields from can’t see to can’t see. Aunts, cousins, and grandparents shifted their own families a smidge to take in a child here and a baby there.

Melly, the cousin closest to my own age and my best friend, waved to me as the buggy pulled away from the front of the house. I wanted her to come live with us in town, but my mother didn’t like children, motherless or not. Even with her eyes puffy and red from crying, Melly was the prettiest little girl I ever saw, with true Irish blue eyes and black hair that fell below her shoulders. I sometimes wondered what I looked like, but when I asked my mother, she just said vanity was an ugly vice in a person. All I knew for sure was my hair shone bright and pretty when it fell between my eyes and the sun, a color Papa called blond, and my mother called dirty yeller. I liked blond better. Our dog, Lemon, was yeller and my hair didn’t look a thing like his. Aunt Cillie told me I had cat-green eyes, whatever that meant. All our cats had eyes gold as a gourd, except blue-eyed Tibby, who was deaf as a gourd. She also told me that a rich lady in town had an honest-to-goodness mirror. When she held it up to her face, she saw herself looking back, clear as day without the distortions of gazing into still water. I spent a good amount of time plotting ways to sneak into Mrs. Claiborne’s parlor and borrow her mirror without getting caught. Alas, all the plans had fatal flaws. Years later, I finally saw my reflection in a cousin’s parlor mirror. I wasn’t what I expected or hoped, but I could’ve been worse.

After the wagon disappeared, Granny Morag took my hand, and we walked down the green tunnel of trees that arched over the road between our house in St. Stephens and the family burying ground. We still lived in Alabama in those days, surrounded by forests so thick that a person had to peer up through branches if she wanted to see the sky. Papa had begun to talk about a place called Arkansas Territory far to the west of us. Granny Morag teased him about having itchy feet, though she’d moved many times in her life and was always willing to go someplace new. Our people are like that, gathering up a bunch of families as intertwined as the design on Granny’s cairngorm brooch, and heading out to see what was down the road a piece. That day, though, the road only ran between our house at one end and Aunt Cillie’s new grave on the other.

“Can I live at your house forever, Granny?” I asked as we trudged toward home.

“I reckon your mother and papa’d miss you if you were to do that.”

“My mother won’t care,” I said. “She don’t even talk to me anymore, and she calls me It when she talks to Papa about me. He told her she hurts my feelings, but she don’t care.”

“I’m right sorry to hear that,” Granny said. She sighed. “Child, your mother wasn’t always this way. I wish you could’ve known her in the old days.”

“Before I killed all my brothers and sisters?”

“What?” Granny looked at me, shock radiating across her face.

“At Fort Mims. My mother said Andy and Abner and Sarah and Jerusha and Maggie and little Johnny had to get killed by the Indians so I could get borned.”

“Emmy, that’s not true.“

“Owl and me, we saved you and my mother, but we couldn’t do nothing for the folks in the fort. They just got cut to pieces or burned up, and wasn’t a blessed thing we could do. I said sorry, but she told me to hush, that there wasn’t no owl and if there was, it didn’t care about nobody but me.” I looked up at Owl, floating gracefully through the treetops, sunlight glinting off her pale feathers. “Is that why I’m the only one who can see Owl?”

Granny took a firmer grip on my hand. “Is Owl here now?”

I nodded and pointed. “She’s right up there.”

Granny glanced up. I watched her search the treetops. Her eyes widened when they found Owl, who had lit on a tree branch above us.

“You see her!” I said excitedly. “You see her, don’t you?”

Granny shrugged. “I see something, child, like a bright glow in the shadows. Could be Owl. Probably is Owl, but I never had much of the Sight, and I hardly see at all now.”

“You saw her at Fort Mims. She fought that Indian with the red club.”

“Your mother tell you that?”

“No, ma’am. I saw you hit the Indian with the club after Owl and me punched his eyes out.”

Granny’s step faltered a moment, but she recovered quickly and kept her steady pace, her hand still wrapped around mine. “Did you dream about Fort Mims?”

“No, ma’am. I was there. Wasn’t till after I slid out of Owl into me that I started dreaming stuff. Now I can only fly with Owl in dreams.”

Granny stopped to grasp both of my hands in hers. She stared into my eyes, and I looked back, shivering a little, knowing she was about to say something that would change my life forever. “Mo chridhe, my heart, listen carefully to me. To be able to fly with Owl is a wonderful gift, but even in this time and place, there are fools who would call it witchcraft. It should stay a secret between us and not be shared with others. Do you understand?”

“No,” I whispered. “I don’t understand, but I won’t tell no one else about flying.”

“Have you told anyone else?”

“Only my mother when she said it was my fault the Indians killed her real children.” I didn’t tell Granny that my mother had slapped me so hard that I’d hit the cabin wall before I hit the floor. I raised my hand to my face, still feeling the blow, still seeing the fear and loathing in my mother’s face as she turned away and left me to stem the flow of blood from my nose by myself.

Granny sighed. “When he comes by to get you this evening, I will ask James if you can stay with me for a while. I don’t think he will say no. He loves you, too, and he is not so blind that he can’t see …”

“That my mother don’t love me,” I said softly. Granny didn’t protest. Aunt Cillie would’ve scolded me gently for saying such a thing and insisted that of course my mother loved me. My breath caught in my throat as I thought of Uncle Matt standing in the open grave, reaching up to take Aunt Cillie’s carefully wrapped body from Papa. He laid her gently as could be on the cold dirt, even though he could’ve dropped her and she’d have not known.

“In Scotland, we called knowing what is going to happen the Sight,” she said. “Seeing is a hard burden, Emmy, but it’s a gift, too.”

“It’s not just something wrong with me?”

“No, ma’am. Nothing wrong about it, but it scares folks who don’t understand it.”

“You’re not scared. Do you have it?”

Granny shrugged. “I can tell when a storm is coming. Usually know whether a baby’s going be a boy or a girl.” She looked up at Owl, who was flying up and down the road. “Now that I know she’s there, I can see Owl, after a fashion. Nothing more. My mother, now, she had the Sight.”

“Did she dream?”

“No. She told me once that Knowing came to her like a flash of sunlight through clouds.”

“Tell me a story about her.”

“Child, you’ll be the death of me, always demanding stories and more stories.” She fell silent. From the thoughtful expression on her face, I knew she was thinking over the folk tales, family lore, and history that filled her head, wondering which one was most appropriate for the occasion.

In a community blessed with many grand storytellers, Granny Morag stood out. She not only knew the stories of her own youth, but word by carefully memorized word could recite dozens of tales handed down through generations of McCorkles and associated families. Whenever our sprawling clan of aunts, uncles, and cousins gathered, someone was bound to ask her to relate a tidbit of family history or a sweeping tale of raiding and fighting in Scotland’s Highlands. Some of my sorrow ebbed as Granny chose a story and began to speak, the flow of her accent washing over me like the ripples of a cool stream on a hot day.

“My mother’s name was Una, and she was the most beautiful mother in the whole of Scotland. Mo màthair means ‘my mother’ in the old language, but us children called her Mà. She was a midwife.”

“What’s a midwife?”

“Someone who helps babies come into the world and teaches their mothers how to take care of them. Mà had an advantage over other midwives: she always knew exactly when a baby was ready to come into the world. No one ever had to call her to come to a birth. She got there in plenty of time every time. Better yet, she brought more live babies into the world than other midwives. She was kind from the marrow of her bones. People felt comforted as soon as she walked into a room.

“Now, the McCorkles were related to Clan Gunn by blood, not that it ever did us much good. Mà was a Gallie by birth and also bound to Clan Gunn. The Gallies were even poorer than the McCorkles, a hard thing to manage. Pà farmed land that never belonged to him, no matter how hard he worked. Each harvest, the clan leaders forced him to turn over half the crop to pay for the right to grow any crop at all.” Granny sighed, remembering. “Some years, that left us a little more than nothing to eat through the winter. Even in good years, there was no extra fat on any of us. Thanks to Mà, we lived a little better than we might have otherwise. Folks paid her with eggs or wool or whatever they had to spare. We lived in Bràigh Mhàrr near a clutter of poor houses called Ach’ an Droighinn. Mà called it the coldest place in Scotland.”

She fell silent. We walked for a while, then I said, “When you were born, she said you were the bonniest bairn she ever brought into the world.”

Granny looked down at me, surprised. “Did she say that?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Hmm.” She thought about that before continuing her story. “Branches of Clan Gunn sprawled across half of Scotland. Most of them were canny enough to avoid taking sides when James Francis Stuart challenged the Hanover king for the throne in 1715. Unfortunately for the McCorkles, John Erskine was the Earl of Mhàrr. His father left him with debts so deep they’d have drowned an honest man, but John Erskine helped the Sassenachs force the Act of Union down Scotland’s throat, knowing the Tories would richly reward his perfidy. When Queen Anne died, the old blackguard was more than willing to become a Whig to please King George, but the new government didn’t trust him a lick and booted him clear back to Bràigh Mhàrr. Thus, insulted and deprived of a good living, Erskine decided he was a Scot and a Jacobite after all. He went to war in the company of other romantic, shortsighted fools, and dragged his clansmen in his wake, willing or not. After he managed to snatch defeat from every Jacobite victory, he left Scotland to bleed and spent the rest of his life in France.”

“You don’t like him,” I said.

“John Erskine was a fool, and I have no use for fools.” Granny laughed a short little laugh that indicated nothing was funny. “Ah, the Scots. Still fashed over events that happened before any of us were born.”

“Did y’all leave after that?”

Granny’s laugh was genuine this time and I brightened to hear it. “No, child. My parents weren’t even born then. ’Twas my great-grandfathers that got dragged off into that fray.”

We trod in silence for a while. When I got tired of watching my bare feet make little puffs of dust on the road, I said, “Well, what happened next?”

“Not bored listening to old history?” she asked, amused. I shook my head vigorously. I’d never been bored by a story yet, and I surely wasn’t bored with this one. “All right, then. Well, you’d think the McCorkles might’ve had the sense to stay out of politics after that, but no. In 1745, Charles Edward Stuart turned up. His followers called him Bonnie Prince Charlie. My father called him something far less elegant. Clan Gunn tolerated the Hanover government well enough, but Robert McCorkle headed our family at the time. A more brainless man never lived. He chose romance over common sense and backed the wrong horse as surely as John Erskine had done thirty years earlier. To make a long tragic story short, the Jacobites fought a losing battle from the first and a lot of them died at a place called Culloden. Charlie abandoned his Scots armies, absconded to the continent, and never looked back at the blood that had been shed in his name.”

“Did you meet Bonnie Prince Charlie?” I asked. “Aunt Cillie told me he was tall and handsome and noble, and Flora MacDonald risked her life to save him because she was so in love with him.”

Granny sighed. “God rest her dear soul, sometimes I think Cillie was well named for she said some very silly things. She was a McCain. Most of Clan McCain was murdered at Glencoe and most of the few that remained alive went to Ulster and then to America decades before Charles Stuart stuck his long nose into Scotland. The Jacobite rebellion is just a romantic story to your father’s family.

“No, lass, I didn’t meet Charles Stuart. I was born half a dozen years after his boat sailed from Skye, but I grew up on the stories of that horrible time. The McCorkles suffered the consequences of choosing the wrong side. Clan Gunn decided that cattle were more profitable and a good deal less trouble than defeated, discontented Jacobites. To make room for cattle, the Gunns ousted us from the houses and land our ancestors had occupied for a dozen generations. If folks didn’t move fast enough because they were old, ill, or just too stubborn to leave, the Gunns paid men to knock the houses down over their heads. I was just your age when the Gunns drove my family from our home.”

Her mind had drifted far away from the Alabama forest and me, and I knew my hand in hers had become that of a long-lost little sister. Granny never told me this story, but I could’ve told her just as easily. I’d been there, flying high above the dispossessed family with the Scottish rain dampening Owl’s feathers.

“We didn’t have much to pack, a little sack apiece and another sack of food. ’Twas near midsummer when we started off. The heather spread a blanket of purple across the mountains, so beautiful in the rain. It was always raining in Bràigh Mhàrr, and our plaids were too thin to keep us warm or dry. The twins were only two months old, neither boy bigger than a good-sized kitten, and so quiet. ’Tweren’t natural for bairns to be so quiet. Mà, my older sister Sian, and I took turns carrying them, wrapped up in our plaids against our bodies to keep them warm. My special charge was my little sister, Aila. She was three, a bonny little girl with hair so red you could warm your hands against it.”

Granny’s voice caught in her throat. I didn’t look at her, but I knew she was crying all the same. I slid my hand up her arm and hugged it to me.

“It wasn’t your fault, Granny,” I said gently. “Aila ran after a butterfly while you were tending one of the babies. She tripped on a rock.”

“Tripped and fell into the burn. Went under and we never saw her again. The water was so fast and deep we couldn’t even find her wee body,” Granny whispered. “We looked most of a day before we went on.”

“Owl and me flew downstream and in a bit, the wisp of her came out of the burn and drifted into the air after the butterfly. Aila didn’t know she’d drowned. She was laughing.”

“Was she? Thank you, Emmy. It helps to think of her still chasing the butterfly.”

Owl brushed by us, silent as if she were not there at all. Granny lifted her hand toward the glimmer of light she saw. “It took weeks to walk to the lowlands, and it rained the whole time. The twins took ill and died within an hour of each other. No fuss, no warning, just a wee flicker, like pinching out a candle flame. Our hearts were already so broken none of us could so much as cry. Mà wrapped them together in a blanket and we buried them on a hillside above a loch whose name I’ve long forgotten.

“When we finally got to the lowlands, we found nothing there to sustain us. The people laughed at our Gaelic, our poor clothing, and our bare feet. Pà found us some work on a farm, but so many had been driven from their homes in the north that the landlords could get by with paying us a pittance. No sense in complaining; there was always someone else willing to take our jobs for next to nothing. Mà delivered babies, and served as a wet nurse for those women who couldn’t or didn’t want to feed their own bairns. The four of us lived on the ragged edge of starvation to save our bits of silver for boat passage across the water to Antrim in Ireland. We hoped life would be better there.

“Antrim was a lovely green land, and we found a place among other exiled Scots. Pà found work on one of the big Protestant plantations. The job came with a cottage barely big enough for the four of us, but we were grateful to have a roof over our heads. Mà kept delivering babies. Sian followed in her footsteps. Me, I had no gift for coaxing babies into the world. I spun thread and knitted or wove it into cloth to bring in my part of the living.”

“Now you’re teaching me,” I said. She’d recently built me a handloom just big enough to make towels.

“And now I’m teaching you,” she echoed, smiling down at me. “You have a talent for weaving, Emmy. As soon as you’re tall enough to use the big loom, there’s no telling what wonders you’ll be able to produce.”

“We’ll be home soon, and you haven’t told me the rest of the story.”

“There’s not much left to tell.” I looked at her expectantly. She rolled her eyes. “Well, then, I’ll make a long story short. I grew up to be beautiful, though you’d hardly think it to see me now. Men offered me—” She broke off and looked down at me. “What is it about you that makes me forget I’m talking to a child?”

“Don’t know, Granny. What did they offer you?”

“Never mind that. Mà told me to be careful about who I gave what, and so I was. I made sure I caught the eye of Andrew Cathcart, the plantation owner’s youngest son. Ah, what a scandal when he up and married me, a laborer’s daughter who barely spoke English. His father disowned him. John Cathcart was a hard man, and there was no love lost between him and his sons. Andrew said his father rejoiced to have a reason to drive him away. His two elder brothers had already gone to America. They sent us passage money. It broke my heart to tell my parents and Sian goodbye, but I never for a moment regretted leaving Ulster. The Sassenachs bound our lives there with enough laws to strangle a bullfrog.

“Halfway across the ocean, I discovered I’d outsmarted myself. I made Andrew Cathcart fall in love with me because he was a hardworking, pleasant-looking young man who had a good future ahead of him. What I didn’t figure on was falling head over heels in love myself!” Granny laughed, a sweet faraway look easing the sadness that had darkened her face. “We landed at the port of Charleston in South Carolina. Andrew’s brother, David, met us there. He took us to his indigo plantation and helped us get our feet under us. By the time your mother arrived, we had our own land, our own cows, and our own bit of cash money. We weathered the war against England well enough. When the Continental Army surrendered at Charleston, Andrew and both his brothers slipped away to join Francis Marion’s little band of irregular warriors. They deviled the British for the rest of the war.

“I wish you’d known your grandfather, Emmy. You like stories—ah, the stories that man could tell, and no one ever sure whether they were true or not. He just laughed when anyone asked and said to draw our own conclusions. Your mother and papa got married and produced your brothers and sisters, bonny bairns, every one of them. James took to reading the law and Delpha … well, there was a time when she was a happy woman. I wish you could’ve known her then, Emmy.”

“Me, too,” I said softly. “How came y’all to move where the Indians didn’t want you?”

“Your papa wanted something different than what he had. James is a fine lawyer, but working in his office and in the court day after day chafed him. One day he walked into the house, said he’d bought land in a place called Alabama, and we were all going to live the lives of free people instead of town drudges. Delpha was horrified. The rest of us thought it sounded like a grand adventure.” Sadness edged back into her voice. “Delpha hated Alabama. She liked living in a nice house and being admired in the community. The big dogtrot cabin out by itself and all the hard physical labor needed to make a living off the land didn’t suit her at all. She finally pitched such a fit that James agreed to move us back to town. He traveled to St. Stephens to look for a house and a new office. While he was gone, the Creeks rose, and we went into Fort Mims. You know the rest.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said. “I do.”

My mother never forgave Papa for being gone when the Indians attacked. As far as she was concerned, he and I shared responsibility for the disaster at Fort Mims. Once my mother took against a person, didn’t anything change her mind.




CHAPTER 3

EMILIE
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The population of St. Stephens declined sharply in the years after Alabama became a state. First, folks moved the capital from St. Stephens to Cahaba. Cahaba flooded too often, so the government moved north to Tuscaloosa. As his clients slipped away to more prosperous towns, Papa saw the writing on the wall, or at least the numbers in his ledger. Everything he heard or read about Arkansas Territory stoked his desire to leave Alabama once and for all. He tried to reason with my mother, pointing out his declining practice in St. Stephens and the opportunities for a fresh start west of the Mississippi, but she raised such hell and made everyone so miserable each time the subject arose that he finally quit talking about it.

A year after I moved in with Granny, Papa built a new house on Renfro Road, a shady side street near his office. The house included a cozy room for Granny and me under the eaves. Being at the top of the house, our room got a little warm in the summer, but during the cooler months, it was perfect except for the proximity to my mother. She did not welcome me home with open arms.

Granny happily abandoned the dark cabin where the chimney never drew properly and set about making our attic bedroom pretty and comfortable. She spread the bed with slightly yellowed but beautifully embroidered linens she’d stored since leaving South Carolina so many years before. In the rush to reach the spurious safety of Fort Mims, she forgot the linen chest. When she returned to the ashes of the family farm, the box still sat in the shade of a big oak, unnoticed and unmolested by the Indians.

Half the reason Papa built the house on Renfro Road was to give my mother something new to play with to distract her from her dark memories. At first, she took pleasure in the smooth floors and window glass that came all the way from New England. She entertained her friends in the morning and Papa’s family and business associates at supper. My childish presence was not required on these occasions or any others. She appreciated Granny’s help with the chores since Papa adamantly refused to buy a slave to take care of the housework, but she didn’t want me no matter how hard I worked.

Every year on the anniversary of the massacre, my mother drifted down to the creek to sit on a rock and gaze into the stream, reliving memories worn thin with grief. She returned to the house at dusk, bitter and even more short-tempered than usual. Mealtimes were always a misery, but at the end of her annual day of mourning, things were a thousand times worse. The smallest noise I made grated on her.

“You drink like a horse! Do not suck the water up. Put the glass to your lips and let the water flow into your mouth.”

“Quit snatching food off your fork! Pretend you aren’t an unmannerly little savage and place the food into your mouth like a lady.”

“Will you stop that ungodly chewing noise? Eat in silence or don’t eat.”

While I cringed under the lash of her tongue, Papa and Granny kept their eyes on their own plates and ate as if they couldn’t wait for the meal to be over. Papa explained that defending me would only anger my mother. When she lost her temper, she flung crockery and cruel words with equal abandon. When her voice became shrill enough to be heard by folks passing by in the street, Papa worried that her lack of self-control might impact his own reputation and business. Better to let her correct me in a bitter undertone than enrage her by saying no one could eat a raw carrot in complete silence or that it was normal to click a spoon against a plate occasionally.

“Sit up straight. Don’t hunch over your food like a dog protecting a bone.”

After many spoiled suppers, Papa allowed me to take my plate upstairs to eat on the little table in the room Granny and I shared. If my mother noticed my absence, she didn’t mention it.

Though she was a fine weaver, Granny’s true genius lay in baking. Every Monday morning, the aroma of fresh gingerbread and sourdough loaves enticed neighbors onto their porches to sniff the fragrant air. Some loaves fed us and some she sold to folks who lacked the means or inclination to bake their own.

My mother often helped Granny knead and pat the loaves into shape. On the days when her face relaxed into smooth placid lines, I stood next to her and shaped small balls of dough for rolls. Other days, her lips straightened into an iron line at the sight of me, and cruel words piled up behind her teeth, waiting to fly like arrows into my heart. When she scowled like that, it behooved me to make myself scarce as feathers on a frog.

One bright frog-feather morning, I edged out the front door and peeked around the corner of the house to see them in the kitchen area, up to their elbows in bread dough. The clay oven already emitted the delicious smell of the first batch. As soon as I was sure their backs were to me, I darted down the road and around the corner to the stable.

Donovan’s Stable lay blessedly out of sight of our house. The stable became my place of refuge soon after I carried my little pile of belongings into Papa and my mother’s house. I spent a week noting the comings and goings of the stable hands and chose the dinner break as the best time for my secret visits to the horses. As soon as the boys walked down the street toward the boardinghouse, I sneaked through the stable door and breathed in a lungful of horse-scented air. For a precious half hour, I stroked soft noses and fed the horses green grass or windfall apples I’d stuffed into the pocket tied around my waist. I doted on Papa’s horses, Black Jack and Lou, but I never stinted any horse in the stable. Even Lady, who wasn’t much of a lady, got her share. One day, she didn’t think she got her share fast enough and bit me on the shoulder as I walked by her stall on my way to see Lou. During my discussion with Lady on why biting was a bad idea, a heavy hand fell on my uninjured shoulder.

My captor marched me straight across the road to the stable owner’s office, a tidy room that smelled like leather and rosewater. A middle-aged woman with white-streaked hair looked up as I stumbled across the threshold. Frowning slightly, she pushed aside the papers she was working on and looked me up and down while the stable boy explained where he’d found me and what I’d been doing. My bitten shoulder ached, but worse, I feared she would forbid me to ever set foot in the stable again. I pushed my tongue hard against the roof of my mouth, determined not to cry. McCains don’t cry much, especially when someone’s around to observe the tears. The first words out of her mouth surprised me.

“Which horse bit you?”

I gulped and looked down at the traces of blood on the point of my shoulder. My mother would pitch a hissy fit if I didn’t get the stain out before she saw it. “Um, the bay mare with the snip on her nose. We … we talked about it, ma’am, and I know she won’t do it again.”

“You talked about it,” the woman said, “with Lady?”

“Yes, ma’am. She doesn’t like being shut up in the stall and gets impatient if I don’t pay attention to her first.”

The stable boy looked at the woman. “Little girl’s right about that. Never known Lady to bite when she’s out on pasture.” He loosened his grip on my shoulder. “You’re James McCain’s daughter, aren’t you?”

“Yes, sir.”

He laughed, a rolling wonderful sound. “Honey, I ain’t no sir, but I thank you kindly for the courtesy.”

The woman’s stern mouth twitched. “Malachi, go get me some water and a couple of clean rags.” He disappeared through the door. “What’s your name, child?”

“Emilie McCain, ma’am.”

“Pleased to meet you, Emilie. I am Cleda Donovan. You may call me Miss Cleda.” She moved around the desk, lifted a small chair from a peg on the wall, set it down, and gestured at me to sit. “Let’s see how much damage Lady did to your shoulder.”

“It’s just a little ol’ nip,” I said earnestly. “My mother—” I bit down on my tongue to keep from saying my mother could pinch harder than Lady could nip. “My mother’s going to be real unhappy about the blood stain, though,” I finished lamely.

A long arm extended through the doorway holding a small bucket of water and some white rags. Miss Cleda took them. The arm withdrew. “Well, let’s see what we can do about cleaning you up.”

By the time she cleaned the bite and sponged the blood from my dress, Miss Cleda and I were the best of friends, bound by our love of horses. She spoke to Papa and received permission for me to help Malachi in the stable. She even paid me. I put the little bits of coins into the bag I’d made with my first small weaving and hid it securely in the weaving shed where only Granny and I ever ventured. I was more comfortable in the stable and horse pastures than anywhere else. Horses liked me. Before long, I was on my way to being almost as strong as Malachi and almost as good a rider as Miss Cleda.

My mother deplored my preoccupation with horses, calling the work unwomanly and deriding me when I came home smelling of the stable. When shaming words didn’t convince me to stay home with an embroidered sampler in my hands, she locked me in my room. I climbed out onto the porch roof, eased my body over the edge, and dangled by my hands for a moment before dropping to the ground. I twisted my ankle a time or two before mastering the trick of collapsing my knees and rolling as soon as I hit the ground, but I limped to the stable anyway. At the end of work, I climbed the big oak next to the house, jumped from tree to the porch roof, and climbed back in through the window. With my mother, out of sight was out of mind and it never occurred to her I’d leave the house. Granny figured it out when she took me a bite to eat for dinner and found the window open, but she never said a word.

Papa was as preoccupied with his law business and local politics as I was with horses, so it took him a good while to notice what was going on. One morning he unexpectedly returned home just in time to see me lowering myself from the porch roof. I dropped and rolled right into his legs, knocking the air plumb out of my lungs. He snatched me up off the ground in a relieved hug, then held me at arm’s length to give me a good shaking.

“What in tarnation do you call yourself doing, Emmy?”

When he quit shaking me and my head quit rolling around on my shoulders, I said, “Miss Cleda’s expecting me to work. My mother said nice girls don’t work in stables and that I wasn’t to set foot out the bedroom door. So, I didn’t. I went through the window.”

He let go of me and hid his face in his hands. His shoulders shook as hard as he’d shaken me. For a second, I wondered if he was crying, but when he raised his head, his eyes sparkled, and his cheeks glowed red with suppressed mirth. “How long you been doing this, sugar?”

“About a week.” I squared my shoulders. “Please, Papa. Don’t tell me to stay home and work on that sampler. I hate embroidery. It pure-dee makes me want to stab myself to the heart with a needle.”

He straightened to his full height and looked down at me. “Your mama just wants what she thinks is best for you.”

I straightened up to my full height and looked up at him. “She doesn’t care one whit about me, and we both know it. She shut me up because Miss Carolyn Autrey said she was surprised y’all let me work at the stable. Miss Carolyn should mind her own business.” Seeing his face tighten, I caught desperately at his hand. “Papa, please. I’ll—I’ll die if I can’t be with the horses.”

He sighed and looked up at the roof. “Can you get back through the window?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, get on up there, then, and I’ll see what I can do.”

I tucked the hem of my skirt into the waistband of my apron and scrambled up the big oak. Conscious of his eyes on me, I walked out onto the big branch nearest the house, arms outstretched for balance, then leapt across a good six feet of space to land on the roof. I waved to him. He dabbed his forehead with the back of his hand before waving in return. I ducked through the window and sat down on the bed to wait.

Before long, a murmur of voices drifted up the stairs. I hurried over and pressed my ear to the door, trying to make out words. The murmur rose in volume until I didn’t need to stand at the door to hear the things my mother shouted. I sat back on the bed and clamped both hands over my ears. At last, the house shook with the slamming of the door. I looked out the window to see her storming across the yard toward the creek. She always went to the creek when she got upset. A few minutes later, Papa left by the front door and headed back toward his office. My heart plummeted. Then he paused to look up at my window. I clasped my hands under my chin, beseechingly. He smiled, pointed at me, then toward the stable. I threw up my arms and ran for the stairs. I never did finish that sampler.

The argument about my job drove one more wedge between Papa and my mother, but it didn’t really matter. For the sake of his professional reputation, Papa put on an excellent public face, but at home, with my mother alternating between ignoring and excoriating him, his expression drooped into tired, bitter lines that made him look a decade older. He had never liked St. Stephens, and as our home life deteriorated, he looked for a way out.

Not long before I started working for Miss Cleda, two of Papa’s cousins, Gordon and Hugh McCain, moved their families west to Arkansas Territory. They extolled the beauty and fertility of the place in every letter they wrote, and with every letter, Papa became more determined to join them. One day, Papa announced he intended to leave St. Stephens and start anew in Arkansas. My mother pitched a fit and fell in it, but he made no attempt to soothe her. He simply sat and waited for her to be done. When she ran out of ugly things to say, she stalked out of the room, and didn’t speak to anyone for days.

After she calmed down, he told her he didn’t expect her to accompany him to Arkansas. He explained, patiently and gently, that she, Granny, and I could stay in the St. Stephens house and he’d send us money to live on. Wives and children often remained behind while the head of the family went to the new place to build a house and clear land in anticipation of a reunion. Many families did reunite. Others wound out the separation indefinitely. Sometimes a deserted wife waited a year or two before having a long-departed husband declared legally dead. Papa promised my mother he’d make that part easy if that was what she wanted to do. Her response was to fling a bowl through the nearest window and storm off to the creek.

As she sank deeper into her bitterness, my mother ceased entertaining her few friends and quit accepting their invitations. When Papa invited business associates or family for supper, Granny and I prepared the meal and put it on the table. My mother stayed upstairs huddled in bed under a blanket, no matter how hot it got. If it hadn’t been for Granny, she’d never have bothered getting out of bed at all. Each morning, she stood like a doll while Granny coaxed her into a housedress and brushed her fine black hair into a knot at the back of her head. Once she was dressed, Granny led her downstairs, holding her hand and talking in a soft encouraging voice the whole time. I brought up the rear in case she decided to turn and bolt back to her room. Granny settled her into a rocking chair in front of the parlor window, put a piece of knitting or fancy needlework in her hands, and there she sat staring through the glass at nothing, day after silent day.

The night before my eleventh birthday, a terrible dream woke me out of a sound sleep and left me gasping for breath. Beside me Granny slept on, her lips fluttering gently with each exhaled breath. On the floor below our room, the door of my mother’s room opened and gently closed. Stealthy steps crept down the stairs. I told myself she was just headed to the privy. I told myself, but I didn’t believe me. I eased out of bed. Granny stirred, mumbled, turned onto her side, and continued to sleep. I slipped into the dark upstairs hall in time to hear the front door latch click into place. Silent on bare feet, I ran down the stairs and onto the porch in time to see my mother, fully dressed right down to her best bonnet, crossing the yard. I ran after her and caught her skirt in my fist.

“Please don’t,” I begged. “Mama, please don’t do this.”

She slapped me so hard across the face that I stumbled back and fell flat on my bottom.

“Don’t you dare call me Mama,” she hissed. “You are not my child. You are a changeling put in place to torment me through life. My babies are dead and all that’s left is … is fairy trash.”

She kicked me twice, then stalked down the forest path toward the creek. Later I wondered why I didn’t call Papa or Granny to stop her. I still don’t know. Instead, I got to my feet and followed in her wake, unseen in the light of the waning moon. The air stirred as Owl glided silently through the trees. For a moment, I experienced the eerie sensation of watching myself and my mother through Owl’s eyes. That vision layered on top of reality made me so dizzy that I put out my hand to steady myself against a tree trunk.

By the time I regained my balance, my mother was nowhere in sight, but I knew where she’d gone. I ran along the path and reached the deepest part of the creek just as she waded into the rushing water, carrying a rock so large that she staggered beneath its weight. Her apron pockets bulged with the shapes of other stones. Halfway across, she dropped to her knees, then leaned backward and sank beneath the water so gracefully that neither she nor the rock she clutched to her breast made so much as a wave.

Owl settled on a branch of a magnolia tree. I braced myself against its trunk. We waited a very long time there in the shadows, but my mother never came back up.




CHAPTER 4

SUSANNA
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Two minutes after Susanna Ross drove her wagon and oxen team into St. Stephens, the older ox stumbled to a stop in front of Donovan’s Stable. Dan, never as sturdy as an ox should be, dropped his head to his knees, then crumpled to the ground. Bill bawled in distress as the yoke that held them together twisted his head toward his fallen partner. Susanna dropped the staff she used to guide the oxen and crouched at the fallen animal’s side. He lifted his head a few inches in response to her entreaty, then let it fall with a thud on the packed dirt.

“Oh, Danny,” she moaned, rubbing his rough head. “Oh, Danny, don’t give up now.”

Shuddering gasps stirred the blood-tinged froth on his mouth. She tried to decide what to do next, but exhaustion dulled her brain. In her peripheral vision, she saw a small figure dart out of the stable.

“Malachi! Malachi! Help!” the child cried over her shoulder as she ran toward Susanna and the oxen. “Ma’am, we need to unhook the yoke.”

The yoke, thought Susanna. She jerked her chin to acknowledge what should’ve been obvious to her and set about releasing the dying animal from his wood-and-leather bonds.

The little girl edged toward Bill, murmuring to the frightened animal in a low soothing drone. He cocked an eye at her, bawling plaintively. She patted his neck and pulled the bow pins from his side of the yoke. Malachi arrived to lift the apparatus off the distressed animals. Poor Dan breathed a sigh of relief, closed his eyes, and slid gently away from hard work and pain. Susanna plopped down in the dust next to him, strands of red hair scraggling into her face, hands loosely curled in her lap, too stunned to cry.

“Go fetch Miss Cleda, Em,” Malachi said softly. To Susanna he added, “I’ll put the ox in yon pasture, ma’am.” He wasn’t sure she’d heard him and repeated the words a little louder, eliciting a shrug from her.

“Can’t pay for pasture,” she said. “He’ll be fine.”

“We don’t charge folks for a bit of grass,” Malachi said mildly.

“I don’t take what I can’t pay for.”

“So, you can work it off cleaning stalls later.”

Susanna shrugged listlessly. Malachi looped a rope over Bill’s horns and led him away.

Emilie sprinted into the building across the road. A moment later, Cleda surveyed the sorry scene from the door of her office. “Emmy, run get her a cup of water, would you, please?”

“Already got it,” Emilie said from the room behind her. “That ox is dead, ma’am.”

“Looks like,” Cleda agreed.

Susanna grasped the proffered cup of water in both hands and drained it in three gulps. Emilie took the cup and ran for more. Cleda slipped a strong hand under Susanna’s arm and helped the woman up. “You can’t do him a bit of good sitting here in the dirt, child. Come inside out of the sun and let Malachi and the boys take care of him. They’ll move your wagon out of the road, too.”

Susanna pulled her arm away and knelt next to the fallen animal.

“Goodbye, Danny,” she whispered. She reached out and stroked the downed ox’s broad head. “You’re a good boy. You’re such a good boy.”

She caressed his face one last time and rose to her feet without aid. Emilie stood in front of her, solemnly holding out the cup of water like an offering. Susanna managed a nod as she accepted it.

Hiding sympathy beneath brisk efficiency, Cleda introduced herself and Emilie. Susanna rendered up her name in return. “Have you friends or relatives in St. Stephens, Mrs. Ross?”

“No, ma’am.”

Emilie turned on her heel and dashed up the road like a scalded cat. Cleda smiled, knowing where she was headed and who would return with her. “Come on inside out of the sun.”

“My cart …”

“Won’t nobody bother it.”

Susanna followed Cleda into the cool dimness of her office and drooped onto the chair shown to her. She wasn’t a drooping sort of person, but losing Dan was the final straw of thousands piled onto her back, far worse than losing Charlton. He had been thirty-five years her senior when she married him at sixteen to get away from the crowded Appalachian Mountain cabin that contained eight younger siblings and parents who dealt with poverty and misery by drinking themselves insensible every chance they got. Charlton didn’t drink and she didn’t have to share his cabin with anyone but him, but beyond that, her lot hadn’t improved much. He had married and buried two wives, neither of whom produced children, and he regarded Susanna more as a housekeeper, nurse, and farmhand than as a wife. Since she hadn’t expected much from marriage, she tolerated the times he did treat her like a wife and set about the endless work in silence. When she suggested giving a home to her two youngest siblings, Charlton muttered, “I ain’t fixin’ to raise another man’s whelps,” and that was that. That suited her fine. She’d been taking care of children since she was old enough to lift a baby out of a cradle and had no desire to keep serving as a nursemaid.

They barely managed to scrape a living from the thin mountain soil. Susanna made soap, cured meat from the pig they sacrificed each fall, raised chickens for eggs, tended the vegetable garden, cut firewood, built a loom to weave cloth, and one horrible sowing season when their old horse died, suffered herself to take its place, dragging the plow across the rocky field while Charlton guided it in more or less straight lines. Afterward, he told her she made such a fine mule that he thought they’d save money and not replace the plow horse. Aching in places she hadn’t realized she had places, blistered across her upper chest where the modified harness had rubbed hour after weary hour, Susanna was not amused. The furious explosion from his usually stoic wife shocked Charlton into silence and backed him halfway across the room. He quickly found somewhere else to be and said nothing more about Susanna’s fitness to be his mule.

Over the twenty years of their marriage, Charlton gradually shifted most of his chores to Susanna, claiming cutting wood or hauling water made his heart pound so he thought he’d pass out. Fishing and hunting didn’t seem to hurt him, until one day he came home and collapsed into a heap on the ground, so weak he could barely lift his arms to hand over the string of fish. Susanna hauled him into the cabin. She thought he might die, but he soon rallied enough to holler her name every time he wanted a cup of water or for her to carry his thunder mug to the privy because the smell bothered him. After a week, he felt good enough to enjoy being an invalid. He sat in a cane-seat chair in the breezeway between the cabins and interrupted her work a dozen times a day. Sometimes he wanted the blanket over his lap straightened. Other times he thought of a story he wanted to tell her.

“Charlton, quit interruptin’ me,” she told him the fourth time he bellowed her name in a single hour. “I ain’t never gonna get them taters dug iffen you don’t let me alone long enough for me to do it.”

He pulled a long face, complete with trembling lower lip. “Aw, sugar, I know it’s hard for you to have a poor sick old man on your hands. It’s okay. You go on and do your little chores. I’ll be fine here on my lonesome.” As he spoke, his hand crept up to his chest. She wanted to slap his lazy jaws so hard his teeth rattled but instead turned on her heel and marched back out to the garden.

Days stretched into weeks, then into years. Susanna kept the house, tended the garden, cooked the meals, chopped the wood, fed the animals, hauled water from the creek, washed clothes, spun thread, wove cloth, did fence and building repairs, and hunted and cleaned game to supplement their thin food supplies. Charlton shifted his chair from sunny spot to sunny spot, always keeping her in sight so he could offer her the benefit of his advice. “Might want to chop that kindling a little thinner, Sue. Won’t catch fire good if it’s too thick. You check the henhouse for eggs this morning? Won’t do to let a black snake get away with our eggs.”

She thought about running away every time he opened his mouth. The only thing that prevented her leaving was a lack of anywhere to go. She’d never traveled more than a dozen miles from the cabin she’d been born in and had not the vaguest idea what might be beyond the farthest ridges she could see.

One day a lone horseman rode up the narrow track to their cabin bearing an official letter. Charlton took the proffered letter with a stiff nod while Susanna silently brought the man a cup of well water and a cold buttered biscuit. They could ill afford to share, but she stubbornly observed the strict traditions of highland hospitality with the best the house had to offer. The letter deliverer, a mountain man himself, recognized their poverty and was reluctant to take food from their mouths, but he was even more reluctant to offend the woman who held out the water and biscuit to him. He stood by his horse to eat his small meal, thanked Susanna for the treat, then departed down the steep path with a sense of relief.

Neither Susanna nor Charlton could read. They took turns examining the letter, turning it over in their hands and running their fingers across the wax seal that held the folds in place.

“You ever seen one of these?” Susannah asked Charlton. He shook his head. “What do we do with it?”

“Ben Patton down in Swannanoa might could read it for us. Reckon it’d be a long walk for you, Sue, but there ain’t no one around here what reads.”

The idea of a day away from Charlton’s constant carping lifted Susanna’s heart. The thought of going among so many people dropped it right back in place. She hid both thoughts behind a mask. “Reckon I could set out before sunup and be home in time to do the evening chores.”

“Naw, honey, don’t you go leavin’ too early. I druther you get the mornin’ chores done and fix me my breakfast egg first. Boil me a couple extra eggs and maybe fix a little pan of cornpone for dinner and supper. I can make do with cold food till you get back. You can bide the night in town with your Patton cousins, leave early, and be back home in time to fix my breakfast.” He patted her hand, smiling like he’d just given her a big present. “Do you good to see your family and have a little rest.”

She’d have fed him the damn letter if she thought he’d have any idea what he’d done to make her so mad. Instead of cramming the paper down his self-centered craw, she simply nodded, folded it into the pocket of her apron, and went out to see if the hens had been good enough to produce the three eggs Charlton considered his due.

The next morning, she set the boiled eggs on the table next to a small round of cornpone and left while Charlton still sprawled on his back in bed, mouth open, sawing logs loud enough to scare mules for a mile in every direction. The sound of his snores followed her down the track, fading gradually into the blessed silence of the predawn woods.

It took her over three hours to walk down the mountain to Swannanoa. Townsfolks going about their business produced more bustle than she usually saw in a year. She sucked up her courage and walked down the road to the Pattons’ house. Relief broke the rigidity of her countenance when she caught sight of her cousin Carreen feeding chickens in the yard.

“Well, hey, Carreen. You’re talkin’ to them chickens like they got better sense than you do.”

Carreen’s smile lit up her whole face. “Well, hey, yourself, Susanna. Come on over here so I can hug your sweet neck.”

Susanna swung the gate open and submitted to Carreen’s embrace. She wasn’t much for hugs, but it felt awfully good when Carreen launched into one. After enthusiastically rocking Susanna back and forth for a moment, Carreen took her hand and pulled her toward the house. “I got coffee on the stove. You look like you can use some. Did you walk all the way here this mornin’?”

Susanna nodded, the thought of a hot cup of coffee rendering her speechless. When had she last been able to afford coffee? She followed Carreen out back to the kitchen and listened to her cousin chatter about family events and doings as she poured out a mug of steaming fragrant coffee. Carreen’s dress was plain but whole and unstained, and she wore neat leather shoes on her feet. Unconsciously, Susanna curled up her bare toes. She should’ve thought to bring her own shoes to put on once she got to town. The soles were so thin they’d never have lasted the walk, but she could’ve worn them in town.

“Sit! Sit!” Carreen urged her toward a pair of chairs on the back porch. “Did you come into town just to see me or are you on some kind of special mission?”

“Both.” Susanna’s first sip of coffee burned both her tongue and her lip, but it tasted so good she barely noticed. She sat the cup on the porch railings and pulled the folded letter from her pocket. “Somebody brung us this yesterday. Wanted to see if Ben’ll tell us what it says.”

Carreen took the letter and studied the writing on the front. “I reckon he will. He’s at the store right now but he’ll be home for dinner. Want to wait or take it to him now?”

“Wait. I can stay the night if you’ll have me.”

Carreen flew at her for another hug. Susanna gasped out a warning. “Don’t you knock my coffee over!”

“More where that came from,” Carreen said as if a spilled cup of coffee was of little consequence. She settled back into her chair and picked up her own cup. “Tell me what’s been happenin’ up on the mountain.”

Susanna wrapped her hands around the pottery mug for comfort and opened her mouth to say everything was just fine and dandy. To her shock, the truth about Charlton and the sad condition of the farm tumbled out instead. She kept her gaze fastened on her coffee, too ashamed to meet Carreen’s eyes. No one listened as intently as Carreen, and that morning, she outdid herself as a sympathetic listener. By the time Susanna pressed her lips together again, she felt like she’d been talking for an hour, though only five minutes passed between start and finish. Carreen waited a moment to see if she had anything else to say, then straightened up decidedly.

“I’ll send Sam back home with you. He can take care of the heavy chores and haul Charlton’s lazy butt around if it needs haulin’.”

Susanna sat up, alarmed. “I didn’t set out to cause Sam extra work.”

“Sam’ll be happy as a hog in a wallow up on the mountain. Israel and Abel like workin’ at the store, but Sam pure-dee hates being walled up waitin’ on fussy old ladies. He’ll think choppin’ wood and haulin’ water is a holiday. No. Don’t argue. It’s settled.”

Susanna didn’t argue. She wanted Sam’s good-natured company as much as she wanted help with chores, and Carreen was speaking the truth about Sam preferring almost anything to store clerking. She stiffly nodded her assent, unable to trust her voice. Carreen drank the rest of the coffee in her cup and stood up.

“Come on upstairs and let’s find you something to wear. That dress is more patch than dress.”

Susanna bolted out of her chair, eyes flashing. “I appreciate Sam’s help more than I can say, but I did not come here lookin’ for handouts. My dress is fine!”

Carreen met her fiery gaze without flinching. “Susanna, you and me both came from nothin’. Our fathers were drunks, our mothers were too beaten down to take care of us, and neither of us ever had so much as an extra pair of drawers to call our own. We’re cousins, you and me. Closer than cousins, and you know it. Don’t you treat me like I’m some condescendin’ church lady lookin’ to make you feel beholden.”

Susanna clenched her fists in her apron. “I don’t need—”

“You may not need, but I do,” Carreen said fiercely. “When I married Ben, I landed with my butt in the butter. I got more than I need, and what the hell good is havin’ nice things if I can’t share ’em with you?”

Despite her determination to hang on to her pride, Susanna burst out laughing. “Well, Carreen, you may’ve made your way into town society, but you still talk like a girl without a lick of upbringin’. I thought you gave up cussin’.”

Carreen grinned back at her. “You’re enough to make a preacher cuss. C’mon, Sue, it’s just an old butternut-dyed linsey-woolsey dress that I’m too fat for. What am I supposed to do? Tear a perfectly good dress into dishrags?”

An hour later, Susanna wore the dress to the midday meal with Ben, Carreen, and their three sons. Once the dishes were cleared away, she handed Ben the letter and twisted her hands in her lap while he broke the seal and unfolded the single page. He read in silence for a minute, then looked up with a smile.

“Says here Charlton’s been granted a bounty-land warrant.”

Susanna frowned. “What’s that mean?”

“Bounty land is a grant of free land that the government gives men to reward them for military service. I helped Charlton apply for a bounty-land warrant a couple of years ago. This is the warrant. He can use this to apply for a land patent, which will give him ownership of a piece of land.”

“First I heard tell of it,” Susanna said suspiciously. “Why would the government just hand over free land to someone?”

“It’s a reward for military service,” Ben repeated patiently. “Charlton served in the army during the Revolution. Any noncommissioned officer or enlisted man who served five years can apply for a land warrant.”

Susanna thought that over. Charlton rarely missed a chance to regale her with tales of his daring exploits with the Overmountain Men. She’d learned early on how to nod her head and look interested while concentrating on whatever task she was working on while he jabbered. She still thought he was lying about shooting Bloody Banastre Tarleton at King’s Mountain, but maybe she owed Charlton an apology for doubting he’d served at all.

“Wonder why he never told me.”

“Maybe he didn’t want you to be disappointed if nothing came of it.”

Susanna shrugged it off. “Well, I know now. Where is the land?”

“Arkansas Territory.”

“And where in the hell is Arkansas Territory?”

Ben turned to Abel. “Son, run get me that slate of yours.”

Slate and chalk in hand, Ben drew a rough map. “Here’s North Carolina. To get to Arkansas from here, you go through Tennessee and cross the Mississippi River.”

“Long way?”

“Hundreds of miles.”

Susanna sat back in her chair and crossed her arms over her breasts. “Horses’ll hatch from persimmons ’fore Charlton Ross travels that far for anything, and if he does, I ain’t goin’ with him.”

They all laughed at her and before long, one side of her mouth curved up in a reluctant smile. “So what we got here is a useless piece of paper lessen we want to walk clear to Arkansas Territory.”

Ben shook his head. “Don’t have to take the land. You can sell the warrant or trade it off for something you want more than free land. Tell you what: I’ll go back up the mountain with you tomorrow and talk to Charlton myself. We can take the horses, get you there a lot quicker so you don’t have to leave quite so early in the morning.”

To Susanna’s shock, Charlton loved the idea of leaving the thinsoiled, worn-out mountain farm, though he wanted a nice piece of flat fertile bottomland in Alabama instead of the wildlands of Arkansas. Announcing it would do him good to spend a little time in town himself, he borrowed a mule from a cousin and rode into Swannanoa in half the time it took Susanna to walk the same distance. He made himself at home with the Pattons and enjoyed sitting on the porch of the store with other old men, talking about the war, the weather, and the price of horses. Eventually, he struck up a conversation with a man who owned land in southwestern Alabama. Upon hearing about Charlton’s windfall, the man decided Arkansas sounded like the greater adventure. Charlton gladly exchanged his land-bounty warrant for the deed to land near St. Stephens. He accepted a handful of dollars from Sam Patton for the farm and bought a cart, two oxen, and a few supplies for the trip.

“What do you want with a broken-down old place like this?” Susanna asked Sam as he helped her load the pieces of her loom into the cart. Charlton supervised from the breezeway. “Can’t barely grow enough garden here to keep us from starvin’.”

“You’re growing the wrong thing,” Sam told her. “I figure on growing corn to make liquor, then selling the liquor to buy whatever I need.”

The trip south started out bad and got worse. Rain transformed the wagon road across Alabama into a shallow river of mud. What little food they had molded in the humidity. Unable to afford lodging, they huddled under the poor shelter of the cart or under trees night after night. Susanna missed the solitude of the mountains; her stomach twisted into a hard knot every time they met other travelers on the road. Charlton’s temper, never sanguine, flared at each inconvenience and challenge. Though she was as stoic as any woman who ever walked beside a yoke of oxen, Susanna lost patience with him and shot back at his sharp-tongued criticism with her own well-aimed verbal arrows.

By the time they reached southwestern Alabama, they cordially hated each other. The sight of the land that Charlton had so blithely purchased horrified them both. What wasn’t low and soggy along the banks of a bush-lined creek was almost as rocky and uneven as the mountain land they’d left behind.

“Lord, if we didn’t climb out of the skillet and fall straight into hell,” Susanna muttered, struggling to improvise a tent from a blanket and a rope strung between two trees. Charlton crouched on the seat of the cart, her best quilt held over his head against the misting rain, bitching about the persistent pain in his shoulder and neck and Susanna’s slowness in providing him with shelter.

“I shoulda never let you talk me into this,” he hollered at her. “We shoulda stayed in Carolina where we was comfortable, but no, nothing would suit you but us leavin’. Well, I reckon you don’t think it was such a good idea now.”

Susanna looked down at the rusted hammer in her hand and thought about using it to murder Charlton instead of pounding stakes she’d earlier carved from tree branches.

“You hurry yourself up with that tent and get a fire started. I’m about to freeze to death and I’m so hungry my stomach is grating against my backbone.”

Susanna tossed the hammer under the poor shelter of the blanket to keep from acting on her dark thoughts. She stalked to the back of the cart and dug up a few cold biscuits she’d tucked away from supper the night before. Wordlessly, she tossed the napkin-wrapped package into Charlton’s lap, then carried a pile of bedding from the cart to the makeshift tent.

“These here biscuits is full of weevils and ain’t fit to eat. You tryin’ to kill me, woman?”

Oh, if only I could, thought Susanna. She arranged the bedding, then went back to pick weevils out of the biscuits while Charlton harangued her.

“Don’t clean them biscuits with me sitting right here in the rain. Get me down and under that tent, then you can fix my supper proper. Surely that ain’t all you packed us to eat.”

“It’s all we got till this rain lets up and I can build a cook fire,” she said tightly. “Here, give me your arm.”

His weight nearly bore her to the ground but at last she got him tucked away beneath the peak of the blanket. Sprawling across the pallet she’d laid, Charlton took the biscuits with ill grace and gestured at the two oxen grazing near the stream.

“You oughta hobble them critters. We’ll surely be up shit’s creek should they wander off.”

“They never wandered off yet. They ain’t likely to wander off now.”

A wind sprang up from the north, turning the mist into a steady rain and driving it sideways into the open end of the tent.

“I’m gettin’ wet, woman! Do something about that openin’. Naw, you can’t have this here quilt. I’ll freeze for sure without it.”

“Well, what do you want me to do then, Charlton? Take my dress off and use it for a door?”

He growled in response and flicked a weevil off the half-dissolved biscuit in his hand. “Should never’a let you talk me into this.”

Susanna didn’t hear him. Another noise distracted her, a dull rumble that rose through the soles of her bare feet as surely as she heard with her ears. Thunder? Something about the sound swept her back to childhood. She stood still, watching the small creek flow past their camping spot, trying to resurrect the memory. Before her eyes, the water began to rise. She stared, uncomprehending, for a long moment, then her breath caught in her lungs.

“Oh, dear Lord,” she said aloud. “Charlton, it’s about to come a flood. Help me get the team yoked up and the cart to higher ground. C’mon! C’mon!”

Charlton struggled to his feet and stood in the falling rain, toothless mouth agape, watching the creek lap its way toward them. The dull rumble increased to a roar. Susanna ran to the oxen, calling them by name and urging them back toward the cart by smacking their shoulders with the flat of her hand. By the time she got them to the cart, water lapped around her ankles. She lifted the yoke.

“Charlton! Help me!”

Wondering what on God’s green earth was keeping him, she looked up to see a wall of water drown the overflowing creek. A high-pitched silly scream ripped itself from Charlton’s throat. Grasping the quilt around his neck, he stumbled toward her as fast as he could move.

“I’ll manage Danny. You get—” She broke off in astonishment as Charlton ran past her, shrieking with each step, ignoring her, the oxen, and the cart that held every blessed thing they owned. The water rose from her ankles to her knees in seconds. Swearing, she secured the yoke. Had the team not trusted her utterly, she’d have been lost, but they backed up to the cart and let her hook them in even as the water rose clear to their bellies and higher. By the time she guided them away from the stream, the water was waist deep, rising fast, and so strong that it would’ve knocked her off her feet had she not had a solid grasp on Danny’s side of the yoke.

“Sue! Sue! Over here!”

She peered through her straggling hair to see Charlton fifty yards away, beckoning to her from higher ground. The water lapped at the underside of her breasts. The oxen bawled plaintively as the water swept a small tree into the side of the floating cart, skewing it sideways, almost pulling them with it. She shouted encouragement over the sound of the water, nudging, patting, smacking Danny’s shoulder to drive him on. Bill followed his partner, eyes rolling with terror.

Something shifted beneath her bare foot, throwing her off-balance. Despite a desperate grab at Danny, she toppled backward. The water closed over her head. For a moment, she thought she was lost, but she bobbed back to the surface, gasping and spitting. Danny and Bill moved steadily toward dry ground. She caught the back of the cart as it passed and let the animals tow her through the water. When the wheels of the cart made purchase with the rocky ground, she gasped with relief. She looked up to see Charlton staring at her, still not making a move to help. Getting her feet under her, she used the sides of the cart to pull herself forward until she could lead the oxen out of the water. Despite Charlton’s shrill demands for attention, she kept going until they reached the top of a strange little round mound that stood above the land around it. Relatively sure that the flood wouldn’t cover the mound, Susanna threw her arms around Danny and stood stock-still to catch her breath.

“Sue! Help me! What’s wrong with you, woman? Can’t you see I’m in a bad way?”

Die, you useless son of a bitch. See if I care.

She turned her head to see him staggering toward her, water lapping at his heels, his hands clutching and clawing at his chest. Gathering the last of her resolve, she let go of Danny and steeled herself to assist her filthy, stinking coward of a husband. Charlton saved her the trouble. He hit the ground like a poleaxed bull. By the time she knelt by his side, he was dead as last year’s pumpkin vines.

She scraped out a shallow trench beneath a pair of pines, thinking about how the rocks she kept hitting dulled the edge on the shovel. Charlton was a big man despite the weight he’d lost on the trip. When she went to move him, she couldn’t budge his bulk, no matter how hard she dug in her heels and hauled back on his arms. At last, she tied one end of a rope around his ankles and the other end to the yoke and let the oxen drag him into his inadequate grave. She put his battered hat over his face and filled the depression, so numb from shock and chills that she barely registered what she was doing. After the last shovelful of dirt hit the grave, she spread pine needles over it, then spent another hour toting stones to pile on top of the needles. With the final stone fitted into place, she stood a moment, wondering what she should say over his grave. For the life of her, the only thing she could come up with was, “Goodbye, Charlton.”

She drove alone for two more days, asking at homesteads and roadhouses for directions to the nearest community where she might find a job and a place to stay. She barely had time to realize she’d reached St. Stephens before poor worn-out Danny collapsed and the intervention of a little girl ended her lonely journey.




CHAPTER 5

EMILIE
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Hair flying around my head, I dashed across the swept dirt yard, screeching like an ungreased wheel. “Granny! Come quick!”

Granny lurched up from the loom, dropping the shuttle and knocking her tall three-legged stool backward. She ran to meet me, alarmed but ready for whatever disaster awaited her ministrations. I grabbed her hand and towed her back toward the stable.

“She’s here. She’s really here! Her name is Susanna. One of her oxen died and so did her husband, but I think she minds more about the ox,” I babbled. “I thought it was a regular dream until I saw her, and then I knew it wasn’t. Granny, her hair is so red you could burn your fingers on it. I’ve never seen hair that color, even in our family. I think it was his heart. He just fell over dead. She got an ox to pull him into his grave.”

“Slow down, mo chridhe!” Granny begged. “You just used up a week’s worth of words in a single breath, and I’m switched if I understood a one of them.”

She pulled me to a stop in the shade of a big pecan tree. Owl quit her agitated swooping and lit on a handy branch. I danced from one foot to the other in my excitement, trying to calm my mind enough to explain what had just happened.

“I was in the barn cleaning Black Jack’s hooves. He had a big sharp rock lodged in a back one. I just got it out when I heard a noise out on the road and went to look. This lady, Susanna, was sitting on the ground crying over a big ol’ ox who’d just up and died on her. Malachi and I ran and got the yoke off the team, and I ran and got Miss Cleda and some water, and then I ran and got you, and now we gotta go get Susanna before somebody else gets her.”

I seized her hand and dragged her toward Miss Cleda’s office.

“Her husband died?” Granny called as we pounded along the road.

“Yes. He was about as useful as teats on a boar hog, and he made her miserable when he wasn’t making her mad.”

I barged into Miss Cleda’s office without knocking, Granny in tow. Miss Cleda looked up with a smile from behind her desk, but Susanna jumped clean out of her chair and halfway out of her skin at our abrupt entrance. She backed up to the desk and put her hands on it for balance, staring at us with wide brown eyes.

“Miss Susanna, this is my granny, Mrs. Morag Cathcart,” I announced. “We come to take you home.”

She came with us out of desperation, not having any other options except to sleep in the pasture with her remaining ox. She put me in mind of a stray dog we took in a couple of years earlier, needing a place to rest from the slings and arrows of grievous misfortune in Susanna’s case, and the slings and rocks of malicious boys in the dog’s case. We named the dog Bo. Bo quickly evolved from whipped pup into Papa’s constant companion. I had similar plans for Susanna, though I knew it would be rude to say so out loud.

Malachi and a couple of the other stable hands dragged Susanna’s cart around back of our house, then hauled water from the well while Granny and I set about finding her something to eat. She refused to go in the house and sit at the table, saying with all honesty that she was filthy and stank to high heaven. She ate her meal sitting on the ground in the yard. She pretended she wasn’t half starved and chewed each bite slowly, though I bet she could’ve just inhaled the lot.

Despite the warmth of the day, we built a fire in the woodstove to heat bath water. Back then, not many folks had a real bathtub big enough to sit down in, but my mother insisted on having a tub as soon as Papa had enough money to order one. My mother hated being dirty more than anything. She used to say living at the tail end of civilization was no reason to look like we’d given up all pride. I took more baths in a year than some folks took in a lifetime.

Drawn by the sight of us lifting the big tub from its hanging peg on the outside wall of the kitchen, Susanna walked over to help, still chewing her last bite of bread. She watched in silence from the doorway as we set the tub on the floor. Granny dumped a big pot of boiling water into the tub, added a bucket of cold, then gestured at Susanna to enter. Susanna shook her head.

“Told you, I’m too dirty for indoors.”

“If you don’t want to strip down out there in front of God and Marilla Johnson,” I said reasonably, “you either got to do without a bath or come inside.”

“Marilla’s been peering through her curtains ever since this one ran up the road yelling like she had a pack of wolves on her tail,” Granny added. “See over there, pretending to wash her windows? Nosy heifer.”

Susanna turned toward Marilla and waved like she’d sighted her best friend after a long absence. Marilla disappeared into the depths of her house. I clapped both hands over my mouth to stifle a giggle, but Granny laughed out loud.

“Don’t you let all this water go to waste, Mrs. Ross,” she said. “Once you’re clean, we can go pay a social call on Marilla.”

“I’m Susanna, not Mrs. Ross.” She eased into the kitchen and looked down into the gently steaming water. “We never had more’n a bowl of water to wash in back home. How am I supposed to do this?”

“Emilie’ll help you,” Granny said. “There’s a washrag on the side of the tub and soap in that little dish. Once you’re done, we can wash your clothes. I’ll find you something to wear while they’re drying.”

“I got an extra dress in my box out in the cart,” Susanna said quickly. “I don’t mean to put you out none.”

“You’re not,” Granny said, and went back to her loom.

By the time I fetched Susanna’s box out of the cart, she’d undressed and lowered herself into the water. Her shoulders, breasts, and arms glowed white as salt compared to the tan on her face and hands. Her hair hung in long greasy hanks. She dipped up a double handful of water and ducked her face into it for a moment before rubbing her skin like she wanted to wear it off.

“I can dip up water with the pitcher and pour it over you,” I offered. “It’s easier to get clean that way.”

She nodded. With her rubbing soap on her body and hair and me rinsing it off, weeks of accumulated grime sluiced off into the tub. Her hair, corkscrewy as a pig’s tail, sprang back into place almost as fast as it straightened out under the rinse water. Her facial features emerged from the dirt the way miniature animals emerged from the blocks of wood Papa liked to carve on winter evenings before the fire. A shallow person might call Susanna Ross plain, but she was beautiful the way a twisted tree or a river rock was beautiful. I struggled not to stare at her, though I longed to memorize every line of her face and every crinkle across her knuckles. Once she was clean, I lifted the kettle off the stove and carefully poured the last measure of hot water into the tub, being careful not to burn her.

“This is the best part,” I said. “Now you just sit there and soak until the water gets cold. Holler if you need anything.” I set the kettle back on the hearth and slipped out of the room.

Settling myself in the swing on the back porch, knitting in hand, I listened to the comforting sound of Granny’s loom clacking. The afternoon sun crept across the porch and dropped off the edge without a sound from the kitchen. Even the splashing had stopped. At last, I put down the sock I was working on and tiptoed to the kitchen door to make sure our guest hadn’t slid under the water and drowned. I knocked gently on the frame of the open door, then peeked into the dim interior light. Susanna lay asleep in the tub, head and shoulders against one end, knees poking up near the other. Her long blaze of hair hung over the edge halfway to the floor.

I ran to the house and up the stairs to the attic where we’d stored my mother’s clothes. Out of an oak chest I drew a petticoat, drawers, and a pale brown dress that was barely creased, thanks to Granny’s skill in packing. I shook them out as I hurried back to the kitchen. Susanna said she had another dress, but I wanted her to have this dress. I’d helped Granny sew it; my childish stitches held seams together where no one could see their crookedness. We made it for my mother, but she walked into the creek with her stones before she ever wore it.

Susanna gentle snores made me smile as I crept back into the kitchen building. I draped the clothes across an upright chair where she’d see them when she woke up. I lifted her extra dress from the hanging peg and tiptoed to the door. The garment smelled of dust and mildew, and I didn’t want her putting it against her clean skin until it had a good airing. I hung it on the clothesline, using the wooden pegs Papa taught me to carve from soft pine. That chore accomplished, I wandered over to Granny’s weaving shed. She gave me a look that said she knew I was up to something, though she wasn’t sure what.

“You want to tell me about that dream of yours?” She let the beater fall back into place and reached out an arm to take me in. I leaned against her, sniffing the scent of the lavender oil she spread on her arthritic hands to keep them limber.

“Well, Susanna and this ugly old man stopped next to a creek. When the flood came, he screamed and ran away while she saved the oxen and cart. Then he toppled over stone-cold dead, and on top of everything else, she had to bury him. I may go to hell for it, but I say good riddance.” Granny waited. She always could outwait me. At last, I added, “Owl and I knew who she was as soon as we saw her.”

Susanna walked out of the kitchen wearing the brown dress. She looked around curiously and noticed her own dress hanging on the line. She hesitated, then turned her eyes on us. I waved to her. She lifted a hand and walked toward the weaving shed.

“Who is she?” Granny asked.

Happiness welled up inside me like hope for salvation. “She’s gonna be my mama.”




CHAPTER 6

EMILIE
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Papa and Susanna met at supper that night. I felt sure they’d fall in love at first sight, just like in those stories Aunt Cillie used to tell me, where the poor girl marries the prince, and they live happily ever after. Papa wasn’t a prince, but his parents had owned a thriving farm, mill, and distillery in South Carolina. As a young man, he attended William and Mary College in Virginia and eventually established a lucrative law practice. Half of Susanna’s estate dropped dead three minutes after she got to St. Stephens. It was a match from a fairy tale and I couldn’t imagine how it could possibly go wrong.

“James, we have a guest,” Granny said that evening when he came home from the law office. She briefly explained the circumstances of Susanna’s arrival. Papa looked around the room.

“Where is she?”

“Out in the kitchen making dinner.”

“Strange way to treat a guest.”

“Her idea,” said Granny. “The lass needs a job, and I’d like to offer her one. I get more requests for weaving than I can take on by myself and she has her own loom. Another set of hands would pay for itself. I’d welcome help with the heavy housework as well. Perhaps you’ve noticed I’m not as young as I once was?”

“Miss Morag, you look as fresh and lovely this moment as when we met forty years ago,” Papa said with a graceful half bow.

“Good lord, I must’ve been a right old hag all along,” Granny answered, and they laughed like the good friends they were.

Amid the laughter, Susanna walked through the back door with a big platter of meat, potatoes, and carrots. The ragged female who sat in the dirt to weep over an ox had been replaced by a woman with a proud face, a crown of braids, and posture so upright that I straightened up myself. Papa moved to take the heavy platter from her, but she shook her head.

“I got it,” she said.

“James, this is Mrs. Susanna Ross,” Granny said. “Susanna, my son-in-law, James McCain.”

I looked back and forth at them expectantly, but they only murmured a few polite words. Papa turned to the ewer and basin to wash his hands before supper. Susanna carried the platter into the dining room and went back after the bread and collard greens.

Well, that was about as romantic as a pan of cold dishwater. I hoped things would warm up considerably during the meal. Alas, supper conversation consisted mostly of Papa asking questions and Susanna answering them like syllables were silver she couldn’t afford to spend.

“Where are you from, Mrs. Ross?”

“North Carolina. Mountains.”

“I’m sorry to hear you lost your husband recently.”

I thought what a stupid phrase that was. She hadn’t lost him. The fool up and died on her. Susanna simply acknowledged the sentiment with a nod.

Her manners were better than I expected for someone as poor as she was. I’m not a snob, but I am realistic. Not everyone gets to sit down to a scrubbed table and good china every night. If you don’t have those things, you can’t learn to use them. When we knew each other better, Susanna told me that back in the mountains, she and Charlton ate with their fingers off wooden trenchers. She learned town ways from her cousin Carreen, who had moved off the mountain to work in a store and ended up marrying the distant cousin who owned the store.

Papa finally concluded the interrogation to his satisfaction and sat back in his chair. He called it an interview, but with Papa, even a simple inquiry can take on the intensity of a cross-examination. My stars, if I’d had a penny for every sharp question Papa ever shot at me across the table, I’d have been the richest thirteen-year-old in the state of Alabama.

“Mrs. Ross, would you be interested in employment with us?”

“I would. Thank you.”

“Perhaps you’d like to hear the terms before you accept?”

Susanna shrugged. “Don’t matter much. I’m willin’ to do whatever needs doin’.”

“What we need is someone to help clean house, cook, do some weaving, and keep up with the clothes Emilie gets filthy working at the stable.” Papa smiled at me. I rolled my eyes at him, but I didn’t mind his teasing.

Susanna looked at Granny, who nodded. None of us liked to admit it, but Granny was closer to eighty than seventy. Arthritis gnarled her fingers and slowed her step. Her eyesight wasn’t what it had once been, either. She laughed when I had to help her out of a low chair or thread a needle, but it wasn’t a bit funny. I loved her more than even horses, and the idea of a world without her was unthinkable. So was the idea of me becoming the family’s sole housekeeper. While I readily shouldered my share of the work, the prospect of taking over all her responsibilities as well made me sick to my stomach. I liked weaving. I didn’t mind cooking, especially since Granny did the washing up. I pure-dee hated laundry and those endless tasks like dusting and sweeping.

Susanna turned back to Papa and dipped her head once, regal as a queen. “Mr. McCain, I’d be pleased to work for Miss Morag.”

Hearing the emphasis on Miss Morag, Papa put a hand to his mouth to hide his smile. The race was on, and Papa liked nothing better than a strong starter who could hold the lead.

Susanna slipped into our household routine quietly, but before long, the house took on a shine it hadn’t had in a long time. Granny confided that she was a little put out by how smoothly Susanna dealt with meals, laundry, and housekeeping, then laughed at herself for resenting even a little the very person who set her free to weave, spin, knit, and sew to her heart’s content. She still insisted on doing the washing up after meals.

“The hot water soothes my old hands,” she told Susanna night after night. “You sit down a minute or go get you a breath of fresh air.”

Susanna didn’t sit still much. She liked to walk, sometimes disappearing into the forest for hours at a time. I worried a little when she headed toward the creek, and sneaked along behind her in case she had any deadly intentions. I thought I was being quiet and graceful as an Indian, slipping from the shelter of one tree to another, until one day she stopped on the path and turned to look right at me.

“Emilie, you want to tell me how come you follow me every blessed time I come this way?”

Perturbed that I wasn’t as skillful as I thought and embarrassed that she’d caught me spying on her, I slid out from behind the big pine tree and stood there, head down, digging my toes into the sand.

“Come here, child, I ain’t gonna bite you.” Susanna held out her hand to me. I took it and let her draw me over to the bank of the creek. We settled ourselves where we could look into the water. I wished I could throw some of it on my face to cool my burning skin. It was hard to hide what I was feeling when I turned pink every time someone looked at me crooked.

“You don’t follow me when I take the path across the pasture,” she said, “or when I walk up the road a piece.”

“No, ma’am.”

She waited. Susanna Ross waited better than anyone I ever met, even Granny. She’d sit there until midnight, waiting for me to make up my mind to explain. She didn’t speak again, didn’t make eye contact, didn’t even glance my way, but kept her eyes on the slow-moving water like it was the most fascinating thing in the world. I looked across the creek at Owl, preening her cream-and-honey-colored feathers amidst the green leaves of summer, and decided to get it over with.

“A little piece up the river, there’s a place where the water slows up and makes a pool. It’s not real deep, but if you tried to cross there, you’d get wet plumb to your waist.”

Susanna waited.

“My mother … a while back, my mother filled her pockets with rocks and carried another big rock into the pool. She lay down under the water and never came back up.”

Susanna waited.

“You want to see where it happened?”

We walked to the pool. As we looked at the last place I saw my mother alive, I told Susanna everything, about my mother calling me It because my birth had caused the death of all my brothers and sisters, about how nothing I ever did won me even a small smile from her, much less love. I described watching her sink beneath the weight of the big stone, and about not doing a thing to stop her. In the two years since it happened, I’d never once spoken to anyone about those things, not even Granny, who cared more about me than anyone in the world. At long last, my voice trailed off into the silence of the forest.

Susanna waited.

Hesitantly, without looking at her, I reached out my hand and touched hers. To my relief, her warm, strong fingers closed around mine.

“I’m afraid … that you …”

“I would never,” she said gently. “Never, Emmy. I ain’t got no mind to leave this life before God decides to take me out of it. I’ll probably fight with Him about goin’ when the time comes.”

“Do you … think she did it because of me?”

“No,” said Susanna.

“Do you … think I should’ve gone into the water after her?”

“No.”

“Do you … think we can still be friends now that you know about it?”

“Yes,” said Susanna, and tightened her grip on my hand.

We never spoke of the pond or what happened there again.




CHAPTER 7

EMILIE
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Mrs. Eleanora Dean, late of Boston, Massachusetts, ran her St. Stephens dame school with an iron hand, pressing knowledge into the skulls of her young charges as determinedly as if she’d been a Harvard professor instead of a widowed housewife with a good basic education and a great desire to teach. I attended regularly, but Papa said it wasn’t enough for me to learn a little arithmetic, reading, writing, and needlework. He sat me down each evening after dinner to read aloud from one of the big fat books on his library shelves. We studied geography, world history, Greek mythology, and Latin. Papa’s stories of Julius Caesar’s invasion of Gaul entranced me. I wanted to read Caesar’s book myself, which meant learning Latin. It was a steep uphill climb, but inflections and cases gradually sorted themselves out. Between Mrs. Dean and Papa, my education proceeded apace. I learned to talk like a lady even though I didn’t look much like one when I came home from the stables. Miss Cleda and Malachi contributed to my education by teaching me to train horses. I liked Latin and history, but it didn’t take long for me to realize that training horses satisfied my heart and soul.

One warm evening, I carried Julius Caesar out to the backyard swing to take advantage of a gentle breeze while puzzling out a few more sentences in his tale of conquering Gaul. I had just gotten to “damnatum poenam sequi oportebat, ut igni cremaretur” and was reflecting on the horror of being burned alive when Susanna pulled up a garden chair and sat down in front of me.

“You can read,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And write.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She took a deep breath. “I want you to teach me how to read and write.”

I put the book flat on my lap, startled that she’d think I was capable of teaching anyone anything. “I … don’t know how.”

“We’ll figure it out,” she said firmly. She pointed to De Bello Gallico. “Can we use that?”

“Um, this one is in Latin.”

Susanna shook her head. “Reckon I’d as lief start with English, if it’s all the same to you.”

I closed my book. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am, I am.”

I thought back to learning to read myself. Most of the process hadn’t stuck in my memory, but I vividly recalled the moment when all those letters finally came together into words that spoke right off the page. Reading unfurled my mind like sunshine unfurls rose petals. The more I thought about it, the better I liked the idea of helping Susanna reach that moment herself.

“All right, then,” I said. “I’ve never taught anybody anything before, and I’m not sure how much good I’ll be at it, but if you’re game, I reckon I am.”

Her face lit up in a smile that reflected my own. I stood. “You wait here. I’ll be right back.”

I took the attic stairs two at a time and flung open the door of the little storage space tucked in next to Granny’s and my bedroom. A blast of stale air rushed out, but I paid it no mind in my eagerness to reach the small leatherbound trunk that sat against the far wall. It held things that I no longer used but considered too precious to throw away. Safely tucked in one corner was a battered little book. I pulled it out and looked at the words on the blue cover: A Grammatical Institute of the English Language, by Noah Webster.

I wiped the book carefully with my apron and made my way back downstairs. Susanna sat right where I left her, hands folded quietly in her lap. The stillness of her body belied the excitement and trepidation in her eyes as I offered her the book on an open palm. She hesitated, then took it with both hands. She examined the outside, then cautiously opened the cover to stare at the inscription on the first page.

“It says, ‘To Emilie Elspeth from Papa, 1818,’” I told her. “I learned to read from this book starting when I was five.”

She turned a few pages with exquisite care and ran a finger across the lines of print. “Well, I reckon what you learned to do at five, I might be able to do at thirty-six. You think?”

“I do think.” I picked up a stick and smoothed a spot out in the dirt at her feet. “May as well start at the beginning.”

I carefully traced a capital S in the sandy loam soil, then handed the stick to Susanna. She took it from me and without hesitation copied the double curve. By the time the sun settled down behind the trees, she could write her name. It might’ve taken longer if she’d been called Zenobia Quinn McAlexander, but Susanna Ross only has six different letters in it.

“Come on inside,” I said after she’d practiced her signature in the dirt a few dozen times. She followed me into Papa’s study where I picked up a quill pen from his desk. Opening Mr. Webster’s blue-backed speller, I smoothed out the inscription page, dipped the pen into the inkwell, and with my very best handwriting wrote, To Susanna Ross from Emilie McCain, June 1, 1827. I read the words to her, gently placed the book in her hand, and headed back to De Bello Gallico, which still lay outside on the swing seat. Before I walked through the door, I glanced over my shoulder. Deep in the late afternoon shadows of the room, Susanna stood as still as a hidden deer, eyes closed, the book pressed to her heart with both hands.

Papa and I worked at the parlor table several evenings a week. Shortly after I gave her the grammar, Susanna got in the habit of dusting or knitting in the parlor during my lessons. One evening, Papa stopped in the middle of a soliloquy on the Battle of Agincourt and turned to Susanna, who crouched on a three-legged stool near the door, glaring at the knitting in her hands like she was Henry V about to put an end to Charles d’Albret.

“Mrs. Ross, if you’d care to join us at the table, this book contains a map of the battle that might make what I’m saying a little clearer.”

Without hesitation, Susanna rose and took a chair at the table next to me. She settled her knitting in her lap and set her fingers back to work while she examined the map spread out before us.

“I ain’t never seed nothing like this. What am I lookin’ at?”

“Ah,” said Papa, “you’ve never seen anything like this.”

Susanna shot a look at him. “You aimin’ to teach me how to talk like you?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he answered. “That’s exactly what I’m aiming to do.”

For a moment, she stared down at her knitting, pink-cheeked. I dug my fingernails into the palms of my hands, afraid Papa had offended her. She lifted her head proudly and said, “Good. So. What am I lookin’ at?”

Susanna possessed a good brain and a quick wit. I learned at the same steady, unremarkable pace I’d always set. This woman who never saw her own name in writing until she was grown inhaled knowledge like it was air. She was mildly interested in history, not at all in Latin (“I got all I can do to learn to speak English proper”), ate up Shakespeare’s plays like they were cream cake, and added up a long list of numbers in her head faster than I could puzzle them out on my slate.

“How do you do that?” I asked with exasperation when she popped out an answer while I was still struggling with the tens column.

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Numbers just fall into place. They ain’t—they aren’t like words. Numbers are dependable. Ten plus ten is always going to be twenty. Words … well, it’s easy to make words lie.”

“What do you mean, ‘make words lie’?”

“Ate and eight. Bear and bare.” Susanna nodded toward Marilla Johnson’s house and mimicked her nasal voice. “Good morning, Mrs. Ross. I hope you’re keepin’ well today.” Susanna made a sound that was close to a snort. “What she really means is, ‘Why the Good Lord is smiling on you, only He knows.’”

The longer she was with us, the harder it became to imagine life without her. Her shyness evaporated, and she argued with Papa any time she thought it necessary. Having been surrounded by sassy-mouthed women all his life, Papa accepted Susanna’s lack of seemly deference and embraced their verbal frays with enthusiasm. From the sound of some of the disagreements, you’d think they were ready to shed each other’s blood, but the truth was, they loved these intellectual battles.

A few weeks after my fifteenth birthday, we were right in the middle of a good-natured fuss about Bacon’s Rebellion when out of the clear blue sky, Papa said, “I have a bounty warrant on some land out west. It’s time for me to either sell the warrant or apply for a patent and move out of Alabama.”




CHAPTER 8

SUSANNA
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Morag McCorkle didn’t even blink, but Emilie stared at her father as if he’d suddenly transformed into a firedrake. Susanna snapped her mouth firmly shut, feeling like James’s words had punched the air out of her lungs. He continued to talk in his low, measured voice, not looking at his daughter, mother-in-law, or maidservant.

“My cousins, Hugh and Gordon McCain, moved their families out west years ago. We all served in the Creek War, and Hugh and I fought at New Orleans with Andy Jackson in 1815. Country saw fit to grant some land to those of us who managed to come out alive.”

“I know a little bit about land warrants,” Susanna said tightly. “Don’t know that I trust anybody comes along wavin’ a piece of paper and promisin’ land for free. I trust those that come along offering to buy the paper even less.”

“There are plenty of ways to cheat the system,” James admitted, running his fingers through his hair so that it stood on end across the top of his head, “and there’s plenty of people making money in ways they shouldn’t ought to do. This warrant is solid, though. Hugh can pick out the land for me, so all I have to do is file the land patent when I get there. Once upon a time, we trusted our lives to each other. I surely can trust him to not cheat me out of land.”

“We’re going to leave St. Stephens?” Emilie asked faintly. “Can we take Black Jack and Lou?”

The girl looked ready to burst into tears. She hid her clenched fists in her apron and stared at the table. Susanna prayed silently that she wouldn’t cry. If Emilie lost her composure, Susanna thought she might just give in and wail, too. She could find another job, but never with another family she loved as much as the McCains.

Damn you, James McCain! she thought fiercely. You ain’t one whit better than Charlton, gettin’ a fool notion in your head and upendin’ everyone’s life just so you can see someplace new. What will I do without Emilie and Miss Morag? What will I do without you, you self-centered son of a bitch?

James watched Emilie, compassion written across his plain, honest face. “Black Jack and Lou are getting old, honey. They’ll be happiest staying here with Malachi. Look at me, Emilie.”

She gulped and looked up through her damp eyelashes.

“I’ll miss those good old horses, too, but you know Malachi will treat them better than most folks treat their children.”

“Yes, sir,” she whispered.

“There’ll be plenty of horses in the west. I’ll bet there’s even a colt or filly that will be a perfect companion for a girl with a talent for training horses.”

She looked up at that, her eyes a brilliant green amidst the shine of tears, a look of hope lighting the dark despair on her face. “A horse of my own?”

“Absolutely.” He reached across the space between them and patted her shoulder. “I know it won’t make saying goodbye to the horses here any easier, but it’s something to look forward to.”

He turned to Susanna. She stiffened, wondering if he was going to offer her a sop akin to Emilie’s horse: a job with a friend or an offer of money so she could go back to Swannanoa or the mountains. She looked him straight in the eye, determined to not show a wisp of emotion no matter what he said. To her surprise, he looked apprehensive and even a little shy.

“Mrs. Ross, would you consider coming with us?”

That surprised her, but she didn’t twitch an eyebrow. “Don’t know. Reckon I could think on it iffen—if Miss Morag wants my help.”

“I’m not asking you on her account.”

“Emilie—”

“Nor on Emilie’s account, though I suspect she’d hate leaving you behind even worse than she’s going to hate leaving the horses.”

“Then what on earth are you gettin’ at, James McCain?”

“Well, Susanna, I’m hoping you’ll marry me.”

Emilie bolted out of her chair with a poorly suppressed shriek. Too shocked to make a noise, Susanna stared at James until he began to twitch under her unblinking gaze. Of all the things she had not expected, this one had a place at the top of the list. She transferred her gaze first to Emilie, who had her hands clasped under her chin and was whispering something low and fast, then to Morag, who grinned at her and winked.

“It’s not a very romantic proposal,” James said softly, “but it is a heartfelt one. I like you better than any woman I ever met.”

Susanna dragged in a deep breath. “Where in the west you fixin’ to move?”

“Arkansas Territory, not far from the Mexican border.”

Slightly hysterical laughter tickled Susanna’s throat until she thought she’d choke on it. Arkansas Territory. Again.

“Well, I don’t know …”

“Say yes!” Emilie burst out. “Oh, Susanna, please say yes.”

James gently picked up her hand and kissed the work-roughened knuckles. As her eyes met his, he whispered, “Oh, Susanna, please say yes.”

“Well,” said Susanna, intertwining her fingers with his. “I reckon I could do worse, so … yes.”




CHAPTER 9

EMILIE
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Papa sold the house and law practice to one of his endless supply of cousins and went to Mobile to purchase tickets on a packet to New Orleans. While he was gone, Granny, Susanna, and I sorted through the household goods to decide what to take to the frontier with us and what to sell or give away, constantly weighing the cost of shipping against the likelihood of being able to replace items so far from civilization. Hugh and Gordon McCain had settled near the village of Washington in the southwestern part of Arkansas Territory, so Papa secured land in the same area. Our trip would take us down to Mobile, across the Mississippi Sound to New Orleans, then up the Mississippi River to Red River, which flowed within twenty miles of Washington.

“Unfortunately, we can’t just take a boat all the way to Arkansas,” Papa told us. “Red River’s navigable by packet to Natchitoches, but farther upstream is the biggest mess of logs and river trash in the world. Folks call it the Great Raft and it blocks a hundred and seventy miles of river.”

Granny sat next to him at the table while Susanna and I leaned over his shoulder to peer at the map he drew on the back of a discarded legal document of some kind. “Once we get to Natchitoches, we’ll need to buy a wagon and either draft horses or oxen. We’ll load everything up and head north on this trace. It eventually joins up with the military road not too far from Washington.”

“That looks like a fair piece to travel,” I said. Susanna nodded agreement and studied the map like it had the answer to all life’s questions.

Papa shrugged. “Sixty miles in the wagon to Mobile, then maybe another hundred miles to New Orleans on the boat.” He traced the way up the Mississippi and Red Rivers with a long finger. “New Orleans to Natchitoches, mmm, three hundred miles, maybe way more. Those rivers have more wiggle than a nervous snake. Natchitoches to Washington, two hundred miles.”

“Six hundred sixty miles,” Susanna said. “About the same as I walked from Swannanoa.” She laughed a little. “At least we won’t be walking every blessed foot of the way.” If Susanna was reluctant to set off on a long journey after her last disastrous trek, she kept it to herself. Whither Papa went, she was bound and determined to go, too. As if to prove her dedication, she wrapped a slender arm around his neck and hugged him. He looked up at her, eyes alight with the pleasure of her touch. I couldn’t keep from smiling. In all my life, I had never seen Papa so happy.

“It’ll be a grand adventure, Sue.” He took her hand and pressed his lips to it. In return, she dropped a kiss on his hair. I’d bet she’d never kissed the top of old Charlton’s nasty head. Oh my, I was such a good matchmaker. I hadn’t found the courage yet to ask if I could call her Mama, but I was working on it. I’d thought of her that way from the moment I laid eyes on her, but nobody knew that except Granny and me. At first, I thought Granny might think it was disrespectful to my mother. Granny had loved Delpha despite all her shortcomings, but she was too honest to insist that Delpha had loved me or that I should love Delpha. Then I worried that Granny might think I didn’t appreciate that she’d raised me by hand herself. That wasn’t true, either. Granny knew I loved her more than anybody in the world. If she felt any twinges of hurt feelings, she kept them to herself. Before too long, she and Susanna became the best of friends, and I just quit worrying about it.

The evening before we left, I paid one last visit to the stable. I hugged Black Jack’s sweet neck and buried my face into Lou’s side, trying to memorize the wonderful smell of her. I even sniffled a little over Lady, who I’d finally convinced to quit biting people. Malachi gave me a halter he’d made from soft leather “for that Arkansas colt you’re gonna get.” Miss Cleda slipped a gold piece into my hand and would not hear a word of protest about my accepting it.

“One of these days, you’re going to find a once-in-a-lifetime horse,” she told me. “This is for when that day and that horse come. Not until, you understand me?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She put her strong arms around me and gave me the biggest, tightest, onliest hug I’d ever had from her. I hugged her right back. I’d always thought of her as such a tall woman, but now we were the same height.

“You take care of yourself, Emmy,” she whispered. Releasing me, she strode across the road to her office and softly but firmly closed the door behind her. With the same resolve, I walked down the road toward the house that no longer belonged to us and didn’t look back. Just for old times’ sake, I climbed the big oak tree next to the house, leapt over the space to the porch roof, and climbed in through the window. In the dim light of the empty room, I tucked myself into a corner and cried until there were no tears left in me.

The next morning, long before dawn, I clambered into the borrowed wagon. Papa lifted Granny in next to me. We fit ourselves into the narrow slots allotted for us among our possessions. Papa seated himself on the wagon bench next to Susanna, who held the reins to a pair of Miss Cleda’s big wagon horses. Malachi, mounted on a third horse, intended to ride with us to Mobile, then return the wagon and team to St. Stephens once we boarded the packet. As we rattled out of town, I took one long, last look at where I’d been, then resolutely faced forward to see where I was going.

The first part of our journey passed quietly. As we neared Mobile, though, traffic on the road picked up. Susanna, who’d insisted on driving, handed over the reins to Papa as soon as the city traffic leaked onto the open road. By the time we reached the outskirts of the city, the clatter and crush of people, wagons, and animals had scared me half to death. Owl, sensible bird, stayed high above the ruckus. Even Granny, one of the most stoic people I’ve ever known, looked disconcerted. Susanna, who’d never seen any place larger than St. Stephens, was so pale that the golden freckles across her nose stood out like dots made with an ink pen, but her straight back and calm demeanor put me to shame. Except for the telltale pallor of her skin, you’d have thought she drove through shouting, stinking crowds every day of her life. I clenched my teeth so hard my jaw hurt and endeavored to look nonchalant amid the chaos. Oblivious to the reactions of his womenfolk, Papa enthusiastically pointed out special sights.

“The French, the British, and the Spanish fought over Mobile for a century before the Americans took over in 1813. We had a hard fight to keep the British from taking it back, but we managed. We’ll get a glimpse of the bay up around that next curve.”

I twisted around to look up the road, clenching my hands in my lap in anticipation. The horses clomped patiently along, their hooves thudding on the packed dirt. My heartbeat quickened, and without realizing it, I rose to my feet as we rounded the tree-shaded curve. Mobile Bay slid into sight, graced with sun-silvered water and majestic, white-sailed ships. A flame of excitement brightened my homesick gloom. I inhaled salt air like it was perfume and watched steamboats paddle across the bay without a bit of help from wind or human muscles.

“Would you look at that,” Susanna said in wonder. Papa laughed and draped his arm over her shoulders.

He drove to a wharf where hard-muscled men of a dozen nationalities transferred our worldly goods from wagon to ship. Afterward, we made our way to a small, neat inn that was a palace compared to other places we’d stay on our journey. On the streets, I heard French, Spanish, something that might’ve been German, and a strange patois spoken by a group of dark-skinned people. Granny spent an hour before supper talking to a shy young couple who spoke the Scots Gaelic of her childhood. I listened to the charming whoosh and lilt of the words and wished that I had studied Gaelic instead of Latin.

The first evening, I stood on tiptoe at the window of the small room I shared with Granny and Susanna and watched the bustle in the streets and on the water of the bay. Papa and Malachi shared a second room, even smaller than ours. We ate our meals in the inn’s common room. I tasted shrimp and crab for the first time and flatly refused to sample an oyster. Papa enthusiastically tilted his own oysters straight from the shell into his mouth. I looked away to keep from gagging. Susanna gamely tried one, involuntarily crossed her eyes, and stuck to her own dish of fine, flaky flounder afterward. Granny ate one, declared, “It’s not much worse than sucking eggs,” and declined a second.

Two mornings after arriving in Mobile, we said a sad goodbye to Malachi and the horses, then boarded the packet that regularly made the mail run between Mobile and New Orleans. I looked forward to seeing the Gulf of Mexico, but by the time the ship set sail, a stiff wind blew the calm water of the bay into choppy ridges. Within five minutes, I was sick as a dog. Within fifteen minutes, I never wanted to see a body of water bigger than a fishpond again. To add insult to injury, no one else got even a little queasy. Susanna loved every second of the trip. While I hung over the stern of the boat, miserably retching into the water, she stood at the railing far forward, happy as a child, her feet braced against the roll of the ship, her eyes wide, her hair curling from beneath her bonnet into a red frame for her face. In between bouts of illness, I passionately resented her and every other good sailor on that boat.

Miraculously, most of my seasickness evaporated once the packet entered the hard current of the Mississippi River. I cleaned myself up as well as I could in the tiny compartment allotted to us for sleeping, then stumbled into the humid sunshine of late winter to join my family on the public part of the upper deck. The paddlewheel at the side of the packet turned steadily as the sound of the engine deepened. I am glad that I didn’t know then how many ship boilers blew up every year, killing dozens of unfortunate crew members and passengers. Blissfully ignorant of the danger, I marveled at the muddy, churning river, which looked to me as wide as Mobile Bay.

New Orleans was bigger, noisier, and even more terrifying than Mobile. Papa looked completely at home, guiding Granny from store to store with her hand tucked in the crook of his elbow. She looked almost as young as he did, her eyes alight with curiosity, darting from side to side as she took in the wonders of the cosmopolitan city. Susanna and I followed close at their heels as Papa spearheaded our way through the human river. Even with my elders to make a path for me, the thump and bump of other bodies against my own frightened and disoriented me. It was worse than getting caught in a bunch of pastured horses who all decided at once to see if I had treats. Fortunately, the feet that trampled mine weren’t shod in cold iron.

A man wearing a tall beaver hat sidestepped in front of me, blocking my view of Papa’s broad back. By the time Beaver Hat moved away to cross the street, Papa and Granny were far ahead. Had Papa not been a head taller than most of the crowd, I’d have lost sight of them altogether. Eager to catch up, I tried to ease my way around three well-dressed chattering women who strolled along leisurely, arms linked, taking up most of the width of the sidewalk. The tallest of the three gave me an elbow to the chest along with a black scowl and a snarled word in a language I was glad I didn’t speak.

“Excuse me, please,” I said desperately, watching Papa and Granny draw farther away with each second. Again, I tried to slip past the trio. The tall one stepped sideways to ram me with her shoulder. All three laughed as I hit the wall of a shop with enough force to knock the breath from my lungs. I pressed my back against the rough wall, afraid that I’d fall and be trampled before anyone noticed I was underfoot. I looked up just in time to see my attacker fly forward and bounce off the man in front of her. Her companions jerked her back on balance and relinked their arms with hers before the wave of humanity bore them all away. A moment later, Susanna wrapped a protective arm around my shoulders. I pressed my hands to my wet face while I fought to get my breathing under control.

“Well, that one was a right old heifer, wasn’t she?” Susanna said fiercely. “She’s lucky folks around her was thick as ticks on a dog, or she’d have fallen flat on her ugly old face and been mashed to mincemeat.”

“You pushed her?” I gasped.

“Just gave her a taste of her own bad manners, treatin’ a young girl like that. C’mon, honey. We can do this.” She tucked my hand firmly into hers and pulled me back into the flow of people. By now, Papa’s tall hat bobbed in the human sea two blocks away. Susanna charged forward, towing me behind her like a rowboat attached to a steamer. I don’t know if it was the look on her face or the pace she set, but the oncoming crowd parted before her like the Red Sea. Had it done otherwise, I have no doubt that she would have knocked folks down and mashed their bodies to mincemeat. By the time we caught up with Papa and Granny in a dry goods store, my gasps of terror had been replaced with breathless awe. Susanna pulled me into the relative emptiness of the store and right there in public threw her arms around me in a ferocious hug. I had never been so happy in all my life.

The morning of the third day, we boarded the Natchitoches packet, a shallow-draft sternwheeler with the name Sylvia Dell painted on its bow. Granny looked back wistfully at the teeming piers and streets of New Orleans, having loved every moment of her time in town. I wanted to throw up both hands and yell “Huzzah!” as the ghastly crowds diminished into the distance. Papa and Susanna stood arm in arm at the bow looking upriver. On the way to New Orleans, Papa had pointed out the place he and Cousin Hugh had stood with General Andrew Jackson, waiting to see the whites of British eyes. Between New Orleans and Natchitoches, the country was new to him.

I found myself a seat amidst the boxes and barrels of goods stacked on the deck and settled down to watch the country roll past. The sound of the boiler reverberated throughout the vessel, and I figured I’d be deaf by the time we disembarked at Natchitoches. The other boat’s boiler hadn’t made as much racket, though maybe I’d just been too sick to notice. Stuffing a finger into each ear dulled the sound a little but did nothing to still the rhythmic physical pounding.

While I contemplated the idea of noise as a physical sensation, a woman in fashionable dress and a face-obscuring veil herded two little girls past me. The children glanced at me, giggling as any child would at the sight of me sitting there with my fingers poked in my ears. Simultaneously, each blocked her own ears. I laughed aloud. Because they were dressed in different colors and their bonnets were different styles, it took me a moment to realize that their faces were identical. Now it was my turn to stare. I had heard of twins, but this was the first set I’d ever seen. I watched them until they disappeared around the curve of the deck.

The little girls fascinated me. Their veiled mother promenaded them in the fresh air for a few minutes several times a day. When she guided them back toward the stateroom, the children drooped like woodland violets exposed too long to the sun. One little girl cast a woebegone look at me as she trudged back toward confinement. How awful to be forced to endure the stuffy gloom of a tiny room for hours at a time. I wondered sympathetically if embroidery samplers awaited them.

The next morning, the little family stood at the rail watching slaves unload great boxes of goods from a steamer pulled up to a plantation wharf on the west side of the river. Deliberately nonchalant, I wandered over to stand a few feet away. The twins stared through the railing, hands clasped together. One of them pointed across the water and asked a question.

“English, please, Adelie,” the woman said in a lilting Creole accent.

The little girl nodded. “I like ze brown horse. What is name of horse?”

“I don’t know the horse’s name,” the woman said, sounding amused.

“Non, non! Not name like his mama would call,” said the second little girl. “What is called, zat horse and his brozzer?”

“They’re Conestogas.” My cheeks warmed as three heads swiveled my way. I hadn’t intended to speak, but as long as I’d offered them the tail, I might as well hand them the whole dog … or horse, as it were.

“I’m surprised to see them here,” I continued, gripping the railing and keeping my eyes fixed on the big handsome team of horses. “I’ve only ever seen one. A man rode it all the way from Pennsylvania to Alabama, where I used to live. He called her Kelpie.”

“What a funny name!” Adelie cried. She dragged her sister over to my side. From the corner of my eyes, I saw their mother raise her hand to protest, so I talked fast.

“He meant it to be funny. A kelpie is a mythological Scottish water horse that tricks people into doing things they’d rather not do. Mr. McDonald said that described his mare to a T, so he named her Kelpie.” I smiled, remembering that big bay mare and her habit of unlatching her own stall door and strolling up the center alley to the room where Malachi stored the feed.

“What is myz … myz-gogical?”

“Where are your manners, Felicite?” her mother chided gently.

“Please, mademoiselle,” Felicite said, her eyes shining. “What is myzgogical?”

“A story,” I said.

“A story! A story!” The little girls danced on their toes. “Please tell horse story.”

“Girls,” the woman said in a voice that signaled the end of our fun.

“I don’t mind, ma’am.” I spoke so swiftly I almost tripped over the words. “I’m not busy and it would pass the time.”

The twins rushed to their mother, chattering like little birds in a language I later learned was French Creole. One of the girls interlaced the fingers of both hands and held them under her chin in a pleading gesture. I turned to watch the Conestoga horses. With the wagon loaded, the driver lifted the reins and guided the team up the road toward a pale blue house set on a rise behind the trees that lined the river. The horses moved together as one, and my heart lifted at the beauty of them.

“Yes, yes!” The woman threw her hands up in surrender. “If it is so important to you and Mademoiselle does not mind, then you may ask her—politely—for a story.”

The children rushed to me, both now clasping intertwined fingers beneath little pointed chins. “Mademoiselle, a story, s’il vous plaît—please?”

“A myzgogical,” Felicite qualified.

I smiled at them, then at their mother as she moved toward me.

“I believe introductions are in order,” she said formally. “My name is Madeleine Charbonneau, and these are my daughters, Adelie and Felicite.”

Her chilly courtesy brushed my enthusiasm with frost, and my answer came out flatter than I’d intended. “Emilie McCain.”

She nodded and returned to the railing to look at the scenery. The little girls pulled me toward one of the packing boxes that crowded the walkway. I sat down and they leaned close on each side of me, eyes wide and expectant.

First, I told them the story of the kelpies that inhabited the deepest lochs of Scotland and preyed on those foolish enough to approach them. “If a person touches a kelpie, her hand sticks to its hide, and down into the water the kelpie drags her, never to be seen again.”

The girls shivered with delicious fear. I decided to skip the part about kelpies devouring their victims and tossing the entrails onto the nearest shore. Instead, I told them about how my own grandmother had walked out of the mountains of Scotland when the laird pushed her family off the land. I left out the deaths and sadness, making Granny a romantic heroine who rose from poverty and hardship to marry her true love and cross the ocean to a happy life together. Granny would’ve laughed her head off at this fairy-tale version of her life, but I figured she’d forgive me for spinning a yarn to entertain children.

The girls interrupted me every few sentences with questions: What is a mountain? What are sheep? Why did my grandmother and her family walk? Didn’t they have horses and a carriage? I answered each question patiently and continued the story. I had gotten Granny and her true love to America when Susanna came walking down the deck, skirts swaying with her swinging steps and red curls poking out from beneath her bonnet. She smiled at me and approached the girls’ mother. She said a few words to the woman, who simply stared at her through the veil. Susanna’s spoken English was closer to proper than it once was, but she’d speak with the cadence of the North Carolina mountains until the day she died. I thought it sounded pretty, but upon hearing her, some folks raised an eyebrow that eloquently expressed the words “poor white” without saying them. If that February-faced Creole heifer snubbed my mama, I was bound to get upset and that in turn would upset my new little friends. I continued the story but fastened my eyes on Madeleine Charbonneau, willing her to behave herself so I could behave myself.




CHAPTER 10

MADELEINE
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“Those are right pretty little girls you got,” the red-haired woman said.

Madeleine looked at her coldly, marveling that a perfect stranger would presume to speak to her. She wore a veil to signal she did not welcome overtures of any kind, and she expected the signal to be recognized and respected. The silence stretched out for a long moment before the other woman broke it with a resigned sigh.

“Oh, Lord. Did I just commit another social sin nobody thought to warn me about?” She turned to stare into the water, muttering, “I am so tired of nice people and their damn rules.”

Madeleine’s hauteur melted beneath the amusement that spontaneously roiled up at the woman’s blunt words. This is not New Orleans, she reminded herself. I am not who or what I once was, but simply a French Creole widow seeking a new home for my fatherless daughters.

“No, I am the one committing social sin,” she said aloud, exaggerating her lilting Creole accent. “I do not speak English well, and sometimes it takes me a little minute to understand what is being said.” She both spoke and understood English perfectly, but the false declaration smoothed over the awkward moment. What was one more little lie among the many in her life?

The color that suffused Susanna’s cheeks faded a little. She nodded, but she kept her eyes fastened on the landscape. How awkward it must be to have skin that shows every emotion, thought Madeleine. To her utter astonishment, she felt ashamed of herself, an emotion she rarely entertained.

“Please forgive my rudeness,” she said. “I am obviously not one of the nice people whose rules worry you so.”

“You aren’t terrible rude,” Susanna answered. “Just sort of standoffish.”

This time laughter bubbled up and flowed from Madeleine’s throat like a song. “That is rude enough, yes? Please, let us begin again.” Madeleine extended an elegantly gloved hand. “I am Madeleine Charbonneau. My daughters are Felicite and Adelie.”

“Susanna McCain.” Susanna awkwardly touched the proffered hand. “That’s my daughter, Emilie, with your girls.”

“Ah, Emilie. I cannot tell you how grateful I am that your Emilie has taken my children under her wing. She tells wonderful stories.”

Susanna looked toward the bow of the boat as if seeking a clear route to freedom.

I don’t want her to leave, Madeleine thought in surprise. It has been so long since I spoke with another woman. Aloud, she said, “Please, Mrs. McCain. If you have time to talk with me, I would like that. I have never left New Orleans and … well, I am a little lonesome and maybe a little frightened.” That much was true. The wild venture she’d embarked on so blithely now scared her half to death.

“Know how you feel,” Susanna said. “Three years ago, I’d never been more than a three-hour walk from the cabin I was born in. Iffen—if anyone had told me someday I’d be floatin’ in a boat big as ten of those cabins, I’d have called him a liar to his face.”

“Your home is far from here?”

“Carolina mountains by way of Alabama. Me and … my husband and I are movin’ to a little Arkansas town called Washington.”

“No!” Madeleine exclaimed, pressing her hand to her heart. “I, too, travel to Washington. Before my husband died, he bought—how do you say it?—town lots in Washington. He caused a shop to rise on one lot and a house to rise on the other. We planned to live there together, but …” She shrugged her shoulders eloquently.

“I’m so sorry,” Susanna said. “James is my second husband. When my first husband died, it was …” Awkward? Disorienting? A blessed relief? Madeleine could almost see the words flicker through her companion’s mind. Susanna let the sentence go unfinished. “What’re you gonna do in Washington, if I can—if I may ask?”

“Of course, you may ask. I am a dressmaker and a milliner.”

Susanna smiled and Madeleine thought how much prettier she was when someone wasn’t snubbing her. “Emilie’s grandmother and I will open a weavin’ business, just like back in Alabama. Emilie’s a good hand at weavin’, but that girl has got her heart set on raisin’ horses.”

Madeleine’s eyebrows flew up beneath her veil. “What do you mean, ‘raising horses’?”

“Exactly what it sounds like. Gettin’ some mares, a stallion, breedin’ babies, and trainin’ them for ridin’ and pullin’ wagons.”

“Girls in Alabama do such things?” Madeleine gasped, so shocked that she lost her composure for a moment. She had never heard of an educated white woman of good family who engaged in physical labor, and no women at all who trained horses. The very thought of being within touching distance of a horse made her feel a little faint. She’d learned to ride in wagons, carts, and carriages, but she never felt secure in them. “Surely you tease me.”

“No. Emilie is a fine horse trainer.”

“Such a job … does she not spoil her dresses?”

Susanna’s smile broadened into a full-fledged grin. “Her dresses, her hats, her shoes, and her gloves. But she’s happy with horses. They do things for her that they wouldn’t do for another living soul.”

Madeleine glanced at Emilie, feet neatly together, hair tucked smoothly beneath her bonnet, dress only slightly disarranged by the little girls sitting on either side of her. She tried to imagine the well-turned-out young woman disheveled, dusty, and surrounded by ferocious beasts with giant teeth and uncertain tempers. “She must be very brave.”

“She is.”

“And your husband, what will he do in Washington while your so-brave Emilie trains the horses and you and Grandmother weave the cloth?”

“James is a lawyer,” Susanna said. “He’ll put out his shingle and raise legal hell.”

Madeleine laughed. She glanced over at the three girls to catch Emilie’s eye on her. Impulsively she called, “I like your mother, Emilie.”

“She’s very likeable,” Emilie answered. She gave Madeleine an approving nod and turned her attention back to the twins.




CHAPTER 11

EMILIE
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The packet to Natchitoches regularly toiled the river between that settlement and New Orleans, carrying mail and goods to people living in the state’s interior. It placidly chugged its way upstream against the force of water that had been pouring into the river for two thousand miles. The passenger list was small: my family, Madeleine and her girls, and two overdressed men who had a discomfiting way of watching the rest of us. Whenever their eyes paused on me, I resolutely ignored them until something else attracted their attention. They introduced themselves to Papa as Alonzo and Orlando. He declined their invitations to join them in a friendly game of cards to pass the time.

“I’ve worked too hard for my money to lose it in friendly games with professional card sharps,” he told Granny, Susanna, and me as we stood together at the railing watching the scenery slide by. We did that a lot, since there weren’t any other forms of entertainment on the packet.

“How do you know they’re professional card sharps?” I asked.

Papa shrugged. “The way they dress. The way they talk. The way they handle the cards.” He looked sideways at me and grinned. “And because Mrs. Charbonneau warned me after she overheard a conversation I had with them. There’s a lot more to that lady than meets the eye.”

Papa had no idea how much more.

A dream that night jolted me out of sleep and straight into a panic that knotted my throat so tight that I could hardly breathe. I stared at the ceiling, little more than a foot from my face, and struggled to pull air into my lungs. This must be what it feels like to be buried alive. I slid off the bunk, landing on the wooden floor with a slight bump of my bare feet. Granny slept on in her own tiny compartment. The room was barely large enough for both of us to stand at once; if I tried to get dressed, I’d surely wake her. I searched around with one foot for my shoes but couldn’t find them.

The hell with it, I thought, echoing one of Malachi’s favorite expressions of exasperation. Quiet as a cat on the path of a mouse, I slid back the bolt on the door and let myself out into the fresh air of a moonless night. Crossing to the railing, I looked up at the starry sky and pulled in the first easy breath I’d taken in five minutes. My panic ebbed to be replaced by resolve. She would listen to me. She must listen to me.

The Charbonneau stateroom lay a few steps from my own. Despite the late hour, a line of soft candlelight showed beneath the ill-fitting door. I raised my fist and tapped lightly. No answer. I tapped a little louder and whispered, “Mrs. Charbonneau, it’s Emilie.”

Time passed. I thought she had either fallen asleep with the candle lit or had decided to ignore me. Then something rustled in the room and the door opened a narrow slit to reveal a single eye.

“Emilie, what on earth—”

“You are planning to take a flatboat all the way up the river to Arkansas,” I said in a rush. “You can’t do that.”

“Emilie,” Madeleine said again, half amused, half exasperated, “you have had a bad dream. Go back to bed.”

Something touched my arm. Granny stood next to me, her white nightgown glowing in the starlight, her braid hanging over one shoulder. “Emmy’s dreams aren’t like other people’s. You need to listen to her.”

Madeleine’s visible eye narrowed, whether with irritation or interest I couldn’t tell. “All right. Just a moment.”

The door closed. Thirty seconds later, she reopened it and drew us into the narrow space. Her veil obscured her face, and she’d pulled a silk wrapper over her own nightclothes. “Speak softly. The girls are asleep. Mrs. Cathcart, please take this stool. Now, Emilie, what is this all about?”

“The men on the boat, the ones you say are gamblers … if you take the flatboat, they’ll follow you. They know you have money and jewelry, but that won’t be enough. They want … they want …” What they wanted was so horrible I couldn’t even say the words. I put my hands over my face, sick to the bottom of my soul.

“You think they want me?” Madeleine asked, sounding faintly amused. She shook her head and swept the veil from her face with one hand. A long-healed scar puckered the otherwise smooth skin on the left side of her face. It ran from temple to chin and just missed the perfect curve of her lips. She let us look a moment before saying, “I was beautiful once, but what man would want me now?”

“It isn’t you they want,” I whispered. I pressed my fingers against my eyes, trying to blot out the remnants of the dream. “As soon as they are … done with you, they will kill you and throw your body into the river.”

Madeleine crushed the veil in her fist and turned to stare at the little girls sweetly slumbering in the upper bunk, their long brown hair in swirls on the shared pillow, their hands clasped together on top of the sheet.

“Non,” she whispered. “Je ne te crois pas. I don’t believe you. Why should I believe you?”

I took my hands off my face. “Because if you don’t, they’ll take Adelie and Felicite back to New Orleans and sell them to the highest bidder. Jacques will spend the rest of his life wondering what happened to his family.”




CHAPTER 12

MADELEINE
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In New Orleans dwelt women who claimed to see the past and future in balls of crystal and bowls of ink. A hardheaded realist, Madeleine knew their acumen lay in good research, cultivating friendships with society’s best gossips, and a businesslike assessment of a client’s hopes, fears, and credulity level. She never gave a moment’s credence to any form of mysticism or fortune-telling until a fifteen-year-old girl, her hair awry and a thin nightgown clinging to her young body, spoke the name of a man Madeleine had not seen for four long years.

She hadn’t always been called Madeleine. Narcisse Aguillard, her father, named her Jolie the day after she was born in the slave quarters on his sugar plantation south of New Orleans. He had transported his family and most valuable chattel to Louisiana from Saint-Domingue a few days before that colony’s enslaved people erupted in violence against their enslavers. Half a hundred of his field hands disappeared in the weeks preceding the move to Louisiana. Only advanced pregnancy prevented Jolie’s mother, Dyela, from disappearing with them, though later she told Jolie that her pale skin would’ve put her at great risk among the rebels.

“Ma chère fille, it was my misfortune to be born too white for the rebels and not white enough for the whites. I hate and distrust them all.”

As soon as Jolie could hold a needle, Dyela taught her the arts and skills of a seamstress. The child took to it like a bird to the sky. By the time she reached her teens, she sewed as well as her mother. She developed an eye for line and fit that made the most of every client’s figure. In her skillful hands, the dumpiest young girl became a deliciously rounded cream puff of a lady. Dressed in one of Jolie’s creations, old maids without a single curve appeared at balls looking cool, elegant, and worth a second—or even a third—glance. Clients offered Narcisse Aguillard extravagant prices for her services. Eventually, she visited almost every great plantation house in the area to measure, cut, stitch, and tweak everything from day dresses to ballgowns.

Overall, clients treated her well. Those who didn’t paid the price. One spoiled Delta belle, Eugenie Delacorte by name, overindulged in chocolates during a monthlong visit to New Orleans. By the time she returned to the plantation, her amplified curves strained the waistlines and bosoms of her dresses despite her maid’s most desperate efforts to tighten the strings of her corset. She slapped the hapless maid across the face, accusing her of shrinking the dresses with careless laundering. After fuming over her unwearable wardrobe, she sent for Jolie to alter the gowns.

Since Narcisse had business with Eugenie’s father, he escorted his enslaved daughter to her appointment with Eugenie. Jolie entered the girl’s room, the handle of her sewing box looped across her arm. Dressed only in her corset and lacy underthings for the fitting, Eugenie stepped onto the dressmaker’s stool, lower lip protruding, brows drawn down in a ferocious scowl, looking for all the world like a peeved child. Jolie removed her measuring tape from the basket. She wrapped it around Eugenie’s bust and waist in turn, pausing to make notes on one of the cards she kept for each client.

“Ah!” she exclaimed, comparing the new measurements to the ones she’d used to make the dresses. “This is not so bad, only the matter of an inch or so. I made the dresses with wide seams so we could let them out if your measurements changed.”

Eugenie spun around on the stool, eyes wide with affront. “My measurements have not changed one bit! My stupid maid and laundress shrank my dresses. How dare you blame this on me?”

She slapped Jolie so hard that the girl stumbled back into a chest of drawers. Several porcelain figurines atop the chest teetered precariously. When one fell to the floor with a musical crash, Eugenie cried out and hit Jolie again, this time with her balled-up fist.

It took all Jolie could do to keep from fighting back. Her right eye aching from the last blow and her cheeks burning with fury at the injustice, she covered her face with her hands and turned sideways to protect herself. Eugenie’s shrieks carried downstairs to where Narcisse and Eugenie’s father were conducting business over a glass of imported Scotch. Monsieur Delacorte brushed aside his daughter’s temper tantrum as “a woman thing,” but Narcisse immediately sent a servant for his own daughter. When she entered the room, a bruise blossoming on the fair skin around her left eye, Narcisse escorted his damaged property to the carriage without another word. Thereafter, he not only refused to allow Jolie to alter Eugenie’s dresses but discontinued his other business dealings with the Delacortes as well. He made no secret of his reasons. After that, clients who wanted Jolie’s services behaved themselves.

The physical awkwardness and spotty skin that plagued so many girls in their early teens never afflicted Jolie. She smoothly matured from a pretty child into a beauty who had the misfortune to attract the attention of the plantation owner’s eldest son, Lucien. After Narcisse caught Lucien with his hands in the bosom of Jolie’s dress, he marched his son off for an explicit discussion of why the young man needed to keep himself to himself, at least as far as Jolie was concerned. After that, Lucien maintained a respectful distance. Eventually, he married Helene D’Aigle, an heiress whose temperament ranged from such lethargy that she couldn’t rouse herself from bed to being so frenetic that she made terrible and irrational decisions.

Helene found herself with child barely two months after the wedding. Though Lucien and his parents rejoiced, Helene’s mood swings increased in frequency and violence. One hot summer day, Helene abruptly summoned Jolie to her room to measure her for maternity clothes. Morning sick and miserable, the young mistress snapped at her maids and criticized Jolie for taking so long to answer her summons. Jolie, half blinded and nauseated by a terrible headache, did her best to appease her demanding mistress, but the bright light streaming through the big double windows sent her running for the chamber pot to throw up. She was still on her knees, gasping with pain, when Helene seized her by the back of her hair and shook her like a terrier worrying a rat.

“Who is the father?” Helene shrieked. “Is it Lucien? You whore, have you seduced my husband?”

Jolie retched with the agony of having her throbbing head jerked back and forth, but there was nothing left in her stomach. Failing to tear out a fistful of her victim’s hair, Helene swore and released her grip. Jolie collapsed on the floor, knees drawn to her chest, her hands pressed on either side of her head, trying to ease the agony of the headache. Somewhere outside the black-and-purple pain, she heard voices without understanding what they were saying. Hard hands rolled her onto her back and pinned her shoulders to the floor. Someone sat on her knees. Jolie peered through pain-dimmed eyes to see Helene digging through the scattered contents of her sewing box. The woman seized something and leapt toward Jolie, the big silver shears in her hand.

“I will cut it out of you!”

Jolie froze in disbelief as the sharp scissors sliced through her dress and petticoats. Helene hacked at her corset, swearing when the blades hit whalebone. She pushed harder and the point of the scissors dug into the flesh of Jolie’s stomach. Shocked out of her stunned daze, Jolie screamed, loud and long. She jerked her legs hard, sending the woman who pinned them down tumbling across the room. Bending her knees, she kicked Helene solidly in the chest with both feet, shrieking at the top of her lungs the entire time. Helene stumbled backward and hit the wall, scissors still clutched in her fist. Jolie fought to free her shoulders, but the woman who held her down was too strong. Regaining her balance, Helene lifted the scissors over her head with both hands and ran at Jolie, shrilling like an infuriated cat.

“What in God’s name…?” Lucien burst into the room, closely followed by his mother and Dyela. He seized Helene’s wrist as she rushed past him. She twisted and tried to drive the scissors into him. He shoved her into the wall and held her there by her throat with one hand while he used the other to bash her fist hard against the doorframe: once, twice, three times. On the third blow, her fingers flew open. The scissors clattered to the floor. Lucien kicked them under the dresser and wrapped both arms around his hysterical wife, pinning her body against him.

“Get Jolie out of here!” he shouted to Madame Jeanne and Dyela. His voice shattered their frozen shock. They rushed to Jolie, who lay curled on her side on the floor, weeping with pain and terror. Gentle hands replaced the harsh ones that pinned her down. Dyela’s beloved voice murmured soothingly as she and the mistress helped Jolie to her feet.

“Helene,” Jolie moaned. “She tried to kill me, Maman. She wanted to cut a baby out of me. There is no baby. There is no baby! Helene is—”

“Shh,” Dyela whispered, looking nervously at the woman who held Jolie’s other arm as they guided her down the stairs and away from the bedlam in Helene’s room. “Do not talk. Do not accuse.”

“It’s all right, Dyela,” Madame Jeanne said tightly. “It wasn’t Jolie’s fault. She can’t help being beautiful any more than my husband and son can help being men. But Helene … she has no control. No control.”

Helene’s control deteriorated further in the weeks following her attack on Jolie. Though Jolie kept out of sight, hoping to be out of mind, Helene screamed that she could feel the seamstress’s evil spirit coming to her by night, haunting her dreams and driving her mad. She swore the child in Jolie’s womb was sucking the life from her own child. She demanded that Jolie be sold away from the delta, but Narcisse Aguillard didn’t intend to lose a valuable and skilled slave to the whims of an insane daughter-in-law. Unfortunately for his enslaved daughter, Narcisse suffered a massive heart attack at his youngest son’s wedding while dancing a quadrille with the bride. He was dead before he hit the parquet floor.

When Helene’s baby was born with a clubfoot, she truly lost her mind, shrieking that Jolie had cursed her baby and demanding that the girl be hanged as a witch. Desperate to bring some measure of harmony to his household, Lucien shipped his half-sister to a business acquaintance in New Orleans who specialized in auctions of particularly skilled and resplendent men and women.

Bertrand Martin maintained a place of business on the second floor of the elegant Hotel Delachaise in the Faubourg Sainte Marie. Jolie, reeling from the trauma of being torn from her mother’s arms, arrived in a box carriage, her wrists manacled at her waist and one ankle chained to a hook in the floorboard to keep her from trying to escape. A silent slave woman with tribal markings tattooed on her chin and lips met her at the back door and escorted her into M. Martin’s office. As he watched, the woman removed first Jolie’s manacles and then her clothing. Jolie covered her face with her hands and wept with shame as M. Martin examined her from head to toe, noting her gently curved hips and small, high breasts.

“Are you a virgin?” he asked. Jolie gulped and nodded. Martin turned to the woman. “Make sure. You can take her now. Elaborate hair. Simple dress. Veronique Ange will be interested in this one.”

The woman gathered up Jolie’s discarded clothes, took her by the hand with surprising gentleness, and guided her down the hall to a small chamber containing a wooden chair, a table with toiletry items, a hip bath, and a couch.

“My name is Litta,” the woman said in a low voice thick with the accent of her Fulani tribe. “This thing be unpleasant but be even more unpleasant if you fight. Spare both of us and behave. Lie down on couch and open you legs. I touch you, but not hurt.”

As Jolie bore the indignity of having her virginity verified, two women carried cans of steaming water into the room, poured them into the hip bath, and departed without giving the girl a glance. Litta straightened from the examination, then helped Jolie to her feet.

“That be worst I do to you,” she said, motioning toward the tub. “Wash yourself well.”

After the bath, Litta helped Jolie into a thin white muslin dress that went directly over her bare skin. She arranged Jolie’s honey brown hair in an elaborate set of curls and braids, then smoothed a light coating of rouge on her golden-skinned cheeks and lips. Jolie tugged the bodice of the dress as high as it would go, but Litta rearranged it to show most of the curve of her bosom.

“Time for downstairs,” Litta said. “Behave, you hear?”

“What is going to happen to me?” Jolie said faintly. “Please, Litta. I’m so scared.”

The woman started to shake her head, then relented a little. “Girl, you beautiful and you damn near white. No cane fields in your future. If you lucky, Madame Veronique outbid ever’one else. She treat her girls good.”

“I don’t understand,” Jolie said desperately.

“You will. Now we gotta go. Hold you head up, eyes down, and shoulders back.”

Litta left Jolie in a small second-floor room with half a dozen other similarly groomed and attired young women, all of whom looked at least as scared as she felt. Their complexions ranged from Jolie’s golden fairness to a small woman who was so dark that she seemed to absorb light. After a short, silent wait, a livery-clad attendant entered from a side door. He crooked his finger at a tall, graceful girl whose dampened dress clung to her body like a second skin. The girl took a deep breath and followed him through the door. She didn’t return. Ten minutes later, the attendant summoned another girl. Fifteen minutes after that, he returned for Jolie.

She walked into a sumptuously appointed parlor with high ceilings and furniture so elegant that it made the Aguillard plantation look shabby. French doors opened onto a terrace overlooking the slow muddy torrent of the Mississippi River. Rain fell outside, its fragrance permeating the room. Half a dozen well-dressed men and women sat in upholstered chairs, sipping wine, nibbling marzipan, and conversing quietly. Their complexions were almost as varied as those of the girls being sold. The conversation stopped when the attendant made a soft noise in the back of his throat.

“Jolie. Fourteen years old. She is a skilled seamstress and a confirmed virgin.”

Jolie kept her eyes on the floor, trying not to shake as two men and one woman rose from their chairs and approached her. The men were conventionally dressed, though the taller of the two wore his hair pulled back in an old-fashioned club at the nape of his neck. The woman wore a dress of silk brocade that shone with gold thread against her café-au-lait skin. They looked Jolie over like she was a prize mare. Humiliated almost beyond bearing, she obediently opened her mouth so they could see her teeth and suffered the tall man to run his hands over her arms and down her legs. Suddenly, he seized both small breasts with his hands, squeezing hard. Jolie gasped. The woman smacked her gilded fan hard across the man’s wrists. With a yelp, he released Jolie.

“Control your vulgarity, monsieur,” the woman snapped.

The man’s face blazed red, but he bowed stiffly and moved back to his chair. The woman didn’t bother to watch him go; her attention was on Jolie.

“Where are you from, girl?” she asked in a low, educated voice.

Jolie had to swallow twice before she found her own voice. “Aguillard Plantation.”

“Why are you here?”

“My master’s wife didn’t like me.”

“Because the master liked you too much, eh?”

“No, ma’am. He … he liked others better.”

Without another word, the woman returned to her chair. The shorter man watched her go, then looked at Jolie and shrugged. He said, “You are very desirable, but Veronique intends to have you. I cannot outbid her and damned if I am small-minded enough to bid against her just to run up the price. You pray that Simon is not feeling that slap on the wrists enough to buy you at any price just to thwart her.”

He resumed his seat. The attendant approached Simon and Veronique with a salver on which rested a sheet of paper. Pens and inkwells sat on the chairside tables next to half empty wineglasses. Simon took the paper, scribbled a number on it, and replaced it on the salver. He stared at Jolie, all but licking his lips as the attendant offered the paper to Veronique. She read the number, raised her eyebrows, and wrote something down. The paper went back and forth between them. The list of bids lengthened as Jolie’s stomach twisted itself into knots.

At last Simon announced, “Let us be serious.” He snatched the list, scrawled a number, and thrust it back at the attendant. The man took it without a change in expression and offered it to Veronique.

“By all means, let us be serious,” she said mildly, and wrote down her bid.

Simon seized the paper to see her final bid. With an oath, he crumpled the paper and hurled it across the room. He leapt to his feet, towering over Veronique, who regarded him with the same expression she might’ve used for a child throwing a temper tantrum.

“Are you insane? She is not Aphrodite!”

“Would you care to bid again, sir?” the attendant asked.

Simon stormed out of the room. The attendant turned to Veronique. “Shall I call your carriage, madame?”

“Thank you, John,” Veronique said, rising from the chair. “Aphrodite, you come with me.”

Stunned, Jolie followed her new mistress downstairs and into a life stranger than anything she had ever imagined. They took an open carriage through the streets of the Faubourg Sainte Marie, winding and wending their way toward their destination. Despite the partial protection of Madame Veronique’s umbrella, a fine mist of rain dampened Jolie’s white dress, rendering it almost transparent. Embarrassed, she crossed her arms over her chest.

“Fold your hands in your lap and sit up straight,” Veronique ordered beneath her breath. Jolie reluctantly obeyed.

The carriage stopped at an intersection, waiting for a loaded dray to pass. A couple of gentlemen, well-dressed and debonair, paused to admire the shivering, thinly clad child seated next to one of the city’s most famous businesswomen. Jolie’s cheeks turned the color of old bricks as her new mistress nodded to them.

“A new girl, Veronique?” the taller man said in an accent Jolie couldn’t place. “Very nice. When can we visit?”

“She will be ready at the end of the season,” Veronique answered pleasantly. “Of course, the bidding will be high. She is a twelve-year-old virgin of outstanding loveliness, and only one man will be able to purchase her in a virgin state.” Madame Veronique shaved two years off Jolie’s age without blinking an eye. Jolie didn’t blink, either. She was too stunned.

They drove on. At last, Jolie asked timidly, “I am to be sold again?”

Veronique gave her the barest glance. “You belong to me. Temporary access to your bed is what the gentlemen pay for.”

Madame Veronique Ange owned the most discreet and exclusive parlor house in the city of New Orleans, as well as some of the most beautiful girls in Louisiana. Jolie would be the jewel of the collection until her youth ran its course. Veronique had spent more than she intended for the girl, but the money would come back quickly.

“This is a house of courtesans, Aphrodite. Do you know what that means?”

Jolie shook her head, too close to tears to trust her voice.

“The women who live here are trained to entertain men. You will learn to sing, to dance, to serve wine and brandy, to flirt, to make men want an hour of your time more than anything in life. Your youth, beauty, and almost perfectly white skin will draw admirers from all over Louisiana, but only the richest and most influential will be offered access to you. What do you know of lovemaking?”

“Nothing, madame.”

“As behooves a virgin,” Madame Veronique said approvingly. “I will teach you how to behave with the man who purchases your virginity, and I will teach you how to behave with the men who come after him. Keep in mind that while all women possess the potential to be whores, creating a courtesan takes time, training, and study. To start with, sit up straight, hold your shoulders back, and lift your chin slightly. No. Not so high. Ah. That’s better. The faster you learn, the sooner I will be paid back for buying you. Once you have earned your purchase price and that much again, I will allow you to keep a third of each of your fees. You’ll pay for clothing and personal items out of that amount. The rest I suggest you save for emergencies.

“As to selling your virginity, I have a client who is very rich and has a penchant for young girls. I suspect he will outbid the others, though surprises are always possible. To please him, you must present yourself as very young and perfectly innocent without acting terrified. Right now, you look terrified. You need to learn to display only the emotions that will be useful to you and hide the rest.”

Thus began the hardest, most intense training of Jolie’s life. She had to learn so many new things and unlearn others. Some of them were pleasant. Others mortified her. She learned to suppress genuine emotion and perform as expected. Months passed before her skills satisfied Veronique’s exacting standards. By Christmas, Jolie’s awkwardness and naïveté had been replaced by Aphrodite’s grace and carefully curated image of innocence.

“You’ll do,” Madam Veronique said one morning after observing Aphrodite’s dance lesson in the small ballroom. Aphrodite bowed her elegantly coiffed head and dipped a curtsey in reply. She glanced toward the tall windows as she turned to go, wishing she had the courage to make a dash toward freedom and the fleetness of foot to make the dash worthwhile. Since she possessed neither, she continued down the corridor and up the stairs to the sweetly decorated room that would soon become her place of business.

Preparations began for an auction disguised as an elegant party. Madame convinced Cecile Beauvoir, the most famous cook in New Orleans, to plan a dinner menu and hire whatever staff she needed to prepare and serve the meal. Porters carried cases of champagne and small casks of caviar into the pantries. Kitchen servants brought out the best china and polished the silverware until it sparkled like the crystals that hung from the chandeliers in the great parlor. Trusted house servants traveled to the docks to order quantities of shrimp and oysters while two pastry cooks oversaw the creation of delectable pastries and dainties. Madame ordered the smallest parlor to be transformed into a temporary pantry to hold the largesse.

Though many men clamored for invitations to view Madame’s newest jewel, she limited the guest list to a half a dozen well-heeled individuals ranging from the thirty-year-old owner of two plantations and six hundred slaves to a sixty-five-year-old entrepreneur who possessed two distilleries and a string of saloons and inns throughout the South. Couriers delivered engraved invitations. Formal acceptances arrived by other couriers.

The evening of the great event, women bustled in and out of Aphrodite’s room, bearing her neat slippers and exquisitely ironed gown, and an assortment of cosmetics that Madame vetoed since the girl’s natural apricot blush was heightened by nerves. After watching the hairdresser pile her tresses into every possible arrangement of braids and curls, Madame chose to leave it unbound, falling in waves almost to the girl’s knees.

“A young girl’s style,” she said, stroking Aphrodite’s hair with an appraising hand. “Upswept hair makes you look sophisticated, and that is not the illusion we wish to cast at this party. I’ll send Annette to dress you while the post-dinner wine is being poured. You must look perfect, not a wrinkle on your dress and not a wrinkle on that brow, either.” She smoothed the worry line between the girl’s eyes with a remarkably gentle finger. Aphrodite obediently relaxed her face. “That’s better. I know you’re frightened, child, but others have gone through this and survived. You will, too.”

With those words, Madame left to make her own toilet, taking the hairdresser with her. Relieved to be alone for a few minutes, Aphrodite sat cross-legged on her bed wearing only her chemise. She wiped away a tear and gulped deep draughts of air to dilute the dread tightening her chest. Outside the house, the first carriage rattled up the street.

The men arrived in formal dress, surrendering hats and canes to the dignified butler who met them at the door. After gathering in the best parlor for predinner drinks, they repaired to the formal dining room where a table awaited them, laid with embroidered linen, porcelain china, silverware, and crystal. Fine wine accompanied each of the seven courses, with cigars and imported brandy ending the repast.

Already enjoying the company of the house’s prettiest and wittiest courtesans, two of the clients waived their right to attend the auction. The other four men, still talking about horses and the price of sugar cane, mounted the stairs to a mezzanine overlooking a parlor decorated in pale pink silk and silver brocade. Conversation trailed away as they gathered at the railing and looked down. Aphrodite sat alone on a settee, hands folded in her lap, the toes of her slippers demurely peeking from beneath her full skirt, and her young breasts curving the bodice of her white dress. A collective murmur ran through the group of men.

The virgin sacrifice kept her eyes cast down and the corners of her mouth curved up just enough to suggest a sweet disposition. Smiling might have been viewed as boldness. She had designed and sewn the dress herself during her enforced time in isolation between Madame Veronique’s lessons. Her calm outward demeanor belied her inner turmoil and the almost overwhelming desire to leap up and run for the door. To have been sold once was horrible beyond belief, but the prospect of being sold again was almost beyond bearing.

And after one man has claimed my virginity, I will be sold again and again and again to whatever men want the parts of me that are left over. I am to spend my life as an extravagant toy for men rich enough to pay Madame Veronique what she thinks I am worth. She pressed her thighs together, remembering Lucien fumbling at her breasts and between her legs before his father caught him at it and explained their relationship. She thought of the things Madame Veronique taught her: what to touch, how to touch, how to submit, how to receive, when to speak, when to remain silent, when to cry out, and how to make the cry sound helplessly ecstatic instead of anguished.

The men gazed down, weighing their desire for her against the money in their bank accounts. After a few minutes, the door between parlor and hall opened. Two of the house’s most unobtrusive maids entered and approached Aphrodite.

Oh, god, oh, god, oh, god, she thought desperately as the women each took an arm and helped her to her feet.

“It will be all right,” one of them whispered between barely parted lips. “You are Aphrodite rising from the foam of the ocean. Behave like the goddess you are named for.”

Aphrodite’s namesake straightened her back, lifted her chin, and allowed herself to be divested of her white gown, leaving her dressed in a thin, thigh-length chemise, silk stockings, and her satin slippers. The highest bidder would earn the first glimpse of what little remained hidden. She stood still as a statue, then as instructed, slowly lifted her eyes to the men gathered at the mezzanine railing. One soft, shy glance, and the two maids led her from the room. As they closed the door, the bidding began.

She followed the maids down the hall and up the stairs to the chamber that had been specially prepared for her rape. The bed clothing was neatly turned down, the curtains were drawn, and a candelabra shed a gentle light. A bottle of champagne stood in a silver container filled with ice that had been cut from frozen northern lakes, packed in sawdust, and shipped to New Orleans by boat.

The maids helped her out of the short chemise and replaced it with a floor-length white nightgown. She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror as they smoothed her hair and rubbed a little rouge onto her now pale cheeks. The color of her nipples showed faintly through the fine silk of the gown.

“You stand here until he comes,” one of the maids told her. “Don’t sit down; it will crush the silk.”

Aphrodite nodded once. She had never felt so terrified, not when Helene attacked her with the scissors, not even when the slavers tore her from her mother’s embrace and locked her in a closed carriage. She stood, motionless, trying not to think. At last, the door opened, and a man walked into the room. His lips parted slightly as he watched the rise of her breasts with each shuddering breath.

Madame’s voice echoed in her mind. It’s a game, Aphrodite; just a game. Play it well. Draw him in. Offer him what he wants most from you: the innocence and fragility of a very young girl.

“Are you really twelve?” he asked huskily.

She shook her head and peeked up at him through her lashes as Madame had taught her. “No, monsieur. I won’t be twelve until spring.”

He leapt toward her, grabbed the front of her gown, and ripped the fragile silk halfway to the hem. Shock paralyzed her. A heartbeat later, the touch of his soft, damp hands shattered what little composure she still possessed. All memory of Madame’s painstaking instructions evaporated. Half blind with terror, she tried to run, but her fear only fanned the flames of his lust. Pinning her arms to her sides with a crushing embrace, he bent over her.

“Maman!” she shrieked. Hysterically, she twisted her head back and forth, trying to avoid his mouth. “Maman! Maman! Maman!”

The halls of the house resounded with her pathetic cries. For all the good it did her, she might as well have remained as silent as death.

The price paid for Aphrodite’s deflowering exceeded Veronique’s most outrageous expectations, immediately recouping a substantial part of her original investment. News of the exquisitely lovely and almost perfectly white courtesan at Madame Veronique’s establishment spread, first across New Orleans, then throughout the Delta. Veronique wisely limited access to the treasure of her house, driving the price for the girl’s favors above rubies. Men willingly paid that price in return for a few hours of bliss and the status of having shared Aphrodite’s bed.

Over the next half dozen years, Aphrodite, the most exotic creature in Madame Veronique’s house, buried all but the dimmest memory of Jolie in silks, jewels, skill, grace, and beauty that blossomed rather than faded with age. She entertained a rich, select clientele and hated every one of them. Most of her sister courtesans avoided her, partially because they were envious of her success and partially because when she wasn’t required to appear in the parlor and dining room, she strictly kept herself to herself and avoided the drama that was inevitable in any house, however elegant. Her kindnesses were private and usually limited to the maids and worker bees of the house. In return, these lowly ones did for her small services they withheld from most of the other girls.

When twice her purchase price had flowed into Madame Veronique’s coffers, Aphrodite’s own coffer began to fill. Her greatest extravagance was the purchase of sumptuous fabrics that she sewed into garments for herself. Not only did she save a modiste’s fee, but the creation of gowns and hats fed her artistic soul. She hired a personal maid, Inez, a quiet freewoman who quickly came to appreciate her fortune in serving an even-tempered mistress who never failed to say please and thank you, and who always rewarded special efforts with smiles and coin. The rest of her income she tucked away with one thought uppermost in her mind: freedom. Freedom to follow her own will. Freedom to choose her own clients—or to choose no clients at all. Freedom.

But no great success comes without losses. As Aphrodite evolved from a frightened child into a woman sure of her own worth, she hardened her heart and approached love as a business, saving what little affection she allowed herself to feel for a large gray cat named Chloe and for Inez, who anticipated her needs before Aphrodite knew what she needed herself.

A local carpenter, Jacques Quatrepomme, often entered the house to do upkeep on the building and its furniture. When their paths crossed, he treated Aphrodite with polite indifference, acknowledging her with a short nod instead of the admiring or lustful looks she had grown to expect from men. Half amused and half irritated by his apathy, she began to put herself in his path, teasing and flirting to see if she could shatter his impassive shell.

One day, she lingered in her room while he repaired a broken window sash. She sat in front of her mirror, half dressed, languidly dabbing her wrists and bosom with perfume. Turning gracefully, she held out her wrist to him and asked, “Do you like it, Monsieur Quatrepomme? It is from Paris.”

He straightened from his work and looked at her with the sternness of a master toward an unruly apprentice. “You have New Orleans at your feet, Mademoiselle. What drives you to interrupt my work when you know I cannot afford you? It is unworthy of you to treat me like a prize in this game you play.”

Aphrodite rose from her chair and swept from the room, every cell of her body radiating insult to hide the scalding shame caused by his words. For the next several weeks, she avoided him, though she always knew when he was in the house. From Inez, she learned a little more about him. Born to free black parents, Jacques belonged to a social group known as gens de couleur libres, free people of color. He was a highly skilled house carpenter and a fine cabinetmaker who maintained a woodshop on Rue Martinique, a few blocks from the house of courtesans. He had never been married, had no feminine liaisons that Inez could ferret out. That he was quiet, industrious, and forthright Aphrodite knew from oblique observation.

One warm day in early spring, Aphrodite took herself into the garden to cut roses for her boudoir. She walked straight to her favorite, a graceful bush whose arching branches bore dozens of small, fragrant, bloodred roses. She smiled as she clipped a stem and slid a particularly symmetrical blossom into the vase of water she’d brought with her. Hearing a step on the path, she looked up to see Jacques walking toward her on his way to the gazebo he was building at the back of the garden. At the sight of her, he bowed and started to retrace his steps.

“Please stop!” she cried imperiously, then added with more humility, “I have something to say, if you will listen.”

He politely turned toward her and waited.

“You were right,” she said. “I treated you as if you were one more brick to put in the wall of my vanity. I treated you as a plaything, just as the clients of this house treat me. My actions were unforgivable, but I want you to know I deeply regret mistreating you.”

His stern features relaxed just a bit. “Very little is unforgivable, Mademoiselle. For all your success, you are young, and your mistake was a small one.”

“I don’t feel young,” she said. “I feel as if I have lived half a century in this place.” To hide her discomfort, she carelessly seized the stem of another blossom and exclaimed as a thorn tore the soft skin of her thumb. She shook her hand, flinging small drops of blood on the garden path. Jacques took a clean white handkerchief from his pocket and stepped forward to wrap it matter-of-factly around her wounded thumb. She folded her other fingers over the cloth to hold it into place.

“This rose is called Glory of the World,” he told her. “Very beautiful, but full of thorns.”

“So I’ve learned,” she answered wryly. “Thank you, Monsieur Quatrepomme.”

“My name is Jacques.”

“And mine is …” She hesitated, then said softly, “Jolie. My name is Jolie, but I have been called Aphrodite for so many years that I have almost forgotten Jolie.” Embarrassed by the unexpected admission, she gestured at the rose. “This is my favorite, thorns and all.”

They talked about roses for a while, then turned to go about their respective businesses. After that, they spoke genially when they met and occasionally stole enough time from their lives to hold a genuine conversation. Eventually, they became friends.

Not all of the young women who came to Madame Veronique’s establishment had the resolve or strength to adjust to a courtesan’s life. Despite the high fees, the beautiful clothes, and the wealthy clientele, the courtesans belonged to Madame Veronique, whether she bought them at auction or singled them out for hire from among the young women who arrived in New Orleans on boats from Ireland or the Caribbean. Slave or freeborn, black or white, their lives were no more secure than those of their sisters who labored in the cane fields. Entertaining multiple clients every day but Sunday took a mental and physical toll even on the most phlegmatic courtesan. Though Madame implemented a careful screening process, undesirable men occasionally slipped through. Some reveled in cruelty, leaving their feminine companions bruised and bleeding. During Jolie’s third year in the house, a jealous client murdered his favorite courtesan for “betraying” him with other men. Venereal disease was all but unavoidable, as were unwanted pregnancies and abortions. Some women turned to alcohol and drugs to ease the bitterness of their lives.

Josette Devereaux entered Madame’s establishment six years after Jolie’s debut. Petite, pretty, young, with big blue eyes and silver-blond hair, Josette arrived on a ship from New York City in the company of a card sharp who deserted her when she became pregnant. Madame paid for an abortion and gave her a place to recover. As soon as Josette regained the roses in her cheeks, Madame introduced her to New Orleans by putting her on display in an open carriage that slowly rolled through the streets. Josette quickly became popular with the clientele, but try as she might, she couldn’t unseat the favorite from the house’s second-best bedroom, the best belonging to Madame. She couldn’t even disconcert the favorite by dropping overt remarks in Jolie’s presence about aging whores. Jolie met every challenge from Josette with bland indifference and even kindness. Frustrated, Josette made active plays for several of her rival’s long-time clients. The clients smiled at her antics and forgot Josette as soon as Jolie entered the room. When the men she’d earmarked for her own continued to patronize La Belle Aphrodite’s bed, Josette upped her level of hostility. Someone slashed the skirt of Jolie’s favorite gown before an important party and her ruby bracelet disappeared along with a miniature portrait a client had commissioned for her. Though Inez swore Josette was the culprit, she had no proof. Jolie locked her bedroom door, and the theft and destruction ceased.

A year into her time at Madame Veronique’s establishment, Josette discovered she was pregnant again. Irritated by the inconvenience, she sought the services of an abortionist. The so-called doctor was drunk the day he performed Josette’s procedure, leaving her with heavy bleeding and excruciating pain. The bleeding eventually stopped, but the pain increased until it drove Josette half mad. She started drinking. When that didn’t help, she turned to laudanum. Within a month, the once-exquisite silver-blond became hopelessly addicted without reducing her pain level enough to return to work.

Two months after the botched abortion, Madame Veronique called Josette to her office and informed her that she needed to find another place to live. Josette shrieked a curse, seized the heavy paperweight from Madame’s desk, and flung it through the nearest window. Spurred on by the crash of glass, she hurled the visitor’s chair across the room. She turned to scream at Madame Veronique and found herself looking down the barrel of a pistol held in that lady’s unwavering grip.

“I intended to give you a week to leave,” Madame said coldly, “but on reflection, I think now is better. Pierre,” she said to the bouncer who appeared at her door in response to the noise, “please escort Josette to her room for her things, then see her to the front door.”

“You wouldn’t dare!” Josette hissed, clinching her hands into fists.

“Wouldn’t I?” Madame said calmly. Pierre took Josette by the elbow, but she jerked out of his grasp.

“I don’t need your help,” she snarled and stomped through the door.

“Make sure she leaves within the hour,” Madame told Pierre. He nodded.

Josette ran up the stairs, slammed into her room, and flung back the lid of the trunk she used as a bedside table. She tossed belongings into it without regard for the shoes that landed on her petticoats or the powder that spilled from an open jar. She grabbed a bottle of whiskey off the washbasin stand and tilted the remaining liquor down her throat. When she lowered the bottle, she caught a glimpse of her red-eyed, ravaged face in the mirror. She smashed the bottle into the glass, shattering it into a dozen pieces. She seized a triangular shard and pressed the sharp edge against her wrist. It hurt terribly. Lacking the resolve to follow through with the gesture, she stared at her partial reflection in the broken shard, wondering what on earth she was going to do.

A knock sounded at the door. “Josette? Are you all right?”

Aphrodite, Josette thought resentfully. Of all the people I do not want to see, that sanctimonious bitch with her pretended concern is the one I least want to see. God in heaven, I hate her. She puts on airs like the Empress of France, but she’s just a plain old whore like everyone else in the house.

Still clutching the mirror shard, Josette strode to the door and flung it open. Caught off guard, Jolie stumbled backward and hit the railing of the landing. She blinked at the glint of light in the drunken woman’s upraised hand. A second later, the mirror shard slashed her left cheek. Too stunned to cry out, she clapped both hands to her face and collapsed to her knees. Blood poured between her fingers, pooling on the cypress wood floor.

Josette raised the glass shard for another strike, screaming with rage. Faithful Inez ran from Jolie’s room to see her mistress huddled on the floor. As Josette’s arm began its downward swing, Inez snatched a heavy vase off a hall table and hurled it up the passageway. It struck Josette hard on the head, knocking her sideways. A second later, a marble ashtray shattered Josette’s wrist and dislodged the shard of mirror from her bloody fist. She fled down the stairs, screaming and swearing with every step.

Stripping off her apron, Inez fell to her knees next to her mistress. She pressed the wadded cloth to Jolie’s face, crooning words of concern and comfort. Two elegantly attired courtesans cautiously emerged from their rooms. Seeing Jolie’s blood spreading across the floor, the courtesan called Zelie ran to the linen press and grabbed a handful of pillowcases. Flinging them to Inez, she flew down the stairs, shouting for Madame Veronique. The other courtesan grabbed Jolie by the arm.

“You’ll have somethin’ to holler ’bout if you get blood on Mistress’s good rug,” she scolded. She never had liked Jolie, and the surge of pity she felt for the brutalized woman made her angry. “You hush up before you scare everybody in the house. What will the gentlemen think?”

“Are you insane, Perrine?” Inez snapped. She shoved the woman in the chest, toppling her onto her backside. “If you can’t help, get out here.”

The pool of blood widened and poured off the landing in a thin stream of red.

“What in the name of the good God?” Footsteps pounded up the steps two at a time. Madame Veronique burst onto the landing, the hem of her dress scooped to her knees. Zelie was close behind. “Merde!”

Carefully holding her skirt and petticoats away from the pooling blood, Madame knelt next to Jolie and assessed the damage. “Zelie, go find Ambrosine right this second and tell her what happened. She’ll know what to bring. Perrine, quit digging your nails into her arm. She’s got enough problems without you poking holes in her. Inez, go throw back the covers on her bed and cover it in towels.”

One of the house’s guards carried Jolie to bed. Shock rendered her almost senseless. The people around her were mere blurs of color across her vision, their voices far away and meaningless. Somewhere out of the confusion, Ambrosine, the cook and herbalist, appeared and held a glass to Jolie’s lips. “Drink this, cherie. It will help.”

Obediently, Jolie took a sip and immediately spat it out. She pushed Ambrosine’s hand aside as the woman brought the glass to her lips again. Beyond her, Jolie could see the blur that was Inez. She blinked hard to watch Inez thread a sharp needle with heavy white thread.

“Jolie, if you drink the medicine what comes next will not hurt so bad,” Madame Veronique said firmly. “We need you to hold very, very still, and this will make it easier.”

The significance of the threaded needle finally penetrated the haze in Jolie’s mind. She took the glass and downed the contents in two swallows. The movement of her facial muscles set her cheek aflame with new agony. Ambrosine took the small glass from her and filled it again to the top. “One more, cherie, then we’ll give it some time to work.”

By the time Inez handed Ambrosine the needle, the laudanum-and-herbal concoction had done its work. Thoroughly disoriented, Jolie was torn between wanting to weep and wanting to laugh out loud. How absurd! Madame Veronique, her dignified mistress, holding the skin of a slave’s face together with her own elegant hands. Jolie drifted out of her body. Standing next to the bed, she watched with interest as Ambrosine took the first careful stitch. How hard it was to push the point of a needle through a person’s skin. Jolie leaned closer and marveled at the way the raw edges of the cut came together with each stitch, just like mending a tear in fine linen.

That must hurt, she thought vaguely, and looked into her own drug-hazed eyes. Lucky girl. It is going to scar very badly, and she won’t be beautiful anymore. Maybe she can quit opening her legs for men and take up growing roses instead. Can one make one’s living growing roses?

And with that thought, she winked out of consciousness.

Despite the horrible cosmetic damage, Jolie was fortunate. The muscles of her face remained intact, and while she lost the feeling in the skin along her left jawline, her facial movements weren’t affected. The true misfortune lay in the precarious balance of her future. She looked in the mirror at the ugly scabbed slash on her cheek and wondered who would buy her when Madame inevitably put her on auction.

After all, she has had her money’s worth out of me and then some. Oh, how I wish I had not bought all that silk, lace, and satin. I should have saved the money to buy myself.

A week later, yellow fever swept through New Orleans. Already weak from her ordeal, Jolie immediately contracted the disease. Terrified of becoming ill themselves, everyone in the house forsook her except Inez, who only left her side to fetch water or clean sheets. Jolie’s golden skin turned clammy and yellow. The fever headache exceeded the worst migraine she had ever suffered, and she prayed for a swift death to end the agony. In the rooms around her, other women fell ill. Most of them had no faithful maid to nurse them, and they died alone, abandoned by clients and sister courtesans alike. Madame Veronique, immune thanks to an encounter with the disease in an earlier epidemic, did what she could to nurse her courtesans and servants, but she was only one woman.

One awful day, three women died within a single hour. Madame Veronique sent for the hearse, then retired to her office to sit in private despair, her head in her hands. None of her girls could work. The house’s income plummeted to zero while bills continued to pour in. After long deliberation, she rose to her feet and walked down the silent halls of her establishment to Jolie’s room. She beckoned to Inez through the doorway and stepped back to wait in the hall while the maid finished bathing Jolie’s limp, thin limbs.

“Yes, madame?” Inez asked stiffly when she joined the madam in the hall. Inez burned with resentment on behalf of her mistress. Following Josette’s drunken attack, Madame had promptly moved Jolie from her elegant boudoir to a tiny room on the third floor.

Ungrateful bitch, Inez thought, carefully keeping her expression neutral. She made a fortune for this house. You repaid her with banishment and left her in this closet to die.

“Do you know where Jacques Quatrepomme lives?” Madame said abruptly. Taken aback, Inez nodded. “Good. Go and bring him here. Tell him I will sell Aphrodite for a pittance if only he will take her.”

“Jacques?” Inez gasped.

“Don’t stand there gaping at me like a fish out of water. Even if she survives this, she’s no good to me as a courtesan. I need neither a scarred whore nor a dressmaker. He loves her. Let him have the burden of her.”

Without another word, Madame descended the stairs. Inez ran into Jolie’s room to change her slippers for street shoes. She made sure her mistress was sleeping quietly, then hurried out of the house.

As the epidemic spread, citizens of New Orleans fled the city in waves only to find themselves shunned by friends and relatives in outlying areas. Those who couldn’t afford to leave the city barricaded themselves in houses and rented rooms. When forced to go out into the world in search of food or medicine, anxious men and women stepped off the sidewalks into roadways to avoid even minimal contact with those dressed in mourning for a lost loved one.

Unconcerned with anything except her astonishing mission, Inez sped along the empty streets to a quiet lane of shotgun houses pressed side by side. A rose bush marked the entrance to Jacques’s home. Its leaves brushed Inez’s sleeve as she hurried up the steps. She knocked hard, praying that he was home, and almost wept with relief when the door swung open.

Without preamble, she gasped out, “If you want her, come with me now.”

They hurried through the dying city to save the life of the only person that either of them cared about. At the house, Jacques handed Madame what money he had in his pockets. She signed the bill of sale that transferred ownership of Jolie to Jacques. He took it from her hand and left the room without a word or backward glance. He hired a horse and wagon, loaded Jolie’s and Inez’s possessions into it, then carried Jolie down the stairs to lay her tenderly onto a pallet of quilts. No one from the house came down to bid the women farewell.

“Just like water in a pond closing over her,” Inez said bitterly as she climbed into the wagon to hold Jolie’s head steady during the ride to Jacques’s house. “Not a ripple to show she was ever there.”

“Good,” Jacques said brusquely. “If everyone forgets her, they’ll leave her in peace.”

“She hated it, the life she led. She never complained, but she hated it.”

“I know.” Jacques lifted the reins, the horse lifted her head, and the wagon rolled away from Madame Veronique’s establishment forever.

Two mornings after Jolie and Inez moved into Jacques’s neat home, the fever overtook Inez. Despite his painstaking care, she fell into a coma and died without waking. Beside herself with grief, Jolie turned her face to the wall and wailed, disconsolate, as Jacques carried Inez’s body out of the house and tenderly laid it in the hearse atop the bodies already there. By the time the epidemic burned itself out, thousands of bodies lay in mass graves.

After Madame Veronique sold her to Jacques, Jolie expected to simply change one state of concubinage for another. To her shock, Jacques asked her to marry him.

“Are you insane?” she demanded incredulously.

“Probably,” he answered. “Does it matter?”

“No,” she said and fell into his arms.

Though they longed for a family, years passed without a single sign of pregnancy. Jolie knew the failure was hers, caused by one of the abortions she’d undergone in six years as a courtesan. Then, miracle of miracles, her waist swelled, and at long last, she delivered first Adelie and then Felicite into the midwife’s waiting hands.

Jacques and Jolie reveled in their little family, but as the children passed through babyhood and toddler years, Jacques fell into long silences while he watched his daughters play.

“What is wrong, Jacques?” Jolie asked one night after they tucked the little girls into their shared bed. He sat on the sofa, staring at the wall as he so often did in those days. She eased down next to him and wrapped her arms around his neck.

“Nothing. Everything.” He looked at her. “Jolie, if something happens to me—”

“Nothing will happen to you,” she said sharply.

“You can’t inherit,” he said simply. “You have a right to nothing, not even yourself or the girls. The state will sell you all along with the shop and house and keep the money.”

“Free us, then.”

“Do you think a piece of paper will matter to the state or to the slavers?” he asked gently. “When we were young, New Orleans was as safe for people of mixed blood as any place on Earth, but the city is changing. Our security diminishes with every white person who arrives here.”

She shrugged as only a Creole can shrug, indicating everything from disdain to fatalism with that single gesture.

“Half my owners have not been white, nor were many of the men who bought me for an evening,” she snapped. “White men and gens de couleur libres are all the same to a piece of property.”

“Don’t be unkind, Jolie.”

“Unkind?” She sat up straight and looked him in the eye. “My mother came here from Saint-Domingue. Do you know what she said to me? She said she wasn’t white enough for the whites and too white for the rebels. She said she hated them equally.”

“Quit trying to pick a fight with me.”

“I don’t want to talk about something happening to you. I don’t want to talk about being sold. It is much more pleasant to fight because afterwards we get to make up.”

“Jolie …”

She sighed and let him take her hand. “What, Jacques?”

“I want you and the girls to leave New Orleans and start over somewhere else.”

“Leave New Orleans? Leave you?” She clutched his hand so hard that he winced at the feel of her nails digging into his flesh. “Have you lost your wits?”

“Listen to me—”

“Not until you quit talking like a fool.”

“In a place where no one knows you, you can be white. Not an almost perfectly white slave, Jolie, but white: socially, legally. The girls can be white.”

“And what about you?”

He spread his hands out with a rueful smile. “I am too dark to pass.”

“I will not even consider such a thing.” She crossed her arms tightly over her body as if holding herself together.

“You must,” he said gently. “It is the only way Felicite and Adelie can have the life they deserve.”

“Our lives are fine right here in New Orleans.” Tears trembled in her voice.

“Cherie, look at laws in the rest of the South. By the time the girls are grown, this city’s old easy ways will fall to the Americans’ peculiar notions about skin color. What chances will Felicite and Adelie have then as daughters of a gen and his white slave wife?”

Simultaneously, they rose and walked to the door of the twins’ room. They stood silently for a long time, hand in hand, looking at their sleeping daughters.

“What are we going to do?” Jolie whispered.

“I have an idea,” Jacques answered, “but you will have to help me with the details.”

They ultimately arrived at a complicated and heartrending plan. With the help of a trusted friend, Jacques bought a bounty-land warrant under a fictitious name, Louis Charbonneau, and used it to secure lots in the town of Washington, Arkansas. When the girls were not quite five, he sold the New Orleans business and house and relocated to Washington, where he established himself as a carpenter under his own name. Jolie moved to a modest house as far as she could get from their old neighborhood. She presented herself in her new neighborhood as Madeleine Charbonneau, wife of Louis, who was away on business in France. She opened a small dressmaking shop in the front room of her shotgun house, supposedly to keep herself busy in his absence. She never failed to wear a veil in the presence of other people, including her clients, and except for business, she kept to herself. After four long years, she quietly announced that Louis had died in Lyons, France, and she was closing her shop. With no further explanation to neighbors or clients (she had no friends), she bought passage on a packet for the first leg of a long, hard trip to Washington where her imaginary husband Louis had commissioned her real husband Jacques to build a house in anticipation of his family joining him.




CHAPTER 13

EMILIE
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Several times in my life, I tried to change the outcome I saw in my dreams. Like Cassandra crying doom from the walls of Troy, I watched helplessly as people disregarded my warnings and went to their deaths. Yet when the snake bit Cillie or a neighbor’s long skirt brushed the cooking fire and burst into fatal flames, folks turned on me like I’d caused the tragedy instead of just seeing it ahead of time. I eventually realized I couldn’t save anyone, but sometimes I had to try.

My words of warning expanded in the silence of the room until they threatened to suck the air from my lungs. Madeleine stared at me, the same stare all the doomed stared. My heart plummeted. Granny rose from the stool and took my arm.

“We need to leave, mo chridhe. You’ve done what you can for them.”

Blindly, I fumbled at the door catch. Madeleine moved to stop me. I cried out and threw up my arms to protect myself. She stepped back, holding up both hands, palms out.

“I am sorry, Emilie. I did not mean to scare you.” She bit her lower lip. “I … do not know what to say.”

I shrugged. “Calling me mad works as well as anything. It’s better than saying the devil is in me.”

“I do not think either is true,” Madeleine said. She moved to the door and opened it enough to look up and down the promenade. As the latch clicked back into place, she said, “Where did you hear his name?”

“In the dream.”

“Did you see him?”

“Yes. He’s medium height, strong, and …” I pressed my fingers against my mouth, sure I was about to bring down her wrath.

“And …” she said slowly.

“Not white,” I whispered.

She nodded. “And what do you think of that, the two of you?”

I looked at Granny, who shrugged. “Well, ma’am, I reckon we don’t much care, but it might make things hard on you when you get to Washington.”

“Things are already hard,” she answered and turned to straighten the sheet over the girls. “If you do not give away our secret, perhaps things will not get worse.”

“I’m not a saint, Mrs. Charbonneau,” Granny said gently, “but I’m not yet a carrier of tales or one to judge who my friends love.”

“Are we friends, then, Mrs. Cathcart?”

Granny smiled. “My name is Morag.”

“Then I am Madeleine, to both of you.”

“Papa would skin me if I called you by your first name,” I said, appalled. The tension in the room shattered. Granny and Madeleine smothered their laughter behind their hands. I didn’t see what was so funny, but their laughter comforted me.

“I will tell him I asked you to use my first name.” Madeleine gazed lovingly at the twins as the candle burned lower in its dish. “If I cannot take the flatboat, what am I to do? I cannot go back to New Orleans.”

“You believe me.” I closed my eyes to hold back the tears that sprang up at her words.

“How can I not? Are my children in danger while we are on this packet?”

“I don’t know. I only saw … the flatboat and Jacques waiting.” The images swam before me again, and for a moment I felt as sick as I’d been on Mobile Bay.

“We’re going to follow the north trace out of Natchitoches,” Granny said. “Can you afford to buy a wagon and animals to pull it? If not, we can fit you and the girls in with us.”

“I have plenty of money,” Madeleine said, tilting her chin up proudly. “Both Jacques and I are good businesspeople. But”—her chin dropped—“I do not know how to drive a team. I am afraid of animals. Not the little ones, like kittens or chicks, but horses and oxen terrify me.”

“I can drive the wagon for you,” I said promptly. A new idea came to me, and I felt better than I had since the dream slithered like a water moccasin into my sleep. “If you’ll trust us, Papa can buy the wagon with your money, and I can find the oxen or horses. Those men won’t know you are going with us. You and the girls can disappear.”

“And what will your good father and mother think about me inviting myself and the twins along on your journey?” Madeleine asked skeptically.

“You aren’t inviting yourself,” Granny replied. “Emilie and I invited you. James and Susanna will repeat the invitation as soon as they know.”

“Must we tell them … about Jacques?”

“Your secrets aren’t ours to share.” Granny looked at me. “That right, Emmy?”

“Yes, ma’am. We’ll need to tell him you have bad feelings about those men. He’s already noticed them trying to talk to you when you obviously don’t want their company. He wanted to warn them off, but Susanna told him to wait until you slugged one of them, and then he could jump in and help.” I smiled. “From her, that is a mighty big compliment.”

“I do not know what ‘slug’ means, but if slug will do those bastards heavy damage, I will be happy to slug them,” Madeleine said darkly. “Is it something done best with a big knife?”

The candle guttered in its dish. Granny patted Madeleine’s arm. “It’s late. We can talk about slugging tomorrow. Make sure your door is locked.”

“Always.” She touched my hand. “Emilie, I am sorry you had to see such things. It took courage to tell me.”

“Thank you for believing me,” I whispered.

She leaned forward and kissed me on each cheek. “I will always believe you. Alors. Go to bed.”

She closed the door behind us and the last faint light beneath the door disappeared.




CHAPTER 14

EMILIE
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The weather turned so hot and sultry that it might’ve been midsummer instead of spring. At noon, the unforgiving sun banished every sliver of shade from the decks of the packet. Most of us poor, miserable passengers retired to our dark, stuffy staterooms, leaving doors and windows ajar in hopes of catching an errant breeze. Seeking relief from the heat, Granny and I shed our layers of petticoats, loosened our corsets, and donned thin dressing gowns. Granny fell asleep on the lower bunk despite the stultifying condition of the room. I envied her. The terrible noonday sun notwithstanding, I had to escape into the open air or suffocate. I peeled off my hated corset, stuffed it under my pillow, and dressed in a single petticoat and my lightest muslin gown. At fifteen, I was thin with a small firm bosom. I resented the hypocrisy and discomfort of lacing myself into a torture device, especially on hot days. Who was going to notice if I only wore my chemise under my outer garments? I shoved my bare feet into shoes, tied my bonnet under my chin, found Granny’s big parasol, and slipped out the door.

Huddling in the parasol’s anemic shade, I clomped to the stern of the boat, then back up the deck, around the bow, and down the other side, seeking a breath of air. I paused to watch the paddlewheel push water behind itself. For a blissful moment, I thought I detected a cool dampness emanating from the spray, but reluctantly concluded my imagination was as overheated as the rest of me. I dragged myself back around the bow, hoping the sun had shifted far enough west to cast some shade on the opposite side of the boat.

I wasn’t the only person shunning the stuffy cabins. One of the twins, I couldn’t tell which, stood at the railing looking down into the water. Before I could reach her, the taller of the two professional gamblers, Alonzo, stepped out of a door and crossed the deck to stand next to her. She shook her head at something he said and tried to dart back to her cabin. He caught her by the arm and spun her toward him. As I stood in stunned silence, he tilted the nine-year-old child’s chin up and lowered his mouth to hers. I snapped my parasol shut and ran toward them, brandishing the thing like a sword.

“Leave her alone!”

He raised his head. On his face, irritation warred with amusement. I pulled the child out of his grasp and pushed her behind me. Fiercely, I grasped the parasol with both hands, aiming it straight at him, wishing it really was a sword. He looked at my contrived weapon, then at my expression, and laughed aloud.

“Shall I kiss you instead, young lady?” He puckered up his lips and reached languorously for me.

I lunged forward. Backed by my full weight, the ivory tip of the parasol jabbed so hard into the center of his ruffled shirtfront that the impact shuddered up my arms. He reeled backward, his hand pressed to the new bruise on his breastbone. Catching his breath, he swore and tried to strike the poor weapon from my hand. He only managed to knock it sideways for a moment. Maintaining my death grip on the handle, I stepped back and aimed it at him again.

“Leave us alone!”

“Why, you stupid little—” I’d never heard the noun he employed, but suspected it had nothing to do with my sweet nature. He rushed toward me, both hands outstretched. I dodged. He smacked into the railing. The child clinging to my skirt shrieked. Felicite.

“Papa!” I yelled. “Susanna! Help!”

The door to Papa and Susanna’s cabin slammed against the wall and both my parents emerged, wide-eyed with alarm. A split second later, Madeleine and Granny appeared in their own doorways. As the four of them converged on the three of us, the gambler gave me a hard glare. Pasting a gently bemused smile on his face, he turned to face the others.

Madeleine held out her arms. I hurried a sobbing Felicite into her mother’s embrace.

“The child lost her balance and almost slipped under the railing and into the water,” Alonzo said blandly. “I stopped her fall. This young lady misconstrued the incident and leapt to the child’s defense.” He smiled at me, and I saw that one of his canine teeth was considerably longer than the other. I stared back, stone-faced, as he bowed to the adults, and walked back down the promenade to disappear into his own room.

“What happened, Emilie?” Papa asked sternly. Intimidated by his cold tone, I couldn’t speak. Felicite had no such problem.

“He squeeze me,” she cried from her place in Madeleine’s arms. “He try to kiss me and he smell like ze end of a goat. Emilie poke him with ze sunshade and made him quit. He called her—” That bit of English Felicite reproduced perfectly.

Papa’s eyes flew wide, then narrowed. Looking at his face, I could almost hear the swirl of bagpipes calling him to battle. “I will hang him by his—”

“James,” Susanna said firmly. He glared at her. She smiled slightly. “I’d be right happy to help you do it, but—”

“—it’s my word and Felicite’s against his,” I finished miserably. “You don’t believe us.”

“We believe you,” Susanna said, “but I’d purely hate to see your Papa go to jail as soon as we get to Natchitoches.”

“I suppose you do not wish for me to slug him, either,” Madeleine said. She hugged Felicite and guided her through the door of their cabin. “Go take a nap. I will be right there.”

The little girl nodded. When she was out of earshot, Madeleine reached for my hand and wrung it gently. “Thank you, Emilie.”

Papa cleared his throat. Furious color suffused his face, but he had his temper under control and his voice was even. “Mrs. Charbonneau, you need to reconsider traveling alone from Natchitoches. I don’t think you and the girls will be safe.”

“But—”

“You come with us,” Susanna said. “Lord knows, you oughta have your fill of river travel by now.”

“Told you so,” Granny whispered out of the side of her mouth.

The veil obscured Madeleine’s face, but we could all hear the relief in her voice when she accepted the invitation.

By the time we got to Natchitoches, I’d been on the packet for so long that the solid earth felt strange beneath my feet. The shallow-draft steamboat pulled in right against the shore. A couple of crew members plonked down a gangplank between the boat and the bustling landing so we could disembark without getting our feet wet. One of them bowed and offered a hand to assist me over that short expanse. I accepted the courtesy, feeling like quite a grown-up lady. My aplomb suffered a setback thirty seconds later when Papa led us into the throng of humanity on the Natchitoches landing. I hated being jostled by people who didn’t even give me a second glance as they pushed and bumped their way toward whatever destination they had in mind.

We spent several days in Natchitoches so that Susanna and Granny could lay in food supplies for the trip north while Papa and I located wagons and teams to pull them. Madeleine conducted herself as if she and the girls still intended to take the flatboat up Red River, asking travelers on their way south about river conditions and the upcoming hardships. With a few discreet inquiries, Papa discovered the gamblers had booked passage on the Charbonneaus’ flatboat. He also discovered that Natchitoches knew the pair for more than gambling. He told Susanna about it in our room at the inn when he thought Granny and I were asleep. Granny was sure enough sawing logs, but I strained both ears to hear.

“They’re pimps and slavers,” Papa said. “A woman finds herself alone on the frontier for some reason, and these bastards mark her out. They show her some kindness, promise her a place to live, and honest work to support herself. Next thing she knows, she’s in a whorehouse with no money, no friends, and no recourse. If she isn’t amenable to their blandishments, their veil of civility collapses, and they kidnap her. I think these sons of bitches want those little girls.”

I pressed my hands over both ears to avoid hearing any more.

On a sunny, sultry day when heat waves danced on the road like wayward spirits, I trailed along after Papa to look at wagons and teams. He bought a big, covered wagon for our goods and a team of oxen to pull it. He sought out a smaller covered wagon for Madeleine’s belongings, including her store of piece goods and the tools of her trade. With those tasks accomplished, we set out to look at horses. Oxen would’ve been more sensible, but our Creole lady insisted on horses. The prospect of seeking out the perfect team for her wagon elated me. I sat down with Madeleine and explained in detail the characteristics I intended to look for.

“Ça alors!” she exclaimed after I’d been talking about draft horse conformation for ten solid minutes. “It is a good thing you are doing this. Me, I would look for pretty white horses with long tails and be done with it.”

“White horses aren’t the best choice,” I said earnestly. “They sunburn.”

Madeleine threw up her hands. “I will accept whatever horses you think best, but please, Emilie, I beg of you: do not tell me anymore about sunburn, spavins, and croups.”

Papa claimed we looked at every horse in Natchitoches before I made my decision. We saw some sorry animals, and more than once, a dealer tried to take advantage of what he imagined to be my ignorance or sentimentality. A couple of dealers repeatedly directed the answers to my questions to Papa, but he just shook his head and pointed at me. I shrugged off challenges to my knowledge and kept examining horses under the skeptical eyes of their owners. I checked out dozens of legs and teeth, asked to see the paces of certain horses, pressed my ear against the sides of others to listen for any hints of broken wind. I finally settled on a pair of big, well-muscled bays, then drove as hard a bargain as Miss Cleda herself might’ve done. When the dealer stuck at a price that I knew was too high, I shrugged.

“Let’s go, Papa,” I said and headed away from the establishment. “I saw some others that are just as good.”

To my surprise, the contrary old man I’d been arguing with for twenty minutes burst into hearty laughter. “Damn, girl, I didn’t think you had it in you to walk away. Darlin’, those horses are yours if you want ’em, and you can have ’em at your price. I reckon they’ll be in good hands.” For extra measure, he sold Papa a sturdy saddle horse at a more than reasonable price.

“Reno here, he can walk all day and hardly break a sweat,” the man said, affectionately slapping the dun on the shoulder. “What d’ya think of him, girlie?”

When the deal was done, the dealer shook hands with Papa, then stuck his hand out toward me, just like he’d have done for a man. I took it and gave him my very firmest grip. I’d never been so pleased by a gesture in my life.




CHAPTER 15

MADELEINE
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Felicite’s and Adelie’s hands clung damply to Madeleine’s as they tiptoed down the dark stairs of the inn and slipped out into the humid air. The stars still shone, casting just enough light to make out the shapes of buildings lining both sides of the silent street. Except for the big reticule that hung across Madeleine’s arm, they carried nothing. All their luggage had been quietly transferred to the McCain storage room the night before. Within the hour, those belongings would be nonchalantly loaded into the wagons as if they were boxes of McCain gear. The flatboat for which Madeleine held three tickets wasn’t due to leave for another forty-eight hours. By the time the villains stalking her family realized she and her daughters weren’t coming on board, they’d have a two-day head start to Washington.

At least, that was the plan.

Madeleine paused at the end of the street to get her bearings and picture in her mind the map James had drawn for her. The route he chose took them in a wide swing around the saloon where the gamblers had rented a sleeping room and set up business at a card table in the games room on the first floor. Given the late hours kept by those who frequented such places, they should be sound asleep an hour before dawn. Even so, her heart pounded against her ribs as she anxiously scanned ahead and behind for human activity. Seeing none, she herded the children down the road toward the edge of town, keeping to the shadows wherever possible.

Felicite yawned so hard that her mother winced in sympathy. Barely awake, the child stumbled along on her little feet, unsteady as a toddler just learning to walk. Adelie, her eyes gleaming bright and wide, reached out and took her sister’s hand to pull her along like a puppy on a cord. Madeleine hurried after them, her eyes in constant movement. As they passed the last building and walked down the trace, her surveillance of the underbrush and roadsides intensified. She slipped her hand into her reticule and wrapped it around the comforting solidity of a pistol handle.

As they walked, their eyes adjusted to the starlight and Madeleine could make out the landmarks James had noted on the map: the glint of a lake to the west, a twist in the road, a collapsed heap of wood and iron that had once been a wagon. They’d walked almost half an hour when Adelie touched her mother’s arm and pointed out the silhouette of a tall pine with a forked top. They hurried toward it and tucked themselves into the shadows beneath its lower branches to wait. Madeleine sat down cross-legged in her full skirt and drew a weary Felicite onto her lap. Adelie positioned herself where she could see down the road.

“What are you doing, cherie?” Madeleine whispered, gently rocking Felicite.

“I am watch for ze people we want to see and ze people we do not want to see.”

“Let me know if you see either.”

“I will, Maman.”

Time passed and the world brightened with the rising sun. Madeleine dozed off, exhausted from a sleepless, anxiety-laden night. She thought she’d strangle, so fervent was her desire to be away from Natchitoches and the slavers who bided their time with whiskey and cards until they could board the flatboat and take the next step toward obtaining their targeted human merchandise.

“Maman! Ze wagons. Mr. McCain is come zis way.”

Madeleine awoke with a jerk that woke Felicite as well. When she started to set the child aside so they could both rise, Felicite clung to her for a moment.

“Is all right?” she whispered. “We are safe?”

Madeleine hugged her. “The McCains are friends.”

Felicite nodded and went to join Adelie, who stood in the middle of the road, waving to the newcomers.




CHAPTER 16

EMILIE
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The eastern sky over Natchitoches had just begun to lighten when we stowed the last box into the wagons. Susanna took charge of the oxen, regarding the four stolid beasts affectionately. She named the lead oxen Dan and Bill for the two animals that had brought her all the way from the mountains of North Carolina to the lowlands of St. Stephens. The back pair she called Silas and Paul. Granny perched on the wagon seat, as bright-eyed and eager as ever. I looked at her face, glowing with the remnants of what once had been a fine beauty, and hoped I could grow up to possess even a fraction of her resilience and good nature.

Papa and Reno ranged themselves alongside Dan to keep the oxen headed in the right direction. Susanna spoke to the oxen and the wagon rolled forward. I followed with Madeleine’s wagon and the bay horses that the twins had named Alfonse and Angelique. Felicite wanted to name the gelding Noemie until I explained that geldings were boy horses.

A wave of homesickness rolled over me as we rumbled down the silent streets of town. Malachi had spent long hours teaching me to handle a team of horses, starting when I was just a little girl. I blinked back tears, thinking of him, Miss Cleda, Black Jack, and Lou. Still, if we’d stayed in St. Stephens, I’d never have met Madeleine or the twins, and how many girls get to drive a couple of nicely matched bays up a trace to some jumping off place to Mexico? The homesickness leached away from me.

The Charbonneaus waited for us under a big pine tree a mile beyond the last building in town. The sun, hazy and pale in the humidity-drenched sky, scorched us as we rearranged ourselves in the wagons. Papa dismounted to help Madeleine and the girls climb into the wagon I was driving. The little girls found places to sit in the back while Madeleine settled next to me on the seat. She regarded the rumps of Alfonse and Angelique with trepidation.

“They will not kick us?”

“No. They’re good, calm horses,” I assured her. When she continued to look doubtful, I added mischievously, “You can get used to riding in the wagon today, but tomorrow you start driving lessons.”

“Never,” Madeleine said fervently. Adelie leaned over my shoulder and exclaimed, “Teach me! Maman is afraid of horses, but I am not.” The little girl looked at the horses, her face alight with joy. “Zey are ze most beautiful zings I have ever seen.”

Madeliene stared at her incredulously, then at me. “Have you bewitched my daughter?”

“No. Horses do that themselves.”

Before setting off again, we unboxed our weapons and slipped them into scabbards, pockets, and holsters where they’d be near at hand. We were on the frontier now, and the Natchitoches-to-Washington trace might harbor horse thieves and bandits. If so, the McCains didn’t intend to lose so much as a skein of yarn.

To our surprise, Madeleine brought out a brace of dueling pistols nested in a velvet-lined cedar box. The matched pair, elegant and gleaming, must’ve been specially commissioned. She handed one to Papa, who examined it curiously.

“Pretty, but dueling pistols generally aren’t all that accurate. Can you shoot them?”

“Of course I can. Why else would I carry them?” Madeleine took up the other pistol and regarded it with affection. “As for accuracy …  these were built for a man who did not regard dueling as social sport. Fifty-eight caliber. Rifled barrels. I can put a shot wherever I want it to go.”

Papa handed the pistol back to her, butt first. “May I ask how you came by them?”

Madeleine tucked each pistol into a holster next to the seat. She slid the cedar box back into the large handbag she carried wherever she went and placed the bag in the wagon bed. As nonchalantly as she’d talk about the earrings that bobbed in her pierced lobes, she said, “Many years ago, a foolish young man developed a passion for me. I told him that the chance of me bestowing my affection on him was roughly the same as that of alligators having a snowball fight in New Orleans. He did not believe me.

“One evening, I went for a walk with a man whose company I did enjoy. We were very good friends, and after escorting me back to my residence, he kissed my cheek. I went inside and was halfway to the stairs when the young man burst through the doors, brandishing a knife and screaming that I had betrayed him. Before he could reach me, an elderly lady struck the knife from his hand with her cane. Once she disarmed him, two porters dragged him outside and tossed him into the street.

“My friend heard of the matter and challenged my would-be suitor to a duel. The young man fired first. The bullet struck my friend in the throat, but he stayed on his feet long enough to put a bullet in his opponent’s heart. My friend bled to death a few minutes later. I knew nothing of the duel until his second brought me the brace of pistols he used to avenge me. I have carried them with me ever since.” She paused, lifting her chin as if defying us to comment on the story.

“That explains that big reticule you carry,” said Susanna. “I wondered why on earth you wanted to mess with somethin’ that big.”

Madeleine’s tight face broke into a smile. “Ah, Susanna. You always know exactly what to say.”




CHAPTER 17

MADELEINE
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North of Natchitoches, road conditions varied from rutted but acceptable to all but impassable. The McCains and Charbonneaus devoted much of the first day of travel to reorganizing and resettling boxes, trunks, and barrels that rattled out of place. By the time they stopped for the night at a roadside inn, Madeleine wanted nothing more than to curl up in a ball on the ground and cry. Her back, bottom, shoulders, legs, and arms all ached from the constant jolting of the wagon. And the motion sickness … She was a good sailor who had not had a moment’s illness on the packet, but the sway of the wagon kept her in a state reminiscent of the first three months of pregnancy.

Two hundred miles of this, she thought. She closed her eyes.

The seat shifted as Emilie stood up and climbed down from the wagon. The little girls clambered after her, chattering happily. Madeleine sat contemplating the desirability of death until someone touched her arm.

“Let me help you,” said James, and held out his hand.

She made it to the second step before her knees gave out. He caught her by the waist, lowered her to the ground, and delivered her into Morag’s tender care. The older woman tucked her hand in the crook of Madeleine’s arm.

“Let’s take a wee walk, Maddy,” Morag said cheerfully. “I’m as stiff as dried-out leather.”

“C’est ridicule,” Madeleine said as they limped around the yard. “I feel a hundred years old, and you are bouncing around like a puppy.”

“Well, now, I have an advantage that you don’t.”

“And what is that, Morag?”

“This is the fifth time I’ve moved someplace new. I’ve learned to live with the pain.”

“When I get to Washington, I will never—never—move again.”

They left the inn before dawn the next morning. When the sky brightened, Madeleine changed places with Adelie so Emilie could explain the basics of driving to the horse-besotted child. She settled on the box next to Felicite and watched the road unwind behind the wagon like a dusty red ribbon between twin walls of mixed pine and deciduous forest.

At noon, they stopped to rest the animals and to eat a cold lunch of bread and cheese. The wagon turnout lay next to a slow-moving creek just out of sight of the trace. The pleasant place lulled them into drawing out the respite. Madeleine allowed the girls to take off their shoes and stockings to go wading. Emilie abandoned her fifteen-year-old dignity, tossed her shoes aside, tucked her skirt above her knees, and joined them. Felicite “accidentally” splashed Emilie, who immediately retaliated and got Adelie by mistake. By the time they tumbled back into the wagons, laughing breathlessly, all three of them were soaked to the skin.

While the girls played, Madeleine made a decision. Emboldened by the others’ casual affection for the animals, she approached Angelique, holding out a trembling hand for the mare to sniff. Angelique obligingly snuffled the proffered digits. Madeleine gasped at the sensation of warm, moist breath on her skin. She almost jumped out of that self-same skin when the mare poked out soft lips, brushed them across Madeleine’s fingers, then rested her chin in the cup of Madeleine’s hand.

“You did not bite me,” Madeleine whispered. Very gently, she touched the horse’s nose with a finger on the hand that wasn’t cradling the mare’s chin. When Angelique nickered, Madeleine breathed out the air she hadn’t realized she was holding and laid her hand against the side of her companion’s face. “You are nice.”

“And you are very brave.”

Madeleine turned to see Emilie. The girl looked like a naiad with her wet hair and damply clinging dress.

“I am, a little,” Madeleine admitted. “I never touched a horse before.”

“Today is a time for new adventures,” Emilie said. “Step right up, ma’am, for your first driving lesson.”

Madeleine stroked the mare’s nose and laughed. “Too fast, cherie. For now, I will bask in the glow of touching Angelique.”

A mile from the picnic spot, the road dipped into the creek bed. The far bank of the creek was steep, so Susanna alit from the wagon to lessen the load on the oxen. James offered to ferry her across the creek on Reno, but she waved him aside and waded to the opposite shore alongside the oxen. The little girls squealed with excitement as their own wagon splashed through the water. Just beyond the ford, the road took a hard right turn into a dense stand of pine and oak. Emilie looked up into the arching branches and stiffened with alarm. She twisted around and spoke to the twins in a voice that brooked no argument.

“Hide! Not a word out of either of you, no matter what.”

Wide-eyed, the little girls slid into the crevasses between the boxes and barrels. Emilie tossed the picnic blanket over them.

“Emilie, what on earth—”

The sound of a shot echoed through the green tunnel. Up ahead, James on Reno and Susanna, still on foot, froze as Alonzo and Orlando leveled pistols at them. Their horses, unnerved by the shot going off just over their heads, danced nervously, but neither pistol wavered. Morag put a hand on her chest and sagged forward. Orlando spared her a brief, contemptuous glance, then forgot about her. Emilie smothered a gasp as her grandmother drooped lower, her head inclined, her arms dangling on either side of her knees.

“Dear God, no,” breathed Madeleine. She pulled off her veil, shoved her hands under the folds of her skirt, and tightened her fingers around the butts of her pistols.

“Hello, friends,” drawled the tall man who’d tried to kiss Felicite. “Your party grew overnight.”

“What do you want?” snapped Susanna. She gripped the pole she used to guide the oxen like a weapon and moved slightly sideways, putting herself between the threat and her husband.

“Not you, certainly,” Orlando drawled. He looked past her to Madeleine and Emilie. “Ah, there is Maman. Where are the twins?”

James reached for the horse pistol in the saddle scabbard. Alonzo cocked his pistol. “Mr. McCain, do you really want to risk your life and family for the sake of a jade and her brats?”

“Shall I cut that tongue out for you?” snapped James, color flaring in his face.

“Fine words for a man too stupid to know when he’s been followed for a day and a half. Did you think we weren’t having her door watched?”

Orlando added, “Good of you to pull off and let us get ahead of you. Now, sir, use your left hand and pull that pistol out of the scabbard, slow and steady. Good. Good.” He nudged his horse forward. “Hand it over, and don’t get a finger anywhere near the trigger, you hear?”

Alonzo kept his own pistol trained on James as Orlando stretched out his hand. With their attention focused on James, the gamblers didn’t see the truly dangerous members of the party. Simultaneously, Susanna pulled a pistol from her apron pocket and Morag swung a long musket from the floor of the wagon to her shoulder. Susanna’s gun jammed, but Morag’s shot shattered Alonzo’s shoulder. He yipped like a scalded dog and dropped his pistol. James swung Reno to the right and struggled to bring his own weapon into position. Orlando got off a shot, but the lunging of his horse sent the bullet whizzing two feet in the wrong direction.

With a battle scream worthy of the Celtic warrior women who had shaken Rome’s hardened legionnaires, Susanna hurled her pistol at Orlando and launched herself after it, fingers curled into claws. Emilie dropped the reins and catapulted out of the wagon seat to land on top of the twins, pinning them beneath the barrier of her own body.

Madeleine majestically rose to her feet. Leveling both pistols at the enemies, she fired twice in quick succession. The first ball bored a bloody hole between Alonzo’s nose and upper lip. The second ball smashed Orlando’s black heart. The dead villains tumbled to the ground like ragdolls. Their riderless mounts fled up the road and disappeared around the next bend.

James dismounted so fast he nearly caught a foot in the stirrup. Susanna flung herself into his outstretched arms.

“I thought he was gonna kill you, sure as hell,” she said into his shirt front. He bowed his head over hers for a second, then looked back toward the rest of their family.

“Everyone else all right?”

“I’ll do,” Morag said. She looked at the musket and shook her head ruefully. “Six inches too far to the left. I’m getting old.”

“Emilie?”

“Finer than frog hair split four ways,” Emilie said shakily, helping the half-crushed twins out of their hiding place. “Y’all all right?”

“Finer zan frog hair split five ways,” Felicite said.

“Except I have a bloody nose,” Adelie answered sheepishly, hand to her face. “I hit it on my knee when I ducked.”

Madeleine lowered her pistols and spat viciously over the side of the wagon.

“That for threatening my daughters,” she said to the crumpled bodies. “And that”—she spat again—“for inconveniencing my friends.”

She sat back down on the wagon seat, elegant, straight-backed, and outwardly calm though she privately wondered if she was going to disgrace herself by throwing up. Two sets of little arms encircled her neck, and the nausea passed. She pulled a clean handkerchief from her sleeve and gently applied it to Adelie’s nose.

“Well,” James said, “I wouldn’t really call this an inconvenience, though it does look as if we’re stuck with disposing of the giblets. Emmy, take Reno and go after those horses, would you?”

Emilie hugged Madeleine hard before jumping down from the wagon and running over to Reno. James boosted her into the saddle and shortened the stirrups for her. She gathered up the reins with hands that only trembled a little, carefully not looking at the two men crumpled on the ground. Reno eyed them suspiciously and gave them a wide berth.

“You want me to bring the horses back here?”

James shook his head. “Don’t think so. Take them off into the woods somewhere, dump the tack, and turn them loose.” He slid the long pistol back into the saddle scabbard. “Take this, leave the strap undone, and don’t hesitate to use it. I think these two were alone, but I don’t know for sure. When you find the horses, go through the saddlebags and take out anything that might identify these boys. Stuff it in a tree trunk or under a rock somewhere away from the saddles.”

“Yes, sir.” She turned Reno’s head up the trail and cantered away in pursuit of the gamblers’ rattled horses.

Morag climbed down from the wagon and walked over to the sprawled bodies on the side of the road. “Susanna, my dear, if you will lend me a hand, I believe we can manage this small one. He was more bluster than substance, it seems.”

“No, let me,” Madeleine said. “Girls, stay close to Miss Morag.”

Susanna, Madeleine, and James hauled the bodies deep into the forest and left them there to feed the bears and panthers. When they came back, Morag was telling the little girls stories about boggles in Scotland and banshees in Ireland. Emilie arrived a quarter hour later, her part of the cleanup job done. She dismounted, and for a few minutes, the little group stood together in a tight circle, hands clasped, silent, each thinking his or her own thoughts.

“Time to go,” James said quietly. “I’ll be glad to see the last of this place. Susanna, you ride Reno. I’ll deal with the oxen.”

“You keep away from my oxen,” Susanna said. “You’re a lawyer, not a driver.”

“What? You don’t trust me to be smarter than emasculated bovines?”

“Not for a minute,” said Susanna, and kissed him. She helped Morag back onto the wagon and set off down the road.

“I’ll ride,” said Emilie. She mounted Reno without effort and trotted after the McCain wagon. James seated himself next to Madeleine and looked solemnly at the twins in the back.

“If y’all have anything you need to say about what happened, now is the time.”

“We are sworn to zee silence,” Adelie said stoutly, her nose puffy but no longer shedding blood.

Felicite nodded her agreement and added, “Zey were very bad men.”

“Very bad men,” James agreed.

“So, Mr. McCain,” Madeleine said, smoothing her skirt over her knees and draping her veil back into place to hide her face. “You do not intend to take me into town and have me imprisoned for murder before I even unpack my bags?”

“I intended to kill them myself,” he said. “And you can call me James.”




PART 2

WASHINGTON, ARKANSAS
 1829–1836




CHAPTER 18

MADELEINE
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Wisteria hung the trees with thick purple curtains and sweetly scented the forests of southwestern Arkansas. On their last night on the road, the women stopped at an inn a few miles from Washington while James rode ahead to let his cousins know to expect them. Early the next morning, he reappeared with two other men on horseback, all of them grinning and packing greetings from the female relatives they’d left behind preparing a welcome for the newcomers.

After greeting Susanna, Hugh McCain walked over to enfold Emilie in a bear hug. He was a tall, broad man who looked so much like his cousin James that Madeleine thought for a moment she’d come across a new set of twins. With Emilie still tucked under one muscled arm, Hugh offered a giant paw to Madeleine. Her long-fingered hand disappeared into his, but his touch was gentle and reassuring.

“You must be Mrs. Charbonneau. Hugh McCain.”

“Enchanté,” Madeleine murmured. “May I present my daughters, Felicite and Adelie.”

“Aw shawntay,” Hugh said to the girls, beaming. “I sure hope y’all speak English because I just used up the only French I ever learned.”

“Ze English is for only our talking now,” Felicite assured him.

“Oui,” Adelie chimed in. “Maman teach us and zen Emilie. You are very big, sir.”

“You are also very handsome,” Felicite added.

“Adelie! Felicite! We do not make personal remarks to people.” Madeleine touched her fingertips to her forehead. “Please forgive their bad manners, Mr. McCain.”

“Sounded more like simple observations to me, ma’am.” Hugh grinned at the chastised little girls. They shot sideways glances at each other, then grinned back.

“Ma’am, with your permission, I’ll drive you and the girls the rest of the way into Washington. Em, is that skirt full enough for you to ride Banjo, or would you rather …?”

Emilie darted out from under his arm and over to the gelding before Hugh could finish the sentence. While equine and girl made each other’s acquaintance, Madeleine gratefully offered Hugh the reins and shifted herself to make room on the wagon seat for him. Emilie had taught her the basics of driving, but it wasn’t in Madeleine’s nature to handle a wagon and team when there was someone else to do it. Hugh swung onto the wagon with a grace that belied his size, but the bench sank considerably as he settled himself next to her.

Gordon McCain, who looked like a triplet to James and Hugh, asked Susanna if she’d like to ride as well. She swung herself in a flurry of petticoats from the wagon onto the bay mare he offered her. Gordon settled himself next to Granny on the broad wagon seat.

“Well, Gordie,” she said affectionately. “Much as I have enjoyed some of our wild rides together in the past, I’m a wee bit more fragile than I once was. D’you think you can get me to my new home without breaking any bones, mine or yours?”

“It’s good to see you, too,” he answered, bumping her gently with his shoulder.

The distance that had taken the men forty-five minutes on horseback took over two hours in the wagons. They passed a few outlying properties, mostly small dogtrot log cabins consisting of two rooms joined by a covered breezeway. Madeleine’s blood pounded in her ears as the wagon rolled past a big magnolia with a scarred trunk. Third house beyond the lightning blasted magnolia, he’d written. He didn’t dare communicate often; the last letter arrived almost a year ago.

Is he still there? Is he well?

The tired horses plodded past the second house and started around a long tree-edged curve. Madeleine grasped the lower edge of her veil and pulled it off to reveal her face. Hugh glanced at her, mentally shrugged, and looked away again.

Pretty woman. Shame about the scar, but it isn’t bad enough for her to spend her life hiding.

Madeleine spoke over her shoulder to her daughters. “Children, we’re coming into town. Sit up straight and tall to greet your new home.”

Obediently, the girls perched on the edge of the box that served as a seat for them and held on with both hands to keep from bouncing around. They chattered happily, ready for the long trip to be over. As the wagon rounded the curve, Felicite squealed with delight and pointed to a riot of color set back from the road.

“Oo, Maman! Such flowers.”

Both little girls flung themselves to the left side of the wagon to gape at the curtain of wisteria that framed a garden the like of which they hadn’t seen since leaving New Orleans. Madeleine allowed herself a casual glance at the place, then almost cried out at the sight of the slender man who bent over hoeing weeds. The force of his upward gaze through the thick lashes that shielded his hazel eyes went straight to her heart. When he straightened to look their way, she had to force herself to keep her eyes on the road.

Hugh raised a casual hand and called, “Morning, Jack.”

Jacques lifted his chin in acknowledgment. “Mornin’, Mr. Hugh,” he answered, and returned to his task.

“Jack Quatrepomme,” Hugh said to Madeleine, pronouncing the last name Catrapom in the American way. “Freeman who came here a few years back.”

Madeleine fought back tears as the wagon rattled past the man she loved more than anything in life except their daughters. The reunion for which she’d waited over four years was nearly past, but she’d seen him, and he had seen the girls.

Hugh made an exasperated sound in his throat and pulled up the horses.

“What is it?” Madeleine asked in alarm.

“The mare’s gone a wee bit lame.” Hugh looked over his shoulder at Gordon and Morag, who’d stopped the McCain wagon just behind them. With one big hand, he motioned for Gordon to go around.

“Something wrong?” Gordon asked. Morag leaned forward to smile at Madeleine, who wanly smiled back.

“Lame horse,” Hugh said, swinging down from the wagon. His booted feet hit the ground with a thump. “Probably just picked up a stone. Y’all go on ahead and tell Jane we’ll be there directly.”

Gordon nodded and flicked the reins. The McCain wagon rumbled gently down the road as Hugh considered the team of horses standing quietly in front of him. He looked up at Madeleine, still perched on the wagon seat with her hands twisted in her lap. “Ma’am, I’m not familiar with these horses. Chances are they’re calm as bayou water on a still day, but I’d rather not take a chance on them acting up with you and the girls on the wagon.” He raised his voice. “Hey, Jack?”

“Yes, sir?” Madeleine closed her eyes at the sound of Jacques’s voice, low and soft, followed by the pad of his footsteps on the dirt road.

“I need to check some things on the horses and don’t want to take a chance on them bolting with Mrs. Charbonneau and the girls on board. You reckon they can sit in the shade in your yard while I make sure everything is squared away proper?”

“Surely.”

“Thanks. You get the little girls out. Mrs. Charbonneau?” he said and offered her his hand. She took it, allowing herself to be helped to the ground. She watched as if in a dream as Jacques reverently lifted first Felicite, then Adelie from the wagon. Adelie peered at him curiously as he set her on the ground next to her sister.

“You crying, sir?”

He blinked and shook his head. “No, child. Just got a li’l bit of pine dust in my eyes. Makes ’em water. If you ladies come this way, there’s a bench under the wisteria.”

“We get to see ze garden!” squealed Felicite. She seized Adelie’s hand and pulled her toward the open gate. Madeleine looked at Hugh, not sure what to do. He ran a hand down Angelique’s hind leg to the fetlock. The animal obediently picked up a foot and allowed Hugh to cradle it in his big hand.

“Ten minutes,” he said softly. “Being a Sunday, the good citizens of Washington are either ensconced in wooden pews getting their faith bolstered or enjoying a late breakfast at home. No one’s likely to pass by, but if you hear me holler, come on back to the wagon, quick-like.”

Dear God, she thought, dazed, and turned to face Jacques.

“This way, ma’am,” he said, leading the way into the garden where their daughters ran about, looking at the beauty that filled every corner, happy to be released from the confines of the wagon, now hidden from view by a thick veil of wisteria.

“Zere is a swing out back!” Adelie called. “Maman, may we?”

“Just for a moment,” Madeleine answered. The girls disappeared around the corner of the house. Swiftly, Jacques reached for her hand and pulled her into the shelter of a big magnolia whose branches drooped to the ground. The press of his lips on hers rendered her so dizzy that only the arm he wrapped around her waist kept her upright. She kissed him back, stroking his beloved face with her fingers.

“The girls,” she whispered at last. He nodded and led her to where they could watch the twins swinging in the chair that hung from the branch of a big oak tree. Though he now stood a full six feet away from her, his touch burned on her face, on her back, on her breasts. She cherished the flame, knowing it was all she would ever have. In the few precious minutes left to them, they watched their daughters and reveled in the feeling of being a family.

“Mrs. Charbonneau?” Hugh’s voice drifted through the wisteria. “Horses are ready now.”

“He knows,” she whispered.

Jacques nodded, his eyes on the girls. “He is the friend who helped me buy the land.”

Madeleine considered telling him about Emilie and Morag and decided against it. That so many people knew their secret might worry him. Good people, but still … people.

She called the girls. They reluctantly returned to the front garden, grumbling under their breath at having to abandon the swing.

“It is so wonderful a garden,” Felicite said.

“I wish we could live here,” Adelie added wistfully. “Is a swing where we are going, Maman?”

“I saw a swing at your house,” answered her father. “It’s big enough for both of you to swing at once.”

Unable to trust herself to not burst into tears, Madeleine herded the children through the gate and stopped by the side of the road for a moment to regain her composure. The girls ran to Hugh, chattering like little birds about Mr. Jacques’s garden and the swing that awaited them at their new house.

“Je t’aime, Jolie.” The words floated to her ears like ghosts and dissipated in the warm spring air.

“Je t’aime, Jacques,” she whispered. “Au revoir.”

Hugh hoisted the little girls into the wagon, laughing at their enthusiastic descriptions of the swing and the flowers. With the girls stowed safely away, he turned to Madeleine, who stood at the garden gate as if she’d never move again.

“Mrs. Charbonneau,” he said, and held out his hand to her. Madeleine straightened her spine and walked away from Jacques, every step breaking another crack in her heart. Hugh helped her onto the wagon, then climbed in himself.

“Are you ladies settled?” he asked over his shoulder. Receiving a chorus of reassurances from the twins, he clicked his tongue at the horses and the wagon rolled down the road toward Washington.

Church was just letting out as they drove into town. A few people spoke to Hugh and looked at Madeleine with friendly curiosity. Hugh raised a hand to acknowledge the greetings as the horses plodded their careful way through Washington’s business district. It wasn’t New Orleans, but Madeleine saw more businesses than she’d expected in a raw frontier town.

“Do you know where my shop is?” she asked, surreptitiously dabbing away the last tears with a gloved fingertip.

“I do.” Hugh turned the next corner and pointed to a neat storefront a third of the way down the block. A sign painted over the door in elegant black script proclaimed Madeleine Charbonneau, Modiste and Milliner. Someone had painted the shutters and door black to match the sign. Two small rosebushes graced each side of the two steps leading into the shop.

“How lovely!” she exclaimed. In an undertone, she added, “That sign is not Jacques’s work. He has the most atrocious handwriting I have ever tried to read.”

Hugh’s laugh boomed out. “Gordon’s wife, Caroline, painted it. Mostly she does landscapes and portraits for her own pleasure, but occasionally she can be talked into taking a commission. Do you care to stop and take a look?”

“No, thank you. I want to go home first.” Home. The word tasted odd on her tongue.

They rounded the block and entered a quiet residential area of modest dwellings. Madeleine’s whitewashed clapboard house sat alone on a slight rise just beyond the corner of Jay and Conway Streets. A small jewel of a porch graced its front. Climbing rosebushes half hid the newel posts that anchored the front steps and lined the porch. Madeleine knew those bushes and the ones at her shop would burst forth in small bloodred blooms in early summer. The original bush stood in the courtyard garden of Madame Veronique’s house in New Orleans. After Madeleine told Jacques it was her favorite rose, he took slips from the original bush, then rooted and planted them in his own yard. One of his last acts before leaving their New Orleans house was to take more slips to bear to Washington.

He would cover the world in roses for me. She crumpled the veil in her hand and looked down at it in some surprise.

“I do not remember taking it off,” she said under her breath. She smoothed the wrinkles against her lap and started to lift it back into place.

“If you’ll pardon my saying so,” Hugh said, looking at her, “you ought to leave it off. Even with the scar, you knock the shine right off ’most every woman in town. Why go through life half blind if you don’t have to?”

Madeleine thought she should be insulted by such a blunt remark, but instead she considered the advice seriously. She’d worn the veil in public ever since Josette’s attack almost seventeen years earlier. She felt safer behind the veil, not for fear that people would recoil from her scarred face, but for fear that people might recognize her.

I have come a very long way in both geographical miles and life, she thought. Who would recognize the most beautiful courtesan in New Orleans in the middle-aged woman with the destroyed skin and streaks of white in her hair? In the past, the few who accidentally glimpsed the scar looked away before they saw me behind it.

She looked at the veil in her hand, then at Hugh, who smiled at her. She shrugged and draped the fine fabric around her shoulders like a shawl. He nodded toward the house.

“Jane, my wife, came over this morning to leave bread, eggs, and some other things she thought you might need the first few days you’re home.”

“How kind of her. Please thank her for me until I can do it myself.”

Hugh chirruped to the horses and guided them to the back of the house. “It’ll be easiest to unload the wagon back here. If you need anything right away, I can get it for you. Otherwise, I’ll take the horses to Josiah Stirling’s stable and come back later this afternoon with a couple of my sons to carry those boxes and trunks in for you.”

He climbed off the wagon, helped Madeleine descend, then swung the little girls to the ground so vigorously that their dresses flared up to reveal ruffled petticoats. They giggled, delighted with yet another wild trip to the ground. As he set about unharnessing the horses, Hugh said, “It’s a good house. When Louis Charbonneau hired Jack to build this place, he hired the best carpenter in the territory. Three nice big rooms with puncheon floors and good light. Two more rooms off a covered walkway behind the house. That’s the kitchen over there. Not very big, but efficient. New stove in it. Town well is that way.” He pointed about fifty yards down the road. “We have good water here.”

Madeleine blinked hard twice, then held out her hand. Hugh took it gently. “Thank you, Mr. McCain, for driving me here and for taking care of the horses. I think the girls and I will go in through the front door. That’s the way my husband would’ve taken us … had he lived to see this day,” she added firmly.

“My condolences, Mrs. Charbonneau.”

“Thank you.”

With a nod, Hugh led the horses down the road toward the stable. Madeleine took her daughters by their hands and guided them to the front of the building where they stood for a moment, looking at their new home. Adelie pointed at the rosebushes.

“Mr. Jacques had roses, too. I saw zem near ze back door.”

Mr. Jacques. Madeleine closed her eyes, then opened them wide to reality. “Well, children, shall we go in and see the home your father provided for us?”




CHAPTER 19

EMILIE

[image: ]

I swung off Banjo straight into the arms of Cousin Hugh’s wife, Jane, who hugged the breath clean out of my lungs. To my shock, the woman I recalled as being tall and thin as a whipcord was now a softly rounded grandmother who stood half a head shorter than I. She pushed me out at arm’s length and took a good look at me.

“Gotten tall, haven’t you? What are you thinking, riding astride like a boy? And that bonnet belongs on your head and not dangling by its strings down your back.”

Well, same old critical tongue in her mouth, anyway. I forced my lips into a polite smile, and stepped back before she could yank the offending bonnet back up on my head. Jane Dye McCain possessed many fine characteristics, but whenever I spent more than five minutes in her company, I was hard-pressed to remember any. A thought no sooner entered her head than it flew out of her mouth. Had her thoughts been kinder, I wouldn’t have minded, but Jane didn’t indulge in what she called “soft soap and mealy-mouthing.” Most folks called it tact and consideration. For the life of me, I couldn’t imagine what quiet, good-natured Hugh saw in his verbose, critical wife.

Around us, half a dozen children bounced and squealed with excitement. A pair of little hands patted my skirt determinedly. I looked down at a sturdy dark-haired girl about two years old. Her tiny teeth gleamed between smiling pink lips as she reached up her arms to me. Charmed and grateful to have an excuse to turn away from Jane’s running commentary about everything from the state of my hair to what was planned for the noon meal, I picked the child up.

“Who are you?” I asked. She poked a finger in her mouth, staring at me with curious eyes. Jane reached around me and gently pulled the child’s hand down.

“Remember what we talked about, Bonnie?” she asked, patting the little hand firmly. “Fingers don’t belong to be in mouths.” To me, she added, “This is my youngest grandbaby. She’s Agnes’s daughter.”

I smiled like I recalled anything about Agnes except her ability to produce a shrill whistle by placing her fingertips to her mouth. Back in Alabama, she’d patiently worked with me until I could produce roughly the same sound. It took weeks of practice before I could whistle loud enough to call the horses from the lower pasture.

The knot of my family ties is something that would’ve deflected the blade of Alexander the Great and left him with a numb sword arm. Papa, Gordon, and Hugh are first cousins who grew up together in South Carolina. By all accounts, they raised hell together until they married and became responsible citizens. Gordon and Hugh married sisters, Caroline and Jane Dye respectively, in a double ceremony a few years after Papa married Delpha. The three families, plus Granny and her youngest sons, moved to Alabama together the year before I was born. When I was nine or ten years old, Gordon and Hugh got itchy feet, which is what Granny calls the impulse to see what lies farther down the road. They loaded up their ladies and the babies and headed out for the Great Bend of the Red River. Papa wanted to go in the worst way, but my mother set up such a howl that he stayed where he was for the sake of peace in the family, which he ended up not getting anyway.

The tales my cousins told of the grueling keelboat trip through the tangle of the Great Raft made me grateful that all we’d had to face was a couple of filthy slavers whose bodies were rapidly turning to swamp gas somewhere off a wagon trace in Louisiana. Had I been a good Christian, no doubt I’d have wasted a fair amount of time saying prayers for the redemption of those evil souls. Instead, I contemplated a variety of eternal punishments for them, inspired in equal parts by Dante’s Inferno, the teachings of various circuit preachers, and my own twisted imagination. Had I been God, I’d have extinguished their souls along with their bodies to avoid any future responsibility for them. Allowing people like that to flourish in the first place seemed the height of bad planning, and if I ever did cross paths with God, I intended to ask Him about it. In the meantime, I kept my thoughts to myself. Folks didn’t take kindly to girls questioning God’s way of running the world.

Gordon, Hugh, and their families landed in the river town of Red River, a small, mean place that would later shine up to be Fulton, one of the most important ports in that part of the North American continent. The McCains no more than set foot on dry land than they bought oxen and a couple of wagons and left behind the brawling, filthy residents of Red River. They followed the trace north to their own land, located in gently rolling country on the edge of a fertile area called Mound Prairie. In addition to these large tracts of land, they bought lots in the frontier town of Washington a few miles away.

Gordon had the heart and soul of a horseman. His wife, Caroline, and their son Caleb were equally at home on horseback, and I admired them fervently. The family started out in a small two-room dogtrot cabin on Mound Prairie. By the time Papa, Susanna, Granny, and I arrived in Hempstead County, the original cabin had grown into a sprawling one-story house surrounded by half a dozen outbuildings including a well-appointed kitchen and barn with a tack room worthy of a Kentucky estate. A quarter mile down their driveway, a trace ran west to the tiny community of Pinhook, later renamed Columbus, and east past Washington. The trace crossed the Ouachita River at Camden, then continued to the Mississippi River.

As a general carpenter and cabinetmaker, Hugh made a small fortune erecting and furnishing buildings in the growing community. As soon as he and Gordon built dogtrot log cabins for their respective families, Hugh headed back down the river to New Orleans. A few months later, he returned by way of the Camden Trace with a wagonload of heavy machinery. Jacques Quatrepomme accompanied him from New Orleans, driving a second wagon laden with more machinery and the tools of his own carpentry trade. With the help of his sons and Jacques, Hugh built the first steam-driven sawmill in southwestern Arkansas. As soon as it was functional, he set his two oldest sons, Roger and George, to operate it. He used the first batch of cured lumber to replace his dogtrot cabin with a solid two-story frame house with carved newel posts and glass windows. No one ever accused a McCain of lacking ambition, though that wasn’t always a good thing. Too much ambition for the wrong project undermined a person as surely the powerful Red River undermined its own banks.

McCains are hospitable people, happy to share whatever they have to share. Little as I enjoyed Jane’s company, there was nothing mean about her. As soon as she heard about the widow with two little girls to care for, she and her own daughters swept and dusted Madeleine’s house, stocked her larder, and set a big vase of greenery and flowers on the fireplace mantel to welcome her home. With that taken care of, Jane started cooking. She didn’t quit until it was too dark to see whether the piecrust was properly browned, then returned to the kitchen as soon as light appeared in the sky.

After showing us upstairs in her house and allowing us a bit of time to wash off the road dust, she hustled us down to an elaborate family dinner served in the shade of two big oak trees. She also invited Madeleine and the girls. Jane’s method of extending the invitation was vigorous and insistent. She marched to Madeleine’s house and swept that good lady and her daughters straight to the party, ignoring the slightest hint of a protest. Exhausted from the journey, Madeleine didn’t have the energy to resist, if indeed she wanted to resist. By the time the Charbonneaus were seated in places of honor holding generously filled plates, they had been adopted into the McCain clan. Once the McCains take a person in, there’s no going back.

The dogtrot cabin in town had only two rooms, one of which would be devoted to Papa’s law practice. Jane wanted the four of us to stay with her until Papa could build a proper house. Granny accepted the invitation, but Papa politely explained that he and Susanna intended to live in the second room of the dogtrot cabin. He didn’t much care where he stayed, but I overheard Susanna tell him she’d rather live in an outhouse forever than under another woman’s roof for fifteen minutes. To my delight and knee-buckling relief, Gordon and Caroline claimed my company. Jane objected vociferously to the housing arrangements, insisting that with only Melissa and Keller left at home, she and Hugh had plenty of room for everyone.

“You don’t belong out there in the middle of nowhere,” she scolded as she filled my plate with the first decent meal I’d had since leaving Natchitoches. She scooped hominy out of a pot, plopped it next to the black-eyed peas, and topped my bread slice with a generous pat of sweet butter. “Caroline is a good woman, but she lacks a firm hand with children, and she’d rather mess with those horses than clean house. You need to come stay with us so I can see to your clothes and make sure you don’t grow up without a notion of how to behave in polite company. My Melissa will be a good example to you. Tsk. Riding astride in a dress with your legs on view for the whole town to see … what on earth was James thinking?”

I wanted to hike that dress to my knees and run screaming down the road to get away from her. Someone gripped my elbow, and I sagged with relief to see Susanna next to me. An instant later, Madeleine appeared on my other side.

“I reckon he was thinkin’ she’d been ridin’ in a wagon way too long and would enjoy a change,” Susanna said with that deadly mountain woman politeness that meant she was about two words from snatching someone bald-headed.

“Well, if she insists on riding, you need to see that she has proper clothes for it.”

Jane looked down at the hem of my skirt disapprovingly. It was my first grown-up dress, lovingly sewn by Susanna and Granny for my fifteenth birthday the previous August. At that time, the hem hovered a decorous two inches from the ground, just high enough to reveal the toes of my shoes. They’d wisely added tucks to the skirt that could be let out as I grew taller, but we had to let all the tucks out before we left Alabama. None of us expected me to shoot up six inches in less than a year. I grew so fast that my joints and muscles ached despite rubbing Granny’s lavender salve on them each night before bed. That day in Washington, I stood head and neck taller than Granny and half a head taller than Susanna. I hadn’t been self-conscious about my lengthening frame, but under Jane’s critical eyes, I felt as big and about as graceful as an ox with bone spavins. Unconsciously, I bent my knees and hunched my shoulders a bit to make myself smaller.

Madeleine slipped her arm through mine, pulling me back upright. Her green and black plaid gown was the most fashionable dress north of New Orleans. Her veil was gone, leaving the scar on the left side of her face exposed to anyone who cared to look. Even with that puckered white line marring the smooth golden complexion of her cheek, she looked formidably beautiful. She also stood two inches taller than me in her elegant high-heeled boots and crown of braids.

“The fashions, they are shocking, are they not?” Madeleine said to Jane with a conspiratorial smile. “But one must change with the times, and it is so convenient to walk about without dragging one’s hems in the dust.”

Susanna’s grip on my elbow eased, but she didn’t emulate Madeleine’s graceful social hypocrisy with so much as a smile. She wasn’t exactly glaring at Jane, but her expression brooked no further critical comment from that quarter.

Jane eyed the two of them, sensing worthy opponents. After a brief struggle between her need to say exactly what was on her mind and the obligations of hospitality, her better nature won out. “Well, I reckon I won’t argue about where she stays. Caroline is looking forward to having her and would run me around the yard with a switch if she thought I was about to lay claim to Emilie’s company. Can I interest any of y’all in a piece of pecan pie?”

Jane made a good pecan pie, I’ll give her that. After dinner, I took my piece over to a bench in the shade of a sassafras tree to hide out for a few minutes. I’ve never done well at social gatherings, and five minutes in Jane’s company was enough to wear a normal person out. Unfortunately, I’d no more than taken a bite of my pie when Melissa came running across the yard toward me, trailing Keller in her wake.

“I bet you thought Ma would never turn you loose,” Melissa said, plopping down on the bench so hard that I bounced. Keller folded his long legs and settled on the ground at our feet, grinning up at me. “Did she sound off on everything from your complexion to the type of shoes she thought you oughta have on your feet?”

I smiled politely, still chewing my pie. Melissa didn’t wait for an answer. She chattered on about the pie, the pretty day, and the new mercantile that Abraham Block had opened in town.

“There’s things from all over the world,” she said. “I could spend a whole day and most of Pa’s money in that place. Right now, it’s just Mr. Block and Isaac living in rooms over the store, but he’s building a house the size of a palace over by the cemetery road. Soon as it’s done, Isaac says his mother and the rest of the family will be coming up from New Orleans.”

“We been hearing a heap about Isaac Block lately,” Keller said. “You better not be getting ideas in your head, Mel. Ma’d pitch a fit and fall in it if she thought you were thinking about marrying him.”

Melissa glared at him. “Nobody said a damn thing about marrying anybody, brother.”

I almost choked on my pie at the sound of the swear word coming from Melissa’s sweetly curved pink lips. At that moment, she looked a lot more like a McCain than a Dye, far from the ladylike role model her mother thought her to be. I quit wishing she’d go find someone else to talk to.

“He’s a Jew,” Keller said to me by way of explanation.

I said, “So was Jesus Christ.”

Melissa gave me a startled look, then smiled. “His mama and daddy and all the Apostles, too.”

“I don’t see what that has to do with the price of grits,” Keller said. “Jesus Christ never got married.”

Melissa’s smile turned into a full-fledged grin. I tried to maintain a solemn expression, but my face just wouldn’t behave itself. I looked down at the remaining pie on my plate and covered my mouth with my hand to keep from laughing out loud.

Thoroughly put out with both of us, Keller pushed his hat back on his head, revealing a thick thatch of McCain red hair underneath. “You won’t think it’s so all fired funny when Ma finds out you’re sweet on Isaac.”

“You say one word to her, and I’ll tell her you lost three bits playing cards with him,” Melissa snapped back.

Keller flushed brick red. Without a word, he got to his feet and stalked away. Melissa stuck her tongue out at his retreating back, looking like a naughty child instead of a young woman of sterling character. Impulsively, I cut a piece off my pie and held it out to her. She bit it off the fork without hesitation. I cut myself another bite. We finished the pie in companionable silence, passing the fork back and forth.

“How old are you?” Melissa asked when the odd little ceremony concluded.

“Fifteen. You?”

“Be sixteen the end of May.” She looked sideways at me. “I really am figuring on marrying Isaac someday. He asked me a couple of weeks ago. We haven’t told anyone, so I’d appreciate you keeping it to yourself.”

“I will.”

Melissa sighed. “Us getting married is liable to rile up both our families, though I don’t think Pa will mind. He doesn’t have much patience with religion. Drives Ma halfway to cow pox that he won’t set foot in church. Don’t reckon he’ll have any more patience with rabbis than he does preachers, but he won’t have any less, either.”

“Rabbis?”

“Jewish preachers.”

“I know that. Just didn’t think there were any in town.”

“There’s not. Closest congregation is in New Orleans. Mr. Block asked some of those folks to come up here to live, but so far, he and Isaac are the only Jews in town.”

I considered the matter for a few seconds. “Could be worse.”

“What d’you mean?”

“You could be thinking on marrying a Catholic priest.”

“You wicked thing!” Melissa gasped. Struck plumb silly, we laughed until we had to lean against each other for support. She flung an arm around my shoulder as we gasped our way back to sanity. “Oh, Emilie, I do wish you were staying with us, but I reckon you’ll be happier with Gordon and Caroline. Ma’s … difficult.”

“I’ll be back and forth to town to help Susanna.” I lowered my voice. “She’s going to have a baby.”

“No!”

“Yep. Nobody else knows yet, so …”

Melissa solemnly crossed her heart. “How do you feel about that?”

“Well,” I said brightly, “Susanna and Papa are as happy as honeybees in a field of buttercups, and Granny’s going to weave the baby a little coverlid as soon as the looms are set up.”

“But how do you feel about a new baby?”

“Pleased as punch, of course. Ouch!” I jerked my ribs away from Melissa’s jabbing elbow. “What was that for?”

“Liar,” she said pleasantly.

“Am not!”

“Are,” she countered. “I can see it in your face. I don’t blame you for not being thrilled about a new sibling. When I was ten, Ma had a baby. I was furious. The last thing I wanted in the world was another brother. I already had three of the nasty creatures, each one worse than the last, with Keller taking the cake for being a spoilt mama’s boy.”

“I thought Keller was the youngest boy.”

Melissa’s mouth twisted and she dropped her eyes. “He is now. Baby Alex died of measles before he was a year old. By that time, I loved him so much that I’d have happily died instead of him.”

“Oh …” I didn’t know what to say.

She looked back up at me, her blue eyes misty. “You start loving that little brother or sister right this minute, and you keep on loving as long as God gives you the chance.” She threw both arms around me and hugged me so hard that my breath whooshed out of my lungs. “It’ll be okay, Emilie. Babies don’t divide love. They multiply it.”

I wanted to believe her. I really did.

Several hours later, despite Jane’s protests that I should ride in the wagon, I climbed on Gordon’s horse, Polly. I made sure to give Jane a good peek under my skirt by flaring my petticoats high as I threw my leg across the saddle.

“You could at least get her a sidesaddle, James,” Jane grumbled.

“Hush, honey,” Hugh said, draping his arm over her bony shoulders and giving her a squeeze. Her face softened as she gazed up at him, and for a moment, I saw the pretty girl she’d been before time and responsibility thickened her waist, crumpled her skin, and spoiled her disposition.

“You want a sidesaddle, Emmy?” Papa asked, his face alight with mischief.

I rolled my eyes at him. I wasn’t about to ride sidesaddle for anyone, especially Jane. It was a foolish way to ride, and besides … I enjoyed the disapproving expression on her face. It meant I wasn’t like her, and that suited me just fine.

Polly danced impatiently as Gordon gave his wife a leg up onto a sorrel mare with a dished face and high-stepping grace. Caroline’s own boot-encased ankles peeked out between the stirrups and the fall of her full riding skirt. Gordon tossed eight-year-old Caleb onto a sturdy pony like he was handling a sack of grain.

“Don’t you disgrace us by falling off in front of Cousin Emilie,” Gordon warned, cocking his finger at his chortling son.

“Ma’ll fall off ’fore I do,” Caleb retorted, then at his father’s raised eyebrow added, “She’ll fall off ’fore I do, sir.”

Gordon grinned and climbed into the wagon bearing my trunk. He took up the reins, clicked gently to the horses. I gathered my own reins, afraid to look down at Papa, Granny, and Susanna for fear I’d cry.

“Emmy, wait a second.” Susanna held up a paper-wrapped package, small enough to fit into the palm of my hand.

“What is it?” I asked.

“It’s from Granny, your daddy, and me. Don’t open it until just before bed.”

I nodded and tucked it into the pocket in my skirt.

“See you in a few days, mo chridhe,” Granny said.

I nodded, my throat too tight to speak. Lord, I felt like I was headed off to Tir na Nog on a lame horse with an arrow in my heart instead of just a few miles down the road.

That night, I unwrapped the paper to find a fine gold chain decorated with a small gold disc enameled with flowers. I gave a small gasp of pleasure. Susanna must’ve seen me admiring it in the shop in New Orleans, though I never said a word about it. My fingers felt the roughness of etching on the back of the disc. I turned it over and read, “You are loved.”
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Caleb chattered to me about horses most of the way to the farm. A cheerful little fellow, he’d missed out on the McCain red hair and ended up blond like me. He hadn’t avoided the freckles, though. Those golden dots across his nose combined with a missing front tooth made him so adorable that I thought maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to have a little brother just like him. He had a thin intense face and a slim build that must’ve come from his mother’s side of the family. Seven years younger than me, he had been a big surprise to his parents when he slid into the world only a few years before his mother turned fifty. He may’ve taken after the Dye family in looks, but his sense of humor and determination were pure McCain. I liked him a lot and he regarded me with undisguised approbation once he realized I was a decent rider.

“You got a good seat on that horse,” he said as we rode side by side down the dirt trace. “Got good hands, too, not fidgety like some folks. Fidgety hands make a horse nervous.”

“Fidgety children make people nervous,” Caroline said from her place on his other side.

“I’m not fidgety, Mama,” Caleb said. “Just kinda talkative.”

Talkative proved to be an understatement. By the time we rode through the farm gate in the lengthening shadows of evening, Caleb had described every horse on the place, including age, color, training level, and personality quirks. He explained the techniques his mother and father used to train horses, shared his own observations of what worked best with his favorite horses, and told me all about his own plans to expand the family business into a breeding operation that would rival the racing stables in the east.

“How old are you?” I asked, amused, bemused, and impressed. “Thirty?”

He looked at me in astonishment. “I’m eight.”

A dozen horses and mules grazed on the broad prairie occupied by McCain Horse Farm. A dense forest of mixed pines and hardwoods formed a barrier on the eastern edge of the prairie. In all other directions, grassland extended as far as the eye could see, dotted with trees clumped around ponds or strung along the creek like a row of beads on a necklace. A low rambling house sat at the end of the driveway; a well-maintained barn and other outhouses lay just beyond it. While Gordon and Caleb brushed down the horses, Caroline helped me lug my trunk into the house and through the warren of passages that had evolved as they added on to the original cabin. The room where we deposited my trunk nestled at the back of the house like a puppy curled up against its mother.

Caroline brushed her hands together and looked around the room at the bed, washstand, and single chair. “Hmm. I reckon it’s a little plain, but the sheets are clean, and it gets a good breeze through the window at night. Do you have some trinkets to pretty it up some?”

I nodded and moved to the window to gaze across the pasture with its grazing horses. For most of my life, I’d shared living space with Granny. Much as I loved her, the idea of a room of my own thrilled me, especially after so many weeks of traveling with never a moment of privacy. “It’s perfect, Caroline. Thank you for taking me in.”

“Our pleasure. I’m looking forward to a little bit of feminine companionship, especially since my new companion isn’t scared of horses.” She picked up the ewer from the washstand and moved toward the door. “I’ll run get you some water if you want to unpack what you need for tonight. Be dark soon. May as well wait till tomorrow to unpack the rest.”

I was afraid if I waited until morning someone might decide it would be best for me to return to Jane’s house to live under her critical eye and endure her saw-edged tongue. Flinging open the lid of the trunk, I grabbed a double fistful of clothing. Moving so fast that I tripped over my own feet, I hung my everyday dress, my good dress, and the cloth bag containing my underthings and stockings from pegs that lined the wall next to the bed. My hairbrush and other toiletry items found a place in one of two drawers in the washstand. I shoved my trunk under the window, piled my few books on top of it, and stood back to survey my new bower. A big oak tree cast shade against the house. The promised breeze stirred the plain muslin curtains. By the time Caroline returned with the ewer full of cool well water, I was sitting cross-legged on the flat-topped trunk, sketching designs for the coverlid I wanted to weave for my bed.
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Everything people say about mares came true for me in one dark gray horse named Blackbird. Stubborn, unpredictable, moody, and way too smart for her own or anyone else’s good, she was the first horse Gordon set me to finish on my own.

“Don’t trust her an inch,” Caroline warned. “She’s about half broke and she’s tricky.”

I cautiously eased myself into the saddle and took up the reins. For a few minutes, the gray mare and I circled the corral, first at a walk, then at a gentle trot. I relaxed a little and urged her into a smooth, effortless canter.

“I think we’ll get along just fine,” I said to the mare. “Now let’s—”

In midstride, she bowed her back and bucked so hard that all four feet came off the ground. I sailed over her head, arms outstretched like Owl catching a breeze.

Damn it!

I hit the ground with a solid thump, knocking the air clean out of my lungs. Once I caught my breath and spit the dirt out of my mouth, I looked up to see Blackbird placidly standing a few feet away, switching her tail with satisfaction. I propped my chin on my fist as I lay on my stomach in the dirt and thought about what to do next that didn’t include horse murder.

“You all right?” Caroline called from the next corral where she was working with a big bay colt.

I waved to reassure her, then pushed myself off the ground. Aching in a few interesting places, I caught up Blackbird’s dangling reins and climbed back on her. For the next few minutes, that mare walked and trotted around the corral like her only goal in life was to be a lady’s mount: calm, dependable, and even-tempered. I wasn’t fooled this time, and a good thing, too. Ten minutes after I got back on the horse that threw me, she abruptly leapt into the air, switching ends on the way up, and landing hard on all four feet coming down. She launched herself across the corral, kicking, bucking, and rearing like she had a horse-eating panther on her back instead of a fifteen-year-old girl. This time she lacked the element of surprise, and I wasn’t thrown off-balance in that first wild leap. My head snapped around until I thought it’d fly off my neck, but I stayed in that saddle like I’d been stitched into it.

Caleb, Gordon, and Caroline all stood at the corral fence, shouting encouragement and instructions, though I couldn’t hear a word over the thumping of Blackbird’s hooves and the corresponding thumps of my own heart. I hung on grimly, lifting my leg out of the way as she drove sideways against the fence. The impact of her side hitting that heavy buck-and-pole fence shuddered through her body and I thanked the goddess of horses that I’d moved my leg in time. The crash must’ve hurt, because as suddenly as she’d begun bucking, Blackbird stopped. She tossed her head and stomped her feet, blowing air through her nose like a riverboat spewing steam from a stack. I braced myself for another wild leap, but it didn’t come. She turned her head to see me still tucked deep into the saddle, ready for another round. After a moment of silent contemplation, she gave herself a shake and waited. Cautiously, I nudged her into a walk, a trot, and finally a gentle canter.

“Open the gate,” I said to Caleb.

“But—”

“Do what the lady says, son,” Gordon said. “Em, I’ll be right behind you.”

The gate swung wide. Blackbird shot through it and before I had time to reconsider my decision, we were down the driveway, onto the main road, and headed at a dead run toward Pinhook. The grass and trees along the track blurred into a green river. I bent forward against the rush of wind in my face and let Blackbird run. Time and distance evaporated beneath the thud of her hooves on the hardpacked dirt road.

“Wheeeeee!” My hair streamed out behind me, the ribbon from my braid probably trampled in the corral dirt. My skirt billowed back to midthigh, exposing the long pantaloons I wore for modesty. The hell with propriety. Blackbird and I flew down the trace. Every time she tried to slow down, I urged her on. I wanted no question from now on about who oversaw this relationship.

Horses are not steam engines, though, and I eventually slowed her to a canter. When she responded appropriately to each of my commands, I drew back gently on the reins, pulling her down to a walk. “There, Blackbird. There, my good girl. That’s all you wanted, wasn’t it?”

I turned her head toward home. Though I wasn’t nearly ready to trust her, we had a better understanding of each other than we’d had an hour earlier. I waved at Gordon who, true to his word, had been right behind us on Banjo.

“Well,” he said, turning the gelding to walk side by side with Blackbird. “Reckon I’m not going to have to bring you home slung face down across the saddle after all. I wasn’t looking forward to taking bad news to your ma and pa.”

For the next month, I rode Blackbird back and forth to Washington every day that the weather didn’t prevent it. Sometimes we turned around back at the edge of town. Other times, I stopped in to see Papa, Susanna, and Granny, leaving Blackbird tied to the hitching post behind the cabin that housed Papa’s law office and his and Susanna’s living quarters. Waiting was good for her. Visiting my parents and grandmother was good for me.

Hugh secured three choice parcels of land on Papa’s behalf. One large parcel lay half a mile out of town on the road that stretched northeast toward Little Rock. A second large parcel adjoined Gordon’s farm on the Pinhook road. Of most immediate value was a town lot with a big dogtrot cabin on it. The previous owner was a lawyer who decided to cross Red River in search of a life that didn’t include land speculators, property disagreements, or drafting wills. He sold Papa the lot, buildings, meager furnishings, law books, and client list. Off-hours, the man led a carefree bachelor’s life, smoking cigars, sipping whiskey, reading books, and wasting little time on cleaning the cabin.

After decades of hardscrabble living, Susanna developed a passion for cleanliness that bordered on fanaticism. She swept and scrubbed the dogtrot cabin until she banished every trace of smoke from the rough-hewn walls and every whiskey stain from the puncheon floor. Cleaning accomplished, she commissioned Hugh to build a trestle table and benches. She tightened the ropes on the bedstead and topped them with a mattress tick freshly stuffed with straw.

Papa rearranged the bookshelves in the east room to accommodate his book collection and turned his desk so he could see out the open door. Caroline provided a sign with dignified block print reading Law Office: James McCain, Esq. As soon as the paint dried, Papa set his shingle on a post by the road and opened for business. His first client stalked in the door forty minutes later. Fishing, hunting, racing, and litigation constituted early Washington’s most popular pursuits.

One bright morning, I walked into the law office to find Papa bent over a pile of papers and Susanna nowhere in sight. It hadn’t taken him long to get involved in local politics, and we talked for a few minutes about his aspirations while Blackbird practiced standing and waiting.

Keller McCain strolled in the open door and stopped dead at the sight of me perched on the edge of Papa’s desk. “Well, hey, Em. You here to read law with your father?”

I put up my hands in protest and shook my head. “Too many words and not enough riding for me.”

Keller grinned his crooked grin at me. I couldn’t help smiling back. I never felt shy around him the way I did a lot of other folks. He always had a funny story or clever quip to share, and despite his mother treating him like the most important person to ever fill shoe leather, he wasn’t terribly conceited. Some folks thought he spent a little too much energy tossing dice or laying bets on whatever there was to lay bets on, but lots of boys and men passed the time this way.

“What can I do for you, Keller?” Papa asked briskly.

“Ma sent me to ask if y’all will have Sunday dinner with us.”

“I’ll have to ask Susanna if she has anything planned, but I think Sunday dinner will be fine.”

Keller turned his blue eyes on me. “I figured on riding over to Gordon’s this afternoon to ask y’all but you can do the asking instead. It’d save me a long ride and the trouble of saddling the horse if you would.”

“Surely.”

“Well, that’s that, then.” Keller dusted his palms together like he’d accomplished something big, grinned at us, and left.

“No one actually accuses Keller McCain of being afraid of work, but he doesn’t lay in wait to pounce on it, either,” Papa muttered. I looked at him, surprised. He sighed and shrugged. “Ignore me, honey. Jane’s been dropping hints about me training Keller to be a lawyer. I figure this big family dinner is where she quits hinting and asks outright.”

“I thought Keller was going into business with Cousin Hugh or out at the sawmill with the other boys.”

“Hugh says the boy can’t sand a piece of wood smooth to save his soul. Sent him over to the sawmill to work with his brothers. Keller lasted a week before Roger bundled him back home so he wouldn’t kill himself or someone else out of carelessness.”

“Maybe he’ll make a good lawyer.”

Papa shook his head. “A person doesn’t have to be a genius to practice law, but a basic education helps. I suspect Keller is barely literate.”

“What are you going to tell Jane?”

“The truth. However,” Papa held up his index finger, “and it is a big however, if he applies himself to some trade, any trade, for the next year, I’ll give him a chance to try reading law.”

“Maybe he’ll surprise everyone,” I said.

“I hope you’re right, sugar.” Papa smiled at me. “You been keeping up with schooling yourself as well as schooling those horses?”

“Yes, sir. I’m reading A Midsummer Night’s Dream and working my way through Apuleius.”

“Apuleius,” Papa said suspiciously.

“Metamorphoses.”

“Where did you—” Papa looked up at the top shelf of books where a narrow gap in the leather-bound set of Apuleius answered his question. “Emilie Elspeth …”

“Well, it’s also called The Golden Ass,” I said defensively. “I thought it was going to be about donkeys.”

Papa’s mouth twitched. I hoped he was trying to hold back a laugh and not a lecture. The Golden Ass was not about the care and feeding of equines. Well, I eventually found out that it was, but not quite in the way I expected when I was fifteen.

“And what do you think of Book One of Apuleius?”

“I’ve only read a few pages,” I admitted. “So far, it isn’t very interesting.”

“Thank God for small mercies,” Papa muttered. He stood up, took another book off a lower shelf, and handed it to me. “We’ll save Apuleius for a few years. Bring it back next time you come and, um, don’t mention what you’ve been reading to Cousin Jane.”

“Caroline’s seen me reading it and she doesn’t care.”

“Caroline doesn’t read Latin.”

“Neither does Jane.”

Papa rubbed his hands over his face. “Emmy, just bring the book back next time you come. I promise you can borrow it when you’re …  old and married and have seven children.”

I turned the new book over in my hands. Medea by Seneca the Younger. I’d already read this in English. If Papa thought patricide and infanticide were more appropriate reading for me than The Golden Ass, I really needed to get hold of Apuleius again at some point. “All right. Thank you, Papa.”

“I’ve got work to do,” he said, surveying the pile of papers on his desk with a notable lack of enthusiasm. “You staying for dinner?”

“Can’t. Got another horse to ride. I’ll go see Granny and Mama and head on home.”

“They went over to Madeleine’s shop to see about renting that back room of hers,” Papa said.

I rode Blackbird the short distance to Madeleine’s shop and tied her reins to a post out front. After pausing long enough to admire the artful display of hats and shawls in the window, I pushed open the door and walked right into the middle of a maelstrom. Susanna and Madeleine glared at each other across a table strewn with ribbons, thread, and a half-finished bonnet. Susanna’s face blazed with an angry color only a redhead can achieve. Even Madeleine’s golden skin looked flushed. Granny sat between them, elbows on the table, a cup of water in her hand, and a half smile on her face. She swiveled her head back and forth to watch the women as French Creole and Scotch-Irish tempers simmered. She was the only one amused by the proceedings, though. Felicite and Adelie pressed themselves against the wall as far from the combatants as they could get without leaving the building. Felicite slid her hand into mine as I joined them. I patted it reassuringly and wondered what on earth was going on.

So swollen with pregnancy that she had to lean slightly backward to keep her balance, Susanna looked ready to start swinging her fists. “Five dollars a month, and that’s that.”

“Do not be silly, Susanna,” Madeleine said in a cool voice that registered rising irritation as clearly as Susanna’s clenched fists. “That room will be hot in the summer and cold in the winter. It is not worth the rent you’re proposing.”

“Five dollars a month is the goin’ rent for a downtown building and that’s what I’m gonna pay.”

“That is for a storefront, not a back room.”

“It’s the goin’ rate,” Susanna said stubbornly. “I don’t need charity.”

“And I do not offer charity,” Madeleine snapped, her elegant detachment unraveling in the face of Susanna’s resistance. “Any small consideration I choose to extend is nothing more than a token of appreciation for the aid you and your family have rendered to the girls and me.”

“Speak English, Maddy. What on God’s green earth does ‘token of appreciation’ mean? Charity. Cheatin’ yourself to help me out. That’s what it means.”

“It does not!”

“Does, too!”

Despite their physical differences, they looked just alike, standing there spitting fire at each other like two little girls in a schoolyard set-to. I pressed my fingers to my lips to suppress a giggle. Granny wasn’t as constrained. She threw back her head and let out a howl of laughter that drowned the angry words. When Susanna and Madeleine turned identical looks of outrage on her, I lost what control I had of myself and laughed until I choked. Reassured by the laughter, Adelie and Felicite giggled and pounded me enthusiastically on the back. Awash in the waves of hilarity, the two quarreling women shook their heads in synchronized wonder.

“Insane, the lot of them,” Madeleine murmured.

“Crazy as a Betsy bug,” Susanna agreed. She stuffed her hands into her apron pockets. “Standin’ around listenin’ to them cackle ain’t—isn’t gettin’ those looms set up. Four dollars a month, and not a penny less.”

“Three and a half a month, and not a penny more.”

“Done.”

“Done.”

They shook hands.

“Where are the looms?” Madeleine asked.

“Still in the wagon. I didn’t have anywhere else to put ’em. I figure on askin’ James to drive the wagon over here, then help Granny and me put the looms together. It’s not hard to do, but …” Susanna gestured at her burgeoning tummy.

“I can drive,” Madeleine said firmly, making me very proud of her. “And I can help you put them together if you will tell me what to do. I have never used a loom, and I am curious about the process.”

They linked arms, turned as one, and swept from the room as if the rest of us, red-faced and giggling, didn’t exist.
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At first, Papa liked the convenience of walking across the breezeway from the living quarters to his office. Given the prevalence of shady land deals in Arkansas Territory, half the citizens of Washington spent three-quarters of their time suing each other. As business picked up, Papa decided it wouldn’t hurt his feelings to be less accessible to clients who banged on the door early on a Sunday morning with a notion of something that needed to be addressed immediately.

The heavily timbered building lot just outside of town contained at its heart a small clearing on a slight rise in the land. Papa hired a forestry crew to enlarge the clearing and cut a lane from the main road to the house site. Hugh’s elder sons, Roger and George, hauled the trees to their sawmill to be cut into lumber to build the house. While the lumber took its sweet time curing over the fall and winter, Papa and Susanna bent their heads over endless scraps of paper, designing a house that Susanna declared would be her home until she was carried out feet first and dressed in a shroud.

“You get any notions ’bout movin’ to some godforsaken place in Texas, James McCain, you can figure on goin’ by your lonesome self,” she said in her fierce way.

“Well, Susanna, I figured we’d give it five years here and head for Mexico City.”

“Well, James, I will miss you.” She leaned over to give him a kiss on the cheek, but he turned his head in time to catch the kiss full on his mouth.

I really was a good matchmaker.

After long and happy wrangling, my parents finally agreed on the size and design of the house. Papa presented the sketches to Jacques Quatrepomme and asked him to identify any potential problems with the design. Jacques measured, erased, and redrew lines until the rough sketches acquired a professional polish. He scribbled down an estimate of labor and materials costs and brought the papers to the law office. Papa adjusted his reading glasses on his nose and peered down at the neat writing. In a moment, he nodded and stuck out a hand to seal the deal. Jacques froze, staring at the hand as if Papa was playing a trick on him. Papa kept the hand extended until the other man cautiously reached out his own much darker hand. Papa grabbed and shook it firmly before giving it back to its owner.

“When do you reckon you can start work?”

“First of the month, if it doesn’t rain.” Jacques backed toward the door, stuck his hat on his head, and was gone.

“Jack raises terseness to an art.” Papa turned back to the legal briefs on the desk.

“He’s not a lawyer,” I answered and ducked out the door. Papa’s booming laugh chased me clear to the street.

Like most houses in the area, Papa and Susanna’s house featured raised floors built atop piers and beams. The extra elevation made for a nice view from the front porch, but more importantly, it provided ventilation and some degree of protection from water damage during storms that could drop several inches of rain in a few days. Once the piers were in place, Hugh and his eldest son, George, arrived to help Jacques frame the house.

As the building rose under the crew’s capable hands, Susanna cleared a space for the kitchen garden. Caroline, Melissa, and I pitched in to help. I tell you what, that was some of the hardest work I ever did in my life, even with Caroline’s big old draft horse to pull stumps and plow the ground. I didn’t enjoy it, but I did my part without whining. Well, without too much whining. Susanna reveled in uncovering the rich soil.

“We’re openin’ a big ol’ present,” she told us when we paused to rest in the shade and sip water drawn from the newly dug well. “You shoulda seen the rocks and little bit of dust I had to work with back in the mountains. Gardenin’ here is gonna be like havin’ a piece of Eden to play with.”

Remembering Cillie, I watched carefully for snakes in Susanna’s Eden. I never asked if I could call her Mama and she never suggested it herself. That’s the way I thought of her, though, and she always introduced me as her daughter. The taste of her given name on my tongue eventually became as sweet as any other name could’ve been.

In all my life, I never saw two people more devoted to each other than Papa and Susanna. After suffering unhappy first marriages, they threw themselves heart and soul into enjoying their second marriage. In the autumn of 1829, Susanna gave birth to twin boys. Wesley and William shared their parents’ fiery hair and Susanna’s stoic temperament. They also inherited Papa’s firm jawline, which was adorable in their tiny faces. With all of us doting on them, it’s a wonder those children didn’t grow up too spoiled for salt to save.

Granny didn’t look like a woman nearly eighty years old. Age only enhanced her merry mischievous disposition. At heart, she remained the girl who sweet-talked Andrew Cathcart into falling in love with her half a dozen decades earlier. She kept weaving despite her diminished eyesight, needing only her fingers and the sound of the beater to know how the product was coming along. After the boys arrived, she embraced first the joy of tending the cradle and later holding little hands as the twins took their first unsteady steps. One of her chief delights was twitting Papa about becoming a father again at the age of fifty-six.

A little over a year passed between the day the first tree fell to the forester’s axe and the day the first box of belongings crossed the threshold. The new house had four rooms and a landing upstairs, and four rooms and a foyer downstairs. A small kitchen sat a safe distance from the main house. Eventually, they added a good-sized outbuilding to house the looms and weaving supplies. Talk about walking in high cotton.

“Well, sugar, I reckon Caroline is going to miss your company, but it’ll sure be good to have you back home,” Papa said.

I froze in the act of boxing up the books he wanted to transfer from the law office to the new house. Living on Caroline and Gordon’s horse farm suited me so perfectly that it never occurred to me that I’d have to leave. “Papa, I can’t live in town. It’s too far from the farm for me to ride back and forth to work every day.”

“You’ve had your fun, Emilie,” he said with an indulgent smile that made me want to hit something. “Time to come on home. Susanna needs help with the boys and Miss Morag could use an extra pair of hands with the weaving.”

I stared at him in disbelief. He didn’t look back at me. “I’ve got horses to train for half a dozen clients.”

“Naturally, you’ll continue your schooling,” he said as if I hadn’t spoken. “I’ve enrolled you in the Washington Female Academy. Your academic education is good, but I can’t teach you deportment and other skills a young lady should have. It’s high time you learned to interact with polite society.”

Oh, I heard echoes of Jane McCain in that statement, and I hated her more than ever for influencing my normally sensible father with her idiotic notions of a woman’s place in life. His attitude wasn’t all her fault, though. As a horse trainer, I’d grown independent in ability, disposition, and to some degree, finances. Since I rode into town a couple of times a week, Papa never bothered to visit the farm to see how I spent my days. He ignored my burgeoning professional reputation. If I mentioned horses, he listened politely for a few moments before turning the subject to literary or political topics. By my seventeenth birthday, Caroline, Gordon, and my clients treated me like an adult. Papa persisted in regarding me as a clever child whose eruditeness was a credit to him, but who wasn’t old enough to know her own mind, much less make her own decisions.

“That so-called academy is nothing but a finishing school, Papa! You cannot seriously expect me to give up training horses in favor of walking up and down stairs with a book on my head while I recite silly little poems in French.”

He treated me to the McCain glare, a look calculated to intimidate armed gunmen and recalcitrant daughters. “I’ve let you run wild for long enough. There’s an election coming up and people don’t need to see my daughter riding the roads like a hoyden.”

Ah. There was the crux of the matter. Bolstered by the force of his personality and his extensive legal experience, Papa had taken his first step into Hempstead County politics when voters elected him to a magistrate position that endowed him with the power to administer justice in minor criminal and civil cases. Inspired and emboldened by this preeminence, his political ambitions swelled like a monstrous toadstool after days of heavy rain. With a territorial election coming up, my once easygoing father evolved into the consummate politician. It behooved a future territorial representative to present a solid family front to his constituents: a supportive wife, two fine little boys to carry on the family name, and an ornamental daughter to charm his constituents at parties and raise no eyebrows by pursing her own career.

Fury surged from my brain clear to the tips of my toes. It took all my resolve to not throw the book I held through the nearest window.

“You’re ashamed of me,” I said flatly. “I’m one of the best horse trainers in southwestern Arkansas, and you’d rather I poured tea at a political rally.”

“I want what’s best for you,” he snapped.

I placed the book on the table with exaggerated care and headed for the door.

“I didn’t give you permission to leave, Emilie Elspeth.”

“I didn’t ask for it,” I answered, and left the room before I said something unforgivable.

Over the next two weeks, I fervently pled my case for remaining on the farm, citing my equine-related successes and aspirations for the future. Papa continued to dismiss my life’s passion as an insignificant girlhood infatuation with horses. I turned to Susanna for support, but while sympathetic to my situation, she wasn’t foolish enough to take sides. She removed herself from the fray, leaving Papa and me to work things out for ourselves. Papa’s all-encompassing political aspirations presented unwelcome challenges to her, too, but she set herself to learn social graces with the same stern self-discipline she’d applied to learning to read and speak like an educated person. She hadn’t quite perfected the genteel social hypocrisy of being gracious to people who tried her patience, but she was working on it.

The idea of moving into town made me physically ill. I loved the farm, loved the horses, loved Caroline, Gordon, and Caleb. I was perfectly suited to solitude and long days spent out in the sunshine schooling horses. The prospect of attending parties and political rallies to engage in small talk with Papa’s political associates made me want to jump on the nearest horse and head across Red River toward Mexico.

Worse than interacting at social gatherings was the horror of living in proximity to Jane McCain. Jane deeply resented Papa’s refusal to accept Keller as a legal apprentice. Backed by Hugh, Papa patiently explained that Keller lacked the education, focus, and dedication necessary to practice law. Jane insisted that Papa could properly educate Keller as well as inspire ambition in him if only he’d make the effort. That he declined to try until Keller proved he could stick at a single job for a year infuriated her. After Keller went to work driving delivery wagons between the wharves at Fulton and the businesses in Washington, Jane focused her resentment on me, as if my own erudition led directly to my father’s decision.

The more I resisted moving into town, the more determined Papa became to return me to the family fold. We’d had disagreements over the years, but none as horrible as this. Nothing I said swayed him, and heaven knows, I could argue as eloquently as he when necessary. He finally threatened to remove me bodily from the farm. I threatened to kick and scream all the way to town. We both knew I didn’t have it in me to make that kind of public scene. I suspected he didn’t either, but by then my heart was too shattered by harsh words and his unprecedented hostility to take the chance. Weighed down by a sense of impending doom, I packed my trunk, left the farm, and moved into Papa and Susanna’s new house.

The room allotted to me had high ceilings and a tall window that admitted the prevailing winds. Susanna did her best to make it pleasant for me. One of her special coverlids graced the bed and a low, comfortable chair sat in front of the window. Any sane person would’ve been delighted with it, but looking out a window at Susanna’s garden patch was a poor substitute for walking out into a pasture full of horses each morning. For a week, I started each day with tears, but by the second week, I was too depressed to cry.

Worse, I was bored out of my mind. The feel of cloth growing beneath my hands only made me long for the feel of reins between my fingers. I missed the smell of horses and hay. After long months of daily vigorous exercise, my physical activity diminished to pulling weeds in the garden, playing with my little brothers, or walking back and forth to the loom shed. Falling asleep took hours, and what sleep I did get was disturbed by dreams of who was going to die and when and how. Living a relatively isolated life in the country limited my foreseeing to events affecting the people closest to my heart. In town, I foresaw deaths that affected family, friends, casual acquaintances, and strangers alike. It isn’t a good way to live. I felt like the last rose of summer every day of my life.

Folks in town regarded me as peculiar, largely thanks to Hugh and Jane’s daughter Agnes. She wasn’t a malicious woman, but she could not keep her mouth shut about anything. The story of Cillie’s death made good telling when she got together with friends to snap beans or stitch layers of a quilt together. Any inclination to forgive Agnes her trespasses against me diminished every time someone asked me if the story was true.

What I hated most were the whispered requests to speak to me privately. Girls wanted me to give them magic potions to bind some poor boy’s heart. Women wanted to know if they’d live through childbirth. Men wanted to know who was going to win the upcoming election. Boys wanted to know if I’d ever seen a ghost. They all got irritated when I changed the subject.

Still, I tried to make the best of town living, I really did. Unfortunately, my best wasn’t very good, and my attitude took a hard plummet on the first morning I walked into the not-so-hallowed halls of the Washington Female Academy.

Thanks to Papa’s tutoring and my own love of learning, I’d have been better off teaching than sitting through academic classes aimed at girls with half my education. I possessed excellent writing skills and a decent grasp of mathematics and science. I read Latin better than many of the other girls read English. My embroidery, watercolor, and pianoforte skills languished. Given Papa’s desire for me to take my place in Washington society, my biggest failure was my inability to fit in with the other girls. I listened politely and tried to be friendly to those who deigned to speak to me, but my reputation as a bluestocking and some kind of Scotch-Irish witch eclipsed me. Within days of entering the Female Academy, I mentally divided students into those who didn’t know I existed, those who found me unspeakably eccentric, and those who wanted their fortunes told. At the weekly tea where we practiced polite small talk and social barbs delivered with a smile, I endured sly comments about my unfeminine education and my unladylike preoccupation with horses. I studiously ignored sympathetic glances from students who didn’t dare defend me for fear of becoming targets themselves. Once, when a girl from a Lost Prairie plantation went out of her way to show me a little kindness, I mistook her courtesy for a genuine offer of friendship. It didn’t take long for her to let me know, oh so politely, that I presumed a closeness between us that would never exist. She was plantation gentry, accustomed to being indulged and waited upon by slaves. My father was a mere magistrate, and my hands showed clear signs that I worked for a living. I never again made the mistake of thinking social class didn’t matter in Arkansas.

Oh, horses were so much easier to get along with than people. Horses may bite, but they never backbite. I’ve been thrown by horses for all sorts of reasons, but I doubt one ever threw me for the sheer pleasure of seeing me hit the ground. Well. All right. I can think of a couple of horses who probably enjoyed watching me wipe dirt off my face, but still …

One night over supper, a couple of months after I enrolled at the Female Academy, I begged Papa to let me drop out. “I’ve always studied by myself or at the law office with you. Why can’t I do that now?”

He frowned a little, obviously not taken with the idea.

“Why, sugar, surely you’re happier going to classes with girls your own age than listening to me ruminate about politics and odd bits of medieval history.”

“I’m miserable!” I burst out. “I don’t care about needlework and French, and I pure-dee hate practicing the art of polite conversation for an hour every Friday afternoon. Nasty remarks are nasty remarks, even when they’re delivered with a smile. I hate every minute of every day I spend at that school, and I want to leave.”

Papa’s face grew stern. “Emilie Elspeth, you can’t spend your life in a corral teaching good manners to a horse.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’re too intelligent not to take a proper place in society where you can do some good for the community.”

“I’d as soon spend a day in a boxful of rattlesnakes as I would five minutes with any one of those girls at the Female Academy,” I snapped. “What do you want me to do, Papa? Play the pianoforte at receptions for your political cronies? Surely you aren’t in desperate need of a pair of carpet slippers embroidered with my own soft white hands. Should I pretend I don’t know a gelding from a stallion?”

“Emilie …”

“Papa, I’m so unhappy there. Don’t make me go back. Please!”

Seeing that he was gearing up to refuse, I turned desperately to Susanna. She paused with a spoonful of mashed potatoes lifted halfway to William’s wide-open little mouth. After a good look at my face, she popped the food into the waiting mouth and set the spoon down.

“James, you know good and well she’s already better educated than half the teachers at that school.”

“That’s not the point,” he said stubbornly.

“Then what is?”

“She needs to learn to get along with people, even when they’re disagreeable.” He turned to me. “I know young ladies can be unkind to each other, but you need to learn to stand up for yourself, Emilie. Don’t let anyone run you over.”

“Fine,” I said and slammed my fork onto the table, making Wesley jump. Before he could cry, I scooped him into my arms and stood up. “Fine. I won’t let anyone run over me, starting with you.”

His eyebrows flew up like red hawks. “Sit down, Emilie.”

“No, sir. I don’t want to sit down. I’m done sitting down while other people tell me what to do.” I kissed Wesley’s soft hair and settled him back into his highchair before turning to the door.

“Where do you think you’re going, young lady?” he growled.

“The nearest corral—and I am not a young lady. Young ladies are despicable, backbiting, hypocritical sows! I am a lot of things, some of them pretty bad, but I am not a young lady.”

“Emilie! Sit down.”

I swept out of the room and up the stairs on a heady wave of defiance that deserted me as soon as I walked into my bedroom and slammed the door. I stumbled over to sit on the bed before my knees collapsed. Dear Lord, what had I gone and done now? I didn’t know whether to throw my belongings into a bag or myself onto the floor to weep. Instead of deciding, I propped my elbows on my knees, lowered my face into my hands, and waited. The distant murmur of voices rose up the stairs, but I couldn’t make out any words. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what was being said.

At last came the sound of someone climbing the stairs and crossing the landing to knock gently on the door of my room. I straightened my skirts, made sure my hair was relatively neat and my cheeks relatively dry. Taking a deep breath, I said, “Come in.”

The door opened to reveal my solemn father. He crossed the room and sat down at the foot of the bed a few feet from me. Neither of us said anything for several minutes. I knew the old lawyer’s trick of forcing the other person to speak first and didn’t fall for it. Papa sighed and gave in.

“Are things really that bad at school, Emmy?”

I nodded. He thought about that for a moment.

“Susanna says I behaved like an overbearing lord of the manor.”

“She says I act like I have chips on both shoulders and go through life daring people to knock one off.”

He reached over to gently brush the point of my shoulder. I scooted over to him, rested my aching head against his shoulder, and burst into tears. We stayed there with him patting my back until I cried myself out. When I’d wrung the last tear from my eyes, I sat up and accepted the big white square handkerchief he pulled from a pocket. I dried my face and blew my nose with a decidedly unladylike honk.

“I’m sorry, Papa, but I meant every word I said.”

“No one ever accused you of being a liar, honey.” He smiled at me. “I walked right into that little act of defiance, didn’t I?”

“Well, yes, sir, you did, but I could’ve been more polite about it.”

“All right,” he said. “I’ll drop by the Academy tomorrow and tell them you won’t be back. However,” he added sternly as I almost levitated off the bed with relief, “you are going to work twice as hard for me than you ever did at the Academy. For one thing, Latin won’t get you very far in conversation. You need to learn a modern foreign language. I won’t make you learn French since you despise it so much. To tell the truth, I haven’t got much use for French myself.”

I cast about in my mind for modern languages. “German?”

“No. Mexico is not forty miles from here. We’re going to learn Spanish. I expect you in my office one afternoon a week, no matter how many horses need to be trained. Understood?”

I threw my arms around him again. “Yes, sir. Understood.”

Two days later, I packed my bags, kissed the twins, Susanna, and Granny, and climbed into the buggy. Papa drove me back to the horses and my little room at Gordon and Caroline’s house. No one ever said anything about me taking my place in Washington society again.




CHAPTER 23
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Nature grants everyone at least one gift. The Sight was more grief than gift, but along with it, nature blessed me with the ability to understand even the most difficult horses. Miss Cleda, Gordon, and Caroline built my apprenticeship as a trainer on the foundation of that gift. Each one of them pushed me farther and faster with more challenging horses than they would have an ordinary apprentice.

Gordon introduced me to two treatises on horsemanship written by Xenophon, an Athenian philosopher and military strategist born four hundred years before a bright star appeared over Bethlehem. Brilliant and meticulous, Xenophon described everything from how to clean a horse’s hooves to the ideal shape of a warhorse’s head. Gordon read the treatises in the original Greek and painstakingly translated them for Caroline in the early days of their marriage. They gave me Gordon’s handbound translation for my sixteenth birthday. When I protested that the book should be Caleb’s, the child explained with just a hint of condescension that he was studying Greek with his father and wouldn’t need the translation. I read it from cover to cover in two days, then promptly read it again, committing entire passages to memory.

I made my share of stupid mistakes, some of which got me hurt, but I always worked to establish trust with the horses under my care. Far too many professionals strive to crush an animal’s will and replace it with their own. I wouldn’t let one of those cork-brained barbarians comb a burr out of a horse’s tail, much less turn them loose with a young and impressionable colt. Without an animal’s willing cooperation, training becomes breaking. Once a horse’s spirit is broken, the road to redemption is long, arduous, and not always successful.

Even with Caroline and Gordon’s support and recommendations, establishing myself as a serious horse trainer took some doing. A few jobs trickled in from friends who humored Gordon by trusting me with a not particularly valuable colt or a good horse with a few bad habits. Things changed when Gordon sold Blackbird to Robert Cathcart, one of Granny’s great-nephews. Gordon gave me full and public credit for finishing the mare. After riding her for a couple of weeks, Robert added his endorsement to Gordon’s, and my reputation as a trainer soared.

Robert and his brother Thomas arrived at Mound Prairie shortly after we settled in Washington. Both men had grown wealthy producing rice and indigo in South Carolina’s low country and were determined to become wealthier growing cotton on Mound Prairie’s rich dark earth. Together with the biggest crew of slaves anyone in Hempstead County had ever seen, the Cathcarts and their oldest sons cleared land, planted their first crop, and built tall, white houses reminiscent of those they left behind in South Carolina. Once lawns and gardens ringed the houses, they returned to the Carolina low country to fetch their wives and children.

Despite the bonds of kinship through Granny, the McCains treated the Cathcarts with unusual reserve. McCains had faults, many and varied, but the desire to own another human being wasn’t one of them. I’d seen slaves in Alabama and Arkansas, but never a holding on the Cathcarts’ scale. Each plantation boasted more than a dozen men and women, including laborers, skilled artisans, cooks, laundresses, housekeepers, grooms, and a midwife. A cluster of enslaved children lived on the plantations as well. Those old enough for responsibility went to work alongside their elders in the house and fields.

While disapproving of their lifestyle, Caroline and Gordon maintained a friendly business relationship with the Cathcarts and other planters. Hugh, on the other hand, went out of his way to avoid interacting with them. His adamant opposition to slavery irritated Jane, who thought Robert’s oldest son would make a fine match for Melissa and never mind that the McCains weren’t in the planter class.

“She’s educated, pretty, and perfectly capable of learning to manage servants,” Jane said with thin-lipped practicality. “Why on earth shouldn’t Larkin Cathcart marry her? Who else is he going to marry? Spotty-faced Natalie Hines? Bless her heart, her daddy may have plenty of money, but with those front teeth, that girl could eat apples through a picket fence.”

Jane ignored Melissa’s preference for Isaac Block, refusing to even discuss the possibility of her marrying out of her religion. Isaac’s parents were just as opposed to the marriage. Abraham Block sent his son to New Orleans to run a branch of the family’s widespread business empire, hoping the young man would meet a suitable Jewish girl and settle down with her in a well-appointed town house overlooking the Mississippi River. Distance, he thought, would transform Isaac’s infatuation with Melissa into a gentle memory.

Melissa and Isaac had other ideas. Over the year of their separation, Isaac’s sister, Elizabeth, facilitated an exchange of letters between the lovers. Acting as go-between tinged her life with romantic intrigue and a delightful frisson of risk. Elizabeth had her own Washington beau and knew her chances of marrying the man of her choice improved considerably if Isaac and Melissa broke the religious barrier first.

Shortly after Melissa’s eighteenth birthday, Isaac came to Washington. Being free of conventional religious convictions, Hugh readily consented when the couple approached him, hand in hand, to ask for permission to marry. With his backing, they announced their intentions to the Blocks and Jane. Abraham and Fanny Block gracefully bowed to the inevitable, embraced Melissa, and welcomed her into the family. Jane’s embrace of Isaac was perfunctory, but she put a good face on her chagrin. After the civil ceremony in which Papa did the honors, the Blocks and McCains cohosted a reception in honor of the newlyweds. Guests came from as far away as New Orleans and Little Rock, and the party went on for two days after Isaac and Melissa caught a steamboat south.

Melissa was the only close friend of my own age that I had in Washington. I missed seeing her on my weekly trips to town, and I envied her to a degree I wouldn’t for the world admit to anyone. In 1831, men still outnumbered women in Arkansas. I had my share of proposals, but not one of my so-called beaus appealed to me. John Smith, for example, wanted a young wife to replace the two he’d worn out with the deliveries of sixteen children, some of whom were older than me. Darwin Adams, a nice-looking boy around my own age, was so shy he couldn’t look me in the eye when he proposed. Who wants to marry a man who can’t string three words together without a good stiff drink? Darwin wasn’t any more interested in me than I was in him and received my demurral with an audible sigh of relief. I’m willing to bet his father forced him to approach me. Mr. Adams was a litigious man who no doubt anticipated free legal advice from his son’s father-in-law.

There were others, and to a man, their idea of courtship involved variations on a theme: a recitation of their financial assets followed by witless comments on my beautiful eyes, my porcelain skin, and my delicate sensibilities. Being well acquainted with the use of a mirror, I knew my eyes were nice enough, but my skin was brown as a nut from long days spent outdoors. Furthermore, I suspected my vocabulary of invective surpassed their own, though of course I never used those words and phrases in polite company. I concluded my suitors were all fools or liars and firmly refused their offers of marriage.

With youthful idealism and the example of Caroline and Gordon before me, I dreamed of a life companion who would be my best friend, my lover, and my business partner. Susanna and Papa embraced a more traditional division of marital responsibilities, but I’ve never seen a happier couple. Even Hugh and Jane loved each other, despite her sharp tongue and managing ways. True love existed, and I solemnly vowed to remain single until it crossed my path.

I was so young.

I was taking a break from the morning training schedule to watch Caroline make gingerbread when two men on horseback turned into the driveway. She slid the first batch into the oven and squinted in their direction. “Can you tell who it is?”

“Cousin Robert on Blackbird. I don’t recognize the other horse.”

“Be my best friend and go see what they want.” Caroline indicated the mess on her apron and the table with a sweep of her hand. “I’ll finish up here.”

I set down my glass of water, resigning myself to entertaining unexpected company. After working with a small, opinionated horse with a penchant for bucking, I looked a little worse for wear, though I’d only hit the ground once. I walked across the yard to meet the approaching riders, acutely aware of their immaculate riding attire and my own disreputable appearance. “Hey, Robert.”

“Morning, Em.”

I eyed the bay horse that bore Robert’s companion and clicked through the extensive list of horses that I kept in my head. Ah. Damask, the mare who’d won the Fulton Sweepstakes two years in a row. Last time I’d seen her, she belonged to Henry Brant, whose place was on Mound Prairie west of Cathcart Plantation. The rider wasn’t Henry, though. The two men swung to the ground and led the horses toward me. The polite upturning of my lips relaxed into a real smile when Blackbird lowered her head for my caress. Of all the horses who’d passed through my hands, Blackbird was my favorite.

“Emilie,” Robert said,” this gentleman is Harlan Corey. Harlan, Miss Emilie McCain, one of the finest horse trainers in Hempstead County.”

“Pleasure, ma’am,” Harlan said, taking off his hat and sweeping a bow as if I’d been a lady dressed in silk and lace instead of a woman attired in a dusty split skirt and a shirt stained with the slobber of affectionate horses. Harlan Corey looked exactly like the jockey he’d once been back in Virgina. A series of big wins and a fortunate marriage provided the financial stake he needed to buy a good section of fertile land near the community of Lost Prairie.

I settled into business mode and thrust a hand in his direction. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Mr. Corey.”

“And I’ve heard good things about you, Miss McCain.” He shook my hand firmly before releasing it. His solid grip reassured me; I hated it when men barely touched my fingertips, or worse, bowed over my hand like they intended to kiss it.

Caroline joined us, wearing a clean apron. Only a small dab of flour on her right cheekbone marred her appearance. Robert made the necessary introductions and explained that Harlan was thinking of trading his land in Lost Prairie for a place in Hempstead County.

“During that last wet spell, Red River got a little bit closer to my homeplace than I liked,” Harlan said. “Robert says y’all are raising some fine horses here. I’d like to take a look if you don’t mind.”

“We’ve got a gelding that might interest you,” Caroline said. “Rob Roy, out of Justice by Dunbar. Trained and polished to a fine glow by Emilie.”

A pang of regret shot through my heart even as the pleasant anticipation of a sale piqued my interest. I never got used to saying goodbye to a horse. Parting from Blackbird almost broke my heart and while I wasn’t as attached to Rob Roy, he was one of the most willing, sweet-natured horses I’d ever had the pleasure of working with. He had his idiosyncrasies, of course. Any horse does, but even Rob Roy’s personality tics were endearing.

Caroline led the way to the fence that divided the yard from the meadow. Harlan put a foot on the lowest rail and leaned his arms on the top rail. He cast expert eyes across the dozen horses grazing on new grass poking its way up through last year’s thatch. Caroline nodded toward a horse that stood knee deep in the creek, staring at the water like Narcissus admiring his own reflection. She described his training, disposition, and pointed out the fine points of his conformation though Harlan could see them as well as she could. “He does have one little quirk you ought to know about.”

“What’s that, ma’am?” Harlan asked.

Robert sniffed the air like one of the bird dogs he raised. “Do I smell gingerbread?”

Twenty seconds later, Rob Roy lifted his head and flared his nostrils. Whirling on his heels, he splashed out of the creek and galloped across the meadow. The grass thatch muffled the sound of his hooves as he charged the split-rail fence. Caroline picked up her skirts and ran toward the kitchen, the source of the heavenly aroma.

“What’s he doing?” Harlan demanded. “He can’t—”

Rob Roy cleared the fence with two feet to spare. Without missing a beat, he trotted over to the kitchen and poked his head into the door.

“Get out of there!” Caroline scolded. She got in front of Rob Roy and firmly pushed him out of the building. “You greedy beast, that bread isn’t nearly ready, and even if it was, what makes you think I’d waste it on you?” Gentle as a kitten, the gelding laid his head on her shoulder. His nostrils quivered as she reached up and stroked his face.

“He likes gingerbread,” I explained, trying not to laugh at the expression on Harlan’s face.

The former jockey shook his head. “I surely do not need a horse that jumps fence every time it suits him, but … damn, that was pretty.”

“It’s only when Caroline makes gingerbread,” I assured him. “Rest of the time, he behaves himself and stays with the other horses.”

Half an hour later, having checked Rob Roy’s teeth, legs, and tried out his paces, Harlan and Caroline came to an agreement on price. To seal the deal, she handed around pieces of warm gingerbread, including a generous chunk to the horse.

“I was headed to Washington to catch the stage back home but looks like I’ll be riding instead,” Harlan said as Caroline wrote out a bill of sale. “I surely hadn’t intended to buy a horse today.”

“Reckon you can still back out of it.”

“Reckon I won’t,” he answered and took the bill of sale from her hand. He looked at the saddles Caroline and Gordon had for sale and tried each one on the horse’s broad back. Finding one that satisfied him, Harlan handed over a pile of money for horse, saddle, and accompanying tack as if it were no more than the price of dinner at the Black Bear Tavern in Washington.

“I’ll drop Damask back at Henry’s for you,” Robert said. “Next time you come up, figure on staying with Phebe and me.”

“I appreciate you riding this far with me.” Harlan grabbed Robert’s hand and shook it enthusiastically. “I’ll be back up before too long. I like this country and the people in it.”

While the men said their goodbyes, I hugged Blackbird’s neck, then stroked Rob Roy’s soft nose and whispered a few affectionate words into his ear. Caroline fed him a last chunk of gingerbread, Harlan climbed aboard, and long before I was ready, both Blackbird and Rob Roy were gone. I walked down the pasture to where the other horses still grazed, put my arms around Dunbar’s neck, and let my tears soak into her mane. If I sold a hundred horses, I’d never get used to telling my favorites goodbye.

When my small monsoon ended, I wiped my eyes and went back to work.
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Phineas Whitney, one of Josiah Stirling’s stable hands, poked his head in the door of Papa’s law office. I was perched on a stool listening to Papa and land agent Charles Wren discuss a land-fraud case. Keller McCain stood at the side of the room, eyes cast heavenward, looking like a martyr about to be burned at the stake. Poor Keller. Under the constant goad of Jane’s tongue, Papa had finally taken him on as an apprentice. Keller was the only person less willing to shake on the deal than Papa. Honestly, I wondered if they had enough vertebrae between them to form a single backbone.

Seeing Papa and Charles Wren deep in conversation, Phineas edged around the room to whisper in my ear. “Josiah says can you come lend him a hand. He needs to look at a mare with a hurt leg and she’s bein’ a right terror about it.”

I slid off the stool without interrupting the flow of words between the two men. Keeping his body as still as the wall he leaned against, Keller rolled his eyes toward us and mouthed Take me, too as Phineas and I tiptoed toward the door. I crossed my eyes at him. Poor Keller, his heart wasn’t in the study of law. He dutifully arrived at the office each morning to do whatever Papa bade him to do, but he hated every minute of it. I occasionally tarried in the office because I liked looking at Keller’s adorably homely face, but I quickly got interested in Papa’s lectures. One day, I automatically popped out the answer to a question Papa posed to Keller. Papa grinned, but Keller blinked like a stray hound dog had started speaking English. A considering look quickly replaced his consternation. Thereafter, Keller drew me into his and Papa’s legal discussions, often delaying his answer until he heard mine. Despite the relative freedom women enjoyed on the frontier, few men viewed their sisters, wives, and female cousins as intellectual equals. Flattered and pleased by Keller’s deference, I found myself entertaining thoughts that surprised me.

Even so, all it took to drive Keller McCain from my mind was the mention of an injured horse. In addition to maintaining the largest stable in the county, Josiah Stirling plied his trade as a skilled veterinarian. Our mutual love of horses made us friends. Once he realized I had a calming effect on horses, he called on me for aid with particularly recalcitrant or frightened animals.

“If that mare was stove up any worse, she’d plumb fall over,” Phineas grumbled as we walked across the green toward Stirling Stables. “Fellow brought her in claimin’ one of his other packhorses kicked the hell out of her. Can’t travel any further without ruinin’ her back leg, if it ain’t done already. Josiah took her in partial trade for one of the stable horses, but that mare’s no good to us.” Phineas shrugged ruefully. “His heart got in the way of his head this time. She ain’t very friendly, either. Kicks at him every time he tries to get near her back leg.”

Stirling Stables stood at the edge of a broad pasture on the east end of town. At the hitching post out front, a man in a coat and breeches that had seen better days was transferring a packsaddle to a long-legged mare named Dora. His bushy eyebrows flew up like startled birds at the sight of me.

“This here is Stirling’s horse trainer?” he asked incredulously, sweeping me with a glance from head to toe-tip. “She’s a girl.”

“How about that?” Phineas drawled. I just ignored the old coot and stroked Dora’s soft nose to bid her farewell.

“Since when do women train horses?”

“Miss McCain’s been at work since she was … what, Emmy? About ten?”

I shrugged.

“Well, it’s a different world out here in the territory,” the man said. “Guess we have to put up with things we’d not tolerate for a minute back home in Virginia.”

“I got work to do,” Phineas said brusquely. He stalked toward the barn, bristling like a porcupine on my behalf. I’d have walked off right behind him, but I wanted to see what the fellow had to say about Josiah’s new mare.

“What happened to the horse?” I asked.

“Damn horses. I’m about ready to shoot the lot of ’em. This whole trip’s been nothin’ but trouble.” He roughly jerked the pack strap tight. “Right now, I wish to hell I never heard of Texas. Rivers been high, roads been muddy, bugs done eat me alive.”

“What happened to the horse?” I repeated.

“What horse?”

I clenched my teeth. “The mare you traded for Dora.”

“Aw, her. Damn shame I got to leave her behind. My brother has a horse farm at Green’s Colony on the Guadalupe River. Him and me had big plans for that horse.” He shoved his tall brown hat back on his head and glared at Dora like it was all her fault.

“How’d she get hurt?”

“Bad luck,” he said, crossing his arms and settling in for a long harangue. He’d apparently been out in the woods too long with no one to talk to because once primed for a soliloquy, he barely paused for breath. “Real bad luck. She’s a damn good-lookin’ horse when she ain’t been kicked halfway to Sunday. Fast, too, but the fella who had her before me was a fool. Raced her too young and too hard. Naturally, she pulled up lame one day. The blamed idiot didn’t even give her time to recover before he put her back on the track, and she got hurt all over again. He knew beans about horses and cared less—just a stupid rich boy who viewed ’em as a kind of machine meant for winnin’ purses. Second time she lost a race, he beat her until the rest of us threatened to take his own whip to him. I bought her for breedin’ stock, but she ain’t been an easy keeper. Damn fool spoiled her temperament along with her racing career. She hates everything on two legs. Her and me was just comin’ to an understandin’ when a panther ran out of the woods right in front of us about five miles north of here. Panicked all four horses, but that big blue dun over there pitched a pure-dee conniption fit and fell in it. Kicked the hell out of the red mare and she ain’t been worth shootin’ since.”

“What’s her name?” I asked when he paused to gulp down a lungful of air.

“Morning Star.”

I nodded to him and walked away before he could start talking again. The doors at each end of the stable stood open and the place was silent except for the sound of Phineas’s footsteps up in the loft. I passed down the long alley of stalls and emerged into the sunlight beyond. A collection of small runs lay to my left; a big corral lay to my right. Farther on, a buck-and-pole fence hemmed in the pasture.

Josiah Stirling leaned on the corral fence, observing a compact, big-boned sorrel mare whose dark mane hung in mats. Dried mud and debris tangled her tail and dulled her copper coat. A single white star gleamed between her eyes, as clean as the rest of her was dirty. She raised her head from nibbling at a small pile of grass hay and regarded us suspiciously. I rested my elbows on the top rail of the fence.

“Well, what have you bought this time, Josiah?”

“I don’t know, Emmy,” he said, ruefully rubbing his thick brown hair. “Probably just made the worst horse deal of my life, though she didn’t cost me much in coin. According to the fellow who brought her in, one of the other horses in his string tore her up pretty bad. Said she’s been hostile and uncooperative ever since.”

“I met him out front. Said a panther panicked the horses.”

Josiah shrugged skeptically. “That’s what he says, all right. She wouldn’t let me get close enough to be sure, but some of those marks on her neck and withers look more like they were made with a weighted whip than a set of hooves. She might have a good reason to dislike the bastard—excuse me, Emmy. To dislike the rascal.”

“So you bought a hostile, beaten horse?” I wanted to hug his neck. Beneath the firm businesslike attitude he showed the world, Josiah Stirling’s heart was soft as the center of new bread.

“Well, he was talking about turning her loose in the cane before he crosses the river.” He shook his head and glanced over at me with a sheepish half smile on his mouth. He knew I was onto him. “Reckon I just couldn’t stand the idea of seeing something as beautiful as her left for the panthers and bears. He says he bought her because she has Janus blood, whatever that means.”

I smothered an involuntary gasp and managed to answer calmly. “Janus was a famous Virginia stallion that died about fifty years ago. His grandfather was the Godolphin Arabian.”

“How ’bout that?” Josiah said blankly. Josiah was an excellent businessman, a fine rider, and the best veterinarian in Arkansas Territory, but he had slim to no interest in breeding and bloodlines. “Well, at any rate, she kicks every time I get within touching distance. Think you can convince her I’m not going to chew her up and spit her out?”

“I’ll give it a try.” I took the halter from his outstretched hand and climbed the fence in a flurry of skirts before he could open the gate for me. “Be right back.”

“You watch yourself, Emilie. Famous granddaddy aside, she isn’t trustworthy.”

I waved his concerns aside, my attention already focused on the mare. Her head matched the etching of the Godolphin Arabian that I’d seen in one of Gordon’s books. Beneath the tangled mane, her neck arched like a rainbow. She lipped up another wisp of hay and chewed, her caramel-colored eyes appraising me as I walked across the hoof-scarred dirt of the corral. A couple of arm’s lengths away from her, I stopped so she could get a good look at me.

“What do you think, sweetheart?” I asked gently. “I’m not so scary.”

I extended my hand. Cautiously, she stretched out her nose to sniff it. I stayed just out of her reach. She hesitated, then took half a step toward me. I smiled at the warm touch of her breath on my palm.

“That’s my good girl. That’s my brave girl.”

I dipped into my pocket for one of the windfall apples I’d picked up outside Papa’s law office. I offered it to her on my flattened palm. She regarded the treat for a moment, then stepped forward and took it into her mouth. As she crunched, I caressed her face. She averted her head but didn’t run away. I laid my hand on her neck. She accepted that touch without protest. I stroked her for a few minutes and let her think about me some more.

“Star,” I said and showed her the halter. She looked at it, then at the pocket that produced the apple. I laughed softly. “Halter first, then the treat.”

She allowed me to slip the halter over her nose and pull it into position. All was well until my hand brushed her ear. Her head flew up, her nostrils flared, and the sound that ripped from her throat was not one a horse should make.

“Shh, girl. Shh. It’s all right.”

She stared at me with white-rimmed eyes while she struggled to decide between running or fighting. In the face of such terrible fear, I held the rope attached to the half-fastened halter as gently as ever I held a newborn barn kitten and murmured soft, sweet nonsense syllables to her. Slowly, slowly she calmed down. Her eyes lost the frightened glare; her legs, braced to bolt, relaxed into a normal stance. With a big sigh that fluttered her lips, she lowered her head and allowed me to finish fastening the halter.

“That’s my good girl. That’s my sweet Star.”

Throughout the episode, Josiah stood at the fence, still and quiet, trusting me with the horse and my own safety. Without changing the tone of my voice, I said, “Would you please get a brush and put it on the fence over there under the tree?”

He disappeared into the barn. A moment later, he returned to set the brush and a comb on a corral post before returning to his place at the gate to watch. I led the red mare into the dappled shade, picked up the brush, and let her examine it before I began the long process of cleaning her up. At first, she watched every move I made from the corner of her eye, but as long as I stayed away from her face and ears, she seemed to enjoy the attention, or at least not mind it too much. Before grooming each new part of her, I used my fingertips to feel out the scars and tender bruises inflicted by angry humans and frightened equines. With each discovery, I pushed aside my dismay and fury, knowing those emotions would pass to Star without her understanding that my anger wasn’t directed at her.

I brushed and combed the dried mud from her mane, leaving it soft and smooth. As I moved to work on the matted mess of her tail, her interest strayed from me to the last of the summer grass. The morning slid by. I coaxed sticks and stickers and briars to release their hold. Finally, Star’s tail hung straight and clean, almost reaching the ground.

“What do you think, Em?” Josiah called softly. I looked over to see him still standing at the gate. At some point, Phineas and another long, thin stable hand named Garrett had joined him.

“I think there are some necks I’d like to wring,” I said, vigorously scratching Star’s chest. She liked that, though she pretended to remain aloof and indifferent. “Lots of old scars, some cuts. One deep hoofprint on her left hip, and she’s sore in that leg. She’s feeling pretty good right now, though. I think she’ll stand still long enough for you to look at her.”

Josiah climbed over the fence and approached us, slowing his usual free, easy stride. Having finished all the grass within reach, Star watched curiously as he gently ran his hands down her legs, pressed his ear to her flank to listen to the gurgle of her insides, and did a lot of other horse-doctory things. He peered into her eyes, up her nostrils, and took a glance in her mouth. She didn’t much like having her jaws pried apart, but with her eye on me, she suffered him to do it.

“She okay?”

Josiah shrugged. “Not too bad, considering she recently had the stuffing kicked out of her. Back leg is swollen. We’ll have to watch that, but I think she’ll do.” He patted the mare’s shoulder. “She sure looks better than she did a couple of hours ago. I couldn’t tell where dirt ended and horse began.”

“Josiah!” A feminine voice drifted on the wind to us. We turned to see Isabella, Josiah’s wife of two months, standing at the door of the barn. Josiah’s face lit up with pure pleasure at the sight. She waved and lifted a wicker basket enticingly.

“There’s more than enough for you, too, Emmy. Y’all come eat.”

“I’d say yes, but …” I indicated the horse and Isabella nodded, instantly understanding.

“Another time, then.”

I turned to Josiah, who was still grinning foolishly at his pretty wife. “Want me to put Star in the pasture?”

“Surely. Come by the office before you go, hear?”

I untied Star’s lead rope from the upper rail of the fence. She followed me across the corral and through the narrow gate into the pasture. Taking care not to touch her ears, I unbuckled the halter and slid it off. I’d eventually have to work her out of being head-shy, but we’d had enough excitement for one day. She shook off the feel of the halter, then focused her gaze on my pocket. I laughed and pulled out the apple I’d promised her earlier along with a small knife.

“This one’s a too big to take in a single bite,” I told her, cutting a good-sized slice and handing it to her.

Owl flew across the pasture from the woods, luminous in the golden light of the autumn afternoon. She made two gliding turns overhead, then landed on the buck-and-pole fence a few feet away. Still chewing her apple, Star turned her head to look at Owl.

She saw Owl. The horse saw Owl.

Owl ruffled her feathers into an untidy mess, then set to work smoothing them back into place. Star flicked her ears and took two curious steps toward the bird, neck outstretched, nostrils quivering a little. Owl paused in her grooming to blink solemnly at the inquisitive animal standing inches away. As they regarded each other, beak to nose, I thought of Miss Cleda’s gold piece and the once-in-a-lifetime horse it was meant to buy. The moment stretched out, then broke with an almost audible pop. Owl nudged a feather with her beak. Star nudged my hand for the rest of the apple. I handed it to her, wondering if I was losing my mind. Nope. Star returned her attention to Owl, chewing while she watched the bird preen. Owl finished her toilette, spread her wings, and glided silently away. Star watched her go.

I walked back to the stable in a daze. In his office, Josiah bent over the pile of papers on his desk. He looked up with a smile. “Susanna came by looking for you about an hour ago. I told her you were with a contrary horse.”

Guiltily I recalled I’d been expected at dinner. “What’d she say?”

“Just threw up her hands and said tell you’d she’d put something back for you to eat later.”

I nodded, got hold of myself, and said, “Where’s Isabella?”

“We finished eating and she left twenty minutes ago.” He looked at me curiously. “Emmy, you feeling all right?”

How long had I been out in the pasture? I could’ve sworn it was only five or ten minutes. “I’m fine. Just hungry.”

Satisfied with the explanation, he leaned back in his chair. “Well, you’ve seen that red horse now. She’s got some problems, but you’re the gal for a challenge, aren’t you? If you think you can teach her to behave like an equine lady, I’ll make you a gift of her.”

I took a deep breath. “I’ll accept your challenge on one condition: you sell her to me. What’s your price?”

He laughed and shook his head. “I didn’t pay much for her. I regret buying her and would be grateful if you’d just take her off my hands.”

We argued for a few minutes before agreeing on an amount, then walked down the road to Papa’s law office to get the papers drawn up. Josiah insisted that a handshake was enough for the time being. Though I trusted him, I wasn’t a lawyer’s daughter for nothing. I wanted that mare like I’d never wanted anything in my life. As a hobble-and-tether sort of girl, I wouldn’t feel safe until Josiah had the money and that bill of sale was in my hands.

Normally, I’d have taken Star straight home but letting her rest for a few days under Josiah’s care made better sense. When I mentioned his stable fee, he threatened to throw a saddle at me. I thanked him and saved us both another wrangle.

The next day, black clouds rolled in, the skies opened, and an ocean of rain and hail poured down on Hempstead County. The heat evaporated, and what leaves didn’t get beaten off the trees by the hail turned gold and red. I’ve never been a nail biter, but I came close to taking up the habit while I waited to see my beautiful horse. The rain stopped on the third afternoon. Early the next morning, I saddled Polly, my favorite of the McCain horses, and headed down the road toward town. I’d gone perhaps a mile when I heard hoof-beats coming up behind me. I turned in the saddle to see Caroline cantering toward me on Clarion, one of the gray geldings.

“You took off like the geese were chasing you,” she greeted me.

“Guess I could’ve said good morning when I ran through the house.”

Caroline grinned, her face shadowed by the broad brim of her hat. “You were afraid I’d make you eat breakfast.” She dug into a saddlebag and came up with a square biscuit containing a slice of baked ham. She handed it to me and said, “Let’s go see this horse of yours.”

Owl soared overhead and down the road, enjoying the sunshine after days of rain. She perched on the pasture fence as Caroline and I rode up, not quite beak to nose with Star, but almost. Owl’s approval heartened me; I hoped Caroline would approve as well.

Half a dozen other horses grazed in Josiah’s pasture, oblivious to anything but the hail-beaten grass at their feet. To my delight, Star trotted across the pasture, head and tail held high, feet lifting so gracefully that she seemed to skim the ground. She stopped a few feet from us, blowing through her nose.

“Not a sign of a limp today,” Josiah said, coming up to take his usual stance at the fence, arms crossed on the top rail, booted foot resting on the lowest. “What do you think, Caroline?”

“Janus blood,” she said. “Look at that head. And the way she moves …”

“You like her, then?” I asked, my throat so tight I could barely squeak the words out. She nodded, slipped her hand into the crook of my elbow, and gave me a reassuring squeeze.

“Yes, I like her.” She grinned at me. “Let’s take her home.”

I slipped through the gate, halter in hand. Star stood still until I was within touching distance, then deliberately turned her head away from me in a majestic snub. I paused, disconcerted. Star peeked at me from the corner of her visible eye.

Oh. We’re going to play a game, are we? I stepped around to her other side. She glared and turned her head away. Again, she gave me a side look, plainly asking, What are you going to do now? I stroked her neck and scratched her chest until she relented and granted me her full attention. I didn’t know it then, but Star would repeat this ritual every time I went a day or two without seeing her. Snub, snub, graciously relent.

She allowed me to slide the halter over her nose without protest. In buckling the thing, I deliberately brushed her ears with a gentle finger. She reared her head and dug all four hooves into the dirt, ready to bolt. I laid the flat of my hand gently against her neck. Her wide, frightened eyes locked onto my face, looking for reassurance.

“I will never hurt you,” I whispered. “As long as I can draw breath, no one else is going to hurt you, either. You’re my girl now. I’m your girl. Friends until death do us part.”

I patted and loved her until her rigid muscles relaxed beneath my touch. At last, she released a great puff of pent-up breath and lowered her head, bumping me gently with her nose. I kissed her between her eyes.

“I’m going to touch your ear again, so gently, so lightly, just like a lightning bug landing on it,” I told her. She rested her head against my chest as I brushed one ear, then the other with my fingertips. Her ears twitched in mild protest, but she remained calm. “That’s my good girl.”

She took the apple I offered her and crunched it contentedly while I finished buckling the halter.

“That almost got exciting,” Caroline said. I tied the rope to the top rail of the fence. A breath of wind chilled the nape of my neck and set the fine curls around her face dancing. “What are you going to do now?”

“If you’ll go get the saddle off Polly, I’m going to ride Star home.” Anticipation tingled across my shoulders and down into my arms. My fingers itched to pick up the reins.

“I’ll get it,” said Josiah and suited action to words. Caroline found a brush for me, and I went to work cleaning Star’s coat of dirt and debris. She’d obviously had a good roll on the damp ground earlier that morning.

Star accepted both bit and saddle. I led her through the stable and out into the road. Putting my booted foot into Josiah’s cupped hands, I let him boost me up into the saddle.

“You look good up there, Em.” He smiled at me. “You paid too much for her, but you look good.”

“I fleeced you,” I retorted. “You wouldn’t know a decent horse if it stepped on your toes.”

He laughed and moved aside. “I reckon I wouldn’t. Enjoy your ride, honey.”

Since I wanted to show Star off a little before leaving town, Caroline ambled down the road toward home with Polly in tow. I stopped by the house first. Granny and the twins were out in the yard playing toss with soft balls she’d sewn from scraps of cloth and stuffed with herbs and dry grass. The toddlers shrieked in delight as they tumbled over each other in their eagerness to snatch up the balls. Their curls glinted with copper in the autumn sunlight. I wondered, not for the first time, why I had missed inheriting the red hair so common in the McCain clan. While I pondered that personal anomaly, the boys noticed me. They ran in my direction with outstretched arms, squealing my name. Our hair may’ve been different colors, but my little brothers and I shared the same green eyes and long dark lashes. Granny scooped up the balls, tucked them into her apron pocket, and followed the boys across the grass.

I swung down off Star to greet the oldest and youngest members of my family. Gentle as a kitten, Star lowered her head to touch the tiny hands the boys held out to her. She stood like a statue while I lifted Wesley to her back. When he was in place, clinging to the front of the saddle, she snaked her neck around to bump his foot with her nose. He giggled.

“Hold on,” I said and led the horse in a small circle around the yard. She placed each foot carefully, deliberately, without any sudden motion that might dislodge her precious cargo from his place on her back. William, more cautious than his twin, held Granny’s hand with his thumb tucked in his mouth. At first, he shook his head when I lifted Wesley to the ground and offered to put him in the saddle, but with a little coaxing, he let me lift him onto Star’s back. She set off at her smooth walk, and his little eyes grew huge and round. When he opened his mouth, I half expected a panicked scream to come out. Instead came a whisper of a giggle that quickly turned into peals of delighted laughter. I had as hard a time convincing him to dismount as I’d had getting him to mount in the first place.

Susanna and Madeleine were busy in their respective workshops, so I only stopped long enough to say a quick hello before riding across town to Papa’s law office. Star behaved like a perfect lady as we trotted past the wagons nosed up to the back of Block’s Mercantile like puppies to their mother. I recognized several of the men laboring to unload barrels of merchandise.

“Good lookin’ hoss, Miss Emilie,” one of them called as he rolled a barrel toward the back of the store.

“Thank you, Priam.” I smiled down at Star’s ears, flicked back to catch the sound of my voice. “I’m pretty pleased with her myself.”

When I arrived at the law office, Papa and James Black, the local blacksmith, were deep in discussion over a sheath of papers that spread across the table between them. Keller stood at the bookcase, running his fingers across the spines of the books, looking for something, but not finding it.

“Should be in the middle of the second shelf,” Papa told him, then looked up to see me standing at the door. “Hey, sugar. Would you see if you can find Hanson’s Treatise on Land Grants for me? I may’ve misplaced it on the shelf last time I used it.”

Knowing full well that Papa never misplaced anything, I walked over to the bookcase, smiling apologetically at Keller, who stepped aside to let me glance at the titles. The book was right where Keller’s finger had just trailed over it. Without meeting his eyes, I pulled the leather-bound volume from the second shelf and placed it on the table next to Papa’s elbow. Sometimes I wondered if Keller needed glasses.

“I won’t interrupt,” I said. “I’m on my way home with Star and just wanted to say hello.”

James Black smiled and stood up. “My business can wait a few minutes. Let’s take a look at this horse.”

Star stood quietly at the hitching post with Owl perched on a branch just over her head. As Papa and the blacksmith admired her perfect confirmation, a movement at the door of the law office caught my eye. I looked up to find Keller staring at me with an odd, considering expression on his face that made me feel vaguely uncomfortable. Before I could glance away, his expression changed, sending a wave of heat across my own face. No one had ever smiled at me like that before.




CHAPTER 25

KELLER
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Spoiled by his mother, despaired of by his father, and cordially despised by his two elder brothers, Keller McCain believed he was meant for better things than building furniture in the Back of Beyond, Arkansas Territory. Despite his father’s best efforts to teach him a good work ethic and a skilled trade, Keller didn’t care about craftsmanship. Any chair he built sprouted legs of four unequal lengths. He couldn’t hit a nail on the head three times in a row and never grasped the simple concept of measure twice, cut once.

He didn’t mind driving wagons, though the loading and unloading took more physical effort than he liked to expend. Driving kept him away from home and out of reach of his mother’s vaulting ambition for him. Unfortunately, after a year of steady employment, she reminded him that James had promised to take him on as an apprentice in the law office. Momentarily swayed by her rosy description of his future as a lawyer, Keller quit his wagoner job and enjoyed a few moments of pleasant anticipation as his mother and James worked out the details of his apprenticeship. The trappings of legal success attracted him: the excellent income, the good clothes, the private office, the fine house, the respect James commanded in the community as Hempstead County’s newest county judge. Keller thought he himself would look well sitting at the bench, stroking a currently nonexistent beard, and handing down wise judgments.

Unfortunately, the intricacies of the legal system bored him clear to hell and halfway back. His excitement evaporated within his first half hour on the job. Had he not possessed a healthy fear of his mother’s wrath, he’d have abandoned his law career before lunch. Had he not possessed an excellent memory, he’d have been forced to give it up immediately because he could neither read nor write. Letters on the page refused to stay in one place, blinking in and out like lightning bugs. He occasionally gleaned a glimmer of meaning from something James handed him to read, but more often he had no idea what those dancing letters were trying to tell him. Fortunately, James liked to lecture. He read aloud from thick, leather-bound law books and pontificated endlessly about issues presented on each page. Keller memorized what he could understand and promptly forgot the rest. He couldn’t file paperwork. He couldn’t make fair copies of documents James drafted in his sprawling handwriting. James finally relegated him to dusting and sweeping the office, and saved the copying and filing for Emilie to do on the days she came to visit.

When Jim Black arrived for a consultation, James sent Keller into the other room to make coffee and sandwiches for them. Burning with resentment, he brought out the food and set the cups down so abruptly that coffee splashed onto the table in front of the blacksmith. Keller immediately apologized and wiped the liquid up, indelibly staining his snow-white handkerchief.

“No harm done,” Jim said pleasantly, but James shot his apprentice a sharp look. Keller slunk to the back of the room to nurse his grievances and practice being invisible.

If I wanted to be a servant, I’d go apply for a job serving ale in the tavern.

He leaned against the wall, wishing he could sneak away to play cards in the back room at Black Bear Tavern. He loved cards, loved the feel of them in his hands, the blood rush of a good game, and the thrill of winning. Even losing didn’t keep him down for long. Each new round offered a fresh chance to reach out and sweep in the pot for himself.

If I could only live in New Orleans! In New Orleans, a young man with a winning personality, skill at cards, and a willingness to take advantage of unwary opponents could make his fortune.

He’d fallen in love with New Orleans when his father took him along on a trip to the city a couple of years earlier. While Hugh went about his business, Keller slipped away in search of a card game. The well-dressed men at the table made him welcome, offering him thin brown cigarettes and buying him a glass of whiskey. The first day, he won far more than he lost. He walked away from the saloon feeling powerful, unstoppable. The second day, he lost everything he’d won, his original stake, plus a couple of dollars he’d stolen from his father’s money belt the night before. Instead of seeking to recover his luck on the third day, he stood on the stern of the packet as it chugged upriver toward the dreary frontier, and sadly watched the horizon swallow up the most exciting city in the world.

Only lack of funds kept him from catching the first boat headed south on Red River. As James and Jim Black talked, Keller contemplated the big win that would set him free of legal tedium once and for all. Unfortunately, he was an impatient and imprudent gambler who consistently suffered multiple losses for every win. He blamed his misfortunes on bad luck. When bad luck drove his debts up, he pilfered money and small sellable items from his parents’ home and those of his friends. During one of Emilie’s workdays at the law office, her narrow gold bracelet kept scraping on the table as she wrote. She took it off, placed it on top of the bookshelf, then forgot it when she went home. Keller dusted the office while James reviewed Emilie’s work. As he passed the cloth over the top of the bookcase, he neatly enveloped the bracelet in the cotton folds. When Emilie returned the next week, he helped her look for the bracelet, even going so far as moving the bookcase so she could look behind it. She left with a woeful droop to her mouth. Keller, unmoved by her distress, congratulated himself on slipping out of debt again. Despite the lopsided balance of losses to wins, he remained confident that the next round of cards could be the one that sprang him out of the trap of his life.

Still, a man needed some financial security. He actively disliked the idea of being tied down by a wife and children, but a substantial dowry would offset the inconvenience of marriage. Girls from wealthy Mound Prairie plantation families constituted his first targets. Several young ladies responded favorably to his pleasant face, trim physique, and pretty words. Unfortunately, their fathers strongly suggested he focus his attention elsewhere. One gentleman mentioned horsewhips when he discovered his daughter wrapped in Keller’s embrace.

Thwarted in his efforts to become plantation gentry, Keller focused on daughters of well-to-do Washington businessmen. Abraham Block had a marriageable daughter as well as a thriving financial empire spread across half a dozen towns and cities. As a wedding gift, Abe presented Isaac and Melissa with the deed to a fully furnished town house overlooking the Mississippi River. Isaac managed the New Orleans mercantile, but the dowry of a house and business in Mobile or Galveston would suit Keller almost as well. Unfortunately, Elizabeth Block proved impervious to his charm. He considered asking Melissa to put in a good word for him but suspected she hadn’t forgotten he’d called Isaac a Hebrew horse’s ass.

Life is damned unfair. How was I supposed to know I might need to marry Elizabeth someday?

In the midst of his glum musing, Emilie McCain rode up on a red mare, glowing with such happiness that she looked almost pretty. Being on the ragged edge of desperation, Keller considered her as a potential wife. James intended to settle land on her when she reached her twenty-first birthday, so she had prospects. She worked at two trades, weaving and horse training, and enjoyed success at both. In addition to buying the mare, she and Gordon had jointly purchased a stallion from one of Robert Cathcart’s neighbors. Half the substantial stud fees would go to Emilie. Keller hadn’t given her a thought while he was busy pursuing richer dowries, but if she could afford to invest in horses, she could afford to invest in Keller McCain.

I’ll bet I could make enough selling off the horses and land to finance my move to New Orleans. She can keep working on Gordon’s place while I’m getting established in Louisiana. That’ll give me a steady income until I make my fortune.

Of course, Emilie herself was no bargain. She flouted social conventions by excelling at a man’s job and riding around the countryside dressed in a split skirt and a shirt so plain that it was downright masculine. Once married, she’d have to dress like a lady even if he allowed her to continue training horses. She wasn’t sociable; her countenance was guarded rather than open and friendly. At parties and dances, she hugged the walls and left early, though she responded politely to overtures and danced well enough when forced to accept an invitation from some young swain who didn’t deserve her financial assets. Her unfashionably tanned complexion contrasted sharply with flaxen hair bleached from days in the sun without a proper hat. Though nicely shaped, she was exceptionally tall for a woman. Keller preferred to smile down at females instead of straight across at them, but he could deal with a tall wife who was well endowed with worldly goods. All cats were gray in the dark anyway.

Her intelligence and unwomanly education irritated him to no end. He burned with resentment every time James asked her to complete some legal task that Keller could barely begin. Emilie consistently treated him like an intellectual equal, but that courtesy didn’t make him like her any better. His mother, who hadn’t picked up a book since George Washington’s administration, called her a show-off.

Hell, if she’s smart enough to read Latin, she’s smart enough to pretend she can’t.

Arms crossed over his chest, he stood on the porch, listened to Emilie extol her new mare’s noble ancestry, and considered what else he knew about her. His older sister, Agnes, swore that Emilie inherited the Sight that ran through the female line of her family. Keller vaguely remembered the furor created when seven-year-old Emilie predicted her aunt’s death back in St. Stephens. Not long after she arrived in Washington, she shocked a neighbor by offering sympathy for the death of a sister who, as far as anyone knew, was alive and well in Natchitoches. A week later, word came that the sister had died of fever on the morning of Emilie’s condolences.

His mother insisted it was mere coincidence. Keller hoped not. Property and income aside, knowing which horse was going to win and which was going to place would be a gold mine to a gambler.

He focused his attention on her while James and Jim Black exclaimed over the horse. As soon as her glance strayed in his direction, Keller gave her his best, slowest smile, the one that once made a stuck-up planter’s daughter forget what she was saying right in the middle of a sentence. Emilie blinked, then turned away in flustered confusion.

Yep, sweet-talking this girl into marriage will be as easy as shooting turtles on a log.




CHAPTER 26

EMILIE
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I had never paid Keller McCain much mind, but that smile completely disconcerted me. I stammered something to Papa and Mr. Black about not keeping them from their business any longer and let Papa give me a leg up onto Star’s back. Gathering the reins, I turned the mare toward home without glancing at Keller again.

Once we passed the last cluster of buildings, I set her down the road at a quick walk. As her muscles loosened up, she arched her neck and quickened her pace, eager to throw off the lassitude brought on by long days of standing quietly in a pasture. I nudged her into a smooth, ground-eating trot, keeping to the edge of the road where carts and wagons hadn’t churned up the mud into ruts. She moved effortlessly, without a single sign of lameness or stiffness in her hind leg. I patted her neck, ebullient with the joy of riding my own horse on a beautiful day.

About halfway home, we met a McCain Sawmill wagon headed for town with fresh-cut boards. I waved to the driver, one of the younger McCain cousins, and received a nod and smile in return.

“Nice horse, Emmy!” he said as we approached each other. “That one of Gordie’s mares?”

“No, she’s mine.”

“Can she run?”

“Don’t know yet,” I answered.

“Well, she can sure cover the ground at a trot,” he called over his shoulder as we passed.

The crystalline air held just enough crispness to suggest the cool days and chilly nights of autumn were on their way. To my right, a pair of redbirds flickered through the pines and mixed hardwood trees that lined the road. When I was a little girl, Granny told me that redbirds escort the souls of the dead to the Otherworld, then return to let us know that everyone we’ve loved and lost is waiting just beyond life’s boundaries. I wasn’t sure how comforting I found that bit of folklore, but I did enjoy seeing the little birds flash though the trees.

The road curved out of the woods and into the open country of Mound Prairie. In the brilliant sunlight, Owl’s pale feathers shone like molten silver and gold. She swooped in front of Star, who perked up her ears.

“All right, then,” I said. I settled back into the saddle, loosened the reins, and squeezed gently with my knees. The Godolphin Arabian’s multi-great-granddaughter shot forward like a stone from a slingshot.

I’d ridden fast horses, but Star pounded down the road at a speed that seized the breath in my lungs and flung it behind us. The wind ripped the hat from my head but not for a cartload of hats would I have stayed that splendid rush through the autumn air. Keeping just enough tension on the reins to let her know I was still aboard, I gave my red mare her head and let her run.

We swept across long stretches of prairie, through narrow bands of trees, and back into the sunshine on the other side. A grasshopper smacked into my left cheekbone, leaving a welt that would last until breakfast the next morning. Up ahead, shining red-gold in the warm light, a coiled copperhead basked on the road. Star passed it without missing a beat. As we entered the smooth curve that marked the beginning of Papa’s land, I spotted Caroline ambling along on her gray gelding with Polly placidly following them. Hearing the thudding of Star’s hooves, Caroline casually glanced over her shoulder, then looked again, her eyes wide. She urged her horses off onto the grassy verge, clearing the way for Star and me to hurtle past, unimpeded. I raised a fist to let her know all was well, then forgot about her again as Star dug deep and found another measure of speed coming out of the curve. My braid lost its ribbon and unwound. Three feet of hair flowed behind me like a cape. My divided skirt blew above my knees and half the buttons on my shirt came undone.

This is what the wind feels when it rushes across the sky. This is freedom.

By the time the gate to McCain Farm came into view and I reluctantly reined Star in, I knew Miss Cleda’s gold piece had indeed purchased a once-in-a-lifetime horse.

Gordon and Caleb met me at the hitching post to look Star over. I climbed down, hugged my gorgeous girl’s neck, and grinned up at Owl, who’d beat us home only because she cut across the field. A full ten minutes later, Caroline turned in at the gate. She came up the driveway at a trot, her face flushed with excitement.

“Y’all oughta see that red horse run!” she yelled and flung up both arms in a salute to the newest inhabitant of McCain Farm.

Earlier that month, I’d gone halves with Gordon on a big, good-natured, gray stallion recently brought in from Virginia by a new landowner. Gordon preferred gray horses to any other color, and this one was a dilly, with a dappled coat that looked like flickering light and shadow. We allowed Caleb to choose a name, and after some deliberation, he decided on Ash. We bred Star to Ash, hoping for a colt that combined the mare’s speed and endurance with the stallion’s strength and even temperament.

“Of course,” Caleb said sensibly, “we’re just as likely to get Star’s squirreliness and Ash’s speed.”

We didn’t, though. The sorrel colt Star foaled in the spring of 1833 would turn out to be one of the fastest horses ever to run in Arkansas Territory.




CHAPTER 27

EMILIE
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It shames me to admit it, but when Keller showed an interest in me, I reacted as if I was fifteen minutes from starvation and he offered me manna from heaven. Like every other woman in the territory who wasn’t downright hideous, I regularly received marriage proposals from men who assumed I’d be impressed with their financial worth. A girl wants a little titillation in her life, and a stark recital of goods and chattels from a potential beau enervates romance.

Keller never mentioned property or money to me. When I walked into the law office, he smiled like he was glad to see me. We talked about horses, which always made me happy. Far from being shocked by the mention of bloodlines and breeding, he asked intelligent questions about desirable characteristics in a racehorse. He laughed off his mother’s disapproval of my profession and suntanned skin, saying she disapproved of everyone. Once when I stayed in town for a couple of days to help Susanna and Granny clean the house, he dropped by in the evening to keep me company on the porch. I never had much to say, but Keller was full of conversation and knew more foolery songs than anybody I ever met. He made me laugh, and that was the most seductive thing he could’ve done.

Papa remained cool toward Keller, regarding his charm as little more than the bright sheen on a shallow pool with a muddy bottom. Infatuated as I was, I couldn’t help noticing that Keller struggled to grasp legal complexities. When he asked for my thoughts on a subject, I helped him reason through the issue, explaining why I interpreted matters as I did. Afterward, Keller shared our conclusions with Papa. I thought we arrived at conclusions together. Papa knew we had not.

“It’s not that he isn’t smart enough to think for himself,” Papa said. “He’s just bone lazy.”

The only time I lost patience with Keller was when he pestered me with questions about the Sight. How did it work? What did I see? I told him I didn’t know how it worked, I rarely saw anything, and I didn’t want to talk about it.

“C’mon, Emmy,” he coaxed. “Agnes says you knew Cillie was gonna get bit by that snake before it ever happened. What else can you see? Can you tell me if George Griffin’s horse is gonna beat Jim Black’s dun next time they race?”

I jumped up so fast I almost choked on the bite of apple I was chewing. “I can’t tell the future, Keller.”

Seeing my agitated distress, he immediately backed off, saying, “I’m sorry, Em. I was just foolin’ with you. Didn’t mean a thing by it. ’Course I know you can’t tell the future.”

To his credit, he dropped the subject and started telling me a story about his hero, the famous Davy Crockett. I forgot my discomfiture and lost myself in appreciating his smooth delivery and droll facial expressions as he recounted the outrageous adventures of the man who could whup his weight in wildcats. He didn’t bring the Sight up again, and I thought it was laid to rest between us forever.




CHAPTER 28

EMILIE
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I don’t always dream of death when I fly with Owl. On our night flights, we usually just enjoy the beauty of the sleeping world. Sometimes I get glimpses of the past or see shadows of what might come to be. Once, I picked up a bottle of slippery elm tonic from the apothecary to treat a toothache Caleb didn’t get until the following day. Another time, I congratulated a young husband on the birth of his daughter. He desperately wanted a son, and when the little girl arrived a week later, his bitterness toward me knew no restraint. I’m grateful that the bursts of Knowing that plague me are relatively rare. Knowing always involves death. If I had to foresee every death around me, I’d walk into the creek carrying rocks myself.

One April night when the waning moon heralded the coming of Easter, I left my sleeping body curled in bed and rose to join Owl as I had done countless times in our endless existence. We floated on the wind with the Milky Way arching over us like a canopy of indigo silk shot with silver thread. The pastures and woodlands of Arkansas spread below us, defined in shadows cast by the night’s glow and etched by the dark lines of creeks and the broader sweeps of the rivers. We followed the Red upstream that night, glimpsing the pale lights of steamboats paddling their way to Fort Towson in Indian Territory. Away from the river, campfires marked the presence of displaced Choctaw and Chickasaw people enduring their forced journey from their homeland in the east to the unknown country west of Arkansas Territory.

Owl caught a crosswind, and we swept south of the river. I peered down into Mexican Texas and wondered if I’d ever set foot on foreign soil, ever have a chance to try my small but growing store of Spanish words and phrases on women in the marketplace or men who came to buy my horses. The Mexican government had been trying to curtail American immigration for years, but being told “no” just made some folks more determined to cross the border. It certainly aroused my curiosity, and I wondered, not for the first time, whether I’d inherited my family’s predilection for wandering.

Owl swooped earthward toward a small herd of deer bedded down for the night in the thick grass at the edge of a pond. We were almost close enough to brush a doe with our wing when the Knowing burst upon me like a shotgun blast to the heart.




CHAPTER 29

KELLER
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Flanked by tall sons, pretty daughters, and soon-to-be in-laws, Robert and Phebe Cathcart stood on the broad lawn, greeting guests dressed in their festive best. Doll-faced Dahlia Anderson, her hand tucked into the crook of Larkin’s elbow, smiled as friends and acquaintances congratulated the young couple on their engagement. Behind the receiving line, the white-columned house stood in tribute to two generations of South Carolina indigo and rice money. Twin staircases joined the first- and second-floor verandas. Warm, damp air wafted the scent of flowers from the beds and borders that graced the garden. A dozen dark-skinned boys and men took charge of guests’ horses, wagons, and carriages, leading them toward the stables and pastures on the far side of the house.

Keller handed the reins to a man dressed in forest-green livery and turned to help his mother down from the carriage. Looking like a thunder cloud about to burst into hail and lightning, Jane glared at the imposing house and elegantly dressed guests who chatted and laughed together as the reception line snaked across the wide green lawn. But for Melissa’s pigheadedness about Isaac Block, Jane would be in the receiving line as mother of the bride-to-be instead of humbly waiting to be acknowledged by the great people. She’d only been invited because she and Phebe served together in the church’s women’s organization. For a moment, she wished she’d stayed home with Hugh, who flatly refused to have anything to do with the slaveholding Cathcarts.

I will never forgive Melissa, she thought fiercely. Just look at that house. The paint alone must’ve cost a small fortune.

“Ma?”

She looked down to see Keller smiling at her, his hand extended to help her descend. He knew exactly what she was thinking, having listened to her ramble on about Melissa’s perfidy all the way from town. “What’s done is done, Ma. May as well come down and have yourself a good time.”

She grimaced and took his hand. Gordon’s wagon rattled up behind them bearing Caroline, Caleb, and Emilie. After Gordon helped his own womenfolk alight, Keller gratefully passed his mother into Caroline’s company and dropped back to greet Emilie. She nodded briefly in response, her attention focused on something beyond the house and gardens. Keller looked over his shoulder to see half a dozen horses peacefully grazing near the fence. Irritation pricked at his good mood. Emilie and her damned horses. He didn’t like being ignored in favor of a few nags.

“You’re looking pretty. Is that a new dress?” he asked, trying to distract her.

“No.”

Well, that didn’t work. He bumped her arm with his elbow. “Something wrong? Maybe somewhere else you’d rather be?”

“I’d rather be anywhere else, but I trained Blackbird. I need to be here.”

“What’s Blackbird got to do with anything?”

Emilie shook her head, eyes on the horses, her arms wrapped around an oversized reticule that didn’t match her dress. Overhearing the exchange, Caroline looked back at Keller, shaking her head when he would’ve pressed Emilie further. He subsided with a careless smile that belied his curiosity and irritation. He followed Emilie as the line moved along, propelled by Robert and Phebe’s practiced method of warmly greeting guests and smoothly handing them over to the next family member in line.

Emilie politely responded to each of the Cathcarts without meeting anyone’s eyes until she reached Larkin. When he took her hand, she tightened her fingers around his, raised her face, and looked straight into his eyes. Keller nodded graciously to Reuben, the younger Cathcart son, while trying to overhear the short interaction between Larkin and Emilie.

Is shy Em about to make a play for Dahlia’s fiancé? he thought. This ought to be good.

“Don’t ride Blackbird today,” Emilie said.

“Well, hello to you, too, Emilie,” Larkin said, amused. “What makes you think I’m going to ride any of the horses today?”

“Please don’t,” the girl repeated, her voice so low pitched that Keller could barely hear her. She pulled her hand from Larkin’s and murmured a polite greeting to Dahlia before dropping out of the reception line and melting into the crowd.

“What was that all about?” Dahlia whispered. Larkin shrugged.

“No idea. She’s a strange one, that McCain girl.” He smiled at Keller and stuck out a hand for him to shake. “Thanks for coming, Keller. Be sure and try Aunt Mary’s black-bottom pie.”

Keller didn’t even have enough time to say black-bottom pie was his favorite dessert before Larkin turned to greet the next guest. Feeling vaguely snubbed, he looked around for congenial company. James and Susanna McCain sat side by side on a bench under a tree, glasses of lemonade in hand, talking to Morag Cathcart and an older gentleman he vaguely recognized from the law office. The last thing he wanted to do on a pretty day was talk about politics or the law. He spotted a group of young men he occasionally played cards with. As he contemplated joining them, a colored woman with her hair tied in a dark green kerchief offered him a tray of glasses, each containing about an inch of golden-brown liquid. Keller took one, pretending he was used to being waited on. Jane wasn’t the only one who wished Melissa hadn’t been so dead set on Isaac. He could get used to rubbing elbows with the Cathcart family.

The barbecue proceeded as barbecues always do, with conversation, laughter, good food, tea and lemonade for the ladies, and fine whisky for the gentlemen. Feeling ill at ease with no one to talk to, Keller sipped the whisky and watched Hempstead County’s gentry interact with each other. He disliked the taste of alcohol, but he drank to avoid looking sissified among men who prided themselves on being able to hold their liquor. As soon as he finished his whisky, a servant arrived to take the empty glass and offer him a fresh drink. Keller accepted. The second glass of whisky tasted better than the first. Emboldened by the alcohol coursing through his system, he strolled across the grass toward the people gathered around Larkin Cathcart. One member of the group, a narrow-eyed boy wearing a jacket that probably cost more than everything Keller owned, nodded politely and made room for him at the fringes of the circle. Keller listened to the good-natured banter about horses, acutely aware of the social gulf that lay between him and the others with their fine clothing and the drawling accents of the South Carolina low country and Virginia Tidewater. His father’s carpentry shop, sawmill, and lumber yard kept the McCain family amply supplied with money and goods, but Keller knew he lacked the sophisticated polish exhibited by the least of his companions.

He took another swallow of his drink and unconsciously copied Larkin’s languid stance. He resolved to pay more attention in the future to Emilie’s chatter about equine conformation and breeding. He mentally sorted through the terms and bits of knowledge he’d gleaned from her, seeking something to add to the conversation. Hadn’t she said something about Blackbird earlier?

Harlan Corey, up from his Lost Prairie plantation to attend the engagement festivities, waved his glass and expounded on the wonders of the gelding he’d bought from Caroline and Gordon McCain a few months earlier. “Rob Roy can jump anything that gets in his way. Goes over fences like they’re no more than a hop.”

“Larkin, what kind of jumper is Blackbird?” Keller asked, his voice ringing out louder than he’d intended. The young men standing on either side of him glanced his way, eyebrows raised. Bolstered by liquid self-confidence, Keller offered them a casual one-sided smile. “Good horse. My cousin trained her.”

“Don’t know,” Larkin admitted, squinting toward the pasture. “She’s Father’s horse. He likes her, but I’d just as soon not ride a mare. She can run, though. Got to say that for her. How’s Rob Roy on a quarter-mile track?”

“Pretty good.” Harlan cocked his head to one side and grinned at Larkin. “Do I hear a challenge?”

“I believe you do.” Larkin raised a hand to catch the attention of a uniformed slave who was passing by with a platter piled high with pork meat. The man paused respectfully. “Juniper, go tell one of those stable boys to saddle up Blackbird and Mr. Corey’s horse. Then go mark out a quarter mile on the driveway, starting at that first magnolia tree. Best two races out of three suit you, Harlan?”

“Sounds good. Care to wager a few dollars?”

“What good’s a race with no betting?” Larkin said. “I’ll be happy to take your money.”

“I’ll take a piece of that myself,” Keller said promptly. Several others looked interested.

“Keller, would you keep track of the wagers?”

As he gathered the bets and noted the name of each participant, Keller relaxed for the first time since he arrived. Someone offered to send a servant for a pencil and paper, but he shook his head, smiling. He never forgot gambling details, no matter how many people or how much money was involved.

“You sure you’re going to be able to remember all this?” Harlan asked dubiously.

To Keller’s gratification, Larkin himself spoke up. “Keller’s got twice as good a memory as any three of the rest of us put together. Numbers and odds stick in his head like somebody glued them there.”

Word went round and guests moved into position to watch the races. Boys hoisted themselves atop the fence bordering the driveway while their elders stood on the pasture side of the barrier, resting their elbows or arms on the top rail. Most of the women and girls climbed the twin staircases to the second-floor veranda where they could see the race while avoiding the dust inevitably kicked up by running horses. Keller looked up from taking bets to see Emilie standing in front of Larkin, still clutching her outsized reticule and speaking urgently. The young man listened a moment, then laughed and patted her shoulder before moving toward Blackbird. Emilie started to follow, but old Miss Morag caught her arm and shook her head. Emilie slumped, defeated. She buried her face in her hands for a moment, then straightened her spine. She walked exactly halfway down the makeshift racetrack and found a place to stand amongst the laughing, speculating men and boys. Despite the gaiety surrounding her, she stared straight ahead.

Like a firing squad’s drawing a bead on her, Keller thought. Before he could wonder about that, a last-minute wager distracted him.

Larkin and Harlan mounted their horses, good-naturedly hectoring each other. A quarter mile away, two slaves stretched a thick string across the driveway to mark the finish line. A man Keller didn’t recognize stood ready to call the winner in case of a close race. Robert Cathcart, smiling broadly, gestured the riders to the starting line. “Take your mark, boys. Ready? Set. Go!”

Whooping, Harlan and Larkin spurred their horses forward. They rode with the ease and grace of a lifetime spent on horseback, bent over their horses’ necks, eyes on the finish line. Blackbird flew down the driveway like the bird she was named for. In seconds, she left Rob Roy a full length behind. Rob Roy rallied, narrowed the gap, then drew alongside Blackbird until the two horses pounded along neck and neck. First one horse took a slight lead, then the other. Even sedate matrons on the veranda jumped to their feet, shrieking like excited children.

As Blackbird hurtled past Emilie, Keller saw the girl cover her face half a breath before a black-and-tan puppy gamboled into the horses’ path.

“Joe!” A little boy ran onto the road and snatched the puppy up in his arms. With no time to stop, Harlan hauled Rob Roy’s head to the left; the horse’s iron shod hooves missed the child and puppy by inches. Spectators along the fence scattered as Rob Roy swerved off the road. Half a dozen strides, and he sailed over the fence with a foot to spare.

As Rob Roy veered left, Larkin pulled Blackbird hard to the right. Too close to the fence to jump, the mare dug all four hooves hard into the ground and sat back on her haunches, trying to stop. She hit the fence hard. The crack of her front leg breaking resounded through the clear air. Larkin sailed over her head, arms grabbing at nothing. He hit the ground headfirst on the far side of the fence and didn’t move.

Dahlia’s shrieks pierced the horrified murmur of the crowd. Skirts gathered to her knees, Phebe took the stairs two at a time and ran like Atalanta down the road toward her oldest child.

Ignoring the tumult around her, Emilie stumbled to Blackbird. The mare’s screams of pain and fear were pitiful to hear as she struggled to get to her feet. A long, sharp splinter of wood protruded from her chest; blood spilled down and pooled on the grass. Mindless of her own safety, Emilie pressed close to Blackbird, whispering to her, stroking her, loving her as shock and blood loss took their toll. With a groan, Blackbird rolled over onto her side, gasping for breath, but no longer fighting. Emilie fumbled in the big reticule and pulled out one of Madeleine’s dueling pistols. Gordon and Caleb reached her as she struggled to cock it. Keller looked toward the house to see Susanna and Caroline pelting down the drive right behind Phebe.

“Let me do it, Em.” Gordon said gently, taking the pistol from her trembling hand.

Emilie spoke lovingly to Blackbird, stroking the horse’s beautiful face as Gordon positioned the pistol. The dying mare turned her head toward Emilie, watching the girl with perfect trust. Gordon pulled the trigger.

Emilie crouched over the silent, still horse, still crooning love words into her unhearing ears, too grief-stricken to know what she was doing. Caleb sat on the ground next to her, great gasping sobs tearing at his throat. Gordon patted the still horse and wearily rose to his feet as Susanna and Caroline ran up.

“I’ll get the wagon,” he said. “Let’s go home.”

“James and Morag went after ours,” Susanna said, kneeling next to Emilie.

Caroline gathered her devastated son into her arms and looked over the fence. Two dozen people crowded around Larkin’s still body. “Is he dead?”

“I don’t know,” Gordon said shortly, and walked toward the house.

Harlan broke away from the group around Larkin. He mounted Rob Roy and set off down the road at a full gallop, heading for the doctor. Larkin still hadn’t moved. Phebe sat on the ground next to him, stroking his bruised, bloody brow while Robert fired off instructions for getting his injured son back up to the house. Someone brought a wide rug-covered board. Half a dozen men carefully lifted Larkin onto it and carried him toward the house. Phebe and Robert walked on either side of their son, steading him with their hands laid on his shoulder, their faces carefully controlled masks.

Keller doffed his hat respectfully as they passed, then followed at a distance. Cathcart grooms were already bringing wagons and carriages to the front of the house to bear away the stunned guests. Once his friends bore Larkin up the veranda steps and into the house, Keller clapped his hat on his head and looked around for his mother. Gordon drove the farm wagon past him, closely followed by James and Morag in a neat buggy. Keller raised a hand in acknowledgment, but none of them noticed him.

Despite the appropriately sober expression on his face, he felt like throwing his head back and crowing. Emilie had warned Larkin not to ride Blackbird. She’d begged him not to ride that day. By damn, the girl really could tell the future. Compared to that great gift, no shortcomings of appearance or disposition mattered.

I’ll marry her before the year is out, just see if I don’t. Once Cousin James signs the land over to us, we can sell out and move to New Orleans. With Emilie to tell me which horse to back, I can’t lose. That girl is going to make me a wealthy man.

Amidst the shocked guests and grief-stricken family, he put his hand over his mouth to hide the smile that curved it.




CHAPTER 30

EMILIE
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I gave up trying to sleep long before dawn touched the eastern horizon. After fumbling around in the dark for my riding clothes, I dressed and slipped out into the damp heat of the summer morning. The little sleep I’d managed during the long, terrible night had been scored with visions of Blackbird’s agony. Her heartbreaking shrieks would echo in my ears for the rest of my life.

My feet left tracks in the dew-dampened grass as I slogged toward the pasture, a bridle dangling from my hand. I climbed onto the top rail of the fence to whistle for the horses grazing down in the creek bottom. Star perked up her ears and cantered toward me, followed by a couple of half-grown colts. She willingly took the bit I offered her and pressed close to the fence so I could swing onto her back. The warmth of her solid body against my legs comforted me. Owl perched on the fence nearby, regarding me with round dark eyes set in the pale circles of feathers that formed her face.

“I couldn’t stop him,” I told her. She spread her wings and rose into the sky.

I chirruped softly to Star. We trotted toward the far side of the pasture where the other horses still grazed along the narrow creek that slid through the grass like a liquid serpent. We crossed meadows and fields, following faint paths beaten down by the feet of deer and bear and the hunters that pursued them. We forded small nameless branches of water and one waterway substantial enough to be called Briar Creek. McCain Sawmill lay upstream of the ford, but at this early hour, lit only by fading starlight and the barest hint of dawn, not even the distant noise of metal chewing through wood disturbed the silence. We startled deer that had woken early to eat their fill of tall grass before returning to their hidden beds to wait out the hottest hours of the day. Once Star shied at something I couldn’t see. I drew her up sharply, peering into the thick undergrowth along one of the unnamed creeks. A feline shape moved deeper into the bushes. Gordon told me later that few people ever got to see one of the sleek tawny cats we called panthers.

“Just because we don’t see them very often doesn’t mean they don’t see us. They aren’t interested in interacting with us,” he said. “A bear might stand its ground, but a panther … well, it just moves along and finds a quieter place to be.”

I’d have made a good panther.

The sun rose and with it the heat. With sweat trickling down my spine and ribs, I turned Star toward home, thinking of a bowl of cool water and one of the soft flannels Caroline kept for washing. I hadn’t bothered to rebraid my hair before setting off that morning. Strings of it scraggled down my neck and into my face. I let the knotted reins rest on Star’s neck and reached up to neaten my hair as best I could without a brush. I had plenty of hair, but it was so fine that it slipped from confinement an hour after I put it up. Neat was something I could only aspire to in fanciful daydreams. Jane once told me I looked like a washerwoman with my hair every whichaway. I bit my tongue and forbore saying I’d rather be a washerwoman than a social-climbing snob. Thinking of Jane’s social ambitions reminded me of Larkin. His death hadn’t been part of the Knowing. Even though he survived the fall, he wasn’t going to be fit to take a wife. Dahlia Anderson would have to find another beau.

If he’d just listened to me … But no one ever had except for Madeleine. When I rode into town to borrow her pistol, she hadn’t even asked why I wanted it. She took one of the elegant guns out of its velvet-lined box, showed me how to load and fire it, then slipped it into a large handbag that was on display in her shop before handing it over. Given the mercurial speed of gossip in the town of Washington and the number of women who passed through her establishment each day, she’d hear the whole story with embellishments long before I returned the pistol.

A cool sponge bath in the privacy of my bedroom helped a little. I wandered into the dining room where the breakfast leftovers lay on a breakfront covered with a white cloth. A note propped against the folds told me that Caroline, Gordon, and Caleb had gone to town for the bimonthly supply run and would be back that evening. I folded the note into my pocket, lifted the cloth, and stared gloomily at the offerings. I finally drank a cup of cold coffee before making my way outside to the tree swing.

I spent a long time winding the ropes up, then letting the swing spin me around while I tried to decide what to do with myself. Plenty of chores awaited my attention, but I couldn’t get started. I dragged my feet in the dirt to stop the spinning swing, then wandered over to the shed that sheltered my loom. I ran my hand over the half-finished coverlid. Picking up the shuttle, I slid it between the warp threads, tapped the new weft into place, and repeated the action. The slow, regular motion and the unfolding of the pattern gradually absorbed my attention and stilled my thoughts. By the time I heard hooves clomping up the drive, morning had eased toward midday.

Of all the people I didn’t expect to turn up at the farm that day, Keller McCain might’ve been at the top of the list. I let the beater fall back into place and stood to shake the creases from my skirt, grateful that I’d changed out of my riding costume after my sponge bath. Though I wasn’t one of the fashion-conscious women who trailed in and out of Madeleine’s shop, I preferred to be clean and relatively neat when greeting guests, especially one that I was maybe a wee bit sweet on.

He sat in the shade while I fetched glasses of water and a plate of Caroline’s cookies. I had no sooner settled into a chair opposite him than he reached into a pocket and drew out, of all things, a book. He smiled shyly, ducking his head a little as he handed it across the table to me.

I took it, feeling the heat that had transferred itself from his body to the green leather cover. Gold letters, slightly worn but still gleaming, spelled out Poems. Someone with elegant handwriting had inscribed a dozen poems by a dozen different poets before carefully hand binding the pages.

“How lovely, Keller,” I exclaimed, examining the small flowers the creator had drawn along the edges of one page.

“You like it, then?”

“I do.”

He relaxed, settling into his chair. Choosing a cookie, he waved it in the general direction of town. “I found it between a bolt of cloth and a barrel of hammers at Block’s. Thought maybe I’d give it to you for your birthday, but I think today is better.”

I stared at the little book, embarrassed and pleased. “You don’t need to buy me gifts.”

“An old book’s not all that special.”

“This one is special,” I said, smoothing another page down. “Someone put a lot of work into it. Thank you, Keller.”

“You’re welcome.” He sent me another shy, sideways smile. “I wish I could read you one of the poems.”

Automatically, I held the book out to him, but he shook his head. “I can’t read, Emmy.”

I laughed, sure he was joking, and continued to hold out the book. He not only didn’t take it, he didn’t even look at it. I lowered my arm, confused. “Of course you can read. You’ve been reading the law with Papa for months.”

“Cousin James reads out loud. I memorize.” He shrugged. “I have a good memory, but when I try to read, the letters jumble and move. Sometimes they disappear altogether. I can’t make them stay still long enough to form a word, much less a sentence.”

“Keller. I didn’t know.”

“No one knows … or no one knew until now.” He smiled his crooked smile at me and my heart melted at this sign of trust. “It’s why I quit school and went to work in Pa’s shop, though I wasn’t much good there or at the sawmill, either. I liked driving wagons. Got to see a lot of the country, met a lot of different people. Money was decent, too. Ma pitched a hissy and fell in it when she found out I was driving. Said it was beneath me. The only reason she didn’t try to shame me into quitting was Cousin James said I had to stick it out for a year before he’d take me on.”

“Papa doesn’t know?”

“I never told him, but he knows something’s wrong. That’s why he spends so much time lecturing or reading to me. I’ve gotten by because I remember everything, but I can’t write, either. That’s what’s going to get me in the end.”

I looked down at the lovely little volume of poetry and wondered how God could be so cruel to one of His children. All the joy I took in stories, poetry, history was out of Keller’s reach. I thought of Susanna standing in the shadows so long ago, my childhood primer clasped to her breast, and a look of transcendent happiness on her face. Teaching her to read had been as big a blessing for me as it had been for her. I rejoiced to see the dawn of comprehension in her eyes as the letters strung themselves into words and words into sentences that exploded with images and an entrance into other worlds. My heart broke for Keller.

“Hey, there, Emmy. It’s not so terrible.” He reached out his hand to me. I entwined my fingers with his as if we’d been clasping hands all our lives. “Let’s you and me go for a walk.”

He pulled me to my feet, drew my hand into the crook of his elbow, and led me down the long drive toward the Washington road. I tucked the little book into my apron pocket, so caught in the wonder of his attention that I couldn’t think of a word to say. He didn’t talk either until we came to the big sassafras tree at the end of the drive.

“It’s hotter than the inside of a cow today. Let’s sit in the shade and you can read me one of those poems.”

Settling into the lush green grass beneath the tree sounded romantic, but getting swarmed by chiggers and ticks would knock romance on its ear quicker than a chased cat could skin up a tree. We sat on the top rail of the fence where we could watch the horses grazing peacefully in the pasture. He helped me up as if I hadn’t been climbing fences since Moses floated in the bullrushes, then seated himself a foot or so away from me. I pulled out the little book and opened it at random.

“‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard,’ by Thomas Gray,” I said. It was a sad sort of poem, but I did all right until I reached,

“One morn I miss’d him on the custom’d hill,

Along the heath and near his fav’rite tree;

Another came; nor yet beside the rill,

Nor up the lawn, nor at the wood was he …”

I looked over the meadow where Blackbird had lived most of her short life and burst into tears. Keller gently put his arm around my shoulder while I told him all about Blackbird, how special she was, how sweet and good-natured. Aching with grief, I told him about the terrible dream.

“I begged Larkin to not ride Blackbird that day, but he didn’t listen to me. No one ever believes me until it’s too late.”

Keller tightened his arm around me. “You did what you could, Emmy. No one faults you.”

“Someone will. You just wait.” I dried my eyes on the handkerchief he pulled from his breast pocket. While I restored myself to something approaching calm, he flipped through the book, then held it out to me opened to a page decorated with the tinted drawing of a single rose trailing its stem down the margin.

“Here. Read this one. What’s it called?”

I tucked the used handkerchief into my sleeve, intending to launder it and return it to him another day. “‘A Red, Red Rose.’ Robert Burns.”

“That sounds familiar,” he said. His arm settled over my shoulders again. “Go on, Emmy. Let’s hear it.” I smiled, albeit a bit wanly, and began to read.

“O my Luve is like a red, red rose

That’s newly sprung in June;

O my Luve is like the melody

That’s sweetly played in tune.”

I paused to consider the beauty of the familiar words. To my utter astonishment, Keller took up the poem, reciting it with feeling and perfect rhythm.

“So fair art thou, my bonnie lass,

So deep in luve am I;

And I will luve thee still, my dear,

Till a’ the seas gang dry.

Till a’ the seas gang dry, my dear,

And the rocks melt wi’ the sun;

I will love thee still, my dear,

While the sands o’ life shall run.

And fare thee weel, my only luve!

And fare thee weel awhile!

And I will come again, my luve,

Though it were ten thousand mile.”

I stared at him in wonder.

“I told you I had a real good memory,” he said, and kissed me.
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If I’d had the sense of a barn cat, I’d never have gotten married, but after he kissed me, I thought I couldn’t live without Keller McCain. Papa did his best to warn me without flat coming out and forbidding the marriage. That didn’t surprise me since fathers never like the men who spirit their daughters away, but Susanna’s lack of enthusiasm wounded me. I thought having found true love of her own she would be happy for me to find it myself. I forgot that she’d been married to Charlton for twenty years before she crossed paths with Papa. I should’ve taken heed, but I was young and dumb as an ax head.

The day after I turned twenty, we got married in Papa and Susanna’s yard with family and friends crowding around us. Susanna, Granny, and Jane cooked us a fine wedding supper. Music and dancing followed. For the first time in my life, I didn’t mind being the center of attention. I danced and laughed and cheerfully responded to congratulations and gentle jests as I stood hand in hand with my new husband. In short, I wasn’t myself, hadn’t been myself, in fact, since I fell for him. I liked the change. I felt lighthearted, sure that happiness and true love were mine at last.

While our guests were still eating and having a fine time, Keller and I slipped away. We got the horses from Josiah’s stable and rode home in the sweet warm night. Our cousins and friends had helped us erect a two-room dogtrot cabin on land that Papa promised to deed to me on my twenty-first birthday. Madeleine commissioned Hugh to build us a hickory table, two chairs, and a rope bed. Susanna, Granny, and Caroline sewed together a feather mattress, then slipped into the cabin before the wedding to cover the bed with new sheets and one of the loveliest coverlids Susanna ever wove. They even set a vase of wildflowers in the center of the table to welcome us home for our first evening together.

We unsaddled the horses and brushed them down in companionable silence before walking hand in hand toward the house. I knew what to expect on my wedding night and wasn’t nervous, at least not very. What I wasn’t expecting was for Keller to scoop me up in his arms like I was a bit of thistledown and carry me across the threshold into the house. I threw my arms around his neck, half laughing, half gasping. He was a little out of breath himself when he set me on my feet next to the bed, but I don’t think it was because carrying me ten feet winded him. He pulled me close and pressed his mouth to mine. I kissed him back, happier than I’d ever been in my life.

Afterward we lay together, his arm around me, my head on his shoulder, and our legs tangled together. To tell the truth, I was a little disappointed with my new experience. It hurt, it was messy, and despite the extra cloth some thoughtful woman had put down on the bed, I was afraid we’d gotten blood on my crisp, beautiful sheets. I’d have a job getting it out. Well, at least the marital act went fast, and the cuddling was nice. I smiled in the dark and snuggled closer. Keller’s breath stirred my hair as he put his lips to my ear.

“We’re well and truly married, Emmy.”

“I reckon we are,” I whispered back.

“We don’t need to have secrets from each other ever again.”

“No.”

“So,” he shifted his arm under me, “Bill Stevens started a pool to guess what day his wife is going to drop that baby. You tell me what day to pick, and I’ll buy you something pretty with my prize money.” He squeezed me hard. “Aw, honey, we’re gonna make a fortune with that Sight of yours.”

Shock hollowed me out. When I finally found my voice, I said, “Keller, you know I can’t predict the future. Even if I could, I wouldn’t use it to help you cheat at gambling.”

He sat bolt up in bed, tumbling me against the wall. “Cheat? Don’t get ugly with me. Just tell me when she’s having that baby, then forget about it, if it bothers you so much.”

“I don’t know,” I said through my teeth, trying not to cry. “I don’t—Where are you going?”

He’d swung his feet to the floor and was pulling on his pants. “I don’t know,” he mocked me savagely. “Someplace where no one accuses me of being a cheat. Someplace where my wife—my wife—isn’t keeping secrets from me.”

“I’m not keeping a secret. I don’t know when she’s having the baby, Keller.”

He grabbed my bare shoulder, digging his fingers into my skin hard enough that I’d have bruises the next morning. I stared into a face so contorted by rage that I hardly recognized him. “You dream me that answer, Em. You hear? You go to sleep and dream me that answer.” He gave me a shake and let go. Stomping across the room, he jerked the door open and slammed it behind him. The vacuum he left behind sucked every bit of sound from the night except the pounding of blood in my ears.

This is a bad dream. I shouldn’t have drunk that glass of muscadine wine. It never agrees with me. He just stepped outside to answer nature’s call.

Several minutes passed. No Keller. I got up, lit a candle, and looked around the silent room. His clothes were missing. He wouldn’t have gotten dressed just to walk to the outhouse. I pressed my fists between my breasts, trying to fill the gaping hole left by my shattered heart, trying to force air back into my lungs.

He’ll be back. He just doesn’t understand. I’ll explain so he understands and won’t be mad at me for what I can’t do.

Once I could breathe again, I poured water from the ewer into the basin and cleaned myself using the cloth that had protected the sheets from my virgin blood. I stared at the stains on the cloth, proof that it was my wedding night, and I had no groom to spend it with me. Crumpling the soiled cotton in my fist, I walked through the door into the warm starlit night, hoping that Keller had gone no farther than the yard and even now was regretting his fit of temper. He wasn’t there.

Moving like an old woman, I made my way to the bench beneath the catalpa tree at the corner of the house and sat down. The air stirred with the silent movement of wings as Owl lit on the other end of the bench. We stayed there all night, watching the moon pass overhead then out of sight beyond the trees that marked the border between my property and Gordon’s. We were still sitting there when Keller came back shortly after noon the next day. He didn’t say where he’d gone. I didn’t ask. He handed me a bouquet of wildflowers, kissed my cheek, and asked if there was anything in the house for the midday meal. We never mentioned our wedding night again.

In the days and weeks that followed, I lived with a stranger. In company, he was the same good-natured storyteller I’d fallen in love with. In private he alternated between trying to sweet-talk me into giving him information he could use for gambling and sullenly ignoring me because I didn’t have it to give. Marital relations were infrequent and emotionless. The hugs and kisses of our courtship dimmed into memory. He couldn’t resist a card game, and he bet on anything running on four legs. Unfortunately, he was a bad card player and always backed the wrong four legs. Debts mounted. I missed things around the house: a dozen eggs, a pile of dish towels I’d just finished weaving, the combs I’d carved out of a piece of oak. One day I came home to discover he’d taken Granny’s cairngorm brooch out of the little box of bits and pieces I kept on a shelf. I sat down and cried over that. She’d given me the brooch for my eighteenth birthday. It had been her mother’s. I wore it only on special occasions and hoped someday to pass it down to my own granddaughter.

He quit reading law with Papa and made a lackadaisical effort at any number of jobs, from repairing wagon wheels to stoking the fires for the blacksmith. No matter what he did, he came home complaining about the boredom of routine and the never-ending need to be somewhere on time. As soon as he had a little bit of money, he headed down to the taverns of Fulton, thirteen miles away, to try and build it into a lot of money. He always came home with less money than he started out with, but I treasured the days he spent away from the farm and I could work in peace. When he got back his old job driving wagons and disappeared a week at a time, I thanked God, even though I suspected He didn’t have my best interests at heart.

My own business thrived. People brought me horses from all over the county to train or cure of bad habits. I loved them all. I took my time, never tried to force the horses to accept my will, but coaxed them, gentled them, waited them out, and eventually got good results. I got hurt a time or two when I wasn’t paying enough attention, but that was my fault.

The same friends and family who had helped build the cabin also built me a barn with a proper tack room. I had a couple of small runs and a good-sized corral for working with the horses. Star grazed in the pasture while Cherry, the colt she’d dropped in the spring of 1833, gamboled with the cat or dozed in the sun. I wanted a second mare, but any money I made either left the house with Keller or went to pay for the necessities of life. Before long, I got in the habit of taking part of my earnings to Caroline to keep for me. I didn’t dare hide money at home because Keller would find it. I didn’t dare withhold all my earnings from him because that would bring on a rage.

I kept my hand in the family weaving business, though Granny and Susanna each produced twice what I did. Factories in Connecticut and Massachusetts produced thread and cloth quicker and cheaper than we could spin and weave it by hand, but shipping goods to the frontier in the early part of the century was challenging and expensive. After 1830, the number of steamboats visiting the wharves at Fulton increased substantially. They brought in barrels and crates of goods and departed loaded to capacity with bales of Arkansas cotton.

“Times are changin’,” Susanna told us. “Won’t be too long before we’re driven right out of business if we don’t come up with some new ideas. Don’t know about y’all, but I like weavin’ and don’t want to take in laundry for a livin’.”

Never content with basic weaves anyway, Susanna bent her mind on this new problem. After long hours spent with a pencil in hand, hunched over a pile of papers covered in sketches and numbers, she started experimenting on the loom. Granny and I kept our curiosity to ourselves and let her work without interruption. Within a week, she took the first crib-sized coverlid from the loom and held it up for us to see. One side featured cream-colored stripes on a blue ground. When Susanna flipped the coverlid over, I gasped at the sight of blue diamonds on a cream ground.

“Bet those northern factories can’t do this yet,” she said smugly. Over the next few weeks, she designed several more complex patterns based on her new technique. Granny and I regarded the execution of these coverlids as a small miracle, but Susanna shrugged off our admiration.

“It’s just numbers applied to thread,” she said. “Anybody with half a brain could figure it out.”

“Reckon I’m missing the wrong half of my brain, then,” Granny responded.

Over time, Susanna added patterns for flowers and quaintly stylized animals to the original geometric designs. We abandoned the tedious process of spinning our own yarn in favor of ordering machine-spun warp and weft from Block’s Mercantile. By 1833, every time steamboats dropped bales of mill-woven cloth at Fulton, they carried away a bale or two of McCain coverlids to be sold in Abraham Block’s mercantiles from Galveston to Savannah.

I had to be quick and canny to finish a coverlid and get it to town before Keller cut it from the loom and disappeared with it. Keller and I had been married for two years when the territorial legislature passed a law preventing creditors from seizing a married woman’s property to pay debts incurred by her husband before marriage. I admired the law, though it did me little good since Keller collected gambling debts after marriage like ponds collect water during a rainstorm. What was mine was Keller’s. Fortunately, my family provided me with some protection. To Keller’s dismay and fury, Papa didn’t sign the land over to me on my twenty-first birthday as promised. Gordon told Keller in no uncertain terms that Cherry belonged jointly to Gordon and me, and there would be hell to pay if the colt disappeared one fine day.

Life with Keller became so untenable that I even talked to Papa about obtaining a divorce, however terrible the social consequences. Alas, divorcing Keller would literally require an act of the legislature, and the only possible grounds were adultery, desertion, and intemperance. A man could lose the roof over his family’s head with the turn of a card, beat his wife senseless, and still have the blessing of the law. With no legal option open to me, I squared my shoulders and endured.
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When Caleb McCain made up his mind to do something, he got it done come hell or high water. Small and wiry as a coyote, nobody matched him for determination, wiliness, and sheer grit. He regarded don’t do that as a challenge and spent unconscionable amounts of time and energy figuring out a way to do exactly what he wanted to do without violating the letter of the directive. Failing that, he simply accepted the consequences of following what was to him an irresistible course. This mindset was simultaneously his most maddening and his most endearing characteristic. It’s a wonder it didn’t get him killed.

Shortly after daybreak, I saddled Calpurnia, a big good-natured bay mare, for my morning ride. Ostensibly, Calpurnia belonged to Gordon, but he and Caroline had given her to me for my twenty-second birthday. No sense letting Keller know she was mine, or she’d have been sold and down the road fifteen minutes after she arrived at the farm. Star came nosing over to see if I had anything good to eat. I laughed and gave her the apple she knew was in my pocket. Her sides bulged with the foal due to be born sometime in early spring. It would be a good one if it lived up to the quality of Cherry, its full brother. I grinned at Cherry, still grazing in the field, completely uninterested in anything except the grass under his nose. He had Star’s compact body and powerful hindquarters, and Ash’s even temperament. He’d also inherited Star’s speed. I hadn’t even told Caroline or Gordon how fast he was; I wanted them to find out for themselves when I entered him in the December races in Washington.

The sound of pounding hooves pulled my attention to the road in time to see a dark dapple-gray stallion streak past my gate. I recognized Argyll, Gordon’s new stallion, a half-wild creature that had arrived on the McCain farm only a few days before. Up on his bare back rode Caleb, one hand twisted in the stallion’s thick mane, the other wrapped around a lead rope attached to the animal’s halter.

Gordon was going to throttle the boy if Argyll didn’t kill him first.

Owl swept down the road after the runaway pair with Calpurnia and me in close pursuit. Argyll flashed in and out of the long shadows cast by the morning sun, no more than a flickering shadow himself. Caleb bent low over the animal’s neck. They disappeared into a stretch of woods where deer, panthers, or an excitable bunny could startle a runaway horse into throwing its rider into a broken heap on the ground.

I slowed Calpurnia as we entered the timber, caution vying with my desire to speed to Caleb’s rescue. The treetops swayed gently in the breeze, sending a drift of autumn leaves onto the road where they rhythmically crunched under Calpurnia’s hooves. The wet edge of a puddle bore a single fresh hoofprint, but otherwise, the runaways left no sign. When we cantered out of the trees a few minutes later, I saw Caleb and the big gray plodding serenely down the road toward us, side by side. The boy favored his left leg, but he was up and moving under his own power. He waved at me, sporting a grin that stretched from ear to ear. Between the ears and above the grin, his nose was bloodied and slightly awry. The right side of his face looked like he’d slid some distance along the ground. An interesting shade of purple infused the skin around his right eye. I didn’t know whether to swear or laugh.

“Gordon is going to wear you out, Caleb,” I said. Argyll bumped Caleb with his nose, as if emphasizing my words.

“I know, Emmy, but it was worth every whack I’m gonna get.” He affectionately smacked the stallion on the shoulder. “Dang, that was fun.”

I struggled to keep the stern look on my face. “I thought your mama told you to stay off Argyll.”

“She told me not to ride him. Honest, all I was gonna do was sit on him to see what it was like to be so far off the ground. He’s over sixteen hands. I never sat on a horse that tall.”

“Just going to sit on him. Mm-hmm.”

“Well, I might’ve sort of accidentally given him a nudge with my knees, just to get him to walk a little.”

“Mm-hmm.”

Caleb threw up his hands. “How did I know he was gonna take off? He jumped the fence and headed down the road like he had a pack of wolves on his tail. I couldn’t do a dang thing but let him run.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“When he finally did slow down, he threw his head back and cracked me in the cheekbone.” Caleb pointed at his swollen face as if I might not’ve noticed it otherwise. “That addled me some. I slid off and landed in a heap at his feet. Banged my nose when I hit the ground. Expected him to keep running once he got shed of me, but he just stood there and looked at me like he thought it was funny.”

I put my hand over my mouth.

“I’d have gotten right back on him, except he’s pretty tall and I couldn’t find anything to stand on. D’you reckon you could give me a leg up?”

I gave him the requested leg up and escorted him home without saying another word. Had I opened my mouth, I’d have busted out laughing and not been able to quit. Caleb McCain was wild enough without me encouraging him.

Gordon and Caroline waited at the gate, him with a face like reignited hell, and her just relieved to have her child back in one piece. Caleb squared his shoulders and stopped Argyll a few feet from his father.

“Um, he had a good run. Is it okay for me to wipe him down before my whupping?”

Gordon nodded shortly. Caleb nodded back and nudged the stallion toward the barn.

“Well, he stayed on that beast longer than I expected,” Caroline said. She sighed and followed the pair. “What on earth got into his head, climbing on that horse with just a halter and lead rope? Tack room is full of bridles.”

Once Caroline was out of earshot, Gordon muttered, “I’m going to shoot that boy if he doesn’t kill himself on a horse first.”

“I just as lief you didn’t, cousin,” I said. “We need him to ride Cherry in the December races.”

Gordon raised an eyebrow. “You think he’s that good?”

“You know he’s that good.”

Gordon sighed. “All right, I won’t kill him this time. Looks like he broke his nose. You know what happened?”

I repeated Caleb’s story. Gordon ran a hand over his face and to my relief, came up grinning. “Ah, hell. I’d probably have done the same thing at fifteen. Doesn’t make climbing on a half-wild stallion any smarter, but …”

“You going to let him off? A broken nose is a pretty good lesson.”

“I won’t whup him. He can dig all those fencepost holes around the south pasture instead.” Gordon squinted up at me. “Which race you figuring on for Cherry?”

“Quarter mile.”

“All right. If his eye doesn’t swell plumb shut, I’ll send that hare-brained son of mine over to get him tomorrow so Caroline can start working with them.”

“Why not today?”

“Because as soon as I am done reading him the riot act, he’s got fencepost holes to dig.”

I nodded and made it all the way to the road before giving in to the fit of giggles that had been building since the moment Caleb came limping up the road, bloodied, bruised, and happy as a hound dog with a fresh bone to chew.
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Late one night, Keller came home and woke me up by lighting the lantern. He jerked the covers down to my knees, tugged me to a sitting position, and pulled my shift over my head before I could wake up good. Whiskey soured his breath. The rest of him didn’t smell good, either. Had he so much as washed his face during the week he’d been gone? Trying not to gag, I shoved him away and crossed my arms over my breasts.

“Uh-uh, Keller. You’re filthy and you’re drunk. Leave me alone.”

“Need you to do something for me, Emmy,” he said. In the lantern light, he looked feral with his rough beard framing teeth bared in what he meant to be a charming smile.

“No.”

“C’mon, sugar. Don’t be like that. I got in a bit of trouble you can help me out with. See, there’s a fella from over at Fulton that’s been carrying my debts for me. I, ah, let it go a little too long, and if I don’t get him paid, he says he’s gonna do like in Shakespeare and take a pound of flesh right out of my backside. No, don’t laugh, Emmy. He’s got one of them big bowie knives James Black makes, and he means to use it if you don’t help me.”

“Well, what do you expect me to do, Keller?” I demanded. “You’ve already sold everything we ever had.”

“Um, it’s like this, Em. This fella saw you in town a while back, and he liked you. Says if he can borrow you for a couple hours tonight, we can consider the debt paid in full.”

I stared at him. “Are you out of your mind?”

“C’mon, Em. A little cuddling, a poke, and it’s over. All our debts will be wiped out and we can start over. I swear I’ll quit gambling.”

“You couldn’t quit if your life depended on it!”

“Wanna bet?”

I punched him in the nose with my balled-up fist. He must’ve been too drunk to feel it because he barely flinched. He deflected my next swing, shoved me onto my back, jammed a knee in my stomach, and pinned my hands over my head. The cold night air raised goose bumps on my exposed skin. I tried to kick him, but the bedcovers snarled around my feet and calves.

“Be reasonable. I’ll be right outside.”

The door opened. I froze as a man stepped into the circle of lantern light. “You said she’d be good with this idea, McCain.”

“I reckon she might take a little persuading, but a deal’s a deal. I’ll help out if you can’t handle her by yourself.”

The man dropped his pants and kicked them to one side. He approached, staring at my body while he caressed himself. “I can handle her better than you’re doing,” he said. “Get out of here.”

The paralysis that gripped me broke the second Keller released my hands. I lunged to a sitting position and frantically tore at the blankets binding my legs. The stranger took two steps forward and backhanded me so hard that I hit the wall before I landed back on the bed.

“Keller!” I gasped as the man loomed above me. “Keller!“

The door slammed shut. Screaming with every breath, I fought him, biting, kicking, and hitting, until he grabbed me by the throat and lifted me halfway off the bed. I ripped at his wrists with my nails, trying to break his chokehold on my windpipe. Blood welled under my fingertips.

“Quit it, or I’ll fuck your dead body instead of your live one,” he growled. His fingers tightened. Gold sparks flickered in the wash of darkness that dimmed my eyesight. I did not want to die. I quit fighting and prayed for the endurance to outlive whatever came next.

In my worst nightmares I had not imagined a man could misuse a woman in so many painful ways and laugh while he did it. By the time he finished, I was limp and filthy as the chemise he used to clean himself up. I pulled the bloodstained sheet over my head and curled into a tight ball, shivering like I had fever. I held my breath, hoping he was truly done this time and not just resting up before laying his filthy hands on me again.

The door opened, letting in the sounds of the night for a full five minutes before it closed again. Footsteps crossed the floor.

Please, no, please, no.

“Move over, Em.” Keller tugged the sheet from my grasp. I curled up tighter, my back to him. “C’mon. Let’s finish this up and then we can both get some sleep.”

The mattress sagged under his weight. He tried to turn me over, but I wrapped both arms around my drawn-up knees and held on tight. Undeterred, Keller slid into me from behind. Until that moment, I thought nothing could be worse than being raped by a stranger. I lay on my side and wept as he pounded away, bitching at me with every breath.

“You enjoy yourself, Em? I could hear you screaming clear down by the creek. You never scream for me.” He nail-pinched me, hard. I shrieked. He laughed and pinched me again. “That’s more like it.”

Twenty seconds later, he toppled onto his back. “Well, that’s that. You get pregnant, there’s no way anyone can say it wasn’t my doing.”

“You’re insane,” I whispered.

“Nah, just sensible.” He smacked my bottom with the flat of his hand. “Thanks for helping me out.”

With the next breath, he fell sound asleep. It took me much, much longer to lose consciousness.

I woke to the sound of water falling into the big tin washtub we used for baths. Keller stood in the light streaming through the doorway, pouring a kettle of steaming water into the tub.

“Well, hey there, Sunshine. I thought you were going to sleep all day. C’mon, let’s get you cleaned up.”

I let him help me climb into the tub. He bathed me as though I were a child, soaping my back and bruised breasts, washing my hair. I sat like a stone until he slid his hand down to wash between my legs. Seizing his wrist in a grip meant to bruise, I forced his hand against me. Startled, he looked into my eyes and froze when he saw what was there.

“Enjoy it,” I said softly. “because this is the last time you will ever touch me.”

He started to say something, then closed his mouth. He dropped the washrag in the tub, got to his feet, and left the house. I picked the abandoned cloth up and wondered how far I’d have to ram it down his throat before he stopped breathing.

From that morning on, Keller stayed away from me. When he wasn’t off driving a wagon or gambling away all he earned, he slept in one room of the dogtrot cabin, and I slept in the other. I worked at the loom, trained my horses, and left my earnings with Caroline and Gordon for safekeeping. I didn’t dare go to Washington to visit lest Susanna or Granny suspect that something bad had happened to me. They might’ve asked questions. I didn’t want to answer any. As Arkansas moved toward statehood, Papa was preparing to stand as a candidate for the state legislature. He sure as hell didn’t need the scandal and disgrace of a degraded daughter to detract from his campaign.

For the first time in our marriage, Keller couldn’t depend on me to provide his daily needs while the tables or the tracks drained away his own salary. Things still disappeared: my best bridle, the wedding ring I didn’t wear, and once he no longer slept on it, the feather bed. When everything of value had vanished, he came to my side of the cabin where I was slicing potatoes with a bowie knife I bought from James Black. The scabbard was belted around my waist.

“Hey, I been missing you, Emmy. How about we let bygones be bygones?” He smiled, ducking his head like a bashful little boy. “You promised to love, honor, and obey me. You wouldn’t back up on a promise you made in front of God, would you?”

I kept slicing potatoes. In a conversational tone, I said, “Find somewhere else to bed down tonight, or I’ll cut your throat before dawn.”

He left without turning his back on me. Fifteen minutes later, he rode away at a fast trot, probably headed to his mama’s house to eat her apple pie and whine about his inconsiderate, disobedient wife.

I hoped he’d choke.
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“Emilie. Emilie. Emilie!”

I pulled the blanket off my head and peered around the room, wondering if I was still dreaming. Beyond the window, the world lay in darkness. The front door shook beneath the blows of someone’s fist.

“Who is it?” I slid one hand under my pillow and closed my fingers around the heft of my bowie knife.

“Reuben Cathcart.”

Reuben? I pushed aside the blankets and swung my feet to the floor, still clutching the knife. I didn’t like men who arrived unexpectedly in the middle of the night.

“What do you want?”

“My horse went lame. Can I leave him here and borrow one of yours?”

I padded across the floor to peek through the window curtains. Reuben stood at the top of the porch steps, nervously shifting from one foot to the other. I could just make out the dark outline of a horse tied to the gate hitch.

“Em? Please? I need to get to town.”

“Why?”

“Adelie and I are getting married.”

Whoa. I scrubbed my eyes to wake myself up, but this was way too strange to be a dream. “Reuben, people don’t get married in the middle of the damn night.”

“Sun’ll be up in an hour. I need to be at the justice of the peace’s office by seven.”

That Reuben favored Adelie was common knowledge. No one expected anything to come of the attachment, especially after the accident that killed Blackbird. Larkin Cathcart survived his head injury, but he’d have been better off if Gordon had shot him along with the mare. After the engagement party celebrants carried him into the house, no one outside his family, the doctor, and his valet ever laid eyes on him again. He spent his mindless days in an upstairs room, silent and unaware, cared for hand and foot by his valet. Phebe devoted part of each day to reading to her destroyed child. Everyone else avoided thinking about him until they forgot he wasn’t dead.

Larkin’s responsibilities and privileges fell squarely on his younger brother’s shoulders. Reuben obediently abandoned the carefree life of a second son and stepped into the yoke of heir. Marrying a dressmaker’s daughter at dawn suggested a more independent spirit than I’d expected, though not necessarily a surplus of common sense.

“Emilie?” Reuben’s plaintive voice wafted through the door.

I sighed. “Give me a minute to put something on.”

When I was dressed right down to the belt that held my bowie knife, I lifted the barricade bar from the door and stepped onto the porch. To the east, a dim glow promised the world another day of sunlight. “Are you plumb crazy? Adelie is fifteen years old.”

“She’ll be sixteen in January. We weren’t figuring on getting married for a couple of years, but things … changed. We need to get married now.”

“Criminy, Reuben. Y’all should’ve had better sense. How far along is she?”

“Little over a month, maybe.”

“Too soon to be sure.”

“Too late to wait.”

I shook my head. “I cannot believe we are having this conversation.”

“We wouldn’t be except for Justice pulling up lame.” I could hear the smile in Reuben’s voice.

“What do y’all’s folks think of this? Or don’t they know?”

“Adelie said Miss Madeleine wouldn’t fuss when we told her, and she didn’t. Just signed the paper for Del to marry me.”

I waited a moment, then asked, “Your folks?”

“Father expects me to marry Dahlia Anderson next summer,” Reuben said flatly. “If I take over Larkin’s fiancée, I’ll be heir to Anderson’s place as well as ours. That would someday make me the biggest landowner in this part of Arkansas.”

“Oh.”

“Exactly. I wouldn’t give up Adelie to inherit every square inch of Mound Prairie.”

“You tell your father that?”

“I surely did. He lectured me about it being time to quit sowing wild oats and settle down to fulfilling his expectations.” Raw anger roughened his voice. “As if Adelie was a toy for me to play with until I was grown-up enough for a wife. Wild oats. Our relationship was chaste.”

“And yet here you are planning to get married twenty minutes after dawn,” I said wryly.

Reuben laughed. “When I told Adelie Father’s plans for me, she looked up me with that little smile she gets when she’s plotting mischief and … well, I let myself be persuaded. Lord, I love that girl.”

That sounded like Adelie. She was an idiot, but no one ever accused her of not knowing how to get what she wanted. “What does Miss Phebe think?”

“She says Dahlia is well-named because she’s as pretty and about as witty as a flower. Mother likes Adelie. She’ll bring Father around sooner or later. And if she doesn’t …” Reuben spread his hands. “I reckon I can drive wagons as well as anyone. So may I borrow a horse?”

“Take Calpurnia.” I waved aside his thanks. “Just go let Adelie make an honest man of you.”

He rode off to his wedding as the pink-and-coral fingers of dawn curled over the edge of the world. I checked Justice’s feet in the clear light of morning and found a stone deeply embedded in one hoof. It took me several long minutes of concerted effort to dig it out. As I straightened up and patted Justice reassuringly, a wave of nausea washed over me. With it came a terrible thought. I closed my eyes, counted the days on my mental calendar, then counted them again.

Damn it.
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David Crockett and half a dozen companions rode into Washington fresh from being feted in Little Rock—or at least as fresh as folks could be after a long slog down a rough road in a chilly December rain. They stopped at the tavern, but Susanna marched right over and brought the famous man home for dinner.

“James,” she said, “I’d like you to meet my cousin, David Crockett. David, my husband, James McCain.”

“It’s a pleasure,” said David. He stuck out a hard hand, my father met it, and the two shook like old friends.

“Sue has talked about you until I feel like I know you.” Papa retrieved his hand and stood back as Susanna introduced Granny, Wesley, and William. Then the famous man turned to look at me.

“My daughter, Emilie.” Susanna smiled at me and my heart warmed to see the pride and affection in her eyes. “Cousin, you are lookin’ at one of the best horsewomen in the South. She has a colt entered in the quarter-mile race day after tomorrow.”

“Pleased to meet you, Miss Emilie.” He said with a grin so infectious that I forgot my awe and smiled back.

“I’m happy to meet you, too. I read your autobiography last summer.” I’d read it out loud to Keller while we were still on speaking terms. He won the book in a game of cards and though he couldn’t read it himself, it was his most prized possession.

David looked a little embarrassed. “Ain’t modest to write a book like that, but I got plumb tired of hearin’ all the nonsense folks say about me. Wanted to clear things up once and for all.”

“Must not’ve worked,” Susanna said solemnly. “Someone told me you whupped a wildcat on the way down here.”

David held up his hand, exhibiting a small gap between the tips of his thumb and index finger. “Well, it was just a little one.”

Washington turned out in force to welcome David and his friends with a barbecue on a day that dawned clear and relatively warm after several days of rain. I danced, chatted, and smiled my way through the festivities, though I’d rather have stayed at the house until the races commenced the next morning. Tired, Lord, all I wanted to do was go curl up somewhere and take a nap. I avoided the tables that groaned under the weight of meat, vegetables, bread, and desserts, only to have a bad moment when someone passed me carrying a plate heaped with roast turkey. I made it to the outhouse in time and stayed there until my stomach settled down. When I came back to the party, damp and pale, I saw Susanna and Madeleine exchange glances. I slipped off into the crowd to avoid talking to them.

David contributed considerable wit and talent to the party. He played his fiddle, told tall tales, and regaled us with the humor of his departure from the United States Congress (“You all may go to hell, and I will go to Texas”). Unerringly friendly, he spoke to everyone who approached him. Excited beyond all good sense, Keller had a couple of stiff drinks to calm himself before working his way through the crowd to greet his hero. When he finally got close enough to say hello, he talked so fast, so long, and so loud that his mother, her cheeks burning, caught him by the arm to draw him away.

Jane pitched a fit and fell in it when she realized I intended to stay with Papa and Susanna instead of at her house with Keller. I spent half the afternoon dodging her. I’d have dodged Hugh, too, but he sneaked up and invited me to dance. I could hardly turn down my father-in-law, even if he wasn’t one of the kindest people I knew.

At the end of our turn on the dance floor, he bowed over my hand and whispered, “I’m afraid you made a sorry deal when you married Keller. You need anything—anything, Emmy—you let me know.”

I nearly cried right then and there. Hugh squeezed my hand and left me to face my next dance partner.

Reuben and Adelie Cathcart danced past me, so lost in each other that they barely noticed anyone else. Faced with the fait accompli of his heir’s marriage, Robert Cathcart stiffly welcomed Adelie into the Cathcart family. Few people can resist the Charbonneau women when they set out to make themselves agreeable. Adelie, the funniest, most mischievous of the three, could charm the seeds right out of a cotton boll. Within a week, Robert declared that marrying Adelie was the smartest thing Reuben ever did.

Close behind the happy couple, Caleb and Felicite swept along, laughing breathlessly. Watching them, I wondered wistfully what it felt like to be so young and carefree.

“Emilie, would you honor me with the next dance? I believe it is a reel.”

Josiah Stirling grinned down at me. I smiled back and accepted his hand. Tired as I was, there were social responsibilities that came with a visit to town. At least Josiah wouldn’t step on my toes.

When the eighth or tenth or hundredth man asked me to dance, I murmured a polite regret and slipped out the side door. I decorously strolled the first block of Carroll Street, nodding politely to acquaintances who’d stepped out for a breath of air. Once I turned the corner, a line of trees and houses along Morrison Street blocked the view from the ballroom. I bundled my full skirts to my knees and sprinted the rest of the way to the stable with Owl winging along overhead.

My spirits lifted as soon as I stepped into the alley between the double row of stalls. Horses munched their dinner, swished their tails, and shifted their hooves on the hard dirt floors. Pale golden sunlight shone through the open windows. I watched dust motes dance in the still air until human movement at the end of the alley caught my eye. Someone else was in the barn, a tall someone with a distinctive nose and a full head of wavy hair. His shoulders drew up a little bit as he stepped out of a stall and closed the door, but when he turned to me, he stood straight and smiling.

“What are you doing here?” I said, too surprised to be polite.

“Same thing you’re doin’, I expect,” David Crockett said. “Hidin’ out.”

“You got me there,” I admitted. “Is it always like that when you turn up some place?”

“Pretty much.”

“How do you stand it?”

He shrugged. “I’m a sociable fella and mostly don’t mind, but sometimes I need to go off and be quiet a minute before I wade back in.”

A dun with the unlikely name of Buttercup stuck her muzzle in my ear, snuffling softly. I laughed and stroked her inquisitive nose. “Sorry, girl, I don’t carry carrots in my fancy dress.”

“I grabbed an apple off a table before I skinned out of the party.” David pulled a knife, sliced up the apple, and walked over to hand me a couple of pieces.

“Thank you.” I held out the treat on the flat of my palm so that the dun could lip it up. David stroked her neck.

“Tall horse,” he said. “Bet she can put the miles down quick when she wants to. You got a horse in a race tomorrow, huh?”

I gestured toward Cherry, who stuck his head as far over the stall door as he could reach, obviously wondering why Buttercup got all the goodies. “You like horses?”

“I do.”

I happily enumerated the strengths and shortcomings of each horse in the stable as we wandered down the alley. When we reached Cherry’s stall, I opened the door, handed him the apple slice he’d been waiting for, then walked toward the back door without looping a lead rope around his neck. Head bobbing contentedly with each step, Cherry followed me out to the pasture.

“Sweet as a speckled pup,” David said.

“He inherited his sire’s disposition.” I led the man from Tennessee toward Star, who stood with one hind foot cocked, watching Owl make lazy circles over the pasture. “This mare is his mama. Star’s a good girl, but she doesn’t suffer fools gladly.”

“Most mares don’t.”

“She’s going to drop another foal in the spring. If Cherry makes a good run tomorrow, it’ll make this foal even more valuable since it has the same parentage.” I rubbed her ears affectionately, proud that she didn’t bat an eyelash at the touch. “I intended to leave her at home, but she looked so woebegone when I started saddling Calpurnia that I decided to bring her instead.”

We talked about Star for a minute, then David introduced me to his own horse, Jed, another sorrel with a blaze on his face and a sock on his left hind foot.

“Your husband wants to join our little expedition to Texas,” David said. “How you feel about that?”

I shrugged. “Suits me. He can’t settle to anything around here.”

“You be all right on that farm by your lonesome?”

I laughed out loud. “Sir, I am related by blood or marriage to a quarter of the population of Hempstead County. It is impossible for me to be lonesome.”

He grinned at me. “You remind me of my wife. Independent. Got grit. The two of you’d get on like a house afire. She’s a businesswoman, too. Made a real success of our mill and distillery until a flood washed everything away a few years back. Betsy, she squared her shoulders, told me to sell what was left to pay off the debts, then packed up the children and headed out with me to a new piece of land.” He rubbed Jed’s nose affectionately. “I ain’t too certain she wants to leave Tennessee. She didn’t protest when I packed up to go look at Texas, though. She is way too good for me, but I ain’t gonna question the good Lord for sendin’ her my way.”

I turned my face away so he couldn’t see the moisture that sprang to my eyes at his heartfelt praise of his wife. I wondered if life might be different in Texas, if a new land might miraculously transform Keller from inveterate gambler and pimp to loving husband and dependable business partner. That sweet dream lasted less time than it took to draw my next breath. I brushed an errant lock of hair off my face, simultaneously drying the single tear that stole down my cheek.

“Might be interesting to live in a place where everyone speaks Spanish.”

David rubbed a hand over his smooth-shaven chin and adjusted the cravat that held his tall collar in place. “I intend to look at land along Red River just west of here. Reckon a man’d have to go a piece farther south to find folks that speak Spanish. The Comanches still call a lot of Texas their own. I’m of no mind to look for any more fights.”

“Why Texas?” I asked. “If you’re looking for Red River land, why not Arkansas?”

He shrugged. “I’ve had enough of American politics. Andrew Jackson can’t tell the difference between bein’ president and bein’ king. Expects men to fall in line with his politics and never mind what they know to be honest and right. You know about the Indian Removal Bill?”

“Yes, sir.”

“It’s a wicked, unjust measure.” His good-natured face lapsed into lines that made him look a decade older than his forty-nine years. “We came so close to voting it down. That bill passed by nine votes in the Senate and five votes in the House. Fourteen damn votes condemned thousands of people to hell on earth.”

“The Choctaw people came through Washington,” I said softly. “They walked right past our house.”

David went on like he hadn’t heard me, his eyes sad, his mind far away from Josiah’s pasture. He tangled his hand in Jed’s mane, as if to anchor himself in the present. “I was the only congressman from Tennessee to vote against it. ‘Thou shalt not oppose Jackson’ is the eleventh Commandment in that state. The newspapers went after me like they were hungry hound dogs, and I was red meat. Well, I made a good, honest vote that won’t need any awkward explanations on Judgment Day. The principal chief of the Cherokees, John Ross himself, sent me a letter of thanks. Damn near broke my heart to read it.”

Abruptly, he shook himself. “If I don’t stop talkin’ right now, I’ll turn to cussin’ Andy Jackson with every breath. Mrs. McCain, I apologize for bringin’ the ugly matter up. No lady should have to listen to such things.”

I straightened up, stung by the dismissal. “Colonel Crockett, you have had the grace to treat me like a thinking human being. If you don’t wish to continue the conversation because you find it painful, we can change the subject, but kindly do not assume I am incapable of participating in a discussion about the hard things this world holds.”

He looked like a pet kitten had just gone for his throat. “Ma’am, I beg your pardon. Nothin’ was further from my mind than insultin’ you.”

At the sight of his stricken face, I regretted my outburst. “I beg your pardon, too, sir. I overreacted to what I’m sure you meant as a courtesy.”

A relieved grin lightened his countenance. “Naw, I deserved it. I served in Congress long enough to know what a condescendin’ ass sounds like.”

“Well, I went to a female academy long enough to know what a thin-skinned ninny sounds like,” I said warmly. “Please forgive me, Colonel Crockett.”

“Surely, if you’ll go back to callin’ me David.”

“Agreed, if you’ll go back to calling me Emilie. There are way too many Mrs. McCains in this country.”

He laughed and crooked his arm at me. “I reckon we been away from the festivities long enough. May I escort you back to the music and look forward to the pleasure of a dance?”

“If you don’t mind getting your feet stepped on,” I said, and tucked my hand into the bend of his elbow.

“Ma’am, I walk on ’em myself.”
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Washington’s December Races attracted people from all over the territory. Papa and Susanna had a houseful of guests. She kept a room free for me, but I told her to let David have it and I’d sleep in the old bedroom in the dogtrot cabin that still housed Papa’s law office. Not a hint of altruism colored my choice: I wanted to be close to the horses and David would hold up better visiting with all those other guests than I would. After supper, I walked the half mile to town. I stopped long enough at the law office to change out of my good dress before going to see the horses.

Star and Cherry grazed placidly, their shadows stretched out long and narrow in the late evening sun. Grasping Star’s mane, I swung myself from the ground to her back in a single bound, a neat trick Malachi had taught me back in Alabama. I wrapped my arms around her neck, wondering how long before the swell of the child made it impossible to ride.

“Maybe I’ll get lucky,” I whispered to Star. “Maybe it’ll just fall out of me tomorrow or the next day.”

It. My mother’s voice rang in my memory. The fury simmering in my heart like the bubbles at the bottom of a kettle suddenly boiled over. I pressed my face into Star’s mane, and wept for every awful thing my mother and my husband had done to me.

Gentle hands settled on my waist and eased me from Star’s back to the ground. I leaned against the bulwark of Madeleine’s strong, straight body and sobbed as twilight gentled the world toward night. She let me cry, without condescending murmurs of, “There, there, it can’t be that bad,” or assurances that everything would be all right.

When I finally caught my breath, we walked through the dimming light to the dogtrot cabin. She helped me undress, then dropped my nightgown over my uplifted arms. I climbed into Papa and Susanna’s old bed and let the good Creole lady tuck me up for the night like I was five years old. She hung my discarded clothes from the wall pegs, then settled into a straight-backed chair next to the bed and blew out the candle. Dark fell, leaving her silhouetted against the starlit window.

“Do you want to talk about the baby, or shall I mind my own business?” she inquired politely.

“It’s … complicated.”

“Do you have a lover?”

The compassion in her voice didn’t dull the shock of the question. “No! How can you think that of me?”

She shrugged that strange Creole shrug that meant so many things. “Keller McCain is a miserable excuse for a husband. If you sought comfort with someone else, I would not condemn you.”

I lay silent for a long time, wondering what it would be like to expect the child of a lover, someone kind and gentle who cared for me, who would care for the child we’d made love to create. At last, I said, “He owed money. A lot of it. He’d already sold most of what we had.”

“So, he sold you,” she finished softly.

I clutched the sheet in both fists, staring at the dark ceiling. “He waited outside … I didn’t know how much it could hurt … how humiliating it could be …”

I sat up and covered my face with my hands. The mattress sagged gently as Madeleine moved to the edge of the bed and put her arms around me.

I grabbed at her desperately. “Tell me what to do. How to get it out of me. There are plants, and people who know how to end things if the plants don’t work.”

“Emilie. You don’t want an abortion.”

“I am filthy, Madeleine! A filthy mother and a rapist father—how can it be anything but a monster?”

“You are not filthy. You will not have a monster. Neither you nor your child bear any blame or responsibility for the acts of evil men.” She leaned back against the head of the bed, drawing me with her. We sat without moving for a very long time, my head pressed against her shoulder and the beat of her heart strong in my ears. At last, she said, “You need to hear the story of a girl I knew a very, very long time ago in New Orleans. Her name was Jolie.”
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On race day, I got through the morning nausea a little easier than usual, thanks to Madeleine’s suggestion to put a little salt on the back of my tongue before I got out of bed. I had to let the belt out a notch when I strapped my bowie knife to my waist. My bodice strained at the buttons for the first time in my life, an interesting experience for a small-bosomed woman.

I walked out into a day that might’ve been spring except for the bare trees and the low angle of the sun. The smell of bacon and biscuits and the cheerful sound of young people’s voices drew me to Madeleine’s house. My stomach rumbled with hunger instead of nausea for the first time in weeks.

Chairs from the dining room ringed a wooden table in the backyard. Felicite arranged a vase of magnolia leaves in the center of the table while Adelie laid plates and silverware around the edges. Reuben emerged from the kitchen, carrying a dish of scrambled eggs in one hand and a tray of bacon in the other. To my surprise, Caleb followed behind him with a pan of biscuits.

“I thought you were staying with Jane and Hugh,” I said. “She let you leave before breakfast?”

“Cousin Jane fed us porridge and honey at the crack of dawn. That was obligation. This,” the incorrigible young man said, grandly setting down the biscuits, “is breakfast.”

Madeleine, flushed with the pleasure of having company, brought out jam, butter, and a pot of coffee. My bad, sad mood lightened in the congenial company. I even considered telling my family about the baby. Susanna no doubt already knew, and if Susanna knew, so did Papa and Granny. William and Wesley, now rambunctious six-year-olds, brought them great joy. They’d all love a new baby to cuddle and spoil. I smiled a little at the thought of the boys swarming up on Star every time I rode her to town. Would it be so awful to see a child of my own on her back?

My child. Mine. If Keller McCain found the nerve to come back from Texas, and I didn’t think he would, I’d bury him under the outhouse before I’d let him lay a hand on my baby.

“Goodness, what a scowl. Something bite you?” Amelie asked.

“No,” I said slowly. “I’ve just been a little queasy in the mornings for the last couple of weeks. I think maybe …”

Amelie’s fistful of silverware clattered onto the table. She threw both arms around me, shrieking with unrepressed delight. For the life of me, I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

In Hempstead County, the only thing taken more seriously than horse racing was religion, and during a race, most petitions to the Almighty involved prayers for speed. Arkansas’s first jockey club was established in Hempstead County in 1820, barely a year after the territory came into being. The first races took place long before that, though those informal dashes through the dirt bore little resemblance to the Washington spectacle that came to be known as the December Races.

Even in the relative backwater of Washington, fortunes changed hands every year, thanks to a well-laid bet or an unfortunate accident. In 1826, the community of Long Prairie hosted a series of races in which the entry fee was 1,700 pounds of cotton. One hapless idiot wagered his plantation, slaves, and bank account on a horse that stumbled and fell twenty yards into a four-mile event. I’d think it served him right except his stupid gamble left his wife and three children homeless.

Keller wholeheartedly embraced the excitement of the racetrack. Though caring little about the horses themselves, he soon noticed which horse ran best in mud, which burned up a quarter-mile track but lagged on half a mile, and which one could only win on a dry track on a sunny day. At first, he borrowed money to place a few small bets. When one of his horses finally won, the number of coins he got in return set fire to his addiction.

Keller called me a hypocrite for criticizing his gambling, claiming I gambled every time I walked into a pen with an unbroken horse. Training horses meant taking some risks, but it paid the bills if Keller didn’t abscond with the money first. That bone-lazy bastard gambled away the household money more than once trying to make a fortune without doing anything more strenuous than shuffling a deck of cards.

When I hand someone a hard-earned dollar, I expect goods or services in return. That dollar represents time and effort, sometimes tremendous effort that exhausts the body and mind. In my profession, a dollar can be flesh and blood gouged out of one’s hands by the slip of a rope, or bones broken when a horse erupts into demonic fury. Insane horses exist as surely as insane humans. Gordon worked with a horse like that once, a small red stallion with perfect conformation and a strange gleam in his eyes. In five seconds, he went from peacefully circling the pen on a lunge line to charging Gordon and crushing him against the fence. Caroline grabbed a shovel with both hands and slammed it down between the beast’s ears. The horse, recognizing greater resolve than his own, spun across the pen, shaking his head vigorously to dislodge the bells ringing inside his skull. Released from the deadly pressure, Gordon collapsed. Caroline dragged him under the fence seconds before the horse made another charge. Gordon survived, but the pain of his broken ribs stayed with him the rest of his days. That, too, was the value of a dollar.

The opening day of the 1835 December Races fell on December 11, a Friday. Three-quarters of the county population turned out, and people came from as far away as Little Rock. Cherry’s quarter-mile race was scheduled for early afternoon on the first day. Resigned to exhibiting only behavior befitting the daughter of Hempstead County’s representative in the Arkansas Territorial Legislature, I wistfully watched Caleb and Gordon prepare for the race. Much as I longed to do everything from saddling up to riding across the finish line, I confined myself to delivering a few last-minute instructions to Caleb while Gordon saddled Cherry and gave the big colt one last look-over. Caroline was holding seats for us in the stands reserved for owners.

“… and for heaven’s sake, don’t fall off!” I finished.

“I won’t fall off, Emmy,” Caleb said patiently. Fifteen years old, two inches shorter than me, and dressed in the crimson-and-white silks of McCain Farm, he exuded the professionalism of a seasoned jockey. As I struggled to find more words of wisdom and encouragement, he reached out and laid a hand on my shoulder. “Go give Cherry a hug for luck, then get out of here.”

The stocky red colt bent his neck so I could wrap my arms around him. “Janus blood,” I whispered in his ear. “Star’s blood. You fly, boy.”

Gordon and I joined Caroline in the stands at the finish line. The track crew dragged thirty-gallon washpots down the dirt track, smoothing it for the quarter-mile race. My stomach somersaulted and my heart pounded as I watched the dust rise behind the drags.

Don’t be sick. Don’t you dare be sick.

Caroline wrapped her hand around my wrist and firmly pulled my fingernails away from my teeth. I twisted my hands together and hid them in the folds of my skirt.

“Does it ever get easier?” I asked her. “The waiting?”

“Never,” she said serenely, and looked toward the starting line where the horses were being led into position. Caleb perched atop Cherry at the outside position in the lineup. Two places from the inside, a tall blue roan kicked and stomped, resisting his jockey’s effort to hold him down. Cherry cocked a hind foot and stood as quiet as if he’d been in his own pasture back home.

“Glad I didn’t put money on McCain’s nag,” someone behind us said. “He looks half asleep.”

I came straight out of my seat and glared at the offender. “Nag?”

Gordon pulled me back into place and grinned. “Let ’em think what they like, Em.”

Fuming, I sat down, my nervousness burned away by indignation. The blue roan settled into place, still fidgeting his feet. Caleb adjusted the reins. Cherry straightened up, alert and interested. The starter raised his pistol.

Cherry bolted from the starting line at a dead run, took the lead, and never lost it. Galvanized by the spectacular burst of speed from a sleepy nag, spectators leapt to their feet, their voices joining into the howl of a single wild animal. Caroline clutched my arm, yelling along with everyone else as we watched my once-in-a-lifetime horse’s colt leave the rest of the field behind to breathe the dust of his passing.
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I stood in front of the bookshelves in Papa’s office, looking for something to read. I pulled an unfamiliar volume off the shelf: Principles of Geology: Being an Attempt to Explain the Former Changes of the Earth’s Surface, by Reference to Causes Now in Operation. Papa’s taste in books was eclectic, to say the least. I opened the book at random to see what Charles Lydell had to say about geology and was counting the letters in the word uniformitarianism when I heard Caleb calling me. Puzzled by a strange note in his voice, I stuck my finger in the book to keep my place and walked to the door to see him astride one of the McCain grays. Cherry stood behind them, saddled and ready to ride.

“Caleb. What on earth—”

“Star’s gone,” he said.

We rode straight home, covering the five miles in record time. Keller’s horse, Gumbo, stood patiently at the hitching rail out front wearing one of my best saddles. Saddlebags and other gear made a pile nearby. A long rifle lay across the top of the heap. The door to the cabin gaped open. Jaw clenched, I slid off Cherry and undid the cinch around Gumbo. Caleb stripped the saddle and blanket off and carried them to the tack room. I stalked across the yard and into the cabin, so beset by grief and rage that my head threatened to spin off my shoulders.

Keller knelt on the floor, rolling up the blankets from my bed. I put my boot square in the middle of his back and shoved him so hard that he hit the puncheon floor face down. He rolled over, and for a second, fear shone in his eyes until he saw I was alone.

“Hey, now! What did you go and do that for, Emmy?” He frowned at me and gingerly touched his nose.

“You sold my horse, you miserable son of a bitch!”

His eyes dropped to my side where my fist was clamped around the hilt of the bowie knife that had hung there every day all day since the moment I’d bought it. He eased his way to his feet, holding both hands in front of him, palms forward. “Take it easy, sugar. I got a real good price for her. Cherry winning the race made that colt she’s carrying worth a fortune. I got my stake to go with Colonel Crockett with plenty left over for you to live on while I’m gone. C’mon, sugar, I had to provide for you.”

“Provide for me! What did you ever provide except debts and grief and lies? Damn you to hell, you misbegotten bastard!” I jerked the knife out of the scabbard and threw it at him as hard as I could. Alas, fury adversely affected my aim. The blade thudded into the wall a full six inches from him, quivering with the impact. Keller lunged forward and grabbed my arm.

“Are you insane?”

Jerking out of his grasp, I stumbled backward into the table, rattling the crockery neatly piled on it. Seizing the big cobalt blue pitcher that had been his mother’s wedding gift to us, I took a long step forward and swung it with all my might. The shock of the pitcher connecting with his skull jolted up my arm clear to my shoulder and knocked him sideways. I might’ve known his head would be harder than the pitcher, which fell in shards to the floor. Seizing a pottery tankard, I flung it at him, followed by plates, forks, and anything else that came to hand. He dodged the barrage, yelping every time one of my missiles smacked into his vile body. When I’d thrown everything within reach, I lunged for a meat cleaver that hung on the wall above the worktable. I wasn’t fast enough. Keller wrapped my braid around his hand and jerked me backward with the viciousness one would expect of a man I was doing my best to kill. I spun sideways so that I plowed into his chest, swinging my fists at any part of him I could reach, kicking viciously at his shins, stomping on his feet. Inspired by the grip he kept on my braid, I seized what hung between his legs and gave it an almighty twist. With a howl, he let go of my hair and doubled up in pain. Unfortunately, I hadn’t pulled hard enough to detach anything. He came up, grabbed my shoulders, and drove me across the room to bash my head against the wall. Black swirled down over my vision, and for a moment, I thought I was going to pass out.

“Let her go, or I swear to God you’re dead.”

Keller released his hold on me to face the new threat. I slid down the wall, landing in a crumpled heap of the floor. I squinted my eyes, trying to bring my double vision into focus, trying not to throw up.

Caleb stood in the doorway, legs braced, Keller’s rifle against his shoulder and aimed squarely at Keller’s chest. Almost laughing at the absurdity of Caleb threatening him, Keller reached out to take his weapon. Caleb cocked the rifle and held steady, his eyes narrowed and cold as ice.

“I don’t want to kill you, cousin, but I will, sure as hell.”

Keller held both hands up in surrender and took a step back.

I struggled to my feet, ears ringing from the blow to my head. Stumbling over to the fireplace, I picked up the hatchet and hefted it into throwing position despite the nausea that gnawed at me. I motioned Caleb out of the doorway with my free hand. He edged along the wall toward me, keeping the rifle trained on the enemy.

“Get out of my house, Keller.”

He spread his hands out at his sides and went into full conciliatory mode. “Sugar, I can see you’re upset, but what else was I supposed to do? The fellow offered me more money than I’ve ever made in my whole life.”

“Leave. Now.”

“C’mon, Emmy, what am I supposed to tell folks? My mama is expecting us for dinner this very afternoon.”

“Tell her I don’t eat with horse thieves, pimps, or their venomous mamas.”

Keller swore under his breath. Keeping his eyes on us, he backed out of the cabin, followed by Caleb. I staggered after my astonishing young cousin and leaned against the doorjamb to watch Keller pick up his own battered saddle from the ground where Caleb had dumped it. He threw it onto Gumbo, attached his bags and bedroll, then turned to look at us. Caleb stood, face flint hard, the rifle still aimed at Keller. I tightened my grip on the hatchet.

“What about my rifle? I can’t very well go to Texas without it.”

“You got money,” I snarled. “Buy a new one.”

“Emmy …”

“Leave. Take Gumbo, but so help me God, if you lay a hand on any other horse in Hempstead County, I will shoot you myself and feed your carcass to Robert Cathcart’s hogs.”

He shook his head, silently chiding me for such unkind words. He gazed into my eyes, but the sad little boy expression that had melted my heart so many times aroused not a single twinge of sympathy. His shoulders slumped. His face crumpled into the calculated portrait of a wronged and dejected man. “I’ll write you from Texas.”

“You can’t write.”

“I’ll get someone to write for me,” he said, and urged Gumbo toward the road. Caleb gulped a huge breath of air and lowered the rifle.

Granny said it was bad luck to watch a traveler ride out of sight. I kept my eyes on Keller McCain until the last glimpse of his red hair disappeared around the curve on the Washington road. I hoped Gumbo would throw him and break his neck. I wished he’d drown in Red River. I prayed the Comanches shot him full of arrows before they burned him at the stake. But none of it would bring Star back home.

I turned and went back inside.

Caleb scrubbed his cheeks with the back of one hand and leaned the rifle against the wall before stooping to pick up the broken shards of my blue pitcher. I squatted next to him, silently gathering pieces into my hands. I shouldn’t have hit Keller with the last pretty thing I owned.

“Garrett told me Keller made the deal to sell Star not an hour after the race. Fellow turned up at the stable with a bill of sale signed with Keller’s mark and witnessed by Walker Wilson, who lives down on No Name Creek. Wasn’t anything Garrett could do but let the man lead Star away. Didn’t know the man’s name, where he was from, nothing.”

I patted Caleb’s shoulder as he passed his hand across his eyes again. “Thanks for standing up for me, cousin.”

“I shoulda followed him to the tavern yesterday instead of going off with Reuben and them to celebrate. I heard Keller gloating about how the race money was almost enough for him to get a stake to go to Texas. Almost … I shoulda known, Emmy.”

I didn’t have to look in my own saddlebag to know Keller stole the race purse, the money he got from selling Star, and the emergency money I kept in a box under the bed. Except for the cash I’d taken to Caroline, he’d left me destitute. Even if I could find the man who bought Star, I didn’t have enough to buy her back.
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I missed my second monthly course, a third, then a fourth. While Adelie rejoiced in her expanding waistline and glowed with good health, I dragged through the endless hours of my life like I was knee-deep in sorghum syrup. Once the first third of the pregnancy was past, I regained some of my physical energy, but my spirits plummeted.

To discourage visitors from coming to the farm, I rode Calpurnia to town every Monday to help Granny with her baking and to practice Spanish with Susanna and Papa. They greeted the news of the baby with unrestrained delight. Papa picked me up and spun me around like I was two instead of twenty-two and Granny’s soft creased cheeks glistened with tears. Even Susanna looked a bit misty, and I was sure the baby wasn’t news to her.

I didn’t want to visit Hugh and Jane but squared my shoulders and went anyway. Hugh wrapped his arms around me in a bear hug that drove the breath from my lungs. Jane, irritated that I hadn’t told her as soon as I knew myself, ordered me to pack my things and move to her house where she could supervise the gestation and birth of her grandchild. Out of respect for Hugh, I declined with polite thanks instead of a blunt phrase from my increasingly useful store of bad language. She insisted. I politely declined. When she lost her temper and called me a self-centered fool, I told her to go to hell, climbed on Calpurnia, and went home.

Early the next morning, Hugh rode up my driveway. I put aside the potato that I was peeling for my single meal of the day and stood on the porch while he tied his horse to the hitching post.

“Morning, Emmy. I’m on my way to Gordon’s and thought I’d stop and see if you needed anything.”

I shook my head. “No, sir. I’m fine. There’s coffee. Let me get you some.”

“You sit down and rest. I’ll get it myself.”

I moved to stop him. He gently but firmly put me aside and walked through the door into my cabin. He stopped in the center of the room, only his head and eyes moving. The few dishes that hadn’t shattered when I flung them at Keller sat on the shelves next to the window along with the small, crumpled bags that held the last of the cornmeal and coffee. The potato lay forlornly among its peels on the worktable along with my bowie knife. A couple of chairs sat in front of the fireplace. A single thin coverlid concealed the hard straw tick mattress that had replaced the wonderful featherbed.

We didn’t say a word, as if the shame of my poverty robbed us both of speech.

He returned with the buggy later the same day. I huddled on the bench under the catalpa tree, so humiliated that I could barely breathe, as he unloaded a box of food and two more boxes filled with household goods. He disappeared into the cabin and emerged a little while later carrying a plate and a steaming cup. Without a word, he set them down on the bench next to me and went back into the house. The plate was new, unchipped, and liberally paved with buttered white bread and thin slices of ham. I picked up the cup and stared into coffee so strong that I couldn’t see through it.

When I finished the wonderful meal, I carried the dishes into the cabin. A new basin and ewer sat on the worktable and supplies crowded the shelves. Hugh finished spreading a thick brown blanket on the bed and turned to look at me.

“Did he leave you any money?” he asked. I hesitated, biting my lower lip. Hugh sighed. “Of course he didn’t.”

“I’ll get paid as soon as Tom Williams comes to pick up his mare,” I said quickly. “I’m fine. No, I don’t need that. Really.”

He ignored me and laid several coins down on the table. A fire burned brightly in the fireplace, taking the chill off the room. Hugh pulled a chair closer to the warmth and motioned me to sit down. He took a new shawl off the wall peg and wrapped it around me.

“Please don’t tell anyone,” I begged without looking at him. “I couldn’t stand for Papa and Susanna to know. Please don’t tell them.”

“I won’t. There’s an account for you at Abe’s store. You get what you need and leave the bills to me.” He stopped my protest with a gesture of his hands. “You just come by the shop and see me once in a while, all right?”

I nodded. He patted my shoulder and left me there by the fire.
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In the crimson light of a Texas dawn, Mexican troops overran the Alamo. I didn’t bother to look for Keller’s body amidst the shreds of men being trampled beneath the sandals of the Mexican soldiers. I’d prayed for the Comanches to get him, but I had no objections to the Mexicans doing the job instead. Feeling not the slightest remorse, I reflected on the power of curses. He ought to have known better than to make widowhood my most attractive option. He sure as hell should’ve had better sense than to sell my horse.

Owl tilted her wings to circle above the smoke and carnage as I searched for the only person I cared for in that vast flood of humanity. A thousand people have concocted a thousand stories about how David Crockett died that terrible day. I will only tell you that he fought with a ferocity that would’ve earned him a place in Valhalla had he not been a Christian. When he crumpled beneath the unstoppable onslaught of Santa Anna’s troops, my heart broke. I plummeted away from Owl and crashed into the reality of my own bed. Curling up on my side, I pressed my fists to my eyes, and wept for the kind, funny man from the cane who once told me, “I’m of no mind to look for any more fights.”

News of the Alamo’s fall reached Washington three weeks after the funeral pyres of its defenders collapsed into ashes. I thanked God for the constant spring rain that turned the road into a shallow river of mud and prevented my Monday visits to town. Caroline, Gordon, or Caleb rode across the wet prairie every other day to check on me until I convinced Gordon that they should stay home out of the weather. Two hours later, Caleb rode up with a small bag and blanket roll.

“Don’t argue,” he said when I insisted that I was fine, had been fine, would continue to be fine. “If I go home, they’ll just send me right back, so save me an extra ride in the rain and let me stay, okay?”

I quit arguing. Truthfully, I welcomed his help. Though the nausea of early pregnancy was only a memory, my body constantly ached like I’d done a full day’s work digging up tree stumps. I craved sleep the way a drunkard craves his next drink. I offered him the other room of the dogtrot cabin since it was only occupied by my looms, but Caleb insisted on hauling his personal effects up into the barn loft. He said he liked to listen to the rain on the roof.

He slipped in and out of my house, soft-footed as a ghost, cleaning and preparing meals without disturbing my long, deep afternoon naps. One day I awoke to discover he’d done my laundry and hung it to dry on a rope stretched from wall to wall in the loom room. Grateful to avoid one of my most hated tasks, I went back to the main room, accepted the mug of coffee he handed me, and sat down at the table to eat the meal he’d prepared.

“Caleb,” I said, inhaling the steam that rose from my coffee, “if you don’t make a success of the horse business, just let me pass the word about your domestic skills, and you’ll have every woman in the county proposing marriage.”

On the first day of spring, I finally woke to sunshine. Mist rose gently from the drenched land, redolent with the smell of green grass and damp, fertile earth. Redbud trees brightened the woods and in front of my cabin, jonquils bloomed in brilliant yellow profusion. The bulbs had been Melissa and Isaac’s wedding gift to me. When she proudly opened the small cask and poured the lumpy little objects out onto the table for my inspection, I’d laughed out loud.

“Onions? Mel, what on earth—”

“Jonquils, you goose. Yellow flowers imported from Portugal.”

I stood in my doorway looking at the blooms, missing Melissa. Only a few days before the rain began, I received a letter from her saying she and Isaac wouldn’t be able to make their annual trip to Washington since her third pregnancy had been a little more problematic than the other two. They already had a little girl named after her grandmothers and a little boy named after his grandfathers.

Babies everywhere, I thought and pressed my hand against the swell of my own child. Despite Adelie’s determined efforts to draw me into the excitement of pregnancy, my dread increased with time. Loath as I was to let Hugh support me, I lacked options since I couldn’t work. The rest of the family assumed that I had plenty of money saved from my horse business and Keller’s job driving wagons. I couldn’t bear for anyone to know that everything had gone to Texas with him.

Texas.

As if the word conjured his presence, Hugh emerged from the shadows of the newly leafed trees far down the Washington road. There was no mistaking his size, the color of his hair, or the strong tall horse that bore his weight with ease.

He knows, I thought, and sank down on the bench under the catalpa tree to wait.

We held a memorial service for Keller on a day so lovely that speaking of death approached sacrilege. Papa and Susanna sat in the church on either side of me as the circuit preacher droned on about God’s love, Christ’s redemption of our sins, and the promise of eternal life in heaven with Keller, a hero of the Alamo. To avoid eternal life with that son of a bitch, I’d break every commandment on the tablets so I could go to hell instead.

A gathering of family and friends took place immediately following the service. The good ladies of the Baptist and Presbyterian congregations that shared the church building provided a mountain of food. I endured well-meant condolences, sympathetic hand squeezes, and delicate inquiries after my health. I had no more escaped to sit quietly in the shade with a glass of tea when Jane plopped herself down in the chair next to mine to continue badgering me to leave the farm and move to town to live in Melissa’s old room.

“You owe it to us,” Jane snapped when I refused for the tenth or twentieth time.

“Owe it to you?”

“If you’d been a proper wife to my son, he’d never have gone haring off to Texas to get killed. His only child should be mine to raise.”

In my French class at the Female Academy, we read a fairy tale about two sisters. When the good-hearted youngest girl spoke, diamonds tumbled from her lips. When her disagreeable older sister spoke, toads and snakes fell out of her mouth. I wondered if Jane knew that story.

Instead of flinging my tea into her face, glass and all, I carefully placed it on the ground and stood to go. She stood up, too, intending to follow. I pointed to the chair and said softly, “If you don’t sit yourself down in that chair and stay there until I am halfway to the farm, I swear I will throw the biggest fit anyone in these parts has ever witnessed, and I will throw it directly at you.”

She sat. I left.
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As the freshness of spring gave way to the oppressive heat of summer, my feet and ankles swelled along with my waistline. In accordance with instructions from Jida, the midwife from Robert Cathcart’s plantation, I spent long hours lying on my back with rolled blankets and pillows tucked under my knees and feet. I reread every book I owned. I even plowed my way through all three volumes of Charles Lydell’s work on geological forces. One day Susanna arrived at my door with The Golden Ass by Lucius Apuleius and the Latin dictionary.

“I expect a translation,” she said as I turned Apuleius over in my hands. “Don’t tell James you’re readin’ it until you’re done, though. He’s got a bee in his bonnet about this story and won’t explain why.”

Bored out of my mind and beset by curiosity, I worked through the long-forbidden treasure phrase by phrase. My grasp of Latin and my worldly experience had broadened considerably since I was fifteen, but even so, Apuleius provided an educational experience. What Susanna was going to think of it I could not imagine. How on earth could I read this aloud? My cheeks burned just reading it alone in the house. I considered censoring the translation, more for my sake than for hers, but that smacked of condescension. I closed the cover and regarded the book with a frown until a wicked idea occurred to me: a weekly book study, daintily conducted over tea and cake, attended by not only Susanna but Madeleine and Granny as well. If I managed to not die of embarrassment, it might well be the funniest experience of our lives.

The days dragged by, each one as hot and miserable as the last. One morning in early July, I was so sick of lying down that even Book Ten of Apuleius couldn’t hold my interest. I hauled my unwieldy carcass off the bed and padded outside to watch Caleb work with a two-year-old filly that I’d been training before I had to quit work. The hem of the loose dress Madeleine made for me swished around my ankles as I waddled to the corral, barefoot as a Scottish peasant. Shoes hadn’t fit over my pathetic feet for weeks. Madeleine made a pair of soft slippers to match the dress, but I didn’t want to get them dirty.

I pressed my hand against the small of my back where a dull ache had throbbed for two days. A matching ache bloomed behind my eyes when I walked into the sun. I changed my mind about standing at the fence to watch Caleb work and went to sit on the bench in the shade of the catalpa tree. That lasted about ninety seconds. I trundled over to the barn, thinking I’d find a brush and pretty Calpurnia up a little. As soon as my hand touched the brush, I changed my mind. I went back to watch Caleb, but he had just released the filly back into the pasture.

“You okay, Emmy?” he asked. “You look uncomfortable.”

I shrugged irritably. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me today. I can’t settle to anything.”

A neat little buggy turned through our gate. A moan of protest escaped my lips. I squinted my eyes against the morning sun, trying to identify the occupants of the vehicle. “Please, God, don’t make me talk to company today.”

“That’s not company,” Caleb said. A big, silly grin lit his face. He waved vigorously and received a vigorous wave from one of the visitors in return. “It’s Felicite with Miss Madeleine.”

“She’s going to want me to go see Jida to make sure looking like a bloated alligator is healthy. I don’t want to go see Jida,” I grumped. “Maybe I can distract them with gingerbread.”

“Naw, I ate the last of it this morning. Em, would you just sit down? You’re antsy as a mouse in a roomful of cats.”

He ran to meet the buggy. I spared a moment from my inner whining to smile at the spectacle of Madeleine guiding Angelique up the drive, the reins held expertly in her gloved hands. Who’d believe she’d never touched a horse until she was almost forty?

“Adelie is having her baby!” Felicite announced before the wheels quit turning. “Reuben sent word this morning.” She jumped down from the buggy in a flurry of skirts. Madeleine followed more sedately, accepting the support of Caleb’s outstretched hand. Even in their informal day dresses, my visitors looked cool and elegant. I suspected I looked like I’d been dragged kicking and screaming out of an armadillo’s burrow. I covered one bare foot with the other and shoved my uncombed hair behind my ears as Madeleine cast an expert eye over my distended body.

“The baby has dropped and you look miserable. Let us find you a different dress and some slippers. I think perhaps Adelie is not the only lady in labor today.”

The backpain increased. I pressed both hands to the small of my back, barely suppressed a moan. Madeleine wrapped an arm around my shoulders and guided me toward the cabin, leaving Caleb and Felicite tend Angelique.

“How long has your back been hurting?”

“Couple of days.”

“And you didn’t call one of us?” Madeleine clicked her tongue against her front teeth.

“Not much to do for a sore back. Granny’s coming out to stay with me next week. I figured I’d ask her for a hot poultice if it still hurt.”

“When Morag comes next week, your back will be fine. That’s good, because you will have your hands full with the little one who is coming into the world very soon.”

“It’s too early,” I said stubbornly. “And it’s too hot to have a baby today.”

Something popped. To my horror, water gushed down my legs. Sure I’d done the unthinkable, I covered my face from shame. Madeleine squeezed my shoulders and swung me around toward the buggy.

“It is all right, Emmy. Your water broke. Never mind changing clothes. I would rather Jida deliver this baby than me.”

Madeleine bundled me into the buggy while instructing Caleb to fetch Granny. I longed for Susanna, but she, Papa, and the boys were in Little Rock to witness the ceremony that would officially bring Arkansas into the Union.

“Swear you won’t tell Jane,” I demanded of Caleb for the tenth time. “Swear it.”

For the tenth time, he swore he wouldn’t breathe a word to Keller’s mother. I forgot him as a titanic contraction paralyzed me, body and mind. I clenched my teeth, willing the pain to end, but it went on and on and on.

“Mama?” Felicite said in alarm.

Madeleine weighed the virtues of speed against jouncing me on the rough road and urged Angelique into a gentle trot.

“Plenty of time,” she said easily, but even in my extremis I could hear a twinge of please don’t force me to deliver this baby in her voice.

By the time the buggy rolled up in front of Robert and Phebe’s house, I was beyond caring about my wet dress, who saw me, or who carried me up the stairs into a shadowy bedroom. Somewhere in the house, Adelie’s voice rose in an anguished shriek.

Madeleine hesitated outside my room, gazing toward that plaintive sound. Phebe bustled up the hall toward us. “She’s been asking for you, mémé. You go on; I’ll take care of Emilie.”

“Mémé?” I managed to ask as the latest contraction released its grip on me.

“French for grandmother,” Phebe explained. She beckoned to a young colored woman. “Dolly, find Miss Emilie one of Miss Adelie’s clean nightgowns.”

“In my bag.”

Phebe patted my arm. “Honey, I think that bag got forgotten in the rush to get you here. Never you mind. We’ll take care of you.”

I took a deep breath to drive away the last of the contraction. To my horror, it rose again. I had always prided myself on my ability to withstand pain, but this … I clamped my lips together, determined to not make anything like the sounds pouring down the hall from poor Adelie’s room.

Jida alternated between the two of us until Granny arrived, calm and smiling. She had already been on the road, driving Papa’s buggy, when Caleb went to fetch her. She once told me that she had no gift for midwifery, but over her long lifetime, she’d assisted in her share of births. Jida gratefully relinquished my care to Granny with assurances she’d be back as soon as she got Adelie through her ordeal.

“How did you know to come?” I asked her between contractions.

“Owl,” she said simply.

“You saw her?”

“I saw the light of her and followed it all the way here.”

Adelie’s baby and mine raced neck and neck down the stretch, with her little girl ultimately arriving first. Fifteen minutes later, my daughter slid into my grandmother’s hands, just as I had done almost twenty-three years earlier.

I was afraid to touch her.

She lay next to me on the feather bed, wrapped in swaddling clothes just like Jesus Christ. Her tiny face grimaced in sleep, sending a twinge of panic from my heart to my fingertips. Was that normal? Had something hurt her? Cautiously, I edged closer and curved my body around hers, still not touching her, but close enough that I could grab her if she started to roll off the bed. Oh, Lord, it was such a long way to the floor. I built a barrier of pillows between her and that perilous drop, then lay back down to watch her.

The house slept in the warm, still night, its inhabitants exhausted by the day’s emotional and physical exertions. Adelie’s delivery had taken a frightening turn when her daughter emerged feet first with the cord wrapped around her little neck. Adelie’s shrieks rose into sustained screams of agony as Jida worked to pull the child from her body. Later, Madeleine told me Jida worked even harder to coax the baby into taking its first breath. They had all but given up hope when the tiny child finally coughed, and a rosy glow replaced the dull blue of her skin.

I cautiously extended my finger and touched my baby’s cheek. She turned her head toward me, still asleep. I eased closer until she snuggled against my stomach.

Was anything ever so perfect? I thought and nearly drowned in the terrible sadness sweeping over me. I was afraid to touch her, afraid to name her, afraid to even think of her as my daughter, as if my acceptance of motherhood would bring down bad luck on her tiny head. When Jida gave me a small glass of tonic to restore my strength after giving birth, I poured it onto the rug as soon as she turned her back lest it somehow poison the milk that flowed from me to the baby. When Granny helped me guide her to my breast for the first time, I wept in terror lest she choke on my milk. During that first night, I awoke a dozen times despite my exhaustion, my heart twisted with something absurdly akin to grief.

The next morning, I composed my features, allowed Granny to settle the little girl in my arms, then shuffled down the hall to sit on Adelie’s bed and compare babies.

“Zey are so much alike!” Adelie exclaimed, her Creole accent as distinct as the day I met her. She lifted her head and called to the woman who sat in a chair near the door. “Nancy, go to ze sewing room and bring me two pieces of silk ribbon. Different colors, please.”

A few minutes later, a blue ribbon encircled my daughter’s tiny wrist and a white ribbon adorned Adelie’s baby. I have never in my life been able to tie a pretty bow, so allowed Adelie to do the honors. In their little white gowns, the babies really did look like twins.

“What will you call her?” Adelie asked.

“I thought I’d get to know her a little before I named her.”

Adelie nodded. “Good idea. Zis one of mine and Reuben’s, she was named Rose long before she was born. Rose is Maman’s middle name and zat of Miss Phebe as well. Convenient, yes?”

I didn’t have to fly with Owl to find grief that night. It lay too close to need transport. I kissed the little girl who slept in the curve of my body, sick to my soul with the future, and swung my feet to the warm, smooth cypress floor. Thirty seconds later, I eased through the door to Adelie’s chamber. Adelie slept alone in the big bed, curled up on her side, one hand stretched toward the cradle that held her tiny, lifeless daughter.

I almost turned back then, almost cost my child everything by giving in to the selfish desire to hold her close, feel her little mouth on my breast, and smell the sweet baby perfume of her hair. But what kind of life would she have as the fatherless child of a destitute mother who teetered on the thin edge of such despair that she feared for her own sanity? In a moment of darkness, might I inflict on my child the injustices Delpha had inflicted on me?

Adelie slept sweetly, one hand tucked under her cheek, oblivious to the heartbreak that lay just beyond waking.

Gently, reverently, I slipped my hands beneath Adelie’s Rose and lifted her from the cradle that had held generations of Cathcart babies. I cuddled her tiny body close and let the last small warmth drain into my hands and heart. Quiet as a ghost, I bore her up the hall to my room and laid her on the bed next to my own little Rose. I pressed my hands against my lips to hold back any sound. They were identical in their white gowns except for the rise and fall of one little chest and the stillness of the other. I untied the ribbons that distinguished them, then tied the blue ribbon to Adelie’s Rose and the white ribbon to my Rose. Not allowing myself time to reconsider, I picked up the living child and carried her to Adelie’s room.

I stood next to the heirloom cradle in the dark silence of the great house, holding my child for the last time. She will have a loving mother and father, every advantage money and social position can bestow, and Adelie’s heart won’t be broken. I pressed my lips to my Rose’s forehead, gently lowered her into the cradle, and left without a backward glance. I did not dare look back. In my own room, I picked up Adelie’s daughter, and sat down in the rocking chair with her, heartsick, to wait for morning.

Her funeral was small, with only the McCain family at the graveside service. Susanna read the prayers over the tiny coffin since I adamantly refused to allow officials from any church to attend us. Jane protested vociferously until Hugh took her aside to soothe her down. Didn’t matter. Her babbling was no more than a dull hum in my ears. Standing next to the open grave, I felt so detached from reality that I wondered if I had died myself and simply failed to fall down. Papa and Hugh lowered the little coffin into the ground. I watched through my own eyes and through Owl’s, one perspective blurring into the other until I was so dizzy that I leaned against Granny for support.

Afterward, everyone gathered under the big trees at Papa and Susanna’s house for the post-funeral meal. Gordon, Caroline, and Caleb were there, along with Hugh, Jane, Agnes, and her husband, John Lang. Quiet conversation swirled around me, but I could neither take part nor eat the food that someone put in front of me. Had I done more than drink a few sips of water or string a half dozen words together since Granny and Madeleine found me rocking little dead Rose?

I stared straight ahead, seeing my own Rose clasped in Adelie’s arms as she bade me goodbye that morning. She wanted to come with me, but had not recovered from her difficult lying in. She tried to send Madeleine or Felicite, but I insisted they stay with Adelie. I couldn’t look Madeleine in the face. I was afraid of what she’d see in my eyes. My dear Creole friend didn’t have Gaelic Sight, but sometimes she figured things out. I did not want her to figure this out.

Gentle hands folded my fingers around a glass of water. Granny’s voice came from afar. “Drink the whole glass, mo chridhe. You’ll get sick in this heat if you don’t drink something.”

Obediently, I took a sip. The cool liquid trickled down my throat. I hadn’t realized until that moment how thirsty I was. I drank the whole glass without taking a breath. Susanna appeared with a pitcher. I watched the clear water tumble into the glass. Someone said something to me, but I had nothing to say in return.

“Emilie, I know you’re hurting, but so are the rest of us,” Jane said severely from her place across the table from me. “Straighten yourself up, do you hear me?”

“Leave her alone, Jane,” Susanna said, her voice flat and dangerous. She righted the pitcher, catching a drop on the lip with a white towel.

“I’m worried about her,” Jane insisted, sounding angry rather than concerned. “If she doesn’t get herself in hand, she’s liable to follow the same path her mother did.”

“That was absolutely uncalled for, sister,” Caroline snapped as Hugh laid a restraining hand on his wife’s arm.

“I’m only saying what everyone at this table is thinking. And I have something else to say.” Her voice rose higher.

“You’ve said enough, Janie. We need to leave now,” Hugh said, grasping her arm and hauling her to her feet. “Agnes, would you please find your mother’s handbag and gloves?”

“The child’s death is a judgment from God!” Jane cried, trying to tug her arm away from Hugh’s firm grasp. “Whose child was this, Emilie? I know you refused to live with him as a proper wife, so whose child did you bear?”

Aghast, Agnes leapt to her feet and grabbed her mother’s other arm as the familial ceiling fell on Jane’s head. Amidst the uproar that greeted this charge, I folded my napkin with exquisite care, stood up, and walked across the yard. I turned southeast toward town, intending to walk every step of the way back to my own farm. Susanna and Granny caught up with me shortly after I stalked past Papa’s law office and turned onto the road to Mound Prairie.

I accepted Susanna’s cool, reassuring hand and stepped up into the buggy. Granny’s small traveling case showed beneath the seat. They took me home, opened the shutters, stowed away the food they’d hastily packed, and slept next to me that night. Susanna left at midmorning the next day, but Granny settled in for a long stay. For weeks, I alternated between riding Calpurnia and sitting in the yard staring at nothing. Susanna, Caroline, and Madeleine took turns coming to check on me. Hugh, bless his dear heart, brought supplies every other week since I wouldn’t set foot in town to visit Block’s store myself. Invariably he sat for a while and talked about the weather or some piece of furniture he was building. Though I rarely responded, I cherished his presence.

As the summer heat pressed its heavy hand on the world, every doleful memory I possessed, every grief I’d ever suffered linked up with the loss of my child to drive me deeper into gloom. Sometimes I thought it really was my own little Rose who’d died, and I had to remind myself that she was safe, surrounded by love and security. Though Cathcart Planation lay only a couple of miles away, I couldn’t bring myself to ride over to see her. I was afraid of what I might say or do.




CHAPTER 42

CALEB
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The only things that distinguished fall from summer that year were the bursting cotton bolls in Mound Prairie fields. People wearing straw hats and long sleeves against the burn of the sun pulled the fiber from the fruit and stuffed it into long bags day after miserable day. Pickers emptied bags into wagons to be hauled to the gin for cleaning and baling. More wagons drove the bales to steamboats waiting on the Red River at Fulton, the first step of the long journey to mills on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean.

With the influx of wealthy planters into Mound Prairie, substantial houses with high ceilings and big front porches replaced old dogtrot cabins. Along with the planters came enslaved workers to build the mansions, farm the cotton, and clear the land for more cotton to make more wealth for the wealthy. Former jockey Harlan Corey sold his slowly eroding land along the Red River south of Fulton and relocated to Mound Prairie, bringing his wife, two children, and a dozen blooded horses along with their handlers. The family inhabited an elevated one-story house overlooking cotton fields that existed solely to fund their passion for horses.

A heavily loaded wagon bound for the cotton gin on the far side of Washington rumbled down the driveway as Caleb tied Polly’s reins to the hitching post in front of the house. The small child stationed by the front gate to await Caleb’s arrival darted into the house. A moment later, Permilia Corey swept onto the porch and down the steps in a froth of petticoats, her plain face enlivened by a warm smile.

“Mr. McCain,” she said, extending a hand to him. “What a pleasure to meet you. Harlan has told me about your win at the December Races so many times that I feel like I saw it myself.”

Caleb gave her hand a shake, his cheeks burning. “Cherry’s a good horse. All I did was hang on.”

“More to it than that, I think, or Harlan wouldn’t be so eager for you to try one of our horses,” she said and gestured toward a walkway that led around the house. “He made me promise to bring you straight out to the stable. Suda,” she said over her shoulder to the child who waited atop the steps, “Ask your mama for a glass of milk and some of her good cake, then bring them down to the tack room. Mr. McCain, this way please.”

The modesty of the house left Caleb unprepared for the grandeur of the stables and paddocks that lay behind it. A well-kept practice track edged up to the fields where a dozen pickers dragged long sacks down the rows of cotton. Harlan, dressed in well-worn clothing, greeted him cheerfully and showed him around the facilities before leading the way to the pasture to show off the pride of Corey Plantation. Caleb instantly recognized the fineness of Harlan’s horses. He could barely believe Harlan wanted him to ride one. Hell, I’d pay him to let me ride that bay.

“I wouldn’t ask you to compete against your own farm,” Harlan said, “but I don’t believe your father takes horses to Little Rock or Hot Springs, does he?”

“No, sir.” Hot Springs? Little Rock?

The morning passed in a blur of excitement and delight. Caleb reveled in riding the excellent horse Harlan chose for him, though secretly he believed Cherry would leave the animal in the dust on a quarter mile. He listened intently as the former jockey passed on his own hard-won wisdom about the world of racing. By the time they turned the big colt over to its handler, Caleb’s head spun.

As they walked toward the house for the midday meal, Caleb glanced at the other horses standing in the pasture. Amidst the elegant long-limbed equine aristocrats stood a stocky red horse he hadn’t noticed before. The animal looked undernourished, and its coat was rough. Caleb stopped to look. Harlan followed his gaze and shook his head ruefully.

“Don’t ask,” he said. “I have no idea what I’m doing with that mare. She walked out of the cane into my pasture in Lost Prairie a couple of months ago and settled in like she belonged there. Permilia took a fancy to her, so I moved her north with the rest of the horses.”

Impulsively, Caleb whistled. The mare looked up at the sound and he saw the small star glowing white on her forehead. His stomach did a slow flip-flop. “Has she got an odd mark on one hip?”

Harlan looked at him curiously. “She does.”

“White ring? Hair inside it grows longer and thicker than anywhere else on her body?”

“That’s right.”

Caleb stared at the horse. “I’ll be damned. That’s my cousin Emilie’s horse.”

“Emilie who trained Rob Roy?”

Unable to speak, Caleb nodded.

Harlan looked across the pasture at Star. “I heard that girl has had a world of trouble this year.”

Caleb nodded again. His voice finally broke free of his throat. “I’d like to buy that horse from you, Mr. Corey. What are you asking?”

Harlan rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Oh, given the amount of grass she’s eaten, I reckon she’s worth about two bits to me.”

Caleb shoved his hand in a pocket and pulled out a silver half dollar. “Keep the change.”

Harlan accepted the coin. “Well, let’s us have our dinner, then you better take that horse home to Emilie.”




CHAPTER 43

STAR
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Star vaguely recognized the young man who approached her with a halter in his hand, though she didn’t care enough to reason out who he was. She accepted the halter but turned her head from the caress he offered. Eyes on the dirt beneath her feet, she plodded across Mound Prairie behind Caleb and Polly. She’d been down so many roads, passed through so many hands that she’d ceased to care about much of anything.

At the Washington road turnoff, Caleb dismounted to pry a stone out of Polly’s hoof. He dropped his end of the lead on the ground and put his boot on it just to let Star know he had an eye on her. She heaved a sigh, looked at the grass at the side of the road, and considered having a bite to eat while she waited.

A shadow flickered over the grass, turned and flickered back. Star looked up curiously. Owl flew by again, almost close enough to brush the horse’s muzzle with her wings, then swept east. Star reared on her back legs, jerking the lead from beneath Caleb’s foot. He grabbed at the rope.

“Hey, easy girl,” he said. She danced backward, her eyes on Owl. When Caleb kept his grip on the rope, she snapped her teeth around it and tugged so hard she nearly toppled him. Suddenly enlightened, Calen reached up to unfasten her halter. As soon as it fell free, Star burned down the road toward home.

She thundered past cotton wagons, startling placid teams of horses and oxen, ignoring the curses of irritated drivers. The sound of her hooves and the drivers shouting brought Caroline and Gordon to the top of their driveway to see what was happening.

“What in hell—” Gordon began.

“Look at that red horse run!” Caroline yelled and sprinted down the driveway to keep the mare in sight as long as possible. A moment later, Caleb pelted past on Polly. Seeing his mother, he yelled, “Star!” and rode on.

Star took the turn onto Emilie’s driveway so fast that her hooves slid on the dirt. She caught her balance and galloped toward the house, neighing at the top of her lungs. A tall figure appeared in the doorway as Owl plummeted past the cabin, then rose to perch in the catalpa tree. The woman froze in disbelief, then ran across the yard, calling a name she hadn’t spoken in almost a year.

The red mare clattered to a stop. Hardly daring to believe she wasn’t dreaming, Emilie put a gentle hand on the side of the horse’s face.

Star sighed, took the final step in her long journey home, and pressed her head against Emilie’s heart.
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By the early 1840s, Washington had transformed from a hardscrabble backwoods settlement beset by land speculators to a bustling community with a brand-new county courthouse and enough lawyers to choke a frog. The first newspaper printed west of the Mississippi River provided news of the day. Presbyterians and Baptists built separate churches but still held joint potlucks. Several schools provided well-trained teachers who strove to press knowledge into young minds. Mound Prairie planters and farmers pumped cotton like lifeblood down the Red River which, thanks to the decade-long efforts of Captain Henry Shreve’s snag boats, ran mostly unimpeded to the Mississippi.

Papa’s constituents sent him to the state legislature in Little Rock year after year; some supporters murmured about the possibility of national office. To my utter astonishment, Susanna wholeheartedly supported Papa’s political ambitions. Except for the echoes of her mountain accent, little resemblance remained between the illiterate woman who’d wept over a dead ox and the elegant lady who listened intently to political discussions and occasionally interjected well-considered remarks to cool conversations that threatened to spin out of control at otherwise civilized gatherings.

“I excel at the art of social hypocrisy,” she told Granny and me one afternoon when she came to visit us on the farm. “Ha! Listen to me talk. I sound downright educated, don’t y’all think?”

My little brothers, no longer so little, attended Washington Male Academy until they were thirteen, when Papa enrolled them in an excellent school in New Orleans. Melissa and Isaac happily incorporated the boys into their own brood of children during the school year. William showed every sign of following in Papa’s legal footsteps, while wistful longing for a farming life filled Wesley’s letters.

As Susanna had predicted so long ago, the influx of factory-made piece goods brought upriver by steamboats diminished demand for handwoven cloth. Caught up in Papa’s political career and unwilling to send him off alone to Little Rock for months at a time, Susanna’s job as political wife gradually took over that of weaver. My loom sat idle in the storage shed where I moved it after Granny and her own loom came to live with me. Granny wasted little time sleeping. Sometimes I awoke to hear the shuttle going back and forth at an even, gentle pace. She never lit a lantern, judging the weaving’s progress by touch and sound. Abraham Block sent a boy around every month to pick up her coverlids for shipment to New Orleans or Memphis.

On Mondays, she baked bread. Though we had a perfectly adequate kitchen with a modern cast-iron stove, Granny preferred the big clay oven that Gordon and Hugh built for her in the backyard, a twin to the one she used so many years ago in Alabama. She went out in the starlit night to start the fire and mix the first batch of dough. By the time dawn dragged her lazy self over the eastern horizon, a pyramid of fragrant golden loaves adorned the table. Mound Prairie residents sent children and servants to wait in line for the privilege of taking home a week’s worth of Miss Morag’s exquisite bread. She baked only for regular customers, though she usually had a few extra loaves to spare for passersby whose noses led them up our driveway.

The melancholia that plagued me after Rose’s birth gradually lightened, but it lay in wait at the edges of my consciousness, like a nightmare that doesn’t quite evaporate with the light of day. Over time, Adelie and Reuben produced two brothers and two sisters for Rose. She was well named, for she looked like a little rose, flaxen-haired and pink-cheeked. I kept myself well in hand whenever I was around her, careful not to give away in expression or words how deeply I loved her. Late at night, I wept and wondered what if, but I never doubted I’d made the best decision for her.

To combat that aching emptiness, I threw myself into work, quickly rebuilding my clientele thanks to my good reputation and referrals from Harlan Corey. Harlan turned up on my farm at regular intervals to talk about horses. Sometimes Permilia came with him. She was a fine rider and as savvy as her husband about racing. She told me the story of Star’s unexpected appearance on their Lost Prairie plantation and offered half a dozen theories of how my beautiful red mare had come to be abandoned in the cane. After making some discreet inquiries, all Permilia could tell me for sure was that other people caught glimpses of Star along the river for months before she arrived on the Corey plantation. If no one had claimed her then, no one was likely to claim her now. That was good. I’d surely hate to have to shoot the person who tried to take Star from me.

Star settled back into life on the farm like she’d never been gone. I bred her twice more, once to Argyll and once to Ash. Both the resulting colt and filly did well at the racetrack, but I never got another horse with Cherry’s blistering speed. Never expected to. His other finishes were almost as spectacular as the one at the December Races in 1835. Gordon and I each made a small fortune when we finally put Cherry out to stud.

Once back on my feet, I made regular payments to Hugh to diminish at least the financial part of the great debt I owed him. He continued his visits to the farm year after year, and I treasured every one of them. He accepted the cash I offered him without comment; he knew how important it was for me to repay him, though I knew he didn’t want to be repaid. When he died many years later, I discovered he’d deposited each bit of money into an account to be turned over to me upon his death. I never understood what such a kind man saw in his termagant of a wife, but when Jane died in 1840, he was bereft. He never remarried, though he certainly could have.

Caleb made a good living riding for Harlan Corey. To no one’s great surprise, he and Felicite Charbonneau married when they were twenty-one and settled into a suite of rooms in Gordon and Caroline’s rambling house. They immediately set about starting a family, only to have their hopes dashed time after time. Felicite put on a brave smile and devoted herself to Adelie’s children, though I know her heart broke anew with each miscarriage. She took over the plain cooking from Caroline, much to the joy of all concerned; Caroline liked baking, but if she wasn’t the world’s most indifferent cook, I hope to never eat a meal cooked by the holder of that title.

My income increased substantially once I added a leather shop to my farm. With the confidence conferred by complete ignorance, I tried to repair a broken stirrup one day. It turned out to be more complicated than I expected, and by the time I gave up, I’d made a solid mess of the job. I carried my broken tack to Pete and Pauline Cline, an elderly couple who’d been doing leatherwork in Washington since James Monroe was president. Pete looked over the disaster without comment while I, shamefaced, pointed out the original break as well as the damage I’d done trying to repair the thing. When I finished, he turned to his wife.

“Pauly, would you please get Emilie one of those aprons?” He peered at me over the top of his wire-rimmed glasses. Despite his stern expression, I could’ve sworn I saw a twinkle in his eye. “If you’re going to do this, young lady, you’re going to learn to do it right.”

Three afternoons a week for the next several years, I labored and learned in the Clines’ leather shop, working my way from simple halter strap replacements to building saddlebags and specially fitted headstalls. I took work home and puzzled out some things on my own. The day I finished my first saddle, Pete declared my formal education to be complete. I was still gasping at the abruptness of the dismissal when Pauline handed me an itemized list of their tools and inventory and the price they wanted for the same. I paid it. Two days after Caleb helped me haul everything home, Pete and Pauline rattled out of Washington in a loaded wagon, bound for retirement and their daughter’s house in Clarksville, Texas. Ready or not, I was in the leather business.

With both my businesses thriving, I hired Jacques Quatrepomme to close in the dogtrot cabin’s breezeway and add a second story to the place. I loved my independence and the security of knowing neither my money nor my horses would disappear into a bottomless hole of gambling debt. Granny kept the house from disappearing under a layer of dust and made sure I ate regularly.

But you know what? Despite the claim I once made to David Crockett, I was lonesome. Life with Keller cured me of any romantic nonsense, but in my heart, I wished for someone I could depend upon, work beside, and maybe even raise a family with. Susanna had been almost forty when she had the twins, so I figured I had some time left. Unfortunately, when I surveyed the crop of eligible men in Hempstead County, I didn’t see a single one worth risking my freedom and my property on.

In 1835, the Territory of Arkansas passed the first law in the nation allowing married women to own property in their own names. Unfortunately, it didn’t survive statehood. When the state legislature, including Papa, passed a similar bill to protect married women’s rights, Governor Archibald Yell promptly vetoed the measure, sanctimoniously claiming it would destroy families. The man was an addlepated misogynist who feared anyone he couldn’t own, including other politicians and his wife.

Knowing I had more rights as a widow than I’d ever have as a wife, I looked askance at men who invited me to dances or church dinners. As behooved my upbringing, I engaged in polite conversation when necessary. As behooved my sense of self-preservation, I brought up the topic of women’s legal rights with each would-be suitor, only to be appalled by the number who agreed with Archie Yell.

Worse fates than living alone await the unwary. I quit accepting invitations.
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One September morning, I awoke to dark skies, rumbling thunder, and rain pounding the roof. I stared at the ceiling, vaguely recalling a dream in which Zeus visited me, first as a swan, then as a bull, then in a shower of gold. I hadn’t thought of Greek mythology in a decade, and I certainly didn’t think of myself as Leda, Europa, or Danae. Lovemaking with a shower of gold would be particularly unsatisfying, though profitable if one got to keep the gold afterwards. I sighed. Really. Sometimes I wondered about myself.

Beyond my window, the sky blazed with lightning, dazzling my eyes. Thunder cracked a second later. The wind caught hold of the catalpa tree and used an overhanging branch to rake the shingles above my head. Wincing at the sound, I vowed to cut that limb down as soon as the storm passed. All I needed was a hole scratched in the roof. I swung my feet to the floor and stood up. It didn’t hurt horses to get a little wet, but the rapidly rising wind spooked me. I dressed quickly and hurried downstairs. The gentle thump of Granny’s loom greeted me.

“Morning, mo chridhe,” she said, letting the shuttle fall back into place. She frowned at my work clothes. “You’re never going out in this storm?”

“Only long enough to put the horses in the barn.” I lifted my oilskins from the peg on the wall and slid my arms into the sleeves.

“They’ve gotten wet before.”

I shook my head. “It’s not the rain. It’s this wind.” As if to emphasize my concern, a rattling thump on the roof made us both jump. So much for the branch. At this point, I just hoped the entire catalpa didn’t blow down. “They’ll probably all be standing under a tree somewhere waiting for it to fall on their heads or get struck by lightning.”

“If it’s not safe for horses to be out, it’s not safe for you,” Granny said sharply. I put a reassuring hand on her shoulder and leaned down to kiss her white hair. Her hand gripped mine. “Horses. Well, go on, then, before it gets worse. Be careful.”

Smarter than I gave them credit for, all eight horses huddled together on the downwind side of the barn. Star perked her ears at the sight of me slogging through the wet grass. By the time I reached the barn door, she and Calpurnia were first in line to go inside. I wrapped both hands around the door handle and hauled backward with all my might, blessing my own foresight for installing sliding doors instead of ones mounted on hinges. I’d never have gotten a hinged door open in that wind; even the sliding door gave me a fight.

A man appeared out of the rain. Before I could blink, he put his hands against the edge of the door and pushed as I pulled. The door slid back like it was greased, and he leapt out of the way as half a dozen horses crowded through the opening. To my dismay, though not to my surprise, two of the resident idiot equines scorned shelter and galloped across the pasture toward the rising creek. Stupid geldings. Not a lick of sense between them.

“You got halters?” The man asked in a voice so deep that it rumbled in his chest. I pointed at the wall. He grabbed a couple with ropes attached and splashed back into the storm before I could say a word.

Where in the hell did he come from? I regarded his retreating back thoughtfully. Given the size of him, I’d almost mistake him for a McCain.

I sorted the horses out into stalls. Star shook herself like a dog, then snuffled in the feed box in case she’d overlooked a bite the last time she visited the stall. I smacked her shoulder affectionately and went to check on my unexpected visitor and the two runaways. Through the driving rain, I saw he had halters on both miscreants and was leading them across the pasture. That impressed me. I figured they’d still be eluding him just for entertainment. I turned my head. At the top of the driveway, two white draft horses stood in the traces of a wagon, patiently enduring the storm. A good-sized tree branch tumbled down, missing them by inches. Neither did more than flinch a bit.

Good boys. I climbed over the pasture gate, hindered by the soaked fabric of my divided skirt. Praising their calmness in the face of howling wind and swirling debris, I set about unharnessing the nearest animal. Good thing both animals wore halters; I didn’t own anything nearly large enough to fit heads that broad. I swore under my breath as my fingers slipped on the wet leather and metal. With one horse secured, I turned into the teeth of the gale to lead him to the barn. A burst of wind snatched aside my hood, drove a gallon of rain straight into my face, and pushed me back two steps into the giant horse. The animal nudged me with his nose, as if to set me back on balance.

“Thanks.” I ducked my head and plowed into the wind.

The man and miscreants disappeared into the barn. A moment later, the human reemerged, jogged in our direction, and hauled open the gate. I trudged through, raising a hand in acknowledgment as he passed me on his way to get the remaining horse.

The barn contained just enough stalls. I led the placid animal into a space that was far too small for him and patted his neck reassuringly. “Sorry, boy. Best the house has to offer. At least it’s dry.”

Hooves clattered through the door. The man released the second draft and slid the door into place, blocking out most of the light. The draft paced up the alley to the remaining empty stall and stepped inside as if he’d done it every day of his life. He got himself turned around to face the alley and eyed me thoughtfully as I swung the stall door closed.

“Damn,” the man said, hands on his hips, eyes cast upward where rain pounded on the roof so hard that it almost drowned out the thunder. “I was not expecting this.” Another branch crashed against the wall. Several horses circled nervously in their stalls, snorting and blowing.

I pushed my wet hair out of my face. “Where on earth did you come from?”

He reached up to scrape his own curly dark hair back into an old-fashioned club at the nape of his neck. “I was on my way to deliver a load of machine parts to the sawmill. Sky didn’t look too bad when I left Washington, but by the time I got to your driveway, that wagon was rocking all over the road. Sorry to drop in on you this way.”

“Glad you did, or I’d still be out there chasing those geldings,” I said.

“No credit to me. They wanted to be caught.”

I glanced around the barn. “Well, make yourself at home, such as it is.” I stuck out my damp hand. “Emilie McCain.”

“Walker Wilson.” His broad hand wrapped around my not-so-dainty paw in a firm shake. “I believe I knew your husband.”

“Did you?” I said noncommittally. Any friend of Keller’s was immediately suspect.

He nodded. “We worked together down at the wharves in Fulton. My wife and I have a farm just out of town where No Name Creek runs into Red River.” He grinned ruefully. “Kesiah’s the farmer. I couldn’t grow grass in a pasture with a mandate from God, so I drive wagons.”

I smiled despite myself. “Well, Mr. Wilson, you’re welcome to wait out the storm here in the barn. I need to get back to the house.”

He hauled open the door for me before I could do it myself. I struggled out into the storm, chin tucked into my collar to keep the gale from blowing my teeth down my throat. Rain pounded my head and shoulders like thousands of tiny hammers striking blows through the thick oilcloth. A dark serpentine shape slithered across my path, leaving a small wake in the inch of water that shimmered in each flash of lightning. Good weather for water moccasins and not much else. I peered uneasily across the pasture. The creek swelled out of its banks, but it still had a way to go before it threatened the rise where the house and outbuildings stood. McCain Sawmill perched directly on the creek bank a few miles upstream. I hoped Hugh’s sons and their families were safe.

I hoped Granny, the horses, and I would be safe.

The next windblast knocked me clean off my feet. I landed on my hip and sluiced two feet sideways through the mud and grass before I managed to get stopped. The rain came down like God was emptying the wells of heaven all at once. I squinted through the next burst of lightning, gauging the distance to the house as I struggled to get to my feet. A limb came whipping out of nowhere and knocked me flat on my bottom. I shrieked with pure rage at my predicament, then clamped my lips shut. If Granny heard me hollering like some silly Female Academy student who’d just seen a spider, she’d be out that door like a hound dog after a coon.

Two big hands scooped under my armpits and hauled me to my feet. Keeping his body between me and the storm, Walker Wilson half dragged, half carried me to the cabin and deposited me on the front porch.

“Don’t worry about the horses until this blows over,” he yelled above the wind’s yowl. “I’ll watch out for them.”

Before I could open my mouth to thank him, he gave me a mock salute, ducked his head, and disappeared into the rain.




CHAPTER 46

KESIAH
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The storm swirled up out of the Gulf of Mexico, drowning the borderlands of Texas and Louisiana before swinging north to inundate Arkansas. Creeks and branches, swollen into unrecognizable torrents, spilled into Red River. The roiling river surged out of its banks to engulf trees, houses, bawling cattle, and most of the town of Fulton. Bordered by Red River and No Name Creek, Walker and Kesiah Wilson’s bottomland farm disappeared within an hour of the first raindrops.

The rumble of thunder disturbed Kesiah’s dreams. She moaned and struggled to turn over, her distended stomach hampering even the slightest movement. She hated being pregnant. Thank God this pregnancy was almost at an end, though she didn’t look forward to labor and delivery. Thank God even more that she wasn’t one of those fecund women who popped out babies every eighteen months. Given Walker’s enthusiasm for the marital act, she’d probably deliver a new child once a year. She’d had no idea how many ways a man and woman could fit together until she married him. Her first husband merely pushed her nightgown out of the way to perform at regular intervals after dark. She’d never even had a chance to look at a man’s body until Walker pulled her into bed in broad daylight two hours after the ink on their marriage license dried. Sex was easily the best thing about being married to him. He disliked routine, farming, and children, and was prone to surliness when forced to deal with related responsibilities. Given his sexual appetite and long absences as a wagoner, she suspected she wasn’t the only woman to benefit from his lovemaking, but she didn’t dwell on situations she couldn’t change.

“Mama?” Miranda’s voice broke into her sleepy reveries. “Something’s banging on the floor.”

Kesiah laboriously rolled over to sit on the side of her bed, absently noting that the rope webbing beneath the straw tick needed to be tightened. A flash of lightning lit the loft and reflected off something in the narrow stairwell. She hauled herself to her feet and padded to the top of the stairs to listen. Splashing. Splashing?

Heart in her throat, she stumbled to the bedside table to light a candle with one of the precious matches Walker brought back from an expedition. The flame trembled in her hand as she peered into the stairwell to see the flooded room below. Her butter churn bumped rhythmically against the ceiling. The wooden table and chairs bobbed nearby, blocking the stairs. She forced down panic as the water abruptly rose another six inches.

Taking a deep breath, she turned to nine-year-old Miranda and four-year-old Clarinda. Their frightened eyes stared at her over the bed sheet they clutched to their chins. “Girls, we have a little water downstairs. Let’s get dressed, shall we?”

By the time she had buttoned the children into their dresses and tied on their pinafores, water lapped around her ankles. The girls huddled on the bed, watching the slop jar float across the room. Kesiah reached for her own loose dress, murmuring reassuring words to her frightened daughters. Something crashed into the cabin, knocking her onto her hands and knees. The children screamed. The north wall bulged inward, but didn’t collapse. Wishing she could scream herself, Kesiah crawled over to the window and looked out onto a sheet of water that glittered in the lightning flashes as far as she could see. Unmoored from its foundation by the terrific jolt, the cabin had fetched up in the branches of the hickory tree that normally stood a good fifteen feet from the house. She barely took this in before the cabin lurched sideways. Timbers in the roof shifted with a groan, opening a six-inch gap between roof and wall.

“Mama?” Miranda’s terrified voice spurred Kesiah into action.

“We’ll be okay,” she promised. “It’s scary, and we’re gonna get wet, but we’ll be okay.”

“The house is moving!”

“That tree isn’t, though. Hickory trees got some of the deepest roots in the world. This little bit of a flood’s not going to hurt it. We’ll climb out the window into that tree and be safe as—” She stopped abruptly, realizing she started to say safe as houses.

“I’m scared,” Clarinda whispered. Kesiah hugged both girls.

“You girls think I don’t know you’ve climbed every tree on this place? This’ll be playtime for you. Okay, Randa. You first. That branch is practically poking in the window. Once you’re over, I’ll hand you Clarinda. All right?”

Miranda clamped her lips between her teeth and climbed into the window. She curled her bare toes over the edge of the sill, staring into the dark gleam of water swirling around the tree. Her skirt billowed in the wind a moment before a gout of rain plastered it against her body. Kesiah’s warm fingers closed over her own cold ones. The child took a deep breath, then stepped from the windowsill onto the rain-slick branch of the tree.

“Okay, sugar. That’s good. Get closer to the trunk. That’s right. Reach out your hand. Here comes your sister.”

“I can’t,” Clarinda whined, pulling back from the window. Kesiah put an arm around her.

“Clary, you can do anything Miranda can do. Look at her standing over there waiting on you.”

Clarinda looked. Miranda smiled through the rain running down her face and held out her arms. Kesiah helped her youngest daughter onto the sill. Lightning cracked overhead, turning the darkness to brilliant white. Clarinda shrieked and threw herself across the gap, arms windmilling wildly as she skittered across the branch into Miranda’s embrace.

“Good girls! Oh, my good girls! Can you climb a little higher? There’s a nice big branch just above you.”

They nodded. Kesiah held her breath as she watched them climb another precious yard above the flood. Beneath her feet, the cabin creaked, swayed, and floated slightly away from the tree.

Now or never. Kesiah maneuvered her unwieldy body to straddle the windowsill. Before she could swing both legs over, her children screamed. Terrified that one of them had slipped, she looked up to see them secure in the notch of the tree, pointing frantically at something to her left. As she turned her head, Red River propelled a downed tree as big around as their outhouse straight into the battered cabin. The impact knocked Kesiah back into the loft a split second before the walls and roof collapsed on top of her.

Too shocked to move, Miranda held her shrieking sister and stared at the boiling, churning water, willing her mother to bob to the surface as the roof swirled downstream. Nothing. Then more nothing. At last, she edged Clarinda over next to the tree trunk. She wrapped her arms around both child and tree, pressing her body close to Clarinda’s to keep her relatively warm. Then she closed her eyes and tried to quit seeing her mother fall back into the loft. Hour after endless hour, she clutched the tree, only coming out of her stupor to make sure Clarinda was still breathing. The tree swayed with the force of the flood, but its roots held fast in the saturated ground.

Half a day later, a rescue boat crew from Fulton found the shocked children still clinging to the leafless hickory tree, the water a scant foot below their bare feet. The captain maneuvered the boat as close as he dared, calling to them over the sound of rushing water and bare branches rattling in the wind. Neither child responded.

“Them’s dead.” The speaker, rescued earlier along with his wife from atop their barn roof, pulled his blanket close around his shoulders and stuffed his chin down into it. “Don’t you get us tangled up in no tree trying to save dead girls. You’ll kill us all, sure as hell.”

His wife peered through the rain at the children and turned to the captain. “That biggest girl ain’t dead. I seen her shiver. Can you get us close enough for me to step out on that there limb?”

“Now, Muriel, don’t you go gettin’ us all killed. You stay away from them dead kids, you hear?”

Inured by ten years of listening to him gripe, Muriel ignored him. The captain held the boat steady as she and one of the oarsmen eased onto the thick, strong branch. It took both of them to pry Miranda’s arms free from the bole. The rescuers passed her into the boat, followed quickly by Clarinda. Miranda’s face and hands were blue with cold, but her body heat had saved Clarinda from the worst of the rain and wind. Muriel gently lowered Clarinda into Miranda’s lap, seized her own damp quilt, and wrapped it around the girls. She pulled them onto her lap for good measure and looked up at the captain.

“Sir, you reckon we could get these young’uns someplace warm?”

The captain threw off the rope that held the boat to the hickory tree and ordered his men to row with the current toward Fulton. Without a word, the man who’d pried Miranda’s thin arms from around the tree unceremoniously stripped the blanket from Muriel’s husband and wrapped it around the woman and the children.

“Hey, now!” the man protested, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down indignantly.

“Shut up,” the crewman said briefly, and took up his position at an oar.

When the water abated weeks later, Walker returned to the farm to see what, if anything, was left. Only the hickory tree remained. Its upper roots, stripped of soil by the flood, protruded a scant dozen feet from Red River’s new channel.




CHAPTER 47

WALKER
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With Kesiah dead and three-quarters of his land washed into Red River, Walker moved to Washington and found a job driving stagecoaches north to Little Rock, east to Camden, south to Lost Prairie, and west to Paraclifta. He earned a reputation for strict abstinence from strong drink and the ability to shoot a chip off a fly’s shoulder at fifty paces. When he was in town, he lived at Ann Ellsworth’s boardinghouse where he quickly made himself popular among the boarders with an easygoing wit and an endless supply of stories. People never knew whether to believe the tales he told; he just grinned if asked which stories were true and which were flights of his imagination.

Incurable promiscuity was his greatest self-indulgence. Since getting shot by a jealous husband or an infuriated father wasn’t in his best interest, he chose his illicit partners carefully. He conducted himself as a gentleman in Washington, indulging in only the mildest flirtations with local ladies, few of whom genuinely interested him. Serious indiscretions took place in distant towns along the stage routes. He never boasted of his conquests, though his staging partners noted he rarely stayed in the overnight accommodations provided by the company to its drivers and guards. In liaisons, he dissembled so skillfully that each lover believed herself to be his one and only comfort in the dark days following his wife’s tragic death.

As far as most people knew, Walker had only been married once, but early in their courtship, he told Kesiah that his first wife had died in childbirth back in Kentucky. The memory of that time, he said, was just too painful to discuss. Kesiah, a compassionate woman, believed him. Walker excelled at palatable lies.

His first wife was, in fact, alive and well. He’d married wealthy Olivia Butler when he was eighteen and she an elderly twenty-six. He expected a languorous life in return for rescuing her from being an old maid, but as soon as they came home from their Virginia honeymoon, she set him to work fulfilling her own vaulting ambition. A consummate snob, Olivia pushed Walker to dress formally, accompany her to endless social events, attend church regularly, and accept a position in her father’s successful business. Upon that worthy gentleman’s retirement in thirty years or so, Walker would inherit the business along with the headaches and responsibilities that went with it. The conventions of polite society and the high collars of his shirts stifled Walker in equal proportion. To relieve the tedium of his life, he sought the company of other women, enjoying the excitement that accompanied the possibility of being found out.

When Olivia became pregnant with their seventh child in twelve years, Walker claimed to have received a letter summoning him to the deathbed of his grandmother in Tidewater Virginia. He packed a bag, kissed Olivia’s brow, nodded vaguely to his children, and got on the first boat headed down the Ohio River, never to set foot in the state of Kentucky again. It wasn’t the first time one member of a couple walked away from a marriage. The abandoned spouse generally waited six months or a year, then either filed for legal divorce across the river in Illinois or had the absent spouse declared dead. Olivia chose the second solution and named her last child Walker Wilson, Jr. to complete the smoke screen of respectability.

Though he hadn’t loved her, he missed Kesiah. As much as he resented being tricked into marriage by an unwelcome pregnancy, she’d proved to be a good wife, keeping up the farm she brought as her dowry, never complaining about his long absences, and turning a blind eye to the women she knew he visited when he was away. He didn’t miss the children. After Kesiah disappeared beneath the floodwaters, he found homes for the girls, then forgot them as quickly as he’d have forgotten a litter of kittens. With no children of their own, Josiah and Isabella Stirling eagerly took Clarinda into their home and their hearts. Miranda went to a small farm near Paraclifta where a childless couple wanted a strong girl to help with the chores. Walker knew little about the taciturn couple and cared less, so long as Miranda was off his hands.

Despite the physical gratification derived from multiple illicit liaisons, he missed having his own house and a wife to welcome him home from work with hot meals, clean sheets, and loving embraces. Unfortunately, he couldn’t remarry while all he had to offer a woman was a room in a boardinghouse. He considered building another cabin on the remains of Kesiah’s farm on No Name Creek, but quickly discarded that idea. Even if Red River had left him enough land to grow crops or raise cattle, farming required endless, tedious, backbreaking work. Besides, he’d been honest when he told Emilie McCain that he couldn’t grow grass in a pasture.

Emilie McCain.

He considered the possibilities. He liked Emilie, and it would be a sight easier to marry a widow with a good farm than it would be to start over on No Name Creek. She also possessed as neat a waist and as fine a pair of breasts as he’d ever seen. The hell with rebuilding. All he had to do was figure out what Emilie McCain wanted most out of life, then make sure he gave it to her.




CHAPTER 48

EMILIE
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A familiar sensation of heart-tumbling dread woke me shortly after midnight. I fumbled my way into the split skirt, loose cotton shirt, and jacket I wore when I worked with the horses. Without lighting a candle, I stuffed my extra split skirt and another shirt into a woven bag. Granny padded out of her room, her braided hair draped over one shoulder.

“Who?” she asked anxiously.

“Jacques Quatrepomme.”

She let out a long sigh. “Oh, poor Maddy. What are you going to do?”

“He’s not dead yet.”

Granny stiffened. “Emmy, don’t you go to his house.”

I kissed her on the cheek and slipped out the door.

Starlight illuminated the pasture where Star and Calpurnia stood nose to tail, both half asleep. I tacked Calpurnia up, led her through the main gate onto the road, and set her at a fast walk toward town. As her muscles warmed and grew supple, I urged her into a canter. We didn’t meet a soul on the road or on the streets of town. I tied her to a small tree in Madeleine’s backyard and mounted the steps to the porch. After knocking gently on the door, I turned the knob and went inside.

“Maddy? It’s Emilie.”

A door opened. Madeleine walked into view, her loose white nightgown billowing around her like a cloud. “What’s wrong?”

“Jacques,” I answered miserably. I handed her the bag of clothing. “Wear these and tuck your hair up under a hat. We can get to his place the back way.”

We kept to the trees that edged the outlying lots of Washington. The town lay silent; even Black Bear Tavern was still and dark in honor of Sunday. Jacques’s house stood toward the back of his lot, modest in size and style to avoid attracting envy, suspicion, or resentment. I tried the back door, but it was locked. That surprised me. No one locked their doors in Washington. Madeleine felt along the top of the doorframe and brought down a large brass key.

“It’s where we kept our key in New Orleans,” she whispered, and slid it into the lock.

Jacques lay on the floor where he’d fallen, his head resting on one arm, the other drawn tight to his stomach. His eyes glittered in the light of the candle Madeleine lit after we closed the shutters and drew the curtains. His body, always slender, was reduced to skin stretched taut over his bones. His cheekbones formed stark ridges over the hollows of his cheeks. Madeleine knelt next to him, calling him by name in a voice that nearly broke my heart. He smiled at her and whispered a few words in the language of his birth.

“Help me,” Madeleine said. I moved to Jacques’s other side. “Take his arm and when I count three, lift him to a sitting position.”

I had never touched a colored person before. His skin felt just like anyone else’s.

Between the two of us, we managed to settle Jacques in his bed. He made not a single sound as we pulled him about, but the tension of the muscles under my fingers betrayed the pain racking his body. By the time we eased him onto the pillow, his teeth chattered with the effort of keeping silent. Madeleine piled blankets over him, but the shivering only intensified.

“Cherie, you shouldn’t have come,” he whispered. She crawled onto the bed, slid her arm around him, and cradled his head to her breast. Her free hand stroked his hair away from his forehead. “If they catch you here …”

“They won’t.”

I made myself as small as possible and moved toward the door. He stopped me with a word. He didn’t look frightened as most people would’ve done had I arrived at their house in the middle of the night. He looked relieved. “Miss Emilie, your father has my will, but please tell Mr. Hugh first.”

I nodded, wishing myself anywhere else. I didn’t want to watch Adelie and Felicite’s father die. I didn’t want to be the one to comfort Madeleine in her grief. I just wanted to go home, go back to sleep, and dream about nothing at all.

Jacques looked at his wife and said, “Jolie, Miss Emilie and I need to talk private for just a minute.”

My mouth fell open. Madeleine shook her head. “You can say what is needed with me here.”

“No,” he said gently. “You can’t hear this. Please, cherie, one minute.”

Reluctantly, she eased his head back onto the pillow, glanced at me, then left the room. Jacques moved his head, beckoning me closer. Suspicious and half frightened, I shuffled reluctantly across the room and knelt next to the head of the bed to listen to his fading voice.

“Tell Hugh I fell down two days ago and couldn’t get back up. Tell him the package is still under the barn.”

Two days. He’d been lying on the floor, helpless, for two days. My mind reeled. Why couldn’t I have seen that he needed help? Why could I never see anything but death? Through the fog of guilt, the second part of what he said finally penetrated my slow brain. “Package? You’re worried about … a package?”

“You tell him tonight. Right … now.”

His eyes fluttered shut. I leapt to my feet and ran for Madeleine. She waited in the breezeway, her back against the wall, her arms wrapped around her middle.

“He asked me to leave,” I whispered. “Oh, hurry, Maddy. Hurry.”

She disappeared before the last syllable passed my lips.

I don’t remember how I got to Hugh’s place. Maynard, his dog, barked a warning as I crossed the front porch and knocked. Two minutes later, the oak door swung open to reveal Hugh, big, solid as a bull, and fully dressed right down to the suspenders that supported his pants.

“Jacques Quatrepomme is dying,” I said abruptly. “He says to tell you he’s been sick two days, and the package is still under the barn.”

For the first and last time in our relationship, I saw Hugh McCain disconcerted. He grabbed the doorjamb to keep himself from toppling over. His face contorted in … could it be? Grief. Deep, soul-searing grief.

“Hugh?” Alarmed, I took a step toward him, cursing myself for blurting the news out. He waved me off. I clutched my hands together, mystified by his reaction. When he straightened up, he was himself again, stoic as Marcus Aurelius.

“Does Madeleine know?”

My mouth fell open. He waited. After a moment, I nodded. “She’s with him now. Hugh. What’s in the package?”

He looked at me for a long time before coming to a decision. “Emmy, you need to go on home.”

“Why?”

He started to close the door. I stepped forward, blocked the door with my shoulder, and didn’t budge. I stood there, feet braced, and thought furiously about Jacques, Hugh, a package under a barn that Jacques said Madeleine couldn’t know about, and that Hugh didn’t want me to know about.

Illumination. My heart plummeted to the soles of my feet. “A person. The package is a person. Hugh, have you lost your damn mind?”

“Where did you learn to talk like that?” Hugh said, genuinely taken aback.

“I keep bad company,” I said and shoved my way past him into the house. “Tell me.”

Resigned, Hugh closed the door after me. “Long story short, Jacques gives runaway slaves a place to rest on the way to wherever they’re going. There’s a room dug under the floor of his barn. When someone’s there, he tugs barrels over the trapdoor and scatters hay around to hide it.”

“Why do you know about it?”

“Why do you think, Emilie?”

I managed to keep the next bad word between my ears instead of spitting it out and shocking Hugh again. “Someone has been under the barn for at least two days.”

Hugh nodded.

I took a deep breath, jerked my cowardly heart out of my boots, and squared my shoulders to stop them from trembling. “All right. What do we do?”

“Emmy, do you know the penalty just for associating with a runaway slave?”

“Papa’s in the legislature,” I snapped, terror fraying my temper. “Of course I know. He rants about the slave code whenever he’s not ranting about something else. Susanna says with all the planters moving into Hempstead County, his attitude is going to cost him his place in Little Rock. He says he doesn’t care. Neither do I. I repeat: What do we do?”

Hugh’s teeth suddenly gleamed in a smile. “Buaidh no Bàs, Emilie.”

Victory or death, the old battle cry of his mother’s family, the MacNeils. Ferociously whispered into the dark, the archaic Gaelic words stiffened my backbone and my resolve.

“Buaidh no Bàs, Hugh.”

We waited in the forest behind Jacques’s house for almost an hour before Madeleine emerged and walked resolutely away, disappearing into the shadows on her way home. As soon as she was out of sight, Hugh slipped into the barn through the side door. In his pockets he carried a sandwich and a stoppered bottle of water. A lifetime later, he appeared carrying a pathetic bundle in his arms.

As he crossed the ground between the barn and the woods, I mounted Calpurnia. He lifted a child about ten years old onto the saddle in front of me. Her bare legs dangled on one side of Calpurnia; her upper body rested against mine. I wrapped an arm around the girl to hold her in place; she was clearly too far gone to support herself. Hugh stooped to pick up the blanket he’d brought from the house.

“She’s in bad shape. Got snakebit in a swamp somewhere south of here.” Hugh tenderly tucked the blanket around the limp form, draping it over her head as well. “God knows how she survived. Em, are you sure about this?”

I shoved my terror down deep and nodded. With luck, no one would be on the road in the wee hours of Sunday morning. Once I was past the outlying farms around Washington, I could get home by cutting cross-country. The hardest part would be keeping the child balanced in front of me. Small as she was, the dead weight of her in my arms was bound to drain my strength. I thanked God that I’d ridden Calpurnia instead of Star. Several creeks scored the road between me and home. Calpurnia splashed across fords without hesitation. Star didn’t like getting her feet wet and preferred to leap across running water in a single bound.

“Be careful, Em. I’ll be there tomorrow or the next day.”

I allowed Calpurnia to pick the path through the woods since I couldn’t see a blessed thing myself. Doubts about her sense of direction had just begun to assail me when we emerged onto the road a quarter mile west of the Baptist Church, the last building in town. I guided her onto the grass to deaden the sound of her hooves as we passed a few outlying houses. At long last, we left the last dwelling behind and entered open country beneath a moonless sky.

The child in my arms stirred. The tiniest whimper emerged from the muffling blanket. Pressing my mouth close to where I imagined her ear to be, I whispered, “Can you hold onto me? If you can hold on, we can go faster and be safe sooner.”

Thin arms fumbled, then slid around my waist and held on hard.

“Here we go.” I clicked my tongue and Calpurnia eased into the ground-eating stride that she could easily keep up for an hour.

As we traveled down the winding ribbon of road, I imagined a dozen different scenarios where we encountered someone who wanted to ask questions, two dozen ways of answering those questions, and one situation in which I simply kicked Calpurnia into a gallop, and we ran for our lives.

In the dark, I almost missed the narrow game path that snaked across the prairie to my south pasture. Once off the road, my good mare took over navigation again, pacing quick and sure toward home and the company of the other horses.

“How’re you doing?” I whispered when the road lay several hundred yards behind us.

“Fair to middlin’,” came the answer in a surprisingly adult voice.

“Think you can sit astride? My arm’s about to fall off.”

“Yes’m.”

It took a minute for us to get situated so that she faced forward instead of being supported against my body by my right arm. She still needed my support for balance, but the relief of no longer having her weight on my aching arm and shoulder was exquisite.

By the time we reached the house, the sky had lightened enough to see Granny waiting under the catalpa tree. Her eyes widened at the sight of the girl on the saddle in front of me, but she simply reached up her hands and said, “Let me help you down.”

The girl barely kept her legs under her. I swung down off Calpurnia and took my first good look at the person for whom I was risking so much. To my surprise, she wasn’t a child at all, but the smallest grown woman I had ever seen, a good foot shorter than me. Her face was a perfect blend of races, Indian as well as colored and white. She cradled her left hand to her breast as if protecting it; her pinkie and the hand below it were grotesquely swollen and dark.

“Hugh says snakebite,” I said.

“Dear Lord,” Granny said reverently. “Hugh is involved in …  this?” I nodded. She closed her eyes, then opened them wide. “What are we going to do with her?”

“Barn,” I said briefly. “Bring me a couple of coverlids from the house, would you, please?”

“Water and food, too,” Granny said. “Be right there.”

“No holes in the ground,” the woman gasped.

“No holes,” I said, helping her walk into the barn. “I’ll make you a bed in the barn loft. It’s safe. No one ever goes up there but me.”

The stairs to the loft were just a few degrees short of being a ladder. She managed to climb them with the aid of my hand in the middle of her back. She stumbled across the loft and sat down on a pile of last year’s hay. By the time Granny arrived with the supplies, the woman lay flat on the floor, sitting up having proven to be too much effort. As we prepared a more comfortable place for her to rest, I wondered how soon we’d have to get her back down the stairs and bury her in a real grave. She looked terrible.

Once we had her on a blanket-covered bed of straw, Granny sat down and washed her sore hand with soap and water. The woman watched her for a while, then ventured to say, “Wun’t a poison snake what done it. Just an old black snake, but it festered up all the same.”

“We’ll wash it up good, drain some of the bad humors from it,” Granny said. “See how it does then.”

I made a big concealing pile of hay between the makeshift bed and the rest of the loft in case anyone came sniffing around, then descended the narrow stairs to unsaddle Calpurnia and turn her out into the pasture with the other horses. What on God’s green earth had I gotten myself into now? If anything happened to Granny because of this night’s work, I didn’t know what I’d do.

I set about the morning chores, which had to be done, come hell, high water, or runaway slave. Granny joined me in the hen house while I was hunting eggs.

“She’s asleep.” Granny slipped a couple of eggs from under a hen and into my basket. “She came up through the cane and swamps from somewhere near the Louisiana border. Been handed off from one person to another like a package for weeks. Did Jacques die?”

I nodded shortly, not wanting to think about anything more painful or frightening than gathering eggs.

“I’m sorry you have to see these things, mo chridhe.”

I shrugged, wishing she’d quit talking. Exhaustion, short sleep, and sheer fear had shredded my nerves to the screaming point. I had never screamed at Granny, but I thought if she didn’t hush, I might.

“She wanted to know how far it is from here to Choctaw country. Says her first owner was a Cherokee man who sold her south because she kept trying to run away to her mother’s tribe.”

“She talked more to you than she did to me.”

Granny put another egg into my basket. “She was a little out of her head while I cleaned up her hand.”

“Hugh says he’ll be here some time tomorrow or the next day.”

“Can’t come soon enough for me. What on earth was he thinking, to get involved in something like this? And to get you involved! I hope I’m as good a Christian as anyone, but it scares me to death to have her here.”

“We can’t help it if a runaway slave sneaks into our barn,” I said firmly, but the more she talked, the sicker I felt. If the slave patrollers tracked the package to my farm, I might manage to survive the mandated punishment of thirty stripes from a whip, but Granny never would.

She opened her mouth to say something else. I couldn’t stand any more. I picked up the basket and quickly walked away.
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Two days after Jacques died, Hugh rattled up the driveway in a wagon pulled by a calm white draft horse named Egypt. A set of cabinets, a table, and some chairs filled the wagon bed. They lacked the fine polish of most of Hugh’s furniture, and I suspected he’d spent the last forty-eight hours building them specifically for this trip.

“Morning, Em. Morning, Miss Morag.” He smiled at us as if he hadn’t a care in the world and climbed down off the wagon to accept Granny’s offer of breakfast. As she went into the kitchen, he forestalled my questions by saying, “Like an idiot, I came away without a hammer. Can I borrow one?”

“There’s one in the loft,” I said. “Do you want me to—”

“I’ll find it.” He led Egypt closer to the barn door before disappearing inside. He returned in a few minutes dangling a hammer from one hand. Ignoring my anxious face, he dropped the hammer into the wagon, tucked my hand into the crook of his arm, and escorted me to the house. Behind us, the wagon creaked. A cabinet door opened and gently clicked closed.

Over a breakfast of scrambled eggs, ham, and coffee, Hugh said, “I got some of Josiah’s stable hands to dig Jacques’s grave over on the edge of the cemetery. We buried him yesterday afternoon.”

“I have a thousand questions,” Granny said, pouring him more coffee.

“Don’t ask them, ma’am.” He finished the coffee, accepted the napkin-wrapped biscuits and ham she prepared for his trip, and got up to leave. Granny stayed in the house while I walked him to the wagon.

“I folded the blankets and left them and the other things by the barn door,” he said as he checked Egypt’s harness. “I spread the hay out, made sure we didn’t leave any signs.”

“Where are you going?”

“Got a customer over near the state line that ordered these cabinets. It’ll likely take me a few days, but I’ll stop by on my way home.” Hugh gave me a one-armed hug and kissed the top of my head. “By the time I’m back, you won’t remember any of this happened.” I recognized an order when I heard one.

For several nights, I didn’t want to sleep for fear of what my night flights with Owl might reveal, but my dreams remained remarkably unremarkable. Four days later, Hugh returned with an empty wagon. We never mentioned the incident again, but I left the blankets in the barn and made another big pile of hay to hide one corner of the loft.
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The seasons passed. My face lost the softness of youth and settled into angular maturity. One morning, I glanced into the mirror on my way out of my bedroom and saw my mother looking back at me. Stunned, I took the mirror off the wall and carried it into better light near the window. I looked not only like Delpha, but Granny as well. I traced the line of my jaw, then ran my fingers over my high cheekbones, and the arch of my eyebrows. How long had I looked like this without noticing? When other people looked at me, who did they see?

I hung the mirror back into place and thought about Rose, my beautiful, sunny little daughter, growing up in luxury, surrounded by siblings, with Adelie and Reuben in devoted attendance. Though I regarded social occasions as things to be endured rather than enjoyed, I accepted Cathcart invitations for the bittersweet pleasure of watching Rose laugh and play. If I so favored the women of my line, mightn’t Rose as well? She had cat-green eyes like my own, and her hair was almost as flaxen. What if one day she looked into a mirror and saw my face looking back at her? What if someone else noticed the resemblance and remembered that one baby died that horrible summer and one baby lived, babies so like each other that they wore ribbons on their little wrists to distinguish them from each other? I took a deep breath and told myself not to be silly, but once the disquiet entered my mind, it lodged itself there and refused to budge.

A couple of years after Sam Houston’s Texans defeated Santa Anna’s army at San Jacinto, Papa petitioned the Republic of Texas on my behalf for the bounty lands owed to Keller for his service at the Alamo. To my astonishment, the Republic granted me a donation certificate for 640 acres of land on the Guadalupe River. I paid the taxes on the land each year, but never expected to cross Red River, much less travel over four hundred miles to live upstream from a village called Gonzales. Having seen the echo of my mother’s face in my own mirror, I wondered if I had enough courage to leave Hempstead County before anyone noticed more than a passing resemblance between my daughter and me.

The sound of hooves on the driveway rattled me out of my revery. I walked onto the porch and watched Walker Wilson ride up on one of Josiah Stirling’s rental horses, leading a raw-boned blood bay gelding.

“Morning, Mrs. McCain. Stopped by to see if you’ll consider taking on a new horse to train.”

“I’ll surely discuss the matter with you. That horse?”

Walker nodded and dismounted. “Bought him from a man who’s moving back to Tennessee. Joe here isn’t much for pretty, but he’s good-natured and strong enough to carry me.”

I acknowledged the information with a slight smile. Walker was nearly big enough to eat hay himself: six foot four in his bare feet on sinking sand, and around 230 pounds, most of it muscle. Standing near him made me feel fragile. I didn’t much like the sensation but resisted the urge to touch my knife for reassurance.

“Draft cross?” I asked, holding out my hand to the animal. The bay examined my fingers curiously before deciding I was acceptable.

“I think so. He’s broke to ride, but just barely. Got some inconvenient ideas about how long I should stay on his back.”

We discussed the necessary training, the price of boarding the animal during training, and my professional fee. I didn’t work cheap, so the total was considerable. Walker agreed without hesitation and handed me half the amount in cash to seal the deal. He treated me without the unconscious condescension so many people exhibited. A respectful attitude always predisposed me to approve of people, and Walker’s friendly demeanor added an extra fillip of attraction. He’d been a lot of help after the big storm, clearing away debris around the house and barns while he waited for the road to dry enough to go on his way. Granny and I survived the storm without serious damage. Poor Walker went home to orphaned children and a destroyed farm. No one ever found his wife’s body. Isabella Stirling told me the sad story after she and Josiah adopted Clarinda, Walker’s youngest girl.

I didn’t realize it at the time, but the day he brought the horse for training marked the beginning of our courtship. He stopped by regularly to check on Joe’s progress and eat a handful of Granny’s molasses cookies. One afternoon I came home from riding to discover a broken shutter had been neatly mended and hung back in place.

“Well, of all things,” I said to Granny. “Who did that?”

“Walker Wilson. He came by while you were out.”

“Why would he fix our shutter?” I examined it closely. He’d done a credible job, at least as good as I’d have done.

Granny snorted. “Emilie Elspeth, you may read Latin and use words longer than I am tall, but sometimes you act like you’ve got the brains of a caterpillar.”

“What?”

“Some men bring flowers when they come courting. Others fix shutters.” She laughed and walked back to her loom. “Given my choice of the two, I’d favor the latter.”

Well. I didn’t know how I felt about that. As time went on, he visited more often and stayed longer. When he came on days I was gone, I arrived home to find a gate hinge mended, some loose shingles nailed back down, and once to find the garden soil turned over and ready to plant. He never said a word about his intentions toward me, though, and I like clarity.

One day I returned from a cross-country ride to find Walker and Granny sitting opposite each other in the shade of the catalpa tree. Walker held a skein of yarn around his two outstretched hands while Granny wrapped it into a ball and told him some tall tale about the nine maidens of Dundee. I put away my horse and joined them just in time for Granny to drop the last ball of yarn in her basket.

“Well, I’ll be getting back to my loom now. Thank you for your help, Mr. Wilson.” She winked at me as she walked away.

I sat down in Granny’s chair and stared at the man until he twitched.

“You got something to say, Emilie?”

“I do. Granny says you’re courting me. That true?”

“It is. Any objections?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t thought it through yet. Why me?”

“I like you,” he said promptly. “You’re smart, hardworking, and good company when you aren’t glaring at a fellow like you just caught him stealing eggs.”

“I didn’t make a good wife, Walker.”

“It’s hard to be a good wife to a sorry husband.” Walker leaned forward, crossing his forearms on his knees. “I’m no great shakes as a husband myself, but I don’t gamble, I don’t drink, and I work steady.”

I took a deep breath, hoping he didn’t notice the pulse that had begun to beat like a metronome at the base of my throat. “Sounds sensible enough.”

“Sensible?” Walker covered his face with his hands for a moment, then glared at me like I was the one stealing eggs. “I don’t feel sensible when I’m around you. I want to say things that I’m not sure you want to hear. I want to do things with you that I’m not sure you’re going to want to do with me. Do you know how goddamn hard it is for me to keep my hands off you?”

I stood up, crossed the distance between us, sat down on his lap, and kissed him.

We didn’t do those things right away, not because we didn’t want to, but because Walker insisted on maintaining the proprieties until after we were married. The problem was, I didn’t want to marry him. The specter of what happened the last time I turned myself and my property over to someone else haunted me. I liked Walker, and I wanted him as much as he said he wanted me, but I couldn’t let go of the autonomy I had wrested from life with such difficulty.

In 1846, Papa and other members of the state legislature reintroduced and ultimately approved The Arkansas Married Woman’s Property bill. I thought I might feel safe enough to get married again if Governor Thomas S. Drew actually signed it into law. Papa believed the man had the courage to do it; Susanna raised a skeptical eyebrow.

“It’d mean givin’ white women more legal standin’ than horses or slaves,” she said. “Who knows what that might lead to?”

“Votes for women?” I suggested.

“Now you’re just bein’ silly,” Susanna said, then added dreamily, “But wouldn’t that just be somethin’?”

On my thirty-third birthday, Caroline, Gordon, Granny, and I drove into town for dinner at Papa and Susanna’s house. William and Wesley, now almost seventeen, hauled food out to the picnic tables so we could eat in the relative cool of the shade. Madeleine, Caleb, and Felicite arrived a few minutes before Hugh showed up with Agnes and John Lang. Agnes carried in one of the largest cakes I’d ever seen, not trusting either her father or her husband with it.

“What on earth are you doing?” I said when she set the lovely creation on a table and stuck a small candle into it.

“In Germany, we celebrated children’s birthdays with kinderfeste, a party for children,” John explained as Agnes poked more candles into the frosting. “It always included a cake with a candle for each year of the child’s life. The child makes a wish, then tries to blow all the candles out with a single breath to make the wish come true. Agnes and I always did this for our children. We thought it might be fun for you.”

“I didn’t have thirty-three candles,” Agnes said. “Those three are worth a decade each. The other three represent the extra three years.” She smiled at me. “Happy birthday, cousin.”

Walker had intended to come, but a tornado tore up a section of the old military road to Little Rock, stranding him and the stage northeast of the destroyed area. He sent a note by way of a horseman who was able to work his way around the destruction.

It will take several days to clear the downed timber enough to get the stage through, he wrote in his spiky handwriting. I’m sorry to miss your birthday dinner, but when I get home, I’ll make it up to you.

Even without Walker, I had a lovely day. Susanna cooked my favorite foods, and I managed to blow out all the candles on my kinderfeste cake. After dinner, Papa and Granny settled down to a game of chess. Wesley and William brought out a ball and insisted the rest of us play Annie-Over, followed by charades. As the afternoon shadows lengthened, John brought out a carefully tended fiddle and played dance tunes. Neighbors heard the music, and before long, a guitar player, a banjo player, and several singers joined the festivities.

The band was still playing as Gordon, Caroline, and I packed up to leave. I went looking for Granny and to my alarm found her lying on the bed in the upstairs guest room, eyes closed, looking tired and ill.

“I’ll get the doctor,” I said, spinning toward the door.

“Ah, mo chridhe, no bother. It’s just one of my headaches.” She held out her hand to me and I took it gently. “Too much sunlight and rich food, I think. A good night’s sleep, and I’ll be right as rain. I can catch a ride home with Maddy when she goes out to see the grand-babies later this week.”

I wasn’t happy about leaving her, but allowed myself to be reassured since we had horses, goats, chickens, and ducks to be taken care of at home. I kissed her hair, went back downstairs to tell Susanna and Papa the plan, then drove home with Gordon and Caroline.
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That night, with the moon waning toward darkness, I awoke from the dream I had dreaded all my life. I untangled myself from sheets twisted with the agony of seeing and swung my feet to rest on the smooth boards of the floor. For a moment, I pressed the heels of my hands to my eyes, but moments were too precious to waste on tears.

In the tack room, I took a bridle and reins from the wall but didn’t bother with a saddle. Star trotted to meet me at the fence, where Owl waited, her feathers aglow with a pale silver luminescence that had nothing to do with reflected starlight. I grasped Star’s mane in one fist and swung myself onto her back. She needed no urging, but flew down the road toward town, avoiding ruts and holes that only she could see.

Beneath the sheltering live oaks, Papa and Susanna’s house lay still in the silent night. I looped Star’s reins over the hitching post and left her there with Owl to wait. I abandoned my dusty boots at the front door and crossed in stocking feet to the parlor, where I lit the candle standing on the fireplace mantel. Shielding the candle flame with my hand, I slipped wraithlike up the stairs. Papa stirred, grumbled a word or two, then slid back into sleep as I tiptoed past his and Susanna’s room to the door at the end of the hall. I took a deep breath, then another before I could put my hand on the doorknob. I opened the door just wide enough to admit myself, then shut it behind me. Granny lay on the bed beneath the window, her eyes reflecting the candle flame.

“Mo chridhe, I’ve been waiting on you. Ah, child, no need for those tears. Put the candle down and come here.”

I knelt next to the bed and wrapped the cold hand she held out to me in my own warm ones. We sat in silence for a long time, with so many things to say to each other, and yet no need to speak. Rolling slightly onto her side so that our faces were only a few inches apart, she smoothed my hair back from my forehead with her free hand.

“Be happy, Emilie Elspeth,” she whispered. “Mourn me a little, then let me go. I’ve had a long, interesting life. I don’t mind leaving tonight, though it is hard to tell you goodbye.”

“I don’t want you to go. I love you, Granny.”

“And I have loved you every day, all day, from the moment you were born.”

The words I tried to speak caught in my throat. She touched my cheek, but my tears fell faster than she could dry them.

We huddled in the glow of the candle, holding hands, me crying, and her watching me as though storing everything about me to take with her across the border into the unknown. Suddenly she looked past me, and her face lit up with a smile that made her look like a young girl.

“Oh, Aila! You caught the butterfly.”

I looked over my shoulder. A little girl, all of three years old and with fire-red hair, held up her hand so I could see the black-and-orange butterfly balanced on the middle knuckle of her index finger. She smiled and vanished. I turned to Granny, but she had already followed her little sister home.

Carefully and quietly, I did the things that needed to be done, then kissed Granny gently on her forehead. Leaving the candle burning on the table, I made my way down the hall to Papa and Susanna’s room. Papa opened the door to my gentle knock. When he saw me standing there in the faint candle glow from Granny’s room, his good-natured face collapsed into grief. He wrapped his arms around me, rocking me back and forth. A second later, Susanna’s strong arms encircled us both.

We buried Granny in the town cemetery at the base of a long hill not far from Papa and Susanna’s house. Half the county came to tell her goodbye. The white folks gathered near the gravesite while those with dark skin and invisible chains stood a respectful distance away. The McCains and the Cathcarts both attended, temporarily putting aside their growing philosophical and political differences to stand side by side. Robert Cathcart went so far as to approach Papa with an outstretched hand that Papa accepted with a firm grasp. Reuben, Adelie, Rose, and the other children gathered in a little knot near the foot of the grave. Farther away in the shade of a sweetgum, Felicite sat in a straight-backed chair someone had provided out of respect for her awkward, swollen figure. Caleb hovered behind her, his hands on her shoulders. After so many miscarriages, this pregnancy, now nearing full term, filled them with hope and fear. Madeleine stood hand in hand with Susanna, head bowed with sorrow, her scarred face still beautiful despite the lines around her eyes and mouth. I saw Josiah and Isabella Stirling in the crowd along with their adopted daughter, Clarinda. I didn’t see Walker, and a tendril of disappointment curled up in the heart of my anguish.

McCains show a quiet, stoic face to the world and shed their tears in private, but there were plenty of other people to openly weep for my grandmother. The long hours of preparing Granny’s body, of letting folks know she was gone, of readying the house and yard for the multitude of mourners who brought hams and cakes and whiskey to the wake, and the even longer hours of talking politely to those people took a heavy toll on me. As soon as I could decently do so, I left the gathering.

Reins limp, shoulders slumped, I sat in the saddle like a sack of meal as my dependable Star carried me down the road to the farm. Owl hovered above us for a second, then, with a silent ruffling of feathers, landed on the saddle in front of me. Comfortably tucking herself down, she swayed back and forth with the motion of Star’s steady walk. Warmth crept back into my frozen heart. Even though she rode only a couple of inches from my fingertips, I didn’t touch her for fear she’d evaporate and leave me even more forlorn and bereft than I already was. Owl turned her head to look at me, her eyes dark in the white oval of her face. Holding my breath, I brushed her wing with a single fingertip. She didn’t evaporate, just continued to look at me. Two fingertips. Three. Her feathers under the palm of my hand were soft as a spring breeze. How I wished I could tell Granny about this gift from a creature I had never touched except in dreams.

Owl rode on the saddle all the way home. When I drew to a stop at the pasture gate, the bird spread her wings and floated off in search of an unfortunate mouse or vole for dinner. I turned Star out to grass and walked around the pasture to check the other horses, lifting a foot here and stroking a neck there. Working has always been my way of dealing with harsh emotions. I got what I needed from the barn and went back to the pasture to fetch a Morgan mare I was training for a man in Fulton. For a while, I concentrated on the horse. Despite my efforts to keep them sternly at bay, dark thoughts eventually intruded on our time together. Horses are sensitive to human emotions; I should’ve had better sense than to work with the mare while I grieved. I turned her loose in the pasture. Leaning my elbows on the top rail, I put my face in my hands and wished I could give in to my grief with screams or tears and just get it over with.

But I couldn’t. I stood at the gate, looked at my horses, wondered how I’d ever fill the bottomless pit in my heart. Granny’s hands had pulled me from my mother’s hate-filled body. She’d delivered Rose. Her arms were the ones I sought when I was tired or hurt or sick. She taught me to weave, to bake bread, told me hundreds of stories, made sure my long dead siblings, uncles, aunts, and how many great-grandparents became part of my memory.

Her influence extended far beyond my own little sphere. There hadn’t been time to call Melissa and Isaac home from New Orleans for the funeral, but we later received a sweet letter from them. The rest of the Block family attended the wake as well as the graveside service. Abraham Block asked Papa for permission to supply Granny’s headstone, citing their long and successful business arrangement and the genuine friendship that had grown out of it. When Papa started to decline the offer, Abraham’s wife, Fanny, stepped forward and put a hand on his arm. Her eyes red and brimming with tears, she implored Papa to let the Block family do this final thing for Granny.

Papa agreed but asked them to keep it simple. Several weeks later, a rectangle of white stone arrived from the master stonecutter that Abraham employed in one of his Galveston stores. The stone featured a single full-blown rose, her name, Morag McCorkle Cathcart, and the dates of her life, 1750 to 1846.

Ninety-six, I thought. I never thought of her as old.

The late afternoon sun dropped beyond the tops of the pines, lighting them up like feathered candles. He slipped up behind me, quiet as a panther on the prowl. Two long arms encircled me. A hard body pressed against my back.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t there, Emmy,” Walker Wilson whispered into my hair. “I came as soon as I heard.”

Blindly, I turned to him, slid my arms around his waist, pressed my face to his shirt, and burst into harsh, gasping sobs that threatened to tear my heart from my chest. He stood fast and let me cry, stroking my hair and whispering words that I couldn’t take in. I cried until my eyes burned and my head ached. When my legs threatened to give out from under me, Walker scooped me up in his arms and carried me to the house.

To this day, I don’t know if I kissed him, if he kissed me, or if we kissed each other, but by the time we reached the house, all I wanted in the world was him with me that night to keep the shadows and the dreams at bay. There was no gentle wooing on his part, no shyness or hesitation on my own. We landed on my bed so hard that it cracked in protest beneath the impact of our combined weight.

In my whole life, I have never spent another night like that one. Unmoored by grief, intoxicated by his touch, and bored to death with chastity, I abandoned every inhibition. We came together so ferociously that we left marks on each other, the print of my teeth on his shoulder, bruises where he grabbed my thighs when he pulled me to him. Pain blurred into ecstasy, smothered my grief, and fanned the flames of something primitive and fierce.

When we finally tore ourselves apart and lay stunned and panting next to each other, half the night had flown. Gradually, our breathing slowed, and we returned to what was left of our senses. Walker raised himself on his elbow and gently kissed my mouth.

“I better go,” he whispered.

“Tired of me already?” I asked, my eyes half closed with exhaustion.

He laughed softly. “Never. Never, ever. But someone is bound to come check on you tomorrow and finding me here wouldn’t do your reputation any good. Reckon it might also get me killed, depending on who did the finding.”

I entwined my arms around his neck. “You’ll come back sometime?”

“As often as you’ll have me.”

I watched him dress in the dark, picking up pieces of clothing from wherever they’d landed in that first burst of passion. He leaned down for a final kiss, then he was gone. I turned over onto my side, clasped one long tail of the twisted sheets between my breasts, and fell into deep, dreamless sleep.
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Two weeks after Morag McCain followed her little sister into the Otherworld, Felicite Charbonneau McCain died in childbirth, leaving behind a son. After laying Felicite to rest near Granny’s raw grave, Caleb left the baby with Madeleine and disappeared for three days. On the fourth day, Madeleine found him sitting in the baby’s room, arms crossed on the edge of the crib, chin resting on his arms, staring as if he’d never seen a baby before. She sat down on the bed next to him.

“Have you named him?” Caleb asked without taking his eyes off the sleeping child.

Madeleine shook her head. “No. That is for you to do.”

Caleb said, “Felicite wanted to call a boy Jacques. Said it was a family name.”

Madeleine’s breath stopped in her lungs. Caleb went on.

“I told her folks around here would call him Jack. She said she’d take a stick to anyone who tried it. We decided to name a boy Jacques and call him Jace for short.”

For the first time in years, Madeleine longed for the feel of her veil across her face. “Did she say who …?”

Caleb straightened up with a deep sigh and took his mother-in-law’s hand in his. “Yes.”

“All these years,” Madeleine whispered. “Does Adelie know?”

“Yes.”

“And neither of them ever said a word.”

“What was there to say?” Caleb asked gently.

Adelie and Reuben offered to raise Jace with their own clutch of children. Caleb declined without saying he didn’t want his son raised in a slaveowner’s household. Madeleine hired a young woman who’d recently weaned her own child to come to the house several times a day to feed Jace. Until the child was old enough to be weaned himself, Caleb arranged his schedule so that he could spend several nights a week in town with his son.

Adelie and Madeleine never spoke about Jacques. What, after all, was there to say?




CHAPTER 53

EMILIE

[image: ]

Walker wanted to get married. I turned him down. Even in the first heat of our affair, I wasn’t such a fool as to believe it was only my personal charm that attracted him. At thirty-three, I owned my own farm and ran two successful businesses. At forty-three, Walker owned what little Red River left of his wife’s farm, drove a stage for a living, and lived in a single room in Ann Ellsworth’s boardinghouse. Oh, yes. I knew Kesiah inherited the farm on No Name Creek from her first husband. I checked the land records at the courthouse. I didn’t tell Walker that because I didn’t want him to think I distrusted him, especially since that was exactly why I checked the records.

Governor Drew signed The Married Women’s Property Act into law on December 8, 1846. As soon as I heard the news, I asked Papa what I needed to do to safeguard myself under the law. He carried me down to the new courthouse and helped me register my real estate, goods, and chattel. With my property as secure as I could make it, I expected my attitude toward marriage to change. It didn’t.

To his credit, Walker had a steady job and didn’t drink or gamble. He made me laugh, he liked horses, and he liked me. He said he loved me, but I wondered how he’d feel if I’d just worked for wages behind the counter at Block’s Mercantile. Of course, my own motives weren’t exactly pure. I wanted a baby. Since I didn’t want my child to incur the social stigma of being a bastard, that meant taking a husband. I liked Walker better than any other candidate that had come by. His children assured me of his fertility, as Rose assured me of my own. He was also the perfect lover: virile, passionate, skillful. In his arms, I became utterly wanton.

His staging job kept him on the road, which gave me plenty of time to myself. When he had turnabout routes, we went two or three weeks without seeing each other. The Roman poet Sextus Aurelius Propertius wrote, “Always toward absent lovers love’s tide stronger flows.” It’s easy to love a person who is as much daydream as reality.

Without being asked, I told him about the Sight, though I didn’t tell him about Owl. If the idea of being with a woman who might foresee his death spooked him, I wanted to know sooner rather than later. He didn’t back off, laugh at me, or look for a way to turn it to his advantage. He simply nodded matter-of-factly.

“My mother was a Sinclair. She always knew when company was coming,” he said. “She started cleaning three days before friends or relatives sent word that they planned to come stay a while.”

He took careful steps to protect my reputation, always leaving my house long before dawn. When he came to visit during the day, he made a point of leaving before dark. If he planned to stay the night, he circled back to the house through the woods that bordered my slice of Mound Prairie. I reveled in the intimacy and peril of having an illicit lover. Marriage and the arrival of children, however desired, would change our relationship. Being a lover instead of a wife suited me beautifully: all the sex with none of the commitment.

That is exactly why I ignored my swelling waistline for almost three months.
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“Good girl,” Caleb said, releasing Calpurnia’s hoof and straightening up. He patted her neck affectionately. “You win the prize for being the best horse around when it comes to hoof trimming. And you,” he said to Star who stood on the opposite side of the fence, “take the cake for being the worst.”

I laughed and led Calpurnia into the pasture. The sun shone halfway down the western sky, adding a pleasant warmth to the fragrant air of early spring. I latched the gate, leaned on the top rail, and surveyed my peaceful domain.

“This is my favorite time of year,” I said over my shoulder to Caleb. He loaded his tools back into the storage box, unbuckled the leather farrier’s apron that protected his legs while he trimmed hooves, and tossed it on top of the toolbox before joining me at the fence. “We ought to be seeing a new crops of foals pretty quick.”

He nodded. I looked at him curiously. He didn’t look back. A single crease etched itself between his eyebrows. Though he no longer palavered with his childhood exuberance, no one would call Caleb reticent. He’d been unusually quiet all day. “Is there something wrong?”

He kept his eyes on the horses. “You ever thought about us getting married?”

“What? To each other?” I said with a smile. He didn’t smile back. My amusement melted away. “Are you serious?”

“I am.” He faced me. “Emmy, I loved Felicite. I will miss her all my life, but I love you, too, and I’m worried about you.”

“What? Why?”

He muttered, “I am just about to put my boot in my mouth.”

“Open wide and get it over with,” I said.

He took a deep breath. “I stopped by to check on you on my way home from Miss Morag’s funeral. Saw that big raw-boned beast Walker rides tied out in front of the house. Door was open. Y’all were … upstairs.”

I could not have been more shocked if he’d slapped me across the face. “Was anyone with you?”

“No. Just me.”

Thank God for small miracles. “And now you think I’m the whore of the world.”

“Emmy, no. No!” He reached out a hand to me, then pulled it back. “You’ve had a bad time these last few years, and if sleeping with Walker brings you comfort, well, good.”

I put my hands over my blazing cheeks. “Guess we weren’t exactly sleeping …”

Our eyes finally met. I don’t know who started laughing first, but once we started, neither of us could stop. Whooping for breath, I sat down on the grass and pounded my chest. He sat down across from me, wiping the dampness of mirth from his face.

When we finally calmed down, I said, “Is that why you’re worried about me?”

“No. You’re expecting a baby, and if he doesn’t want to marry you, I do.”

Good thing I’m already sitting down. “How in the hell—Caleb, even Walker hasn’t noticed.”

“Then Walker must be blind as a three-day-old pup,” Caleb said. “Granted, I watched Felicite go through the first part of pregnancy five times—but good God, all he has to do is look at you! You’ve let out your belt twice and you’re about to bust out of that bodice. Before long, you won’t be able to hide it from anyone, except maybe Walker Wilson.”

Another laugh bubbled up in my throat. “If you’ve been looking at my … bodice, I suppose maybe this offer is not completely altruistic.”

He smiled. “Naw. It’s downright self-serving. Why haven’t you told him about the baby?”

I sighed. “Just putting off the inevitable. I don’t want to get married again.”

He reached over and took my hand. I looked at our intertwined fingers, thinking how strange his skin felt on mine. I had never once thought of Caleb as a potential mate. His offer of marriage discomforted me and touched me at the same time.

“Do you love him, Emmy?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I love … being with him, but there’s a big difference between a lover I can leave at any time and a husband I’m bound to by law no matter what he does to me. All I know about Walker is what he’s told me. What if he’s hiding something …  like Keller did?” Caleb’s eyebrows dipped in a tremendous frown. I squeezed his hand. “Out with it. I need to know.”

“The stagers he works with call him Walk Away Wilson,” he muttered reluctantly. “They joke about him having a woman in every town.”

A little piece of my heart broke off and died at his words. “He says he loves me.”

“I’ve loved you since I was fifteen,” Caleb said, taking my breath away. “If you marry Walker, we’ll pretend everything about this conversation was a joke. But … it’s not.”

He kissed my hand and stood up, brushing off the seat of his pants. “One way or the other, you need to marry one of us pretty soon, Emmy. Babies don’t wait.”

I sat on the ground long after the sound of his horse’s hooves faded down the driveway. Dear Lord, as if my life isn’t complicated enough.

That evening, I set the tin washtub beneath the catalpa tree and filled it with the hottest water I could bear. I slid into it gradually, gasping at the heated sting against my skin. As I soaked, the tension in my shoulders and the ache in my back gradually ebbed away. Before the water got cold, I washed my hair, then lathered myself with rose and lavender soap until I smelled like a garden instead of a barn. I teased the tangles out of my long hair and left it loose to dry in a flaxen curtain that reached halfway down my thighs. I cleaned my teeth, rubbed rosewater and glycerin into my skin, and automatically reached for the white wrapper I wore on nights I expected Walker. I thought for a moment, then crumpled the garment in my hand and walked down the stairs and into the yard dressed in nothing but my own skin and long hair. I draped my wrapper over the bench next to the house and sat down to wait.

He rode Joe into the privacy of the stable just as the sun touched the western horizon. Halfway to the house, he saw me standing in the twilight shadows beneath the catalpa tree. He stopped so abruptly that he nearly tripped over his own feet. His preoccupied expression dissolved into astonishment, then transformed into something elemental and primitive.

“Come here,” he said hoarsely.

I took my own sweet time approaching him, putting an extra sway in my hips and trailing my white cotton wrapper on the ground behind me. He kissed my mouth, the side of my neck, the hollow at the base of my throat. He lowered his head to caress my breasts with his lips. I put my hands on his shoulders and pressed down. When he knelt in front of me, breath coming fast, eyes half closed, I placed his hand on my stomach and held it there with both of my own. He stared at the gentle curve of our child. Realization dawned. He looked up at me.

“Now will you marry me?”

Hoping that he saw more than a means to an end, I said, “Yes, Walker. I will.”
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Walker wasn’t happy about Papa’s insistence on a prenuptial agreement that allowed me to retain the final say on disposal of property I brought into the marriage. He was even unhappier that I didn’t object to the prenuptial agreement myself.

“You don’t trust me,” he said flatly when I showed him the document Papa drafted for our signatures.

“Of course I trust you,” I said, not altogether truthfully, “but Papa is a tether-and-hobbles kind of man.”

“So do you intend to be his daughter or my wife?”

My temper flared, but except for the hot color that washed across my face, I managed to hide it. “I have been my own person for over a decade, Walker. If marrying you means becoming your personal property, then I’m better off being single.”

“Even if it means giving birth to a bastard?”

I smiled slightly. “Would it be one among many, Walker?”

“What in the hell does that mean?” he growled, genuinely affronted.

“The stagers call you ‘Walk Away Wilson.’ Apparently, you have a certain reputation for entertaining ladies that I wasn’t aware of.”

Walker shook his head emphatically. “Not since we’ve been together. After Kesiah died, yes. I’m not proud of it, but there were women who … comforted me. Are you going to hold that against me?”

“Not if you won’t hold a prenuptial agreement against me.”

We clashed again over the wording of the wedding vows.

“I’m not about to promise to obey anyone, Walker, including you.”

“Are you going to make this big a fuss about every little thing?” he demanded. “It’s just a formality. I don’t intend to order you around.”

“Then there’s no sense in me making the promise to begin with, is there?”

He threw up his hands. “This is beginning to feel more like a business arrangement than a love match. Kesiah trusted me. Why can’t you?”

Because she didn’t understand the law as well as I do. “We’re not dewy eighteen-year-old virgins, Walker. I love you, but marriage is a legal contract. My last marriage cost me everything.”

“I’m not Keller, Emilie.”

“No, you’re not.” I slipped my arms around him and pressed my body to his. “Tell you what: I won’t make a public vow to obey you, but I will obey you implicitly when you … want to do things.”

To my relief, he laughed. “Damn, woman. Are you insatiable?”

“I had a long dry spell before you came along.”

“Like it wet, do you?” he whispered and put his hands on my hips to pull me closer.

Dear God. He was such a simple creature.
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After they exchanged vows and duly signed the necessary papers, Walker decided he’d made a pretty good deal after all. Emilie’s house and farm were nicer than anything he’d ever owned. He cut back on the number of routes he drove and accepted a position in the staging office so he could be home more often. Pregnancy lit Emilie into genuine beauty and intensified his desire for her. In the close, intimate darkness of night, she abandoned herself to his will with an answering heat that gratified him.

He struggled to reconcile his passionate lover with the efficient, focused woman who went about her work each day as if horses and the saddles she built mattered at least as much as he did. When he tried to coax her back into bed in the middle of the day, she smiled at him, told him anticipation made good things better, and kept working. Rebuffed, he sulked and moodily pondered her indifference to his blandishments.

As her pregnancy entered the last months, Emilie’s energy flagged. Resenting every bucket of water he hauled to the flourishing tomatoes and okra, he plotted ways to alleviate the tedium of farm work.

“Em, would you like a girl to help you in the house and garden?” he asked one morning as she cleared away the breakfast dishes.

“You know someone looking for work?”

“I thought we’d sell one of the yearlings and go down to the slave auction in Fulton next month.”

Emilie turned on him so fast he stepped back in surprise. “A slave? Are you out of your damn mind, Walker Wilson?”

“You’re going to need help around here once the baby comes.”

“Not that kind of help. You keep your hands off my horses, and don’t even mention slaves to me again.”

Walker’s temper rose to meet hers. “I will sell a horse to buy anything I damn well please, and you can like it.”

“Every one of those horses belongs to a client, to me, or to me jointly with Caleb or Gordon. The horses are nothing to do with you.”

Incensed, Walker shoved away from the table and stomped toward the door, grabbing his hat off the wall peg as he went. “That bay colt is good as sold, woman.”

“Try it,” Emilie said flatly. “Just try it and see how many McCains come down on you like bees on spilled honey.”

He wheeled on her, incredulous. “Are you threatening me?”

“I am promising you that if a single horse leaves this farm without my permission, you will be the next thing to go.”

He took a long step toward her, raising his hand. The bowie knife was out of its scabbard and pointed in his direction before he could take the second step. He stared at it, then at Emilie’s face. Without another word, he left the house. He went straight to the stage office and took the next staging job available. Two hours later, he was on his way to Little Rock with every intention of visiting a certain sloe-eyed brunette while he was there.

Unfortunately, an hour in bed with the willing brunette only left him dissatisfied and strangely lonesome for his infuriating, willful wife. Damn Emilie. He’d never hit a woman before, but he’d sure been ready to make an exception in her case.

“Pull a knife on me,” he muttered, then burst into laughter. She’d have used it, too.

“What’s so funny?” the brunette said, trailing her fingers where they usually had the best effect. He moved her hand and swung his feet to the floor. “Where you going?”

“I’m funny,” he said. “And I’m going home.” He pulled on his clothes, dropped a kiss on her hair, and headed for the door. “I’ll see you next time, Dottie.”

“Not if you walk out of this room right now, you won’t.”

He smiled and walked out of the room.

The house lay quiet in the moonlight. He kicked off his boots before crossing the front porch, not wanting to give her any notice of his arrival. The door of their bedroom swung silently on its hinges. He stood a moment to admire the curve of Emilie’s body beneath the blanket, wondering if he was about to get a knife in his guts. Only one way to find out. He stripped off his clothes, slid into the bed behind her, and pressed his face into the fragrant tangle of her hair.

“Did you miss me?” he whispered as she turned toward him.

“No.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and slung one leg across his hip. “I ought to stab you to the heart.”

“Do it,” he suggested. He wrapped his fist in her hair, pulled her head back, and kissed the pale column of her throat. Her unborn child kicked him in the abdomen as he pressed against her. “Do it … now.”
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Miranda was nine years old when her father signed the documents that bound her to Festus Jensen for the rest of her childhood. He hadn’t even let her say goodbye to her sister. He grabbed Clarinda’s little hand and hauled her out of the cabin before either child understood what was happening.

“Clary!” Miranda wailed, running toward the door. “Clary!”

Festus’s wife, Elvina, seized her by the elbow. Miranda tried to pull away, still screaming her sister’s name. Elvina slapped her hard on the side of her head. She stumbled sideways, her ears ringing like a bell.

“Stop that, you little heifer,” Festus growled as the child keened with grief and pain. “Elvina, shut her up.” He walked out.

Elvina dug her fingers into Miranda’s shoulder and shook her fist in the girl’s face. “You hush up or I’ll really give you something to cry about.”

Terrified, Miranda pressed both hands to her mouth to cut off her cries. Elvina hit her anyway, and left her crumpled on the floor trying to stanch the blood flowing from her nose.

For the next four years, she labored in Elvina’s kitchen, garden, and laundry, unpaid, unloved, unappreciated, and forgotten by everyone she had ever known. She learned quickly that a hard slap was Elvina’s sovereign remedy for everything from a broken heart to disobedience. The Jensens were too stingy to eat all they wanted themselves, let alone feed a bound girl enough to keep her stomach from growling. She wore the dress and pinafore her mother dressed her in the night of the flood until the bodice was so tight and worn that it tore one day when she bent to pull weeds in the garden. Elvina tossed her a couple of threadbare bedsheets and Miranda managed to piece together enough usable cloth to sew a T-shaped dress that barely reached her ankles. She tucked her old dress under her pillow as a keepsake of her mother, but Elvina found it and threw it in the fire.

Poor food and constant labor can only do so much to circumvent nature. At thirteen, Miranda burst into bloom, with swelling bosom and curving hips. No one explained what was happening to her. When she saw blood running down the insides of her thighs, she thought she was bleeding to death. Elvina found her huddled in a corner of the barn, wiping away tears and wondering what it was like to be dead. She jerked the scared child to her feet, explained in a few harsh syllables, and gave her a pile of rags to catch the flow. Thereafter, Elvina took steps to assure those courses would continue right on schedule despite anything Miranda might be enticed or coerced into doing with some man. On the third day after each moon began to wane, she forced the girl to drink a noxious concoction of herbs that she gathered alongside the creek. Miranda spit out the first sip and refused to drink the mess. Elvina called Festus in from the field, claiming that she had discovered the girl impurely touching her own body. Angry and disgusted, Festus bound Miranda’s wrists together, tossed the long end of the bonds over a low tree limb, pulled the girl’s arms above her head, and left his wife to deal with her.

“Drink it,” Elvina ordered. She pinched Miranda’s nostrils together and poured the concoction down her throat when she opened her mouth to breathe. Miranda spit it out, liberally splashing her torturer. Lips set in a thin, angry slash, the older woman broke a switch off the tree. With her arms held high, Miranda’s hem rose nearly to her knees. Elvina switched the girl’s bare calves and shins until she begged for mercy. Elvina tossed aside the switch and picked up the cup. She pinched Miranda’s nose again and poured the draught into her mouth. This time Miranda choked it down. When the last drop disappeared, Elvina stepped back and glared at her.

“Next time, you drink it on your own, or I’ll make you drink it. No, don’t you throw it up. I’ll just make more.”

Miranda ran away the night of the next full moon. She had no plans, no supplies, no one to take her in. The neighbor who found her hidden in the corner of his smokehouse nibbling a rind of half-cured ham took her straight back to the Jensens. Elvina switched her legs until they bled and tied her wrists to the bedstead at night so she couldn’t escape. Two days later, under Elvina’s stern eyes, Miranda drank the ghastly dose. It made her so ill that she could barely drag herself through her chores. After several months of ingesting poison, she started throwing up most of what she ate. Her health declined, and along with it, her usefulness as a bondservant. One day, the Jensens woke her hours before dawn, bundled her into the wagon, and headed down the road without a word of explanation. Between the dose Elvina forced her to drink the night before, the sticky July heat, and the swaying of the wagon, Miranda spent most of the morning retching over the side of the wagon. By the time the sun rose above the trees, she lay on the bare wood of the wagon bed and prayed for a quick and merciful death.




CHAPTER 58

EMILIE

[image: ]

After Walker went back to staging on a regular basis, absence worked some of its old magic for us. Truth be told, though, once we caught our breath and climbed out of bed, we didn’t get along. Walker wanted me to delegate financial matters to him, though he was no kind of businessman. Already aggrieved about the prenuptial agreement, he really burned up when I tried to teach him to keep the business accounts. He accused me of thinking he didn’t have the brains God gave a goose. I suggested he needed to practice his math skills. Well, actually I said even a goose ought to be able to add up a column of numbers and get the same answer twice. The blame for discord in our marriage didn’t fall completely on him.

A wiser, more patient woman would’ve figured out a way to instruct her man without injuring his pride. Alas, I was neither wise nor patient, and Walker took offense faster than anyone I ever met. The third time I had to redo the leather shop accounts, I suggested he take over the vegetable garden and leave credits and debits to me. He sulked for a week, and I still had to weed and water the garden.

I dreaded the days Walker came home in a bad mood, angry because the roads had been rough, or someone’s chance remark had wounded his pride. He worked out his ire by picking fights with me. When these moods beset him, I simply walked away, which infuriated him more than anything else I could’ve done. Sometimes he walked away, too, for a day or a week.

The great blessing that made every struggle worthwhile was the child growing beneath my heart. As my body became too fragile to work with horses, I finished the jobs I could handle and turned the others over to Caleb. Whenever Madeleine drove out to Cathcart Plantation to visit her grandchildren, she took me along to see Jida. After the midwife looked me over, I joined Adelie, Madeleine, and the children. I tried not to pay more attention to Rose than to her siblings and kept my arms wrapped around the child inside me for comfort. I never decided whether I enjoyed those visits or not, but I always went.

I feared my relationship with Caleb would suffer after I married Walker, but he accepted it as a matter of course, never acting distant or injured. Though he’d have denied it vehemently, Caleb had a soft spot for frightened children, stray dogs, and feral cats. I suspected pregnant cousins with staging husbands fell into roughly the same category. As my pregnancy advanced, he came by during Walker’s long absences to help with the horses and other chores. Had he not been my considerably younger cousin, it might’ve caused talk, but no one expected a vigorous young widower to be interested in an aging, pregnant woman.

“You should’ve married me,” Caleb said cheerfully as he smacked the ax into another section of log. Walker had been gone for almost three weeks on multiple staging runs, and I needed wood for the kitchen stove. Hampered by the swell of the growing baby, I could barely walk straight, much less swing an ax with any accuracy. “I’d have watched out for you and not gone running all over creation on a stagecoach.”

“You watch out for me anyway,” I said, awkwardly squatting down to stack the split kindling into a neat pile. Judging by my waistline, Baby Wilson was going to be the size of a small calf. I hadn’t been anywhere near this large with Rose. Beset with nightmares about her conception and fear for her future, I hadn’t been anywhere near this happy, either. I wondered if Rose and the new baby would favor each other and imagined all the possible complications if they did. As I straightened up and pressed my hand to my back, I thought again of my land in Texas.

“You ever considered leaving Hempstead County, Caleb?”

“No, ma’am,” he said promptly. “I’ve got everything I need right here: family, friends, land, and horses. Why?”

“Just wondering.”

“Texas,” he said. He lodged the ax in a log and gathered up an armload of kindling. “You’re thinking about Texas again.”

“Reckon I am. Aren’t you even curious about what’s on the other side of the river?”

“I know there’s a war going on over there. A man can’t hardly shake a stick in town without whacking American troops on their way to chase Mexicans.”

That was true enough. After getting trounced at the Battle of San Jacinto in 1836, Mexican general Santa Anna agreed to withdraw his troops south of the Rio Grande, which he recognized as the border between Texas and Mexico. He also promised to never again take up arms against Texas. In return, Texas promised to allow the general to retreat to Mexico with his troops. Predictably, both sides broke promises. Thereafter, while Texas conducted itself as a republic, Mexico regarded it as a rebellious Mexican state with a southern border at the Nueces River. Tensions escalated when the United States annexed Texas in 1845. President Polk sent General Zachary Taylor to establish a military presence near the Rio Grande. In due course, the Mexican army attacked Taylor’s camp, and the United States declared war on its southern neighbor.

When President Polk petitioned Governor Drew for two groups of Arkansas volunteers, Washington became their rallying point. The first group went to keep the peace in Indian Territory, freeing regular U.S. Army troops to march south to the Mexican war. A second group of almost 900 volunteers formed the Arkansas Mounted Infantry Regiment under Colonel Archibald Yell, the misogynist former governor and Arkansas’s only sitting congressman. He refused to discipline or drill the men under his command, resulting in the regiment’s reputation for intractable insubordination. Six months after leaving Washington, he died at the Battle of Buena Vista when he charged the enemy as his troops charged the rear. Incompetency rewarded? I didn’t know and I didn’t care. I’d not forgotten Yell’s veto of the married woman’s property act, nor had I forgotten the lies he spread about Papa during their battle for Arkansas’s seat in the House of Representatives. I will not dignify those horrid untruths by repeating them here. Suffice it to say Archibald Yell was not a gentleman.

“Company,” Caleb said, dragging me out of my reverie. He nodded toward a wagon and team turning into my driveway. “I don’t recognize them; do you?”

“No.”

The driver and the woman beside him looked as if they were carved from the same weathered piece of wood as the seat they perched on. The state of their poor horses made me hate them on sight; I suspected neither creature had felt a gentle hand in years, if ever. I clenched my jaw and went to meet the wagon.

Without a word of greeting, the hatchet-nosed man reached behind the seat, dragged up a dirty cloth bag, and tossed it onto the ground. I pointedly looked at it, then back at him.

“Walker Wilson live here?” The man spit a stream of tobacco juice onto my driveway, splattering the pathetic bag.

“Who’s asking?” Caleb said from somewhere behind me.

“Festus Jensen. Got something belongs to him. Elvina, get back there and untie her.”

I walked around to the side of the wagon, expecting to see a dog. A girl crouched on the floor, dirty hair veiling her face. A rope attached her bound wrists to the base of the wagon seat.

“Caleb!”

He jumped into the wagon box before Elvina managed to stand up. The girl shied away from him, holding her hands up to ward off a blow. He knelt, speaking to her reassuringly as he examined the knots.

“Use this,” I said, handing him my bowie knife. He slid the blade carefully between her thin wrists and cut the bonds.

“Here, now!” Festus protested. “You done ruint m’rope!”

Caleb picked up the rope, sliced through it again, then showed the irate man the long shining blade. “Anything else want cutting on this wagon?”

Silence.

The girl looked at her wrists. Suddenly, she leapt to her feet, caught her toe in the ragged hem of her dress, and half tumbled out of the wagon to land on the ground next to me. Caleb jumped after her and caught her before she could run.

“It’s all right,” he told her firmly. “You’re safe. We’ll take care of you.”

She hunched her shoulders, looking around fearfully. Our eyes met. Whatever she saw in mine reassured her enough that she quit seeking an escape, at least for the moment. I turned my attention back to Festus and Elvina. Elvina squirmed a little under my glare and looked at her husband for reassurance.

“Wilson bound her out to us after her ma drowned in that flood back in ’43. She been sulled up ever since, and we done had enough of her. No hard feelin’s, but she’s y’all’s problem now.”

“Fine. Where is the contract of indenture?”

“What d’ya want that for?”

“To make sure you don’t come back for her.”

“I ain’t got it. Reckon you have to take my word that we don’t want her no more.”

“Reckon I don’t. Caleb, please make sure the Jensens don’t leave until I get back.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

At my desk, I scribbled out a document that revoked the original contract of indenture. I carried it to the wagon, read it to the Jensens, handed Festus a quill pen, and indicated where he was to make his mark. He started to protest, but after a glance at Caleb, he scratched an X on the paper. Caleb witnessed the document, then blew on it gently to dry the ink.

“Well, that’s that, then.” Festus swung himself down from the wagon and reached up to help Elvina. “Been a long drive. If you just fix us a bite to eat and show us where to sleep, we’ll be on our way first thing tomorrow morning.”

“Get back on that wagon and off my land now, unless you can manage to leave sooner.”

Festus turned the color of red clay mud. “No need to be unneighborly.”

“I’d sooner host a clutch of copperheads than the two of you.”

“Ain’t you high and mighty for a woman with a skirt-chasin’ husband?” Festus sneered. “He’s got him a doxy over to Paraclifta, you know that?”

“I do. He talks way more about Elvina Jensen than I want to hear.” I tossed Festus’s child-abusing bitch of a wife to the wolves without a moment’s hesitation.

Elvina gasped. “Festus, you know I ain’t never—”

“Shut up.” He clambered back into the wagon, snatched up the reins, and pointed a long, bony finger at Caleb. “Looks to me like you got your own self a little play toy there. Iffen I was to spill words into your man’s ears—”

I seized the closest horse by the reins and firmly led him in a half circle. Festus kept bellowing at me, but I didn’t pay attention. When the horses faced down the driveway toward the road, I slapped the poor animal on his bony rump with the flat of my hand. He bolted, dragging his partner forward a few yards before they settled into a teeth-rattling trot. Festus screamed something over his shoulder. I responded with a gesture I’d seen a drunken soldier make after being ejected from the tavern in Washington. I had no idea what it meant, but I figured it wasn’t used in polite company.

Lowering my hand, I turned to see the girl staring at me with a mixture of astonishment and something vaguely akin to glee. Caleb laughed until tears shone in his eyes.

“Cousin,” he finally managed to gasp, “you beat the shine off any girl I ever met in my life.”

“Hmmph,” I said. I smiled at the thin child standing between us. “What’s your name, sugar?”

“Miranda,” she whispered.

“Well, Miranda, welcome home. Let’s go get you cleaned up and find you something to eat.” I waddled toward the house. Caleb whispered to her, and a moment later, I heard her footsteps on the path behind me.

Had Walker Wilson ridden up at that exact moment, I’d have split him from balls to breastbone.
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Washed, fed, and wearing a clean dress that once belonged to Emilie’s grandmother, Miranda sat in the shade beneath the catalpa tree and let Emilie tease the tangles from her hair with a wooden comb. She looked at her fingers, marveling at the white crescents protruding above the pink nails. For four years, she’d only been allowed to bathe once or twice a month in a couple of inches of water that Festus and Elvina had already used. The scum of dirty suds they left behind turned her stomach. On all but the coldest days of winter, she slipped down to the shallow pond to wash herself as well as she could without soap or a washrag. She couldn’t recall the last time she had clean hair. As Emilie braided her tresses into a single tail that hung to the center of her back, Miranda decided against pinching herself. If she was dreaming, she didn’t want to wake up.

“There you go,” Emilie said, tying a ribbon—a ribbon—to hold the braid in place. “There’s a mirror on the wall of my bedroom. Run take a look.”

Miranda didn’t recognize the girl in the mirror. She touched her cheeks and the shining wings of dark hair drawn back to cover all but the lobes of her ears. Thick lashes rimmed her brown eyes, and her eyebrows arched above them like black rainbows.

I’m pretty, she thought. Mama, I’m pretty.

She smoothed away a crease on her bodice, shook out her skirt, and smiled at the tips of her clean toes barely showing beneath the hem. My first grown-up dress.

Shaded by the catalpa tree, Emilie’s bedroom was quiet and relatively cool, given the heat of the day outside. Miranda examined the patterned coverlid on the bed and the clothes hanging on wall pegs. She hadn’t seen such nice things since Mama’s house washed away in the flood.

Mama. She rubbed her eyes. A new thought occurred to her. Does Emilie know where to find Clarinda?

Miranda left the house and followed the sound of singing to a small building that smelled of leather and oil. When she peeked through the open door, Emilie smiled at her and kept working. Miranda waited a moment before asking, “What do you want me to do?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Emilie said. “Wander around and look at things, I guess. See if you can find the barn cat’s kittens. I’ll introduce you to the horses later this evening. Caleb left for the day, or he could take you fishing at the creek.”

“Garden needs weedin’,” Miranda offered.

“Always does. We’ll worry about it tomorrow.” Emilie set down the leather in her hand and turned to face the girl. “Miranda, I’ll welcome any help you can give me, but you aren’t a servant here.”

“What am I, then?”

“Daughter, I suppose.” Emilie smiled faintly and made a shooing motion with her hand. “Go. I can’t work and talk at the same time. We’ll visit later.”

Daughter? Miranda blinked and walked back out into the sunshine.

“Watch for snakes,” Emilie called after her. Miranda almost laughed. Her mother used to holler the same thing every time she or Clarinda stepped outside the cabin.

As instructed, Miranda wandered around and looked at things. She didn’t find the barn kittens, but she found something she recognized from her mother’s house: a loom. It stood in a tree-shaded shed with two wide doors that pulled open to admit light and catch errant breezes. Baskets hanging from the walls contained skeins of yarn in a modest array of colors, mostly blue, butternut, and cream. She ran her hand gently over the finished part of the weaving, an uneven plaid design. She picked up the shuttle, wound round with blue yarn, and thought of all the hours she’d spent as a child, watching her mother build line after line of yarn into a piece of cloth.

An hour later, Emilie found her sitting on the three-legged stool, shuttle in her hand, still staring at the warp threads and remembering happier days.

“You know how to weave?”

Miranda shook her head. “No, ma’am. Not really. Used to watch my mama. She showed me some things.”

“This was my grandmother’s loom. Here, move over and I’ll show you what to do.”

Miranda learned fast. Before long, the loom sang as it had not done since Morag’s death. She forgot her shyness, asking questions about patterns and dye as the weaving grew inch by steady inch. Emilie was about to suggest stopping for supper when a rough voice shattered the peace.

“What in the goddamned hell is she doing here?”
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Walker’s unbridled antipathy toward one thirteen-year-old girl appalled me. I had never seen him so furious, and he wasn’t a man to rein in his temper. Miranda huddled on Granny’s stool, head down, arms wrapped around her waist, trembling so hard that her braid vibrated against her hunched back.

“Let’s talk about this somewhere else, Walker,” I said. What on God’s green earth is wrong with you?

“Get her out of here,” he growled. “Bond her out. Adopt her out. Kick her out. Just get her out.” He spun on his heel and stalked away.

I patted the girl’s shoulder reassuringly. “It’ll be okay, Miranda. He gets mad fast, but he gets over it. You wait here while I talk to him.”

“I’ll wait,” she whispered, “but he won’t let me stay.”

“It’s not all up to him,” I said firmly. “You just go ahead and weave, all right?”

She nodded and picked up the shuttle. I went to look for my husband.

Walker seized the ax laying atop the woodpile. He set a log on end, raised the ax over his head, and brought it down with a savagery that split the log clean in half. I decided to give him a few minutes to work off the worst of his temper before I tried reasoning with him. When he finally hurled the ax to the ground and stomped into the house, I followed.

He stood in the main room, hands on the trestle table, breathing hard with exertion and unexpired ire. He glanced over his shoulder at me, then looked away.

“You want to talk about this, Walker?” I said to his back.

“No. What’s she doing here?”

“The Jensens brought her by yesterday evening. She looked like they’d been keeping her in a pigsty and feeding her scraps. They had her tied up in the wagon bed like a cur dog.”

“Agreement was for Jensen to have the use of her until she turned sixteen.”

“‘Have the use of her’?” My tightly reined-in temper took a slip. “She’s thirteen, Walker. He’s had the use of her for four years. What in the hell does that mean, anyway?”

“Elvina Jensen was teaching her to be a cook and housekeeper.”

“She used the child like a little slave! You found Clarinda a good home. Why didn’t you ask Josiah and Isabella to take Miranda, too?”

Walker slammed his fists down on the table and wheeled to face me. “Because her daddy was some goddamned Choctaw Indian who passed through here back in ’33. Did I know Kesiah was an Indian’s knocked-up whore when I married her? No. She told me the brat was mine and I believed her.” He ran his hand through his hair. “Older that little bastard got, the more Indian she looked. I had to raise hell with Kesiah to get the truth out of her, but she finally admitted I hadn’t been her only lover. I forgave her, but—Jesus! Is it too much to ask for a wife I can trust?”

This from a man who once admitted to having paramours in half a dozen different towns. For all I knew, he still visited them. I wrapped my arms around the swell of my stomach and said, “You don’t trust me, either?”

“Oh, I believe that baby’s mine. With you, it was prenuptial agreements and not marrying me until after that damned married woman’s property act got signed into law. It’s a hell of a thing for a woman to hold property apart from the man she’s sworn to love, honor, and obey.”

“I didn’t promise to obey you, Walker.”

“Well, you should have. Promises or not, you damn well better obey me now. I want that little Indian bitch out of here today.”

A heat wave of fury swept through my brain and plummeted clear to my toes. “Didn’t you hear what I just said? That child has been used, abused, and dumped off like an unwanted puppy by two of the filthiest pieces of trash I ever saw in my life.”

“She goes or I go, Em.”

“Well, Walker, I will miss you.”

He took two long strides and slapped me so hard across the face that I saw stars. I automatically reached for my knife, but the belt had finally run out of useful holes. It lay upstairs in the chest of drawers along with all the other things I couldn’t wear this deep into pregnancy. I straightened up from the slap and punched him in the nose with my balled-up fist. Cartilage popped. He reeled backward into the table, his hand covering his bloody nose. Incredulously, he stared at me over his fingers. I stared back, almost as astonished as he was.

Oh, maybe I shouldn’t have done that.

Before I could apologize, run, or hit him again, he seized my upper arms, shoved me against the wall, and kissed my face and throat as though he’d rather bite them. I struggled in that bruising grip, my breath coming hard and fast. He dodged my sharply lifted knee and pinned my legs to the wall with his own. When he pressed his mouth to mine, I kissed him back, lips, teeth, and tongue. He bundled my skirt up around where my waist used to be, then cupped his strong hands under my bottom and lifted me off my feet. Shoulders braced against the wall, I wrapped my legs around him and linked my fingers behind his neck, leaning back to make room for the swell of our child.

“Hurry,” I gasped as he fumbled at the opening of his breeches. “Hurry.”

“No,” he said, shifting his grip on me and striding toward the stairs. “I don’t think I will hurry. Not today.”

More than once during that strange, passionate afternoon, I wondered if we were making love or fighting. At last, we lay with our legs entwined, his blood drying on our skin, and nothing left to say. I cupped his battered face in my hands. He kissed my mouth, a long, lingering lover’s kiss. And then he left.

I never saw him again.
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“Miranda!”

Startled, Miranda looked up from picking strawberries. Emilie stood on the back porch, clinging to a post and looking odd. When she called Miranda’s name a second time, the girl grabbed her basket of berries and hurried down the garden rows toward the house.

“What’s wrong?” she asked in alarm. She took Emilie’s arm and guided her back into the house. Water covered the floor near the worktable. Emilie’s dress was wet too. “Did you fall? Here, sit down and I’ll get a towel.”

“I’m fine, honey. My water just broke. Would you ride over and get Caroline?”

“Caroline? You mean Jida?”

Emilie moaned and leaned on the table with both hands. Miranda forced down her rising panic. Not knowing what else to do, she gently rubbed Emilie’s back until the laboring woman caught her breath. “You want me to get Jida?”

“There’s not time to ride that far.” Emilie gasped as the next pain rose. “Tell Caroline this baby is awfully eager to—” She bent over the table again as a low, crooning wail poured from her throat.

“I’ll be fast,” Miranda gasped. “Oh, Emilie, don’t die.”

“I won’t. Please—hurry.”

Miranda saddled Cherry in record time and urged him into a run as soon as they turned onto the road. A few minutes later, she tossed the reins over the hitching post in front of the McCains’ rambling house and sprinted to the door, calling Caroline’s name. Caroline met her on the porch, listened to her anxious explanation, and smiled.

“Let me get a couple of things and I’ll head over there. Go to the kitchen and get you some gingerbread and something to drink. I’ll let you know when the baby’s here.”

“No, ma’am,” Miranda said firmly. “Thank you, but I have to get back to her.”

Caroline patted her shoulder. “All right. I’m right behind you. Don’t worry. Babies usually take a while to come. You can save me some time if you’ll saddle Polly.”

Miranda ran to do as she was bid, her heart pounding so hard against her breastbone that she thought one or the other would burst. She’d just finished tightening the cinch when Caroline arrived, looking cool and competent in her riding skirt, carrying a small bag in her hand. They trotted all the way to Emilie’s house, though Miranda longed to urge Cherry into the fastest run he could do.

Emilie’s shriek carried all the way to the road and changed Caroline’s mind about the pace she needed to set. She flung herself off Polly, tossed the reins to Miranda, and hurried into the house. The girl stripped the tack off both horses and turned them out to pasture. Picking up her skirts, she ran across the yard and took the porch steps at a single bound. A moan halted her in the open doorway. She smacked her hand across her mouth to hold back a gasp. Emilie squatted on the floor, knees spread wide, naked as the day she’d been born herself. Caroline tossed the stained, wet dress aside and knelt in front of Emilie, feeling between her legs.

Miranda swallowed her shock at seeing Emilie’s pale body gleaming in the humid air. She dug down for a measure of strength she didn’t know she possessed and forced herself to walk forward. In a calm voice, she asked, “What do I do, Caroline?”

“Get around behind her. Let her lean on you and try and hold her up a little bit.”

Miranda hurried to do as bidden. She knelt and let Emilie press against her, saying stoutly, “I’ve got you. You won’t fall.”

“Well, Emilie,” Caroline said cheerfully. “Looks like this isn’t going to take long at all. I can feel the head.”

“So can I,” Emilie gasped. She took a deep breath, then let it out in a long, high-pitched sound as she bore down to push the child into the world.

“Head’s through, honey. Couple more good pushes ought to—oops, never mind.”

Miranda looked over Emilie’s shoulder to see Caroline holding a wrinkled red creature covered in blood and slime. It wailed like a lonesome cat.

“Oh, my,” she whispered in wonder. “Would you look at that?”

“Little girl,” Caroline said. Emilie abandoned her crouch and sat down on the floor, still leaning against Miranda for support. Caroline carefully wiped the worst of the mess from the baby and placed her in Emilie’s arms. “Good job, sugar.”

The rest of the procedure went as quickly as the first part of the birth. Once the placenta was delivered, Caroline sent Miranda for a bucket of water and a fistful of old cloths. Together they got an exhausted Emilie cleaned up and comfortably put to bed in the first-floor bedroom. While Caroline took care of mother and child, Miranda cleaned up the mess on the floor and buried the afterbirth deep in one corner of the garden.

Caroline stayed until almost dark. With matters under control, she bade mother and child goodbye, promising to check back in the morning. She beckoned to Miranda and led her out onto the front porch.

“You did a good job in there,” Caroline said. “What did you think of all that?”

“It was … it was … wonderful,” Miranda breathed. “I’ve seen puppies and kittens born, but this! Oh, Caroline. Do you think I can learn to do what you just did?”

“Absolutely.” Caroline gave her a swift, sturdy hug, followed by a few instructions. “I don’t think you’ll need me before morning, but don’t hesitate to come get me if you do.”

Miranda walked back into the bedroom and sat down in the rocking chair to watch Emilie feed the baby.

“What are you going to call her?”

“Moranna. It’s a combination of Granny and Susanna’s names.”

“Pretty.”

“Mmm.”

“Did you know what you were in for?” Miranda asked curiously.

“I did, yes. It’s almost enough to make a person stay single for life, but … look at her, Randa. Isn’t she just …”

“Yes, ma’am, she is.” Miranda watched Emilie shift Moranna to the other breast. “How did she get into you?”

Emilie gaped at her for a minute, as if that was the last question in the world she expected to be asked. Her fair skin blazed with such vivid pink that Miranda realized she might’ve been rude. Emilie finally found her tongue, though she kept her eyes on the baby while she answered the question.

“Um, well, you remember what happened when we took that brown mare over to Gordon’s stallion?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Well, men have the same kind of … parts as a stallion and women have … mare parts.”

Miranda blinked in befuddlement, then her eyes almost fell out of her skull as she put two and two together. Emilie started to laugh. Pique washed over Miranda in a hot flood. She set her shoulders in a sulk and stared at the coverlid. She hated being laughed at, especially when she didn’t understand what was funny.

“Isn’t it the most ridiculous thing you ever heard?” Emilie gasped, striving to control her laughter so she could catch her breath. The baby dislodged from her nipple and mewed in protest. Emilie hiccupped and giggled while she reattached the child. Try as she might to hold onto her sulk, Emilie’s hilarity got under Miranda’s skin. A giggle from her own throat surprised her. Hearing the silly little sound, she giggled again. After that, her giggle box completely tumped over and she couldn’t stop. Miranda’s laughter set Emilie off again, and they laughed until they cried. Losing her grip on Emilie’s breast for the second time, the baby cried with them. Miranda couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed, but she knew it was before the flood. Laughing felt wonderful, even though her chest and stomach hurt so she could barely breathe.

Emilie finally wiped her eyes and calmed down enough to feed Moranna properly. When she finished, she offered the baby to Miranda. The young girl cuddled the baby girl to her chest, gently rocked the chair, and sang a lullaby that bubbled up from somewhere deep in her memory.


“I see the moon and the moon sees me;

God bless the moon, and God bless me.”



“Granny used to sing that song to me,” Emilie said softly. “I wish she could’ve seen my two girls.”

Miranda’s heart almost burst. She stood up, careful not to wake the baby, and laid her down in the little blanket-lined crib.

“Emilie?”

“Hmm?”

“Did he leave you because of me?”

“No,” she said gently. “He left because we couldn’t get along. Nothing to do with you at all.”

“Did you love each other?”

A wave of sadness washed over Emilie’s tired face. “It was …  complicated.”

“He didn’t love me.”

“I love you.” Emilie held out an arm. Miranda crept onto the bed and into Emilie’s reassuring embrace. When the new mother finally fell into an exhausted sleep, Miranda moved back to the rocking chair. She watched over her family all night long.
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One warm summer night, I rose from bed, put on my clothes, and crossed the hall to Miranda’s room.

“Is something wrong?” she asked groggily, sitting up and rubbing her eyes.

“Hugh McCain is dying. I need you to listen for Moranna while I go into town.”

“Did someone come tell you?”

“I’ll explain later.”

“All right.” She put out a hand to me. “I’m so sorry. I know how much you care about him.”

No, you don’t. No one can possibly know how much I care about him.

I squeezed her hand and left.

The coma that sometimes precedes death had embraced him by the time I arrived. I pulled a low chair next to his bedside, took his hand in both of mine, and finally told him all the things I’d never been able to say in the light of day because gratitude and praise embarrassed him. Though he never mentioned packages after Jacques died, I suspect Hugh made deliveries until failing eyesight prevented him from driving.

Would death arrive disguised as his harpy of a wife? Much as I disliked her, Jane must’ve had some fine qualities for Hugh to have loved her so dearly. Even so, I hoped I wouldn’t have to see her come for Hugh as I’d seen Aila come for Granny. I wouldn’t put it past Jane to gently shepherd Hugh into the next world, then pause to criticize my uncombed hair before returning to the land of the dead herself.

He quit breathing in the last still, quiet moments before dawn. I didn’t see Jane, but I heard a redbird sing.
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In 1849, Washington celebrated the Fourth of July with three days of barbecues, prayer, speeches, music, dancing, and horse races. I dropped Miranda off at the Stirlings’ house to spend the week with her sister’s family, then carried Moranna to Papa and Susanna’s house where they welcomed her with open arms and plans to spoil her rotten. Though urged by everyone to attend the holiday festivities, the prospect of time to myself sang a louder, more insistent siren song. I stayed long enough for breakfast, then rode Calpurnia home in the damp green-smelling heat of midmorning.

With no one around to comment on my attire, I shed my corset and put on my coolest summer dress, eschewing petticoats and leaving the bodice open at my throat. I left my shoes sitting on the porch. Like a child released from the stifling confines of church after a boring sermon, I ran barefoot to the pasture, calling Star. She came willingly to the fence. I swung onto her back as Malachi had taught me to do so many years ago. Using only my voice, my legs, and the touch of my hands, I guided my mare across the prairie that stretched west from my house as far as I could see. The sun soaked into my shoulders and beat down on my uncovered head, bleaching my hair and ruining what complexion I could still lay claim to. Owl floated ahead of us, borne on a breeze I couldn’t feel. Star nickered softly and lifted her feet in a skimming trot that carried us far and fast.

If there are no horses and owls in heaven, I’m not going.

I wrapped my arms around Star’s neck, knowing that wherever we ended up, she’d probably get there before I did. At twenty years old, she showed little sign of slowing down, but I was beginning to have trouble keeping weight on her. Once a day, I separated her from the herd and fed her an extra measure of molasses-soaked grain, something she looked forward to. When we returned home hours after we left, I rode her into the corral and left her to eat her special treat.

Being a filthy, sweaty, horse-hairy mess myself, I took the tin washtub off the side of the well house and set it in the mottled shade of the catalpa tree. I hauled four buckets of water from the well to fill the tub, stripped off my dress, and sank into the cool water. After washing the day’s dirt off me and my dress, I leaned back in the tub and stared into the shifting shadows and light of the tree leaves until I fell asleep.

The creak of someone settling onto the bench next to the house woke me. I jerked upright, shielding my bare breasts behind the cross of my arms.

A man leaned against the wall and looked me over like I was a horse he was thinking of buying. Though he wasn’t yet forty, gray streaked the rusty hair puddled on his shoulders. A matching unkempt beard obscured the lower half of his face. Crow’s feet and unhealthy blue-gray circles ringed his eyes. The expression in those eyes reminded me of a half-crazy stallion that had once done its best to crush me against a corral fence.

“Hey, sugar. Come gimme a kiss.”

I recognized his voice. First astonishment, then pure fury diluted my terror. I stood up, grabbed my dress off the limb where I’d hung it to dry, and dropped it over my head. It stuck to my body in places I wished it didn’t, but even that thin barrier between us was better than nothing. Stepping out of the tub, I grabbed the rim with both hands and tumped it on its side. Ten gallons of water whooshed over the dirt toward the bench. He swore and lifted his boots off the ground. In that second, I jerked my knife out of its scabbard and flipped it into position.

“Why aren’t you dead, Keller McCain?”
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After Colonel Travis gave the men inside the Alamo the choice of dying in the service of Texas or escaping, Keller McCain disappeared over the wall into the dark of no-man’s-land between the old mission and the Mexican troops surrounding it. He belly-crawled down a dry wash, swearing silently as cactus spines pierced his skin and thorn bushes ripped holes in his clothes. Once the army campfires glittered in the far distance, he curled up under a twisted mesquite tree and slept until Mexican army bugles blared “El Dagüello” across the plain and the final attack on the Alamo commenced. With the percussion of battle shaking the ground, he sprang to his feet and ran east toward the rising sun.

Over the next decade, Keller’s youthful charm evaporated in the wake of a dissolute life. Living off gambling, gullible women, and odd jobs, he wandered east to Mobile and Pensacola before settling in New Orleans. He fouled his comfortable nest in the Crescent City by cheating once too often and left to travel up the Mississippi River, with sojourns at Natchez, Memphis, St. Louis, and half a dozen other towns. He arrived in Fort Smith, Arkansas, in early 1849, having left Hannibal, Missouri, in the middle of the night, just ahead of local law enforcement and half a dozen creditors. Calling himself Dwight Hamilton, he took a room at a boardinghouse on the edge of town while he plotted ways to join the gold rush to California.

One day at dinner, he fell into conversation with a fellow boarder who drove supply wagons between Fort Smith and Santa Fe. The man didn’t remember him, but Keller recognized Walker Wilson at once. Without missing a beat, Keller claimed to have been a supervisor in the company Walker drove for while he lived on No Name Creek.

“I wasn’t important,” Keller said modestly. “No reason you should remember me. I’ve been gone a long old time.”

“You wouldn’t recognize Fulton.” Walker nodded thanks to the girl who refilled his coffee cup from a silver pot. “Flood back in ’43 washed most of it away, along with the biggest part of my farm.”

“That’s rough,” Keller said with false sympathy. “You come up here after that?”

“Not right away. Moved to Washington first and took up staging.”

Keller’s ears perked. He asked about folks they might’ve known in common, gradually working his way around to the McCains.

“Yeah, I know the McCains. Married into the family.”

“Mind if I ask who? They’re distant kin to me.”

“Emilie.”

“Emilie,” Keller mused, rubbing his chin. “Yeah. Kinda pretty, if I remember right.”

Laughter rumbled in Walker’s broad chest. “Pretty? I started thinking with the wrong head as soon as I saw her. She had these big green eyes and flaxen hair that fell plumb to her knees. Smart. Independent. Runs two businesses all on her own. She needed me like a fish needs an umbrella,” he added ruefully.

“Good in bed?” Walker looked sideways at him. Keller shrugged. “Just wondering if that wrong head of yours got what it was after.”

Walker pointedly turned his attention to his dinner. Unable to let it go, Keller said, “I take it y’all aren’t living together anymore.”

“No,” Walker said shortly. “Her father’s a representative in the state legislature. He can get her a divorce if that’s what she wants.”

“State representative? You walked in mighty high cotton.”

“For a while.” Walker pushed back from the table. “I got to get back to work. See you around, Hamilton.”

“See you,” Keller echoed. He picked up his coffee cup and wandered into the public room to sit in a big armchair and think things over. He’d considered hiring himself out to drive someone else’s wagon to California until he talked to a driver who’d made the round trip a year earlier. The route from Fort Smith to Santa Fe sounded easy enough, but the man’s description of the bleak, circuitous, Indian-plagued twelve hundred miles between Santa Fe and Los Angeles made Keller reconsider his plans.

A ship around the Horn of South America would involve a lot less dirt, discomfort, and sunburn. If Emilie is doing as well as Walker claims, she can part with a few dollars to get me out of her life again. Keller drank his coffee and smiled to imagine Emilie’s face when she realized she was a bigamist.
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“You still pulling that bowie knife on people?” he asked, amused. “Emmy, you don’t have the balls to hurt me or anybody else.”

I moved slowly away from him, holding the knife ready. “You want to come over here and find out for sure?”

“Reckon not. Put it down. I’m not going to hurt you.”

Like hell. “Why aren’t you dead?”

“I went over the wall the night before the attack. Sneaked past the Mexicans, got myself to Galveston, caught a boat to New Orleans. As far as anyone knows, Keller McCain died right there in the Alamo along with the rest of those fools. No big loss. He’d run up some bad debts.”

“What do you want?”

Keller’s teeth showed through his brush pile of a beard. “Money, of course. But first, I got a story to tell you. Ran into a friend of yours up in Fort Smith. Big son of a bitch named Walker Wilson. He didn’t recognize me, but I remembered him from when I used to drive wagons. We got to be friendly, talk turned to women, and he told me some real interesting things about this Hempstead County girl he married.”

Walker. My heart hurt just hearing his name, but I was damned if I’d give Keller the satisfaction of reacting to his taunting. I spoke through clenched teeth. “How. Much.”

“Oh, three hundred dollars ought to do it.” At the sight of my face, he added, “I know you’ve got it, Emmy. You don’t have a horse in that pasture that isn’t worth at least that much.”

“I’m a trainer. Most of those horses aren’t mine.” I had almost two hundred dollars in my office cash box, but my Scotch-Irish blood rebelled against turning it over without a fight. “I can give you a hundred.”

He shook his head. “I might consider taking two-fifty, if you’re real hard up.”

The hell with it. “Keller, I have one hundred and seventy-five dollars and change. If you want more, I have to go to town after it.”

“And come back here with half the clan to cut my nuts off and feed ’em to me,” Keller said shrewdly. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

He trailed after me to the leather shop. I didn’t like the idea of him following me inside, but short of gutting him with the knife, I didn’t know how to avoid it. His boots thudded hollowly on the floor planks as he entered the small building. The saddle I was working on caught his attention and he went to look at it. Keeping my eye on him, I reached into the bottom drawer of my desk and pulled out the box where I kept the money. I tossed it to him. “That’s all I’ve got here.”

He opened the box, flipped though the bills, and counted the coins. “Close enough to two hundred dollars that I’m not going to argue about it.”

“Good. Get out.”

“No, ma’am. Not until I reclaim what’s legally mine.” Slowly and deliberately, he unbuttoned his pants. I gripped the knife harder and edged toward the door. To my horror, he pulled a small gun out of his pocket and aimed it at my legs. “I saw the swing behind the house and a doll on the porch. You sure you want your little girl to go through life with a mama who’s missing both kneecaps? Put the knife down, peel that dress off, and come on over here.”

From now on, I am damn well carrying a gun instead of a knife.

Forcing down nausea, I placed the knife on my desk. He gestured with the gun. I moved away from the desk. He made another more emphatic gesture. I took off my dress and stood in the classic posture of a threatened woman, one hand hiding the place where my legs joined my torso, one arm held across my breasts.

His eyes scraped over my body like broken glass. I couldn’t meet his gaze, so I looked at his boots. My body and soul still bore scars from the night he’d sold me to a stranger before defiling me himself. Every word he said, every gesture he made spoke of thirteen years’ worth of honed cruelty. I considered making a desperate run for the door, but he’d shoot me down and rape me as I lay in my own blood.

Please, God, don’t let him do this. Please stop him.

He swept my workbench clear with one arm and beckoned to me with a long finger. I moved toward him reluctantly as he dropped his pants. He took half a step back to make room for me at the bench and stumbled over a wooden keg of nails sitting on the floor. Flailing madly, he strove to keep his balance.

I rushed at him with both arms outstretched, hit him square in the breastbone, and knocked him backward over the keg. He hit the floor with a crash. His head bounced off the corner of the wooden box that held leather scraps. I was already out the door when the first crack of the pistol reverberated in the shop. Propelled by terror, I raced across the yard faster than I had ever moved in my life, ignoring the sticks and stones that bruised my bare feet. By the time he peeled himself off the floor and fired the second shot from the door of the leather shop, I’d reached the house. The shot went wild and hit the catalpa tree. I darted through the door, slammed it behind me, and slid the bar into place. Seizing my shotgun from over the mantel along with the leather bag of powder and shot, I took the stairs two at a time, reaching the landing just as he started kicking my front door and screaming curses at me.

I fled into the bedroom and shoved the dresser in front of the door. Moving slowly and deliberately to avoid making a mistake, I laid out what I needed to load the shotgun. I tilted the black powder from its horn into each barrel without losing a grain, then rammed down patches of cloth to hold it in place. The thuds on the door intensified. I took a deep breath to steady my hand as I poured a mixture of buckshot and .36-caliber pistol shot after the powder and secured it with more patches. The glass in my front window shattered, making me jump.

Laying the shotgun on top of the dresser, I jerked my riding skirt and shirt off the pegs. A second window shattered, followed by more blows on the door, more yelled threats. I dressed with hands that trembled so hard I could barely force the buttons through their holes.

Suddenly, the pounding and cursing stopped. I sat down on the edge of the bed, shotgun across my lap, breathing as hard as if I’d run a long way. Go away. Please God, make him go away. I listened for the crunch of glass beneath boots, for the sound of steps mounting the stairs, but heard only silence.

Fifteen minutes later, commotion arose in the corral where I’d left Star with her grain. The mare trumpeted furiously, her voice underlaid by Keller shouting. A lightning bolt of alarm jolted me to my feet. Unable to see the corral from my window, I put my shoulder to the dresser, shoved it aside, and hurried downstairs, the shotgun resting in the crook of my arm. I flung open the door and stepped onto the porch just in time to see Keller, bridle in hand, whip the reins across Star’s face. The mare spun away and came back at him with bared teeth. He hit her again. Star reared and struck out with her front feet. He dodged, barely avoiding a stoved-in head. In sidestepping the attack, he tripped over the saddle lying on the ground next to a battered valise. He caught at the fence to stop his fall, cursing at the top of his lungs. Owl swept down, talons extended, but without me, she hadn’t enough substance to do more than disorient him. Her body passed through his head. He swatted the air, as if harassed by a mosquito.

“Get away from her!” I yelled, sprinting toward the corral, all fear burned away by wrath. “Leave her alone!”

Keller glanced in my direction. Star’s hooves landed a glancing blow on his thigh. He staggered into the fence, rattling the barn rake I kept there for cleaning the corrals. She circled the enclosure and charged him again. Enraged and hurting, he scooped up the rake and swung it at the attacking mare. The tines caught her on the side of the head, opening multiple gashes below her ear. She reared, flinging blood everywhere. Keller hauled back the rake to hit her again.

I slid to a stop at the corral fence, propped the shotgun on the top rail, cocked both barrels, and yelled, “Keller!”

He turned with a snarl and looked straight down the barrels of the gun. His eyes widened. “You wouldn’t da—”

I pulled the first trigger. The shotgun boomed in my ears, deafening me. The force of the buck-and-ball load smashing his chest knocked him backward into the dirt. Star spun around and came down hard with both front feet, caving hoof-shaped dents in the left side of his rib cage. Clutching my weapon, I climbed through the fence and approached him as he lay twitching and moaning on the ground. He looked up at me, eyes wide with shock and appeal. His lips formed words, but no sound came out. I swung the shotgun to my shoulder and shot him in the face.
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Turning my back on the useless bag of guts and broken bones, I laid the shotgun on the ground outside the corral. Owl fluttered to a perch atop the fence as I went to my blowing, furious, injured horse.

“He’s gone. He can’t hurt you. I’m here. I won’t let him get you, my sweet girl. It’s all right. You did good.” On and on, I crooned reassuring words to my once-in-a-lifetime horse. Looking at her poor ripped skin, streaming blood, I wanted to put my heel in Keller’s destroyed face and grind his head into the dirt. Instead, I led Star away from the mess. I gave her water and cleaned away the blood with soft rags. With Owl hovering nearby, I sweet-talked my horse into letting me stitch the worst gashes closed. The mare quivered and twitched as the needle pierced her skin, but her trust in Owl and me was complete. She didn’t fight or try to pull away. When I was done, I poulticed the wounds with Granny’s best herbal remedy for pain and swelling.

I turned her into the pasture to seek solace with her herd. Cherry edged up to her, his nostrils flaring at the scent of blood. Dam and colt arranged themselves nose to tail and placidly set about switching flies from each other. With Star settled, I turned to the problem of what to do with Keller. I didn’t even consider seeking help. Not only was everyone I trusted in town, but this was my crime. I didn’t want to involve people I cared for.

Burying the evidence seemed to be my only choice. He wouldn’t last long in the heat; flies had already settled on what was left of his face. I fetched the shovel and pickax from the barn while I pondered where to put him. The corral might be best; a couple of hours of horse traffic and manure would be enough to hide any signs of digging.

Manure.

I looked west of the house and smiled.

Clothing absorbed most of the blood from the holes in Keller’s chest, but head injuries are notoriously messy, especially when there’s not much head left. I found a pile of old grain bags to wrap around the remains of his skull, then bound his ankles together with a worn rope. Calpurnia regarded Keller with suspicion, but didn’t protest when I tied a longer rope between his body and her saddle. She placidly followed me across the yard, dragging Keller behind her. When we’d gone far enough, I fed her a piece of carrot and told her what a good horse she was. I untied the rope from Keller’s ankles and rolled his body into the cesspit that had been covered by an outhouse until I tumped it over with Calpurnia’s help twenty minutes earlier. After retrieving my money, I tossed Keller’s valise into the hole, followed by a generous amount of lime.

I returned the tack to the barn and Calpurnia to the pasture before scooping the bloody dirt from the corral into my wheelbarrow. The terrible cuts on Star’s face could account for any dribbles I missed. The bloody dirt went into the pit. I thrust my shovel into the old dirt pile left when the pit was dug years earlier and tossed the first shovelful on top of Keller.

The day crept by, measured in sweat, scoops of dirt, and fear that someone would drop by to visit before I concealed Keller’s body. When it finally disappeared and the dirt was deep enough to quit soaking up the filth, I allowed myself a break. I sat in the shade of the catalpa tree, sipping water and calculating the location of the new cesspit. Not for the first time, I was grateful for my height and muscles built from long days of working with and caring for horses. Still, strong as I was, burying bodies was hard work, and I didn’t want to have to haul dirt very far from the new pit to the old. I chose my spot and got started.

Thank God for the friable blackland prairie soil and the perfect amount of moisture for digging. A few days of rain or a summer of drought would’ve rendered the project much more difficult, if not impossible. Alternating the pickax and shovel, I dug steadily through the rich dark topsoil and into the red clay of the subsoil, tossing each shovelful of dirt into the wheelbarrow. I lost count of the loads of dirt I dumped into the old pit.

I felt not one iota of guilt, which worried me a little. As I labored in the burning sun, I remembered how I beseeched God for protection thirteen years earlier only to be beaten and raped within an inch of my life. God hadn’t bothered to deliver me from evil in the form of Keller today, either. I considered the undependable nature of divine protection as I took a break from digging and walked back over the yard, brushing out drag marks and blood smears between the corral and the cesspit. By the time I scattered dirt and manure over the disturbance in the corral, I decided that killing my own snakes wasn’t covered by the sixth commandment, so God might let it slide.

The sun had long abandoned the sky to the waxing gibbous moon before I tossed the shovel out of the breast-deep pit and hauled myself after it. Even with gloves, my palms and fingers had blistered, and if some spot on my body didn’t hurt, I didn’t know where to find it. Next morning, I’d ride one of the horses over the old pit a couple dozen times to pack down the heaped earth.

I can plant a tree there this fall, maybe a black hickory with roots long and deep enough to stab a black heart.

Star and Owl waited for me by the gate. Too weary to swing myself onto Star as usual, I climbed the fence to get onto her back. I wrapped my arms around her neck and let her carry me to the creek. Illuminated by moonlight, I used my shirt to pad a big rock, then lay down on the sandy bottom of the shallow stream with the rock propping my face above water. I fell asleep with my hair floating around me and the gentle rivulet washing away my sins.
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Three years after Walker disappeared, the legislature granted me a divorce on grounds of desertion, thus creating a nine-day wonder in Hempstead County, where couples didn’t seek to legally end marriages. A good woman waited for her husband to return or chose to have him declared dead, death being infinitely preferable to divorce. Having had one husband return from the dead, divorce seemed the better option.

Caleb proposed to me as soon as I had the divorce papers in my hand. He and Jace lived with Caroline and Gordon, now in their late seventies. Throughout the years following Walker’s desertion, Caleb remained my steadfast friend as well as my rock-solid business partner. He listened while I worked through my grief and anger, and in the process heard things I never expected to tell another soul. He shared with me his own regrets and misgivings, somehow without adding the weight of those burdens to my own. I loved and trusted him more than anyone I knew. He was the partner I dreamed of in those dewy days of youthful idealism so long ago. I’d have married him in a heartbeat except for one thing: Rose.

At thirteen, my eldest daughter possessed a smooth oval face graced with pink lips and an endearing dimple in one cheek. A firm jaw and high cheekbones defined my own countenance, but at her age, those underlying angles were still hidden by the softness of childhood. She already towered over petite Adelie and would probably be my height by the end of the year. Her tresses had darkened to pale gold while mine remained flaxen, but otherwise our hair was identical: thick, fine, and impossible to confine neatly in a knot or braids. Most telling, though, were the eyes set in her pretty face: green and fringed in dark lashes like my own. We each had an eyelid that drooped ever so slightly. Someday, someone was bound to notice the resemblance. To keep from giving away the secret of the two babies, I had to leave to allow everyone’s memory of me to fade before Rose reached maturity. My heart broke to think of a life exiled from my farm and so many beloved people, but I knew I had already waited almost too long.

One perfect fall morning when the air felt like silk on our skin and the sun’s touch conferred a blessing, Caleb and I walked down to the creek that divided my pastures from those belonging to his family. After checking for snakes, we settled onto the grassy bank of the stream with a picnic lunch. We’d been working with horses all morning and welcomed the noon break. Moranna and Miranda were in town for the week. As much as I loved my girls, I treasured the quiet days they spent with Papa and Susanna and the Stirlings.

Caleb took the sandwich I handed him, but he didn’t eat. Watching him gaze at the thing, I said, “What’s on your mind?”

“You know what’s on my mind, Emmy.” He looked up at me. “We’ve been friends most of our lives, we know each other’s secrets, and we love each other. I’ll sign any prenuptial agreement you want me to sign. Why won’t you marry me?”

“Because of the one secret you don’t know,” I said, and finally told him about Rose. I told him everything as we sat there on that beautiful day. Everything. In the end I said, “I can’t stay in Hempstead County, Caleb. Sooner or later, someone is going to look at me and look at Rose and put two and two together. That would hurt so many people.”

“Texas. That’s why you’ve talked about Texas for so many years.” He carefully replaced the sandwich in the basket. I’d have done anything to wipe that heartsick expression off his face—anything but the one thing I could not do: stay with him here in this place we both loved. I pushed the basket aside and moved closer to him. He draped his arm across my shoulders without meeting my eyes. I took his free hand and kissed the open palm.

“Come with me, Caleb. You, me, Jace, the girls—Caroline and Gordon, if they want to go on one last great adventure. I’ve got a whole section of land on the Guadalupe River. We can raise horses there as well as here.”

A look of infinite sadness passed over Caleb’s face. “I can’t, Emmy.”

“Why not?” I echoed the heartbroken words he’d said to me so many, many times.

“Pa’s sick. Doc Arnold says he’s got a year, maybe a little longer if he takes things easy. He can’t travel, and once he’s gone, Ma is going to want to stay right here until she can be buried beside him. I’m their only child. I can’t leave them.”

“Caleb, I didn’t know.” I can’t bear this. It is too much, God. Too much.

“No one does except Ma and me, and now you.” Caleb shrugged. “Pa says he doesn’t want a bunch of sympathy and drawn-out goodbyes.”

We sat in silence for a very long time, listening to the song of the creek as it ran across the stones in its path. At last, I said, “Isn’t life funny?”

“I don’t feel like laughing, Emmy.”

I looked at him sitting there with his pale hair shining in the sun. Rising onto my knees, I pressed his hand to my heart. “Love me, Caleb. Right here. Right now.”

He looked up at me for so long that I feared he’d say no. Then he smiled like dawn breaking and encircled my waist with his free arm.

I’ve never had a sweeter lover.
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Though she lived with Moranna and me, Miranda spent a lot of time in town with her sister and the Stirlings. I was afraid that she wouldn’t want to leave them behind, and I knew they had no interest in moving to Texas. Dreading the conversation, I put off telling her my plans until it couldn’t wait any longer. I gathered my resolve, took Moranna by the hand, and went in search of Miranda.

I found her in the weaving shed where she was intent on pulling skeins of wet yarn out of a steaming dye pot. She became interested in dyeing soon after she took over Granny’s loom. She rode a sedate gelding named Rory over half of Mound Prairie, seeking advice from women who knew the secrets of mordants and extracting dye from plants. One of the enslaved women at Cathcart Plantation remembered how to make indigo blue. The procedure included an unpleasant aromatic fermentation step. I thanked my lucky stars when Miranda gave up processing the wild indigo that grew in the pastures of Hempstead County. She experimented with dozens of other plants and ended up with many pretty colors, though some of them weren’t stable over a long period of time.

“You hungry?” I asked, watching her work. “It’s almost midday.”

Miranda shook her head. When she had a batch of dye going, she didn’t stop for anything until the process was over and all the yarn was hung to dry.

“That’s a nice pink. What did you use?”

“Pokeberry.” Miranda hung the dripping skeins on a rope stretched across the shed and stood back to look at the results. “It is pretty, isn’t it?”

“Mmm. Miranda …”

“Yes, ma’am?”

“I’m moving to Texas with Moranna next spring. Do you want to come go with us or stay here with the Stirlings?”

“Go with you, of course.”

I almost cried with relief. “I thought you wouldn’t want to leave Clarinda.”

“I don’t, but I’m going wherever you and Moranna go.”

“Really?” Joy swelled up in my throat, almost choking me. I had been so afraid I’d have to leave behind not only Rose and Caleb, but Miranda as well.

“Of course,” she said, and smiled at me. “Y’all are my family.”

When I asked if anyone wanted to move to Texas with me, I got several pleasant surprises. My little brothers, now twenty-one and big enough to eat hay, greeted the idea with such enthusiasm that I wondered how long they’d been thinking about Texas themselves. In anticipation of the journey, William promptly proposed to Sarah Lynn, his childhood sweetheart, who just as promptly accepted both William and the prospect of life in Texas. Wesley didn’t have a sweetheart and showed little interest in the crop of young ladies available in Washington. I suspected he was waiting for Miranda to grow up. Kesiah’s quiet, reticent daughter talked more to Wesley than anyone else, including me. I hoped they wouldn’t be disappointed, whatever the outcome.

Phineas Whitney, one of Josiah Stirling’s long-time stable hands, volunteered to come along to wrangle the mares and stud that I was taking to Texas to establish my breeding farm.

“I don’t know that I’ll want to stay down there,” he told me, “but I’d like to make that grand journey before I’m too old to ride anything but a rocking chair.”

To my utter astonishment, Papa and Susanna decided they had one more move left in them. Papa, a hale and hearty eighty-one, had lost his last political race to an opponent who relentlessly hammered Papa’s lack of support and sympathy for the South’s peculiar institution. When the final vote came down heavily in favor of his opponent, Papa paraphrased Susanna’s cousin David: “They can all go to hell; I’ll go to Texas.”

Another surprise came when my cousins Agnes and John Lang asked if they could accompany us. With Jane and Hugh gone and their children grown and scattered to the four winds, nothing held the couple to Hempstead County. I’d long ago forgiven Agnes for spreading tales about my Sight, but I didn’t expect the prospect of her company to make me as happy as it did.

Upon hearing my plans, Madeleine gave me two gifts. The first was the rosewood box that held her dueling pistols. “Fifty-eight caliber, rifled barrels,” she said. “You never know when you might need to shoot a desperado or two.”

“Are you sure?” I asked, knowing she’d never have handed them to me if she wasn’t. She ignored the silly question and handed me a second, smaller wooden box with an intarsia lid. Inside, wrapped in rose silk, was a miniature portrait of Rose.

I burst into sobs. She put her arms around me and let me cry.

“How did you know?” I finally managed to ask, holding the little portrait to my heart.

“I see your eyes in her face every time I look at her, but I’ve always known Adelie’s Rose died that day.”

“How?”

“The ribbons on their little wrists,” she said. “You never could tie a pretty bow.”
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Spring came early that year. The jonquils in front of my house had doubled and redoubled until they filled most of the front yard. Just as they began to fade, the redbud trees lit up the forests and wildflowers turned long-grass prairie into a sheet of color wherever it hadn’t been plowed and planted with cotton.

My big Conestoga wagon stood in front of the house. Granny’s loom—now Miranda’s—was one of the first things to go in along with the leather tools and the ancient trunk, which held the blue primer with both my name and Susanna’s on the fly page. She had neatly added, To Moranna Wilson from Grandmama Susanna, 1851. Miranda and I carefully sorted through the rest of our goods, deciding what to pack and what to replace in Texas.

Papa and Susanna drove the buggy out to have dinner with us and look at the farm once more before we left. Miranda cooked, which meant the meal was not only edible, but delicious. We ate under the catalpa tree, sometimes laughing, and sometimes sober when we thought of all we were leaving behind and what might lie ahead of us.

“This time next week, we’ll finally cross that river, Emmy,” Papa said, picking me up and swinging me in a circle like I was seven instead of thirty-seven. He put me down with a last hug, climbed into the buggy with Susanna, and waved as they set off toward home.

Miranda took Moranna’s hand. “C’mon, honey. Let’s see if the chickens left us any eggs.”

They trundled off happily. I went to check on the horses that were going with us, including a beautifully matched team of Clydesdales that thrilled me every time I looked at them. The breed had only been introduced from Scotland in the last decade, and I counted myself lucky to have Clyde and Cait. Despite their intimidating size, they were as sweet-tempered and friendly as kittens. Caleb bought my farm and the horses I couldn’t take. He offered to keep Star, but I refused. Though well into her twenties, Star, like Papa and Susanna, had another journey in her, and I had promised her till death do us part. I always kept the promises I made horses.

Owl swooped down, unexpectedly brushing my forehead with a wing. Electricity whooshed through me, standing the fine hair around my face and at the nape of my neck on end. The world erupted in a golden flash, and a vision bloomed before my eyes.

Papa and Susanna rode toward me in the buggy, arm in arm, her head resting on his shoulder, him laughing uproariously at something she’d just said. A fox squirrel, an ordinary fox squirrel, darted across the road directly under the horse’s feet. The normally placid animal reared in fright, bucked once, and bolted straight at me. Susanna, white-faced, clutched the seat with both hands as Papa fought to rein in the panicked horse. A second squirrel skittered between me and the horse, now only a few yards away and still running in a wild panic.

The horse swerved hard to the left, flipping the vehicle sideways. I stretched out my arms to stop its deadly tumble, but it rolled right through me. Horrified, I spun and watched my parents fly free of the buggy. Papa hit the ground headfirst and sprawled in the dirt, his neck bent at a ghastly angle. Susanna landed hard on her back. The buggy flipped once more and crashed to a stop with one wheel resting between her breasts. She stared blankly at the sky, her arms outstretched, her fingers twitching. Her lips moved, and I knew without hearing whose name she spoke as she died.

“Papa!” I moaned, running for Star as the vision faded. “Oh, Susanna!”

Too undone to weep, I swung onto my horse’s bare back and urged her through the gate. We galloped down the road toward them, knowing it was already too late.

My brothers and I buried our parents next to Granny and Adelie’s Rose. Numb with shock and grief, we discussed postponing our departure and ultimately decided against it. Abraham and Fanny Block wanted to provide the headstones as they’d done for Granny and promised to see them put in place. Madeleine and the Stirlings helped us finish packing Papa and Susanna’s wagon. Wesley would drive it to Texas while William and Sarah drove a second wagon containing family goods. Agnes and John’s tightly packed wagon completed our little train. Phineas and his eldest son, Floyd, would bring up the rear with the broodmares and stallion.

Caleb came to the farm the evening before we left. Miranda greeted him quickly, barely meeting his eyes. She scooped up Moranna, edged over to me, and whispered in my ear. I stared at her, wordless with astonishment. She just smiled shyly and carried Moranna down the track that led across the pasture to Gordon and Caroline’s rambling farmhouse.

“She said she and Moranna are staying with your folks tonight. Caleb, did you plan this?”

He shook his head. “I intended to come by tomorrow morning to say goodbye, but Ma insisted tonight was better.”

The old hot flush spread across my cheeks. “Caroline … never fails to astound me.”

“Me, either,” he admitted, “but I didn’t think she knew we were …”

“Why, Caleb McCain, are you blushing?” I put my hands on either side of his face and kissed him. Those were the last coherent words either of us said for a long time.

Afterward, I lay on my back with the last warm rays of the setting sun sliding through the window to bathe my skin in a rosy glow. Propped up on one elbow, Caleb stretched out next to me, tracing circles around my areolas with the tip of one finger, a curious expression on his face. I watched him sit up and pass his flattened hand over my body to rest on my stomach.

“Emmy,” he said softly, “is there something you need to tell me?”

“All you need to know is you are the last man in my life,” I whispered. “I don’t expect you to live like a monk, Caleb, but if you ever want to come to Texas, we’ll be waiting.”

He bent to rest his face against my abdomen. A moment later, I realized he was crying. I gently put my hand on the base of his neck and watched the sun disappear beyond the horizon of Mound Prairie.

In the predawn light of the next morning, Caleb and I stood, fingers intertwined, looking across the blackland prairie. His saddled horse waited nearby, quietly cropping grass. The creek glowed faintly between shadowed banks spotted with wildflowers. I was going to miss that old creek. If I concentrated really hard on how much I was going to miss the creek, maybe this final loss wouldn’t destroy me.

Caleb tried to say something, then shook his head, unable to force out the words. I leaned my head against his shoulder, letting my tears soak into his shirtsleeve.

“I love you so much.”

He nodded, keeping his eyes focused on the creek. “I love you, too, Emmy.”

He kissed my hand, climbed on his horse, and rode out of my life without looking back.

One by one, the McCain clan wagons rumbled onto the ferry to be hauled across Red River. I crossed last with Phineas, Floyd, and the horses. After one suspicious glare at the gangplank, Star followed me aboard without incident. I stood with her at the front of the boat, telling her that Texas lay somewhere beyond the tree-lined river bottoms. She stirred uneasily as the ferry entered the river’s current but calmed at the sight of Owl floating past like silver light above the roiling muddy water.

Deep in my womb, Caleb’s baby fluttered. I hoped the child would be a boy with his father’s long strong fingers, deep love for horses, and fearless spirit. Right on the tail of that sentimental thought came the memory of a fifteen-year-old daredevil who broke his nose upon being thrown by a half-wild whirlwind of a stallion he’d been forbidden to ride. I laughed despite myself. Perhaps a little caution and common sense wouldn’t be amiss.

Star rested her head on my shoulder, sighing gustily. I wrapped my arm around her neck for comfort, acutely aware of the widening band of water between me and the friends and family left behind, far too many of them sleeping in quiet graves blanketed by moss, grass, and fallen pine needles.

“Oh, Papa,” I whispered to the sky. “Oh, Susanna. I wish you were here.” I twisted my fingers into Star’s mane and wondered how many more times my shattered heart could break.

Two redbirds, a male and a female, darted into sight. The male swooped down and tugged at a tendril of hair that had escaped my braid. Before I could swat him, he spiraled out of reach and joined his mate in an avian contra dance. They cartwheeled and spun across the blue sky, leaving faint wisps of golden light in their wake. Once they flew right through Owl, who endured the indignity without turning a feather or missing a wingbeat. When they circled my head to weave me a halo of gold light and flashing red bodies, I laughed out loud.

The brilliant little birds flew all the way across Red River with us. As the band of water between boat and land narrowed, they chased each other in a rising, ever-tightening spiral. At last, in a joyous swirl of feathers, they disappeared.
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In 1847, Emily McCorkle married Walker Wilson, my great-great-great grandfather. In 1852, she divorced him and moved to Texas with their children as well as his children from a previous marriage. Walker simultaneously disappeared from public records. Why did Emily seek a divorce at a time when divorce was rare, socially disastrous, and almost impossible to obtain? Why did she keep her stepchildren, and what, pray tell, happened to Walker? Days of Sun and Shadow began with those questions. Imagination supplied answers that have no basis in reality, at least as far as I know.

Morning Star is based on BR Star Baby, a sorrel quarter horse mare who arrived in my life when she was fourteen and I was fifty-five. A retired cow horse, she was footsore, arthritic, and aloof. The cowboy who gave her to me suspected she’d been abused at some point in her life. The farrier called her a hostile bitch who hated people, and to be fair, she really did hate him. That Star came to trust me was a small miracle, though my daughter suggested it was simply a matter of kindred spirits recognizing each other. After six months of working with her, I asked the farrier if he noticed a difference in her attitude. He answered, “Difference? Hell, she’s a completely different horse.” Star and I had twelve years together. Her presence in this book is her memorial.




A READING GROUP GUIDE

ABOUT THIS GUIDE

The suggested questions are included to enhance your group’s reading of India Hayford’s Days of Sun and Shadow!




DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	What do you think Owl represents in the book?

	Why did Delpha reject Emilie instead of cherishing her as the only surviving child of the family?

	What do you think about the phenomenon commonly called the Sight? Have you ever met anyone who possessed it to any degree?

	Why didn’t Emilie run for help when her mother drowned?

	What drove Emilie to work in the stables as a child despite social disapproval and her mother’s insistence that she give up horses for embroidery?

	What social conventions did Emilie defy throughout her life?

	What were some of the milestones in Emilie’s journey to independence?

	Compare Emilie’s marriages. How much control did she have over either?

	Given the stereotype of Arkansas being backward and redneck, were you surprised to learn that many well-educated, cultured people settled in the state?

	How do the rising tensions about slavery impact the relationship between the McCains and Cathcarts?

	What role did traumatic loss play in Emilie’s relationships with Keller and Walker? Do you think she’d have taken up with either man without that catalyst?

	How did Star’s return help Emilie recover from the traumatic events surrounding Rose’s birth?

	Discuss Emilie’s decision to exchange babies. Was it a good decision? Would she have made it had she not been caught by postpartum depression?

	Why did Emilie choose Miranda over Walker?

	Consider the relationship between Emilie and Caleb. Did his revelation startle you? Why or why not?

	Will Caleb ever follow Emilie to Texas?

	Were any of the killings in the book justified? Why or why not?
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