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		Part One



	

    
	
		Chapter One


Queenscrown plantation, near Charleston, South Carolina

Elizabeth Toliver observed her younger son, Silas, from under the wide, floppy brim of her gardening bonnet. He stood by the verandah railing, staring down the oak-lined road leading to the family’s plantation home, his posture expectant, his gaze intense. It was the beginning of October 1835. Elizabeth watched him from one of the rose gardens flanking the house, clippers in hand to cut a basket of the red Lancasters she’d babied and worried about in January. Amazing what water, mulch, and manure could do for spindly stalks—and for most growing things—left too long without care, she thought. Nature was full of such examples of regrowth and new strength when their requirements were met, if only man would take notice and apply to the human race.
         

If only her husband had noticed and applied to the needs of his second son.

“Who are you waiting for, Silas?” she called.

Silas turned his head in her direction. It was a very handsome head favored with the striking Toliver features that proved him a descendant of the long line of English aristocrats whose portraits greeted guests in the great hall of Queenscrown. Silas’s green eyes narrowed, as fiery as emeralds under brows a fair match to his rambunctious black hair, but it was the dimple set square in the middle of the family chin that left no doubt of his lineage.

“For Jeremy,” he answered, his tone curt, and returned to his surveillance.

Elizabeth’s shoulders sagged. Silas blamed her for the stipulations in his father’s will. “You could have gotten him to change his mind, Mother,” he’d accused her, “and now you must suffer the consequences.” He would never be convinced of her ignorance of the possibility that his father would write his will as he had, even though her son knew—must surely know—she’d never sacrifice his happiness to ensure hers. She now heard the “consequences” of her failure arriving on pounding horses’ hooves: Jeremy Warwick astride his white stallion, come to lure her son and four-year-old grandson and future daughter-in-law to a faraway, dangerous territory called Texas.
         

Jeremy thundered to a stop, and even before he greeted Silas and dismounted, he called to her, “Mornin’, Miz ’Lizabeth. How do your roses grow?”

It was his usual form of greeting, no matter the setting, and was meant to inquire after her general well-being. The reference to roses had further meaning in that both the Warwicks and the Tolivers were descended from royal houses in England identified by the elegant, prickly-stemmed flower that served as their emblems. The Warwicks of South Carolina hailed from the House of York, represented by the white rose; the Tolivers, the House of Lancaster, symbolized by the red. Though neighbors and close friends, neither grew in their gardens the other’s badge of allegiance to their aristocratic roots.

This morning How do your roses grow? was not intended to ask the condition of her beloved plants she’d nurtured back to health after months away tending her husband during his illness in a Charleston hospital, but the nature of her spirits now that he had been in his grave these four weeks. “Hard to tell,” she called back. “Their endurance will depend upon the coming weather.”
         

They had exchanged these entendres since the boys were children and Elizabeth had discovered Jeremy Warwick’s quick, ironic, but never mocking, wit. She adored him. Tall and strapping in contrast to her slim, sinewy son of equal height, Jeremy was the youngest of three brothers whose father owned the adjacent cotton plantation called Meadowlands. United by their family pecking order and the commonalities of age, heritage, and interests, he and Silas made ideal friends, a relationship Elizabeth had been grateful for, since Silas and his brother had warred from the time her younger son could talk.
         

Jeremy’s bright pleasure at seeing her dimmed in his gaze, indicating that he understood her meaning. “I’m afraid the weather can’t always be what we wish,” he said, with an apologetic inclination of his head that confirmed to Elizabeth why he had come.

“Did the letter arrive that we were expecting?” Silas asked.

“Finally. It’s in the pouch, and one from Lucas Tanner. He and his group made it to the black waxy.”

Elizabeth was of no mind to go inside. If they wished to speak privately, they could adjourn somewhere out of earshot, but she hoped they did not. Sometimes, the only way she knew what was going on in her family was to eavesdrop shamelessly or enlist one of the servants to do it. She heard Silas call into the house for Lazarus to bring coffee. Good. They meant to collude on the porch in the fineness of the fall morning.

“Will I be happy with the letter’s contents?” Silas asked.

“Most of them,” his friend replied.

Elizabeth knew what they were about. They were now beginning in earnest to fulfill the dream they had shared and talked about for years. As youngest sons, both had grown up aware they were not likely to be the sole heirs of their families’ cotton plantations upon the deaths of their fathers. In Jeremy’s case, that reality would have presented no problem. He got along well with his two brothers, and his father doted on him and would have seen he received his fair share of the estate. Jeremy simply wanted to possess his own plantation and run it as he saw fit. Silas’s fraternal and paternal situation was entirely different. From his birth, Benjamin Toliver had favored Morris, his firstborn, as heir of Queenscrown. “It’s the way of it,” he would say to Elizabeth, never having entirely shaken off the principle of the law of primogeniture, a throwback to his English heritage that decreed the eldest son should inherit the family property. In South Carolina, the law had been abolished in 1779.

But other prejudices factored in. Benjamin and Morris saw eye to eye on everything, and it wasn’t a matter of son wishing to please father. Morris genuinely shared his father’s views on every subject from religion to politics, whereas Silas’s took a different, sometimes incendiary, turn. Dislike grew between father and son and brother and brother, and it did not help that Elizabeth, to breach the widening gap between them, treated Silas with special affection. Benjamin had known that Silas and his brother, as equal partners, would have been at each other’s throats by sundown of his death. To avoid the situation, he’d bequeathed the plantation, all the money, and family property—land, house and furnishings, stock, equipment, and slaves—to Morris, leaving Silas penniless but for a yearly “salary” along with a percentage of the plantation’s profits so long as he served as land manager under his brother.

No wonder Silas, now twenty-nine, feeling betrayed and embittered, wished to abandon the land of his birth and head with Jeremy Warwick for the “black waxy” soil in the eastern part of Texas, superb for growing cotton, so the reports came back. How sad that he should leave with his heart harboring unjust ill will toward his father, for Elizabeth knew something that Silas did not. Benjamin Toliver had set aside his love for his wife out of love for his younger son. Her husband had left her in the care of a lumbering bachelor son who most likely would never marry, and she would grow old without the joy of grandchildren to cherish and spoil. She would probably live to regret it, but she’d let Silas—callous to her love for her adorable grandson and the girl who would soon become his second wife—go to Texas without ever knowing his father had fashioned his will to set him free.


	

    
	
		Chapter Two


Silas could feel his mother’s despair, layered with her widow’s grief, waft to him on the crisp, autumn breeze, but it couldn’t be helped. He was going to Texas and taking his son and bride with him. Theirs was an age-old argument. Family was all to his mother. Land, a man’s inherent connection to his very being, was everything to him. Without his own land to till and sow, a man was nothing, no matter who his family was. His mother had mounted every reason against her younger son leaving the comfort, security, and safety of his home to set out with his family to the territory of Texas on the verge of revolution. Reports had filtered back that the Texas colonists were organizing to declare their newly settled land independent of Mexico, a move that would undoubtedly lead to war with that country.
         

“What am I to do, Mother? Stay here under the boot of my brother where my son, like his father, will never be master of his own house?”

“Don’t put this off on what you want for Joshua,” his mother had argued. “This is what you want for yourself—what you’ve always wanted—but now you have Lettie and your little son to consider.” She had covered her face with her hands at the monstrous images she’d warned him about: terrible diseases (there had been a cholera outbreak in Stephen F. Austin’s colony in 1834), savage Indians, wild animals and snakes, bloodthirsty Mexicans, dangerous water crossings, exposure to extremes of weather. The list of horrors went on and on, the most horrible being the possibility that she’d never see her son and Joshua and Lettie again.
         

“And don’t you put this off on them, Mother. If I were offered acreage anywhere else in the South where it’s safe, you’d still want me to remain at Queenscrown, all of us together as a family, never mind that my father practically disowned me and my brother loathes me.”
         

“You exaggerate. Your father did what he thought best for Queenscrown, and your brother does not loathe you. He simply doesn’t understand you.”

“And I will do what I think is best for Somerset.”
         

“Somerset?”

“The name I’m calling my plantation in Texas in honor of the Tolivers’ forebear, the Duke of Somerset.”

His mother had fallen mute, her arguments futile against so powerful an ambition.

She had her husband’s last will and testament to thank for her sorrow, Silas had reminded her, but it didn’t pardon his brusque behavior toward her these past weeks, and he felt ashamed. He loved his mother and would miss her sorely, but he could not rid himself of the feeling that she had intentionally failed to foresee and therefore prevent the unfair dispensations of his father’s estate. If Benjamin Toliver had divided his property equally, Silas would have forever abandoned his dream. He had promised himself to do everything in his power to live peaceably with his brother. Morris, a bachelor, loved his nephew and was fond of his sister-in-law-to-be and her sweet, gentle ways. Lettie and his mother got along gloriously. Elizabeth regarded Lettie as the daughter she’d never had, and his fiancée considered his mother the surrogate for the one she’d lost as a child. They would have made a tranquil household.

Even Morris now realized what he stood to lose by his gain. “We’ll work something out,” he’d said, but for Silas, nothing his brother could offer would make up for the deficit of his father’s affection so hurtfully demonstrated by the terms of the will. He would not take from his brother what their father had not meant for him to have.

So he was going to Texas.

As Jeremy dismounted, Silas looked gratefully down at the man who would be pulling up stakes with him, the stallion still prancing. Jeremy Warwick rarely refused his horse his head, as he was not in the habit of denying his own. Silas prized that quality in him, for while his friend’s head was known for its uncommon common sense, it was not averse to risk, and never would his boyhood companion enter a more risky venture than the one on which they were planning to embark.

Before securing his horse’s reins, Jeremy tossed Silas the mail pouch he’d ridden to Charleston to collect. Silas unbuckled the straps eagerly and was reading a letter from Stephen F. Austin, well-known empresario of Texas, before his friend’s polished boots struck the floor of the verandah.

“Some disturbing reading in there,” Jeremy said, lowering his voice so that Elizabeth wouldn’t hear. “Mr. Austin is willing to sell us as many of his bonus acres as we can buy so long as we agree to live in Texas, but he warns that war is coming. There’s a newspaper, too, describing the growing dissatisfaction among the settlements with the policies of the government in Mexico City, and there’s a letter from Lucas Tanner. He says the area is all he could have hoped for—good virgin soil, plentiful timber and water, fine weather—but he may have to fight to hold it. He’s already had a few scrapes with the Indians and Mexican militia.”

“Since we’re not leaving until next spring, maybe the conflict with the Mexican government will be settled at least, but I have to share this news with the rest who are going with us,” Silas said. “Let them know the additional risk.”

Jeremy asked quietly, “Does that include Lettie?”

The sharp snipping of the rose clippers ceased, the silence carried to the verandah in the pause that followed. Elizabeth had been listening, her ears perked for his answer. Yes, do tell, Silas. Does that include Lettie? Her son was saved from responding by Lazarus elbowing the front door open to deliver the coffee. Silas reached forward to open it wider for him.
         

“Thank you, Mister Silas,” the gray-haired Negro said, and set the tray on the table where generations of Tolivers had been served their mint juleps and afternoon tea. “Shall I pour the coffee, suh?”

“No, Lazarus. I’ll do it. Tell Cassandra the pie looks delicious.”

Lazarus and his wife, Cassandra, would be going with him to Texas. They belonged to him, an inheritance from Mamie Toliver, Silas’s grandmother. She had left nothing to her other grandson. Lately, Silas had noticed a heaviness to Lazarus’s walk, and his wife no longer sang over her bread kneading.

“That will include Lettie,” Silas answered, handing Jeremy his dessert plate. He poured them each a steaming cup of coffee. “When I’m inclined to tell her,” he added.

“Ah,” Jeremy said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“That the pie is delicious,” Jeremy said, taking a big bite. “Will you and Lettie be going to Jessica Wyndham’s party?”

“Lettie wouldn’t miss it. She tutored Jessica before the girl left for boarding school and really liked her. There are only four years’ difference in their ages. I can’t say I remember her. Do you?”

“Barely. All I recalled until today was a serious-faced little girl with eyes big and brown as chestnuts, but I recognized her at the docks in Charleston this morning when she arrived from Boston. Her mother and brother were there to pick her up. There was quite a scene when Jessica went to the aid of a Negro porter being mistreated by a passenger.”

“A white man?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Her father will have something to say about that.”

“I hope his displeasure won’t put a damper on the party. I’m told the Wyndhams are sparing no expense to celebrate Jessica’s eighteenth birthday and homecoming from that finishing school in Boston. They’re entertaining relatives from England as well—Lord and Lady DeWitt.”

“The Wyndhams can afford it,” Silas said, drawing out a map from the mail pouch.

“The Courier lists Carson Wyndham as the wealthiest man in South Carolina,” Jeremy said, cutting into his pie.
         

“The poor man will be busy staving off every fortune hunter in the state.”

“Maybe Morris will marry her and save him the trouble.”

Silas snorted. “Morris wouldn’t know a waltz from a polka or a lady’s handkerchief from a cleaning rag, so there’s no chance of him winning the girl’s hand. Why don’t you marry her, Jeremy, and save her father the trouble. A handsome devil like you should have a clear field.”
         

Jeremy laughed. “No offense to Lettie, but I don’t think I could interest a young lady of Jessica Wyndham’s background and refinement into marrying a man with plans to settle in Texas. Lettie’s besotted over you. She’d let you take her to hell.”

Silas spread out the map enclosed with Stephen F. Austin’s letter and frowned over the route the empresario had marked in dark ink. The distance was formidable; the terrain beyond the Red River into Texas daunting. Circled was an area where the trail diverted from a more logical direction. A note in the margin read: Stay clear. Comanche Indian hunting grounds.
         

“Maybe that is where I’m taking her,” Silas said.


	

    
	
		Chapter Three


“Now where should we place Lady Barbara for luncheon?” Eunice Wyndham asked as her daughter sailed into the loggia amid a flurry of activity going on around a table set for twelve. “Such a quandary. If her back is to the garden, the sunlight will show her thin hair to its worst advantage. If she faces it, the light will expose every wrinkle. The woman is so vain about her looks.”
         

Jessica was not listening. Her mother was mulling aloud and did not expect her to answer. She knew her daughter had no interest in such things, even now after two years away at boarding school to correct her dispassion. The luncheon table had been arranged in the loggia to free the dining room for the huge banquet the next evening. Jessica would have preferred her birthday and homecoming celebrated with a family picnic. The person for whom she searched among the Negro maids was not there. She’d not found her in the dining room, either, where similar activities were taking place.

“Mama, where is Tippy?”

“Perhaps I can set her at the head of the table and Lord Henry at the other end. Everyone will interpret the seating as a sign of respect. Your father and I can sit across from each other in the middle.”

“Mama, where is Tippy? I’ve looked everywhere for her and can’t find her. What have you done with her?”

Eunice tucked a flowingly inscribed nameplate into a glass rosebud card holder and stepped back to examine the effect. “Should I set out the fly catchers?” she asked. “I bought a lovely pair in crystal when your father and I were in Washington. They do have the most dreadful flies there—worse than here. Is it too early in the season for them, you think?”

“Mama, where is Tippy?”

Eunice gave her daughter her attention. “Goodness, child. Why are you still in your robe?”

Jessica spun toward the doorway.

“Where are you going?”

“To the kitchen. I’m sure that’s where you’ve exiled her.”

“Jessie, stop right there. Do you hear me?” Eunice’s voice rose in alarm. She picked up the fan she’d brought into the room and waved it rapidly before her face. Jessica halted and turned around. The three maids, dressed in gray dresses overlaid with white aprons, had gone still, the room silent. “I am so glad your father took Lady Barbara and Lord Henry riding this morning,” Eunice said, fanning. “I will be spared the embarrassment of my daughter running to the kitchen to fetch a maid when a tug on the bellpull would do.”

“I want to see Tippy, Mama.”

“She’s busy designing your birthday cake.”

“Then I’ll go help her.”

Eunice cast a horrified look behind her at the stock-still maids, their eyes bulging and the whites stark with shock and curiosity. “That will be all,” she snapped. “Go make yourself useful to Willie May.”

The maids rushed by Jessica in a blur of gray and white. Eunice moved quickly to pull her daughter into the room, then closed the french doors behind them. Once shuttered in, she said, “Do not take that tone with me, young lady, especially in the presence of the servants. You’re in enough trouble after that scene on the dock yesterday.”

“I simply gave the man a slap on the shoulder with my fan.”

“You were defending a Negro against a white man!”

“The man was abusing an overburdened porter. I would have slapped him if the porter had been white as the driven snow.”

Eunice’s tight, angry face crumpled like a soggy teacake. “I declare, child, what are we to do with you? We’ve all been so excited about your coming home. You can’t imagine how eager your brother was to see you. He insisted on going with me to pick you up from the ship, but you embarrassed Michael terribly yesterday, perhaps beyond reclaim.”

“Michael should have been the one to give the man a wallop.”

Eunice fanned faster. “I knew we shouldn’t have sent you to school in Boston—into that hotbed of abolitionists.”

“No, Mother, a breeding ground for freedom lovers.”

“Oh, Jessie!” Depleted as always from these arguments with a daughter for whom she’d rip out her heart, Eunice fell with her fan into one of the loggia chairs and sighed hopelessly. “What did they do to you in that school?”

“They confirmed what I’ve always believed. All human beings are created equal, and no one has the right to enslave another.”

“Sssh!” Eunice whispered fiercely, darting a look through the glassed french doors for listening ears. “Listen to me, my willful daughter. You have no idea what’s been going on around here in your absence. If you did, you’d realize what’s wrong with such feelings, how dangerous such talk could be for Tippy.”

“What’s…been going on around here?”

“Not on our plantation, but others. Slave rebellions, all unsuccessful, but too close to home for your father’s comfort. Planters are on edge and quick to punish any slave—unmercifully, I might add—or”—she drilled Jessica with a look—“anyone who gives the faintest impression they do not agree with the Southern cause.”
         

“Cause? Abolition is a cause. Slavery is a dogma.”
         

Eunice discontinued fanning. It did little to induce air into lungs that felt about to burst. “See, that’s the kind of thing I’m talking about. I’m warning you, Jessie, that while your father indulges your every wish, he will not tolerate such views in this house or your flagrant friendship with a Negro servant.” She shook her head in self-recrimination. “I should never have permitted you and Tippy to become close when you were children, but you had no one else to play with. She was the only choice of a companion for you. I should never have listened to my sister’s pleas to send you to boarding school to be near her in Boston, and, most assuredly, I should never have allowed Tippy to go with you.
         

“However”—Eunice arched a reproachful eyebrow at Jessica—​“I was under the delusion you would have the good sense to break your ties with her once you were home.” Wearily, Eunice pressed a hand to her forehead. “I’d hoped you’d understand you must let her go, accept that Tippy has her place, and you have yours.”
         

“Mama…” Jessica knelt at her mother’s knees, the fullness of her robe billowing about her, bringing to Eunice’s mind the red-haired, brown-eyed doll comprised of only a comely torso and bouffant skirt Jessica had preferred as a child. But there the likeness of her daughter to the doll ended. Eunice did not understand it. Her daughter’s features were regular, her teeth straight, her flaming hair and large, expressive eyes a dark, lovely brown, but they did not save her fair, freckled face from being—not homely, but plain. Her husband would have liked her to be beautiful but ordinary in her interests like the daughters of their friends, concerned only with clothes and parties and flirtations, delighted to be the spoiled only daughter of one of the richest men in the South. But from birth, Jessica had eschewed the role to which she’d been born. Was it because she sensed that her father’s indulgence was compensation for his disappointment in her? Jessica thought too much, questioned, challenged, rebelled. Carson would have found her spirit attractive in a beautiful daughter, but it was merely annoying in one so plain. Sometimes Eunice thought Jessica should have been born a male.

“I do understand,” Jessica said, “but I cannot accept. I would never put Tippy in a jeopardous position, but I can’t—I won’t—treat her as inferior to me. She’s brilliant and creative in ways that I could never be. She’s kinder and wiser and possesses every quality I admire and need in a friend. I do not wish to cause you and Papa embarrassment, but I will give my friend the respect she deserves. I will not treat her as a slave.”

Eunice pressed her hands to her cheeks. “Oh, my God…If your father were to hear you…”

“He would be very disappointed in me, I’m sure.”

“He would feel more than disappointment. There’s a side to your father you’ve never seen. I will not be able to prevent the consequences if you continue to flaunt your affection for Tippy. You must think of her, for goodness’ sake.”

Gently, Jessica pried away her mother’s hands from her cheeks and held them. “Don’t worry, Mama. I promise not to stir up family distress by sharing my views on slavery in this house. The South is what it is, and one voice will not change it, but please allow Tippy to be my maid. You know she has the use of only one lung, which suffers from pleurisy, and she can’t breathe in the heat of the kitchen.”

“I will so long as you abide by your promise, child. If you don’t, your father will send her to the fields, and she’ll be berthed in the slave quarters. He loves you dearly, but you must believe me that he will.” Eunice removed her hands and pushed her daughter’s fiery hair back from her face. “We missed you so when you were away,” she said gently. “That’s why we had you come home before the semester was through, but I declare, my blood has not run easy since you’ve been back. At luncheon and the party, there will be talk of the abolitionist movement. Promise me you’ll hold your tongue if your opinion is asked?”

Jessica stuck out her tongue and held it with two fingers. “Ah pomice to uld ma ung.”

“Silly girl,” Eunice said, a grin sliding across her face that did not quite relieve the anxiety in her eyes. “Now let me up. I have work to do.”

“You’ll send Tippy to my room? No one in the world can dress my hair like Tippy, and imagine how I’d look if she didn’t manage my wardrobe.”

“If you’ll remember that your father likes to surprise you unannounced. Make sure your hair and clothes are all you and Tippy are discussing should he appear. If he gets involved, it will be cotton bolls Tippy will be tending rather than ribbons and laces.”

“I’ll remember.” Jessica stood and spun around in her satin dressing gown, skirt twirling from a delicate, narrow waist. “Eighteen tomorrow. When did I get to be so old?”

“It’s a birthday that should set you to thinking of marriage,” Eunice said.

“Maybe thinking, but not doing. What man would wish to marry a firebrand like me?”
         

Who indeed? thought Eunice with a sigh.
         


	

    
	
		Chapter Four


Tippy drew the brush from Jessica’s forehead down to the end of a long, waxed lock. She had repeated the movement over and over until Jessica’s naturally frizzy hair shone like springy streamers of russet satin on her shoulders. Shortly, Tippy would fashion it into an evening coiffure inspired by the Romantic Era in England called the Madonna. The style called for parting the hair in the middle with ringlets at the crown of the head and sides of the face. A gown of cream brocade hung from a wire dress form shaped to the measurements of Jessica’s figure. The frock featured the latest fashion details designed to show off creamy shoulders, small waists, and slim ankles.
         

“It’s a perfect style for you,” Miss Smithfield, the seamstress who had sewn the dress, had pronounced in her shop in Boston, but it had been Tippy who had designed it and selected the fabric. Accessories were laid out: square-toed slippers in matching satin, elbow-length gloves, a small evening bag in green to complement the emerald brooch Jessica’s father had presented to her in honor of her birthday.

When sitting straight before the mirror, Tippy directly behind her, Jessica could see only the wispy puff of her maid’s hair (another oddity since it was not wiry like other members of her race and its light brown shade was in contrast to her dark skin), the flare of her ears, and the sharp points of her constantly moving elbows. Hardly taller than a fireplace broom and wafer thin, Tippy had been bestowed with remarkably large ears, hands, and feet that made her look grotesque to those who did not know her or appreciate her talents.

“Whatever was the good Lord thinking to stick all that extra yardage on my girl’s skinny little face and body and then not have enough to make her a second lung?” Willie May was often heard to lament.

Jessica wondered as well. She thought Tippy the oddest-put-together human being she’d ever seen, but she’d found her diminutive frame and disproportionate features enchanting since they were children. With her agile mind and creative imagination, Tippy reminded Jessica of the mischievous sprite in her favorite storybook. Jessica had fancied her a chocolate elf dropped in from another world whose oversized ears and hands and feet, delicate as a fairy’s, could morph into wings and carry her back to the realm from which she came. She had worried about Tippy’s fragility since she was old enough to understand her friend had been born without an important working part, and Jessica might wake up one morning and find the angels had come for her playmate. Looking at Tippy’s swiftly working hands, picturing them picking cotton under the broiling sun, a heavy ducking sack slung from her thin shoulders, was enough to make Jessica nauseated, but her father wouldn’t do that to Tippy. Jessica was sure of it. He knew his daughter would never forgive him, but he could—and would—separate them. She must remember that.

“I don’t have anything to wish for anymore,” Jessica said. “Isn’t that awful, Tippy? To be eighteen and out of wishes.”

“I wouldn’t know nothin’ ’bout wishes no mo’ ’cept now I’se home, to hope for sugahcane syrup to go on mah co’nbread,” Tippy said.

Jessica turned from the mirror to frown at Tippy and lowered her voice. “Must you speak like an ignorant field hand when you’re with me, Tippy?”

“Yessum, I do, les’ I forget where I’m at. It’s safer for us bof.”

Jessica turned back around to her vanity. “I’m sorry now that I didn’t leave you in Boston with Miss Smithfield at her dressmaker shop. You would have made a fine living with your needle and thread. There you’d have had many wishes, and they’d have all come true.”

Tippy placed her mouth close to Jessica’s ear and spoke literately, “Your daddy would have sent men for me, but I wouldn’t have stayed anyway. I wouldn’t let you come home without me.”

Jessica listened for her father’s footsteps in the hall. He wouldn’t enter without knocking, especially now that she was grown, but he still allowed little time to answer. Yesterday morning when Tippy was allowed to return to Jessica’s room from the kitchen, Jessica had told her of her mother’s warning, one that Tippy had already heard from Willie May. “They want to separate us because we’re so close,” Jessica had explained, “and Mama has threatened you’ll be sent to the fields if I don’t cooperate. We have to pretend that you’re my maid and I’m your mistress.”

“That won’t be hard to do,” Tippy had said. “I am a maid, and you are my mistress.”

“In name only.”

They agreed they had to be very careful. Willie May had laid it out to Tippy. No more calling Jessica “Jessie” without the Miss attached followed by a little curtsy. No more shared giggles and secrets. No more lazy sessions reading to each other. No more show of friendship. “And,” Willie May had added with a stern eye at Tippy, “no more speaking like a white lady or parading your learning for master and slave to see.”
         

The girls had hooked thumbs—their ritual to seal an agreement. Hearing only silence from the hall, Jessica said with a smile, “I’ll make sure you get all the sugarcane syrup you want, even if I have to smuggle it up here.”

“No, no, Jessie—Miss Jessie. Don’t show me any—no—​favoritism. It’s too dangerous.”
         

Jessica sighed. “I’m so disgusted with the way things are. The South shames me. My family shames me—”

“Sssh, you mustn’t speak like that. You mustn’t even think like that.”
         

“I can’t help it.”

“That new teacher comin’ from the No’th…I know what she be up to, Miss Jessie. Please don’t let her get you into no trouble. I’se beggin’ you—”

“Jessie! It’s Papa. I’m coming in!”
         

The strong voice of the man Jessica both loved and feared boomed through the door. Only a few seconds passed before it flew open and Carson Wyndham strode in, the strike of his knee-high boots hard on the wood floor and their shine dazzling. A short, fit, ginger-haired man of powerful build and brusque manner, he inspired the impression that throngs would part at his appearance and woe to him who did not step from his path.

Tippy, reacting quickly, cocked her head at Jessica’s startled reflection in the mirror and said loudly, as if continuing a dialogue Carson Wyndham’s entrance had interrupted, “…Yoah hair is so pretty jus’ like dis. A cryin’ shame to put it up.”

“I agree,” Carson said, coming to stand by his daughter’s dressing table to inspect the subject of discussion. “Why the devil does a woman feel she has to torture her hair into twists and turns and God knows what all when it’s so much more attractive hanging unfettered as the good Lord intended?” He fingered the delicate mesh of the head covering that hung from a finial of the mirror. Jessica had worn it at luncheon yesterday, her loose hair filling the gold-filigreed, pouch-like bag. “I liked this…whatever it’s called, on you, Jessie. Why aren’t you wearing it this evening?”

“Oh, Papa, a lady can’t wear a hair net with a party gown.”
         

It was the kind of riposte her father liked to hear from his daughter—mindless and feminine and vain. He favored her with a smile. “I suppose not. Do you like your brooch?”

“I love it. Thank you again, Papa.”

He had presented it to her at the luncheon attended by her parents’ closest friends. The affair was to be part of her birthday celebration, but it had really been held to show off her father’s distant relatives from England, Lord Henry and Lady Barbara, the Duke and Duchess of Strathmore. Had it not been for the delightful company of Lettie Sedgewick, her only contemporary there besides her brother, Jessica thought she would have died of boredom if not from sheer disgust. Conversation had deferred to His Lordship and his opinionated wife and was all about the deplorable rise of the British middle class, the audacious attempt of farm laborers in Dorset to form a trade union, and grouse hunting. Their listeners and servile admirers, except for Lettie, had hung on every imperious word, interrupted only when Michael proposed a toast to honor his sister’s homecoming.

There was much Jessica liked about Lettie Sedgewick. Jessica had looked forward to resuming her association with her former tutor when she returned from Boston, sharing what she had learned in school and exchanging ideas, but Lettie was now engaged to Silas Toliver, a widower Jessica remembered as strik­ingly handsome who had plans to start his own plantation in Texas. Jessica recalled that Silas’s first wife had died in delivering the little boy who would soon become Lettie’s stepson. Lettie was the highly intelligent daughter of a Presbyterian minister, well versed in language arts. The Wyndhams, members of her father’s church, had engaged her to teach Jessica penmanship and classical literature to supplement her public school instruction before leaving for boarding school. Lettie had gone on to earn a teacher’s certificate at a college in Nashville and now taught in the public school in the small town of her father’s church, Willow Grove. The community was described as a stone’s throw either way between Charleston and the parallel rows of plantations known as Plantation Alley, where the most prominent sugar and cotton estates were located. Silas, like Jeremy Warwick, had not been included in the luncheon party because they did not know Jessica well. They would be attending the ball.
         

“You would think South Carolina still a colony of the British Empire, considering how slavishly devoted some of us are to all things English,” Lettie had said to Jessica with a twinkle in her eye when they finally had a chance to chat privately.

“Except for slavery,” Jessica said. “The British have had the humanitarian decency to abolish the slave trade.”

Jessica could have bitten her tongue. She’d leaped without looking, but Lettie Sedgewick’s tolerant nature and Jessica’s experience with the minister’s daughter invited controversial confidences. When tutoring Jessica, Lettie had not minded, and had even encouraged, Tippy to sit in on their sessions, albeit secretly. It was against the law to teach slaves to read and write, and the tutor could have endangered her father’s position as minister of the First Presbyterian Church in Willow Grove if she were found out.

Humor flitted across her friend’s countenance. “Quite so,” Lettie said. “I see you haven’t changed much, my dear pupil, but may I caution you to think first where you are before speaking.”

“I must learn to do so.”

“I heard from Silas about the little incident on the disembarkation dock in Charleston yesterday. Jeremy Warwick was in the area to pick up something for Meadowlands. He told Silas that he did not show himself for fear of causing further embarrassment to you and your mother and brother.”

“No doubt Mr. Warwick thought the worst of me.”

“Not at all. He told Silas he thought you awfully brave.”

Or awfully stupid, Jessica thought, looking at her father’s sober face in the mirror. Had Michael told him of the incident in Charleston yesterday, and he was here now to chastise her?

“Jessie,” Carson said, “I want you to look especially nice tonight.”

“We’ll certainly try, won’t we, Tippy?” Jessica said, relieved. “Is there any particular reason other than it’s my birthday?”

“No…no reason. I just want to feel especially proud of my little girl who’s home at last after two years, so please appear your best.” He bent and kissed her cheek. “See you at the party. And Tippy?”

Tippy stood at attention. “Yessuh?”

“See that it happens.”

“Yessuh, Mister Carson.”

He strode from the room, and the women exchanged long, interrogating looks. “What was that all about?” Jessica asked.

“Jeremy Warwick,” Tippy answered promptly.

“Jeremy Warwick?”

“I heard all about it in the kitchen. Your papa wants you to make an impression on him with the hope you two will get together. You’re to be seated next to him at the supper table.”

“Jeremy is Silas’s age—too old for me—and I understand they’re going to Texas together. Why would my father want me to marry him?”

“I don’t know. The Warwicks are rich. Maybe to ward off the bucks who aren’t?” Tippy batted her lashless eyes meaningfully. “Jeremy Warwick is a good man, so they said in the kitchen. A good master. I can’t understand why he’s still unmarried. Maybe your daddy wants you to set your cap for him before someone else snatches him up.”

“No, Tippy, that’s not the reason,” Jessica said in sudden understanding. Hurt plunged through her. Her father had learned about the brouhaha on the dock. Michael would have informed him, and her mother, too fearful to keep secrets from her husband, must have told him about her views on slavery. “My father wants to be rid of me before I cause trouble.”

But only if taken out of South Carolina by a good and rich man. Her father loved her that much, she thought. Jessica felt anger slowly overtake her hurt. Well, she had news for him. She would never marry a slave owner.


	

    
	
		Chapter Five


She was to be presented in a receiving line in the ballroom rather than strike a grand entrance from the top of the staircase. Staircases were for great beauties. The arrangement suited Jessica just fine. Her right glove was smudged by the time she had finished shaking the hands of the fifty guests attending her birthday party, and she could not feel the stem of her champagne glass for moments after she was free to seek out Lettie standing with Silas Toliver and Jeremy Warwick before her five-tiered, flower-​​bedecked birthday cake.
         

“It’s lovely,” Lettie exclaimed in wonder at the cake when Jessica joined them. “Do I recognize Tippy’s hand in the design?”

“Of course. She made the flowers from beaten egg whites dipped into sugar and hardened.”

“Well, it’s exquisite, as are you, birthday girl. What a lovely gown! From Paris?”

“From Boston.” Jessica felt her face grow warm under the gazes of the men. She looked the best she possibly could, but by no means would they agree she was exquisite. Lettie saw beauty in everything and everybody and could well afford to do so. Exquisite described her, as was plain to see in Silas’s eyes. They made a dazzling couple—he, tall, dark, and handsome, a Lord Byron with his unruly raven-black hair and green eyes and attractive chin dimple, and she, petite and blond, porcelain-skinned and dainty, perfectly fitting the subject of the poet’s poem “She Walks in Beauty.”
         

“And your blush is becoming, too,” Jeremy Warwick said with a little bow and the trace of a devilish grin. Was he making fun of her? Jessica ignored the compliment and said to Lettie, “I can’t tell you how delighted I am to be chosen your bridesmaid.”

“I can’t tell you how delighted I am that you accepted. Shall we go shopping for your dress fabric next week in Charleston?”

“I’d love to, but I’m hopeless when it comes to such things. Tippy has the best eye for material and color. She has marvelous taste. She’s responsible for the design and fabric of my gown. I always take her along to help me select my wardrobe. May she come, too?”

“Tippy?” Silas interposed. “That’s twice I’ve heard her name. I don’t believe I’ve met her.”

“Uh…Tippy is Jessica’s maid,” Lettie explained, her look slightly uncomfortable.

“A Negro maid has better taste than her mistress?” Silas said, addressing Jessica incredulously.

Jessica’s chin went up. “Mine does.”

She felt her elbow taken in a firm, masculine grip. Was its pressure a warning? “I believe that’s the supper bell,” Jeremy said, placing Jessica’s arm through his. “I’m to have the pleasure of your company on my left at table, Miss Jessica. How did I get to be so lucky to sit next to the birthday girl?”

“It was by my father’s design, Mr. Warwick,” Jessica said, suddenly feeling suffocated. She cast decorum to the wind, or rather to the oppressive waft of perfumes permeating the room. “If at all possible, I’m to entrance and beguile you with the hope you will not find me unweddable.”

Her audience stared at her with mouths agape. Jeremy’s chuckle broke the stunned silence. “By Jove,” he said, “I believe I’m already entranced.”

  


Jessica was combing out her curls from their party do when her father’s short, staccato knock came at the door. Jessica saved herself the bother of responding, for it opened immediately, and he entered wearing a smoking jacket and smelling like cigar.

“Well, my girl, did you enjoy your party?”

“Yes, Papa, very much.” It had been a stultifying evening, the conversation boring and predictable except for hearing Silas and Jeremy discuss their plans under way to lead a wagon train to Texas in the spring. It was to be half a mile long, and they hoped to make at least two miles an hour, enabling the emigrants to make ten miles a day, depending on the weather and sundry other obstacles. The journey sounded dangerous, fraught with the unknown, and she wondered how Lettie would fare from the rigors they would surely face. The only other interesting subject discussed had been the safe arrival that afternoon of Sarah Conklin from Massachusetts, who would be taking Lettie’s teaching position at the local school. The Sedgewicks had picked her up at the dock in Charleston and taken her to her new home in Willow Grove.

“Is she pretty?” Michael had wanted to know.

“Very,” the Reverend Sedgewick had pronounced, coloring slightly.

Jessica had offered no information of her acquaintance with the new schoolmarm, though she suspected that Lettie had been surprised her friend had used her influence to secure the job for an outsider and a northerner to boot.

Her father sat on the settee, the height of the seat too low to stretch out his legs comfortably, but its position providing a vantage point by which he could observe his daughter’s face in the mirror. “I hope you’re not simply telling me what I want to hear and that you did enjoy yourself,” he said. “It was hard to tell. What did you think of Jeremy Warwick?”

Jessica teased a strand of waxed hair from its curl with the hairbrush. “I found him pleasant.”

“Pleasant! Is that all you can say? Why, there’s not an unmarried woman in all the South who wouldn’t find him stimulating, lively, amusing. Many married women, too, truth be told.” He worked his eyebrows knowingly at her reflection, his attempt at drollery so ludicrously foreign to his humorless nature it was hard for her not to laugh.
         

“Then why isn’t he married?” she asked.

“Too particular, I guess, but rumor has it he lost the girl he loved to typhoid fever when he was younger. I must say, Spook, you didn’t much try to impress him.”

Jessica met his eyes in the mirror. Spook. He had not called her that since she was a little girl. The name had come from a game they’d played when she would pop out from a hiding place to surprise him. Boo! she’d cry, and he’d laugh and swing her around and call her his spook. Her throat tightened with an almost forgotten ache her father could waken in her.
         

“I was supposed to try to impress him, Papa?”

A pink flush cropped up around Carson’s ears. “Well, yes, Spook. I admit to trying to play matchmaker. Jeremy is the most eligible bachelor in South Carolina other than Silas Toliver, and he’s asked for. Besides, Silas has no money. Jeremy does. He would look after you properly.”

“Silas has no money?” Jessica glanced in surprise at her father in the mirror. “How can that be? Queenscrown is a prosperous plantation.”

“Benjamin Toliver left Queenscrown to his older son, Morris. Silas is no more than the hired help. That’s why he’s going to Texas.”

Alarmed for Lettie, Jessica asked, “How can he afford to do so?”

“He has some money of his own that he’s sunk into the venture, and the rest he’s borrowing from me.”

Jessica shuddered for Lettie. Not only would she be facing untold hardships in making the journey and starting a new life in Texas, but all would be done on borrowed money. It would probably take years to pay back her father before the plantation was up and running and Silas saw a penny of his own. Perhaps love would be enough to sustain them and see Silas through to the dream he and Jeremy had apparently long harbored.

Jessica turned on her dressing-table stool to look at him. “Why are you in a hurry to marry me off, Papa?”

“Well, you…you’re not getting any younger, you know. Your mother was married at your age, and frankly, I can’t think of another man more worthy of you than Jeremy.” Carson pinched at the air with two plump, strong fingers. “You’ve got to pluck him out of the pot before someone else does.”

“That depends on whether Jeremy is willing to be plucked.”

“He looked willing enough to me, but you rebuffed him.”

“He’s nearly thirty, eleven years older than I am.”

“What difference does that make? I am eight years older than your mother, as is Silas older than Lettie, and look how happy she is with him.”

Jessica allowed that, yes, Lettie’s happiness was evident to everyone at the party. She wondered if there was a man alive who could put the stars in her eyes that Silas had placed in Lettie’s. She did like Jeremy. She had found him stimulating and lively and amusing, but he could never be interested in someone like her. Her father had witnessed merely a gentleman’s courtliness toward the daughter of his host, and her indifference had been caused by resentment at being exhibited like a filly at a horse auction.
         

“He’s going to Texas, you know,” she said.

Carson’s glance fell to his house slippers. “Yes, I know.”

Jessica rotated back to the mirror. In this house, more was related—and understood—in the silences of her family’s conversations with one another than in spoken words. The moment’s lull clearly admitted her father’s sad but true willingness to see her married to someone suitable as soon as feasible and carried away as far as possible. Jessica remained silent, the rhythmic sound of the brush strokes censorious in the quiet.

Carson raised his head and asked suddenly, looking around. “Where is Tippy? Why isn’t she here to attend you?”

“I sent her to her room. There was no point in her waiting up to see me to bed.”

Carson rose, frowning. “She’s supposed to be here until you retire—then she can go to her room. You spoil that girl too much, Jessie. I won’t have it.”
         

“Yes, Papa,” Jessica said, continuing to brush. Tippy had pleaded to stay up to hear about the party, but an attack of pleurisy that afternoon had almost brought her to her knees. Jessica would not dare remind her father of Tippy’s lung condition, aggravated by the day’s sudden cold snap. With few exceptions, he had little tolerance for useless property. “I’ll see that she earns her keep,” Jessica said.

“You better.” Carson paused, locking eyes with his daughter in the mirror. She saw distress in his; felt tears rise in hers. Again, silence fell, speaking louder than tongues. “Spook, my dear, why can’t you be more like…a Wyndham?” he asked. “How was it you were born so different from the rest of us?”

“I don’t know, Papa,” she said, attacked by a sudden apprehension that left her cold, “but I fear my dissimilarity of birth will cost me dearly.”


	

    
	
		Chapter Six


Willie May sat amidst the piles of unwashed dishes from the party the night before, indulging in a second cup of coffee and relishing the rare opportunity to be alone with her thoughts in the Big House. It was Sunday morning. Everyone in the house—the master and mistress, Miss Jessica, and the servants, including her daughter—and all the field-workers from the Yard were at church services held today by the creek. There was to be a baptism afterwards, celebrated in the shade of the big pecan and cypress trees by the bank, everybody eating the leftovers from Miss Jessica’s eighteenth birthday party. The DeWitts had gotten off to Charleston and their departure to England on Saturday afternoon, thank God. At least Willie May hadn’t had them to worry about in the hustle of getting fifty guests wined and dined and cleaned up after.
         

“Now, you all go on to bed,” Miss Eunice had ordered the house servants last night after they’d cleared the tables and put away the food. “The dishes can wait until after church services tomorrow. Willie May, you go to bed, too. You look like you’re dead on your feet.”

She was good that way, Miss Eunice was, always considerate of her housekeeper’s limits, though the mistress had her boundaries. Boundary lines were fine by Willie May. Life was so much easier and simpler when everybody knew their place and accepted it and never bothered about nobody else’s. That was the subject disturbing her this morning in the peace and quiet of the Big House. Boundaries. Tippy didn’t know hers, and that was the fault of Jessica Wyndham. The master’s daughter was going to get her girl in trouble—big trouble. She could smell it coming.
         

A part of Willie May had knotted up tight as a ball of twine from the day her baby girl—ten years old—had wandered, with Miss Jessica, of course, into the drawing room, where the mistress was in a dispute with her decorator over color and drapery material for the Venetian windows. Willie May had been serving tea when she saw her daughter pick up two swatches of different fabric in matching colors and, calmly, without saying a word, hand them to Miss Eunice.

“Well, I declare,” her mistress had exclaimed. “I do believe this is the perfect color of green and fabric combination. We’ll use the velvet for the valances and the silk for the panels.”

They had all stared at her baby girl, and right then, Willie May had felt that tightening of her innards that had hardly loosened a day since, especially when Miss Jessica piped, “I told you she was smart, Mama!” and beamed at Tippy.
         

Willie May and Miss Eunice had watched helplessly as the girls’ friendship grew by the day. In the beginning, when the children were blossoming out from infants together, neither mother had paid much attention to their enjoyment of the other’s company. On plantations, it was natural for white and black children to play together, especially if the offspring of house servants lived with their parents in quarters in the Big House. Willie May had been mightily relieved to have her daughter, born missing a lung, brought up under her eye rather than in the Yard, where the other slaves’ children were put to work, and Miss Eunice had been happy that her little girl, with no sisters for companions, had a playmate. Their growing bond had skipped Carson Wyndham’s notice altogether, even when his daughter had insisted that every treat be shared with Tippy and that she be given the same toys and dolls as she. It was Miss Jessica who had given Tippy, christened Isabel, her name. “Tippy!” she had squealed as the girls were learning to walk and her tiny daughter had preferred to tiptoe rather than toddle.
         

Willie May and Eunice had been slow to do anything about their daughters’ closeness since, in some ways, it mirrored their own. Carson Wyndham had purchased Willie May, not quite twenty, as a maid for Eunice Wyndham when he brought his bride from Richmond, Virginia, to his huge estate, Willowshire. Alone for weeks while her husband was away minding the business of his many plantations, Eunice would have gone mad from loneliness had it not been for Willie May. Snatched from her parents and her village in Africa at seventeen years of age, Willie May understood about separation from home. She had been taught English and domestic service by Anglican missionaries—a lucky find for the slave traders—and she and the mistress had become each other’s confidante, together making their way through new worlds with husbands they barely knew, sharing the joys and travails of pregnancies and childbirths and the management of the most prominent manor house in South Carolina. Eunice was quick to say she didn’t know what she’d do without Willie May, but only because she trusted her housekeeper never to trespass on the bounds of their friendship.

Neither woman could say the same for Tippy, thanks to Jessica Wyndham, and the master had begun to notice.

Just this morning, as the household was leaving for the creek, he had asked in the tone they all dreaded to hear, “Where did you get that dress, Tippy?” Everybody had stiffened, including Miss Jessica, who was finally getting it through her stubborn head that her color blindness was putting Tippy in danger.

“I made it, suh.”

The master had rubbed the material between his fingers. The dress was beautifully and fashionably constructed. “Raw silk. Where did you get it?”

“In Boston, suh. It was a remnant give me by Miss Jessie’s dressmaker.”

The master had shot a glance to his daughter. “Do you have one made of the same fabric?”

Miss Jessica had had the good sense to duck her head. “Yes, Papa.”

To Tippy he said, “Go to your room immediately and take it off. No colored maid of this household will wear a dress of the same material as my daughter.”

Tippy had run from the hall, holding in a cough like the kind that had erupted from her one lung all night.

A few years ago the master wouldn’t have given the dress, or its exceptional tailoring, a second thought. Tippy’s sewing and weaving talents, bolstered by her color sense and eye for design, were well known and even praised in the household, but things had begun to change around Willowshire in 1831. That was the year Nat Turner, a Negro preacher, had led a two-day rebellion of slaves against their white masters in Southampton County, Virginia, where Mister Carson owned a tobacco plantation. He had gone to Virginia to witness the trial and hanging of the men involved and come home a different sort of master.

Then in 1833, to slap tar on resin, a man named William Lloyd Garrison had founded the American Anti-Slavery Society in Boston, the city where Miss Jessica was going to school, attended by the colored maid she treated like a sister. It had not occurred to the master that his daughter would be exposed to the radical teachings of the man and his followers, much less influenced by them, but he was wrong, as Willie May and Miss Eunice now realized.

Willie May got up and tied on her apron. Here at Willowshire, she and her kind had it good. Mister Carson believed in taking care of his property, and he made sure his slaves were well fed, clothed, and housed. They got weekends and Thanksgiving and Christmas off, and the field hands were allowed ten-minute rest periods in the shade and all the water they could drink. They were allowed to establish their own customs and lifestyles with no interference from the Big House so long as they stayed within appropriate bounds. The whipping post still stood in the center of the Yard, but it hadn’t been used in recent memory and only then because a slave had beaten his wife half to death. The master, unlike other planters, didn’t believe in breaking up colored families by selling their children. Carson Wyndham was hard but fair, and he expected his overseers and drivers to be the same. Except for the masters of Meadowlands and Queenscrown, Mr. Carson’s attitude was markedly different from other planters and headmen, who could make a slave’s life miserable. At Willowshire, the living was stable and fairly pleasant.

But times were changing. You could sense it at every turn. Last July, a mob had attacked the Charleston post office and burned anti-slavery literature sent by northern abolitionists to be distributed throughout the South. President Jackson had backed the protest and tried but failed to make it illegal to distribute “incendiary” material through the U.S. Post Office. Patrols had increased, bad men armed with whips and guns who rode the lanes by the light of the moon looking for runaways and uppity Negroes on whom to mete out punishment. At Willowshire, unlike before, slaves were not free to visit other slaves at other plantations without special permission from the master, and word was that Mister Carson’s drivers—slaves put in charge of other slaves in the field—were less friendly to the workers. Several colored overseers had been replaced with white, and “Spit” Johnson, a grumbler whose discontent had heretofore been tolerated, had disappeared one night. Rumors flew that he had been taken away to the auction block in Charleston and sold.

Willie May feared for her daughter under this cloud of changes. Reading and writing and spouting poetry, speaking like a white woman and advising the mistresses what fabric to buy and how to wear their hair were nothing for a young colored girl with one lung to parade before her masters. After today, she wouldn’t be surprised if Tippy weren’t assigned chores less pleasant than keeping Miss Jessica company. She might even be removed from the room next to her mistress and assigned to a cabin in the Yard that she’d have to share with another family. Willie May prayed for her only daughter to have the good sense to mind herself, lest some night horsemen came and dragged her from her bed to make an example of what happened to Negroes who did not know their place.


	

    
	
		Chapter Seven


“Silas, dear, what’s the matter?” Lettie said to her betrothed’s back. He stood at a window of the church manse that offered a view of a small garden ablaze with golden chrysanthemums. He was to take home a large arrangement of them for his mother’s Thanksgiving table tomorrow. “Are you bored with all this wedding nonsense?”
         

Silas turned from the window, the vision of Lettie at a table overflowing with wedding frippery—lace and ribbons and a swath of something filmy—lovelier than any garden.

“No, my love, though I admit they’re more to a woman’s enthusiasm than a man’s.”

“As long as you’re not having second thoughts about marrying me.”

“Never.” Silas came to sit beside her at the table, and she set aside a writing tablet on which she had been checking off an endless list having to do with their wedding date, the first Saturday in February. He could not comprehend why women felt compelled to begin nuptial preparations months in advance (his mother was in a flurry of activity), but he’d been assured that, with the demands of the holidays in between, early organization was critical. He had argued to set an earlier date to settle into marriage before their departure the first of March, but his fiancée’s brother was a student at West Point, and he could not get leave to attend the festivities until the first week of February.

“What’s troubling you, then?” Lettie ran her fingers lightly over his furrowed forehead. “When your brow gets bunched up, I can tell you’re disturbed.”

Silas took her hand and pressed her fingers to his lips. The smallest touch of her skin to his could arouse him. God forgive him, he could not remember his first wife’s flesh that had borne his son. Were it not for Joshua, he would not have remembered her face. Ursuline, she’d been called, and the rather prudish name had fit her moralistic views, especially those related to sex. That memory of her remained. His wife had been the daughter of a planter and a member of the landed gentry, but in truth, his father-in-law had been a hell-raising brigand. Silas had expected some of the old man’s fire to burn in his daughter’s veins, but he had been sadly disappointed. Lettie, daughter of a preacher, hadn’t a priggish bone in her body and was as eager as he to share a marriage bed. Silas called the difference in their attitudes, so incongruous to their upbringing, quirks of nature.

He was of a mind to tell Lettie the truth, but she was, after all, of Presbyterian stock, Scottish to the bone, and abhorred debt. She was aware that he would have to borrow the money for their expenses to Texas from Carson Wyndham, but, like Silas, she was convinced that with hard work, they could clear the books with him within a few years.

“We won’t be sitting on our verandahs like the members of the planter class here,” she’d said. “We’ll work right alongside the field hands to get the job done. Time to play lord and lady of the manor when our debt is paid.”

“My father would turn in his grave to know we were working alongside blacks,” Silas had said, laughing, loving her for her courage and willingness to set sail into the unknown—or, rather, into the known dangers and personal deprivations—with no armor of protection but her love for and faith in him.

“Let him. We’re going to Texas. Anything goes there.”

His fiancée’s disposition made him love her more every day, and Silas could not understand why he felt it necessary to protect her from disquieting news such as the latest unrest in Texas and this new development that threatened his dream. Lettie rose to every unexpected roadblock. Where he saw obstacles, she saw challenges. What he considered maddening detours—irritating rearrangements of his plans and desires—Lettie serenely accepted as “mercies in disguise” arranged by some grand design to save people from taking a wrong path. She lived by and taught her students the motto she’d coined to tackle onerous but necessary tasks: “Dread and do, or don’t and regret.”

Despite her porcelain appearance, she seemed the perfect wife to take with him to a frightening and uncertain country, but as problems continued to pile up, Silas could not brush aside his fear that even Lettie would find them insurmountable when time came to leave her home and father, lifelong friends and her beloved Charleston, so close to the town where she’d grown up. What if she refused to go? Silas couldn’t bear to go off and leave her until he forged out a life for them in the new territory, and he couldn’t endure remaining at Queenscrown.

Jeremy had stronger faith in her fortitude than he. “Lettie is not going to change her mind, Silas,” he had told him more than once, “but it’s only fair to give her the reasons to do so, or you’ll regret it later on.”

Silas had decided to risk the regrets and kept some daunting news to himself—like today’s, for example. A new cloud hung over their heads, and he could see no sun peeking through. Eight of the ten families who’d signed agreements to lease his Conestogas had backed out. He’d thought his speculation in the wagons was a sterling investment. He’d bought them to rent to families who could not afford their own transportation to Texas, certainly not the space and comfort the Conestoga offered that regular farm wagons did not. Silas had believed the lure of striking and graceful vehicles to lease would increase the number in the wagon train (the more, the safer), and the rent money would offset part of his investment cost and pay his expenses on the trip. He would still own the wagons, which he would sell upon arrival in Texas, and a clause in the contract agreement stated the renter was to pay him a percentage of his crops for the first two years. He had not counted on the deterrents of war in Texas or the faintheartedness of men seeking a better life but lacking the will to pursue it. He’d have been better off keeping his money in his pocket.

Jeremy suffered no such financial anxieties, but Silas would not borrow from his best friend. The Warwicks and Tolivers were to begin their enterprises in Texas with no indebtedness to each other but dependency upon their mutual friendship. Snow would fly in hell before Silas gave his brother, Morris, the satisfaction of lending him money—and at exorbitant interest, no doubt. Unless he could find replacements for the number who had reneged on renting his Conestogas, he would be forced to borrow more money from Carson Wyndham, and Lettie would strongly disapprove of that. She would loathe being in further debt to a man she intensely disliked.

Soon enough to tell her, Silas decided, when he had time to hear from the advertisements he’d placed in the state newspapers and the Nashville Republican publicizing his Conestogas to lease, though he had little hope they’d be answered. There was great turmoil in Texas, the reason the eight families had pulled out.
         

“Share with me,” Lettie urged, smoothing his brow.

Silas chose to relate the lesser of the two disheartening events troubling him. “The scout is back that Jeremy dispatched in late September to reconnoiter the area where we’re headed,” he said. “It seems that skirmish in October between the Texians and the Mexican Army kindled a fire that can’t be put out.”

“It happened on Jessica’s birthday—October Second,” Lettie said with a trace of wonder that people could be shooting each other while others were enjoying a party.

Silas smiled indulgently and tapped her nose. “Goodness, girl, the occasions by which you remember dates,” he said. “But yes, on Jessica’s eighteenth birthday, the scout rode right into the fire and took up arms himself.”

The papers had carried the story of the October 2 fracas between the Anglo settlers and one hundred dragoons of the Mexican Army in a town in Texas called Gonzales. The skirmish had been incited when the area’s military commander of the Mexican forces demanded that a cannon be returned that the citizens of Gonzales had borrowed to protect them from Indian attacks. The colonists had refused and mounted an armed resistance under a hastily sewn flag made out of a wedding dress on which had been written: COME AND TAKE IT!
         

The Mexicans had tried but were defeated, and the cannon remained in the possession of the colonists.

Lettie’s reaction to the story had been typical. She’d laughed. “I believe I like these Texians,” she’d said. “They show fortitude and bravery against odds.”

Silas draped the swath of gauze Lettie called tulle around her neck and drew her face close to his. He’d found that amorous moments worked best for softening bad news. “Remember how we thought the incident would blow over?” he said, gazing into luminous blue eyes that, come their wedding night, he would watch close in sleep and awaken the next morning beside him. “Well, it hasn’t. The newspapers are calling the battle at Gonzales the ‘Lexington of Texas.’”

Lettie’s eyes fell seductively to his lips, quickening his desire. “And that means?”

“The Texas revolution has begun.”

Dismay flooded her enamored gaze, and she pulled against the filmy restriction. “Oh dear. Will that mean we have to delay our departure until things are more settled there?”

“We can’t delay. We must head out by March to make our destination before winter. We need to arrive in time to get shelters built and the land cleared for the next spring’s planting.”

His lips were making a slow descent from her forehead to her lips, and he heard her little sigh of pleasure. “Don’t worry, my love,” she said dreamily. “The United States was founded on revolution. Can we expect anything less of Texas?”

“You are the most wonderful girl,” he said, but before he could kiss her, the manse’s maid appeared in the doorway. “The new teacher is here to see you, Miss Lettie. Should I show her in?”

“Yes, by all means.”

Lettie rose to greet her visitor with a regretful look at Silas and playfully swiped the length of tulle over his head. Silas felt briefly irritated at the interruption but was glad to be relieved of further discussion of the troubles in Texas. “I can’t tell you how happy I am to be leaving my students in the hands of Sarah,” Lettie said. “I was doubtful at first, what with Sarah coming to us from the North, but God answered my prayers indeed to send us someone so competent and dedicated to teaching.”

“According to Jeremy, it was Jessica’s doing more than God’s,” Silas corrected her without Lettie’s enthusiasm. He had to wonder along with Jeremy why a single woman of Sarah Conklin’s age and beauty had accepted a teaching post so far from her home in Cambridge, Massachusetts.

“Behind her charming appreciation of us, I sense a woman at odds with her surroundings,” Jeremy had commented. “I can’t put my finger on it, but there’s something slightly off-key about the lovely Sarah Conklin.”

Silas paid attention to his friend’s observations. Without passing judgment, Jeremy could assess people better than anyone he’d ever known, but he knew with whom to be on guard.

“Maybe it’s the Massachusetts accent that sounds out of tune among us southerners,” Silas had suggested.

“Maybe.”

“Lettie says Sarah’s escaping a broken heart.”

“This far south? And why weren’t local applicants considered to take Lettie’s place? I know several who are qualified.”

Silas had guffawed. “I’ll bet you do, and they all wear skirts. Lettie says none of those who applied had the excellent references and teaching experience Sarah does.”

“Those qualifications had little to do with her getting the job,” Jeremy had said. “Sarah Conklin got the position because of Jessica Wyndham. They knew each other from school in Boston. Sarah’s the sister of one of her classmates. Papa Wyndham pulled strings to get her hired at Jessica’s request.”

“Well, as the school’s main benefactor, I suppose Carson feels he can take that right, but, in any event, the children of Willow Grove are getting a first-rate teacher.”

Originally, Silas had considered that Jeremy’s reservation toward a woman who was very much his type—independent and self-contained—was the result of his romantic relationship with one of the “local applicants” who had coveted the position and he was piqued that she didn’t get it. There was also the surprise that the comely new schoolmistress had not shown a flicker of interest in Silas’s handsome and eligible bachelor friend on the social occasions she had been in his company. Yet, for Jeremy to give her rebuff any more than a second’s amused thought was unlike him as well. There was something about Sarah Conklin that persistently did not ring true to him.

Lettie greeted her replacement with outstretched hands when she was shown into the room. “Good morning, Sarah. Father has Jimsonweed all harnessed up for you. You’ll find our horse very manageable.” She turned to explain to Silas. “Sarah has come to borrow Jimsonweed and our wagon for a ride into Charleston this morning. She’s to pick up a shipment of books for the children at the post office. Sarah, are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?”

“Oh, no, no!” Sarah held up both hands to emphasize her objection. “I couldn’t possibly drag you away from all you have to do here.” She gestured toward the overflowing table and then acknowledged Silas as if noticing his presence for the first time. “Good morning, Mr. Toliver.”

Silas returned a brief nod. “Good morning, Miss Conklin.” There was no mistaking the glacial cast that fell over her features at sight of him before the frost was thawed by an immediate smile he thought forced. Did she dislike men in general after her broken love affair, or was it something about him and Jeremy and Michael, brother of Jessica and son of her powerful benefactor, that doused the warmth in her?

The question was no concern of his, Silas decided. Lettie liked her, and that was all that mattered. He left the women to discuss Sarah’s request before his fiancée suggested he drive her into Charleston to collect her books. Silas could think of no one he’d rather less spend time with than the frosty Sarah Conklin, and he had an appointment to meet Carson Wyndham, hat in hand, at noon.


	

    
	
		Chapter Eight


Sarah flicked the reins over the gelding’s back and waved to Lettie, who had come to see her off from the stable yard. The manse vehicle was a strange-looking contraption commissioned by the First Presbyterian Church and constructed by the village blacksmith into a combination wagon and enclosed carriage. The name FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH OF WILLOW GROVE, SOUTH CAROLINA on the doors protected it from the likelihood of being searched, the reason Sarah had selected it as the perfect conveyance for spiriting a runaway slave to the port in Charleston under the very eyes of the slave-catchers. Even the most brazen would not stop a white woman on the road who was about the church’s business, and Sarah was becoming recognizable in the area as the replacement for the much-loved and popular Lettie Sedgewick, a cover that offered further protection for her activities.
         

“Can I take the kerchief off now, miss?”

“Yes, but you’ll have to stay hidden until we get to our destination. The bounty hunters are about.”

Sarah spoke to a Negro man scrunched under the carriage seat. The “kerchief” he removed was a square of black fabric to hide his teeth and the whites of his eyes should anyone have cause to peer into the dark cab. She did not know his name, or he hers. She did not know the name of the plantation from which he had escaped. He had spent the night hidden in the barn with instructions to climb into the carriage after the Reverend Sedgewick, Lettie’s father, had harnessed the horse to the vehicle and left. It was Wednesday morning, not the best day of the week to effect a slave’s escape, but in the relaxed atmosphere of the day before Thanksgiving, vigilance over plantation owners’ property was lax. Most escapes were arranged for Saturday night. Many masters did not make their slaves work on Sundays, and the runaway would not be missed until Monday morning when he would have had a day and a half’s head start to his destination. Notices of the slave’s escape and his description would not be published in the newspapers until the next week, by which time the fugitive might be in a safe house closer to his freedom in the North.

Not until the carriage was well on its way did Sarah breathe easier and her heartbeat slow. So far, so good. Many things—tiny, cruel, unanticipated caprices of fate—could wreck the best-arranged plans and lead to her discovery. It was a fear like a chronic ache in her stomach. Today, if things went wrong at the dock and her “cargo” was captured, it would be only a matter of time before he broke under the lash and told the authorities what they wanted to know. The trail would lead back to her. She would be deported to the North, if not subjected to worse, but at least she could betray no one in the escape system. She did not know the name of the agent who, under cover of darkness, had arranged to have the runaway deposited in the Sedgewicks’ barn last night. She could not tell the authorities the location of the place where he had hidden before then or the route he’d taken. The success of the Underground Railroad depended on concealment of the identities of those involved. If discovered, she could give her interrogators no information that would jeopardize the network organized to help slaves escape to free states and countries where slavery was illegal, like Canada and Mexico. With luck and God’s beneficence, the man under the carriage seat would be stowed away on a boat headed to Montreal by nightfall.

If captured, she’d be asked how she happened to have chosen Willow Grove as a site for her abolitionist activities, and her answer would be simple enough. Jessica Wyndham, her sister’s classmate, had mentioned a teaching post coming vacant when the present schoolmistress married and emigrated with her husband to Texas. Willow Grove was located in the soul of the Deep South. What better place to serve as a conductor for the Underground Railroad than in South Carolina? What better cover than as a teacher in a little town in the heart of slave country? She would keep Jessica’s involvement to herself. Never would they learn from her lips that the daughter of the state’s most prominent planter had not only suggested but had arranged for her to be given the teaching job.

Did Miss Wyndham know you were a conductor for the Underground Railroad?
         

Of course not! When I learned of the vacant post, I intentionally ingratiated myself to her by pleading a broken love affair and the need for a teaching position far away from Massachusetts.
         

But Jessica had known. When Jessica learned of Sarah’s affiliation with a group that trained supporters of abolition to infiltrate the South as cogs in an organized system to undermine slavery, she had proposed the teaching position as the perfect job to conceal Sarah’s clandestine activities.
         

“There’s even a small house you can rent ideal for your purpose,” Jessica had told her. “It’s the property of the First Presbyterian Church in Willow Grove. It’s set on the church grounds behind the cemetery, the reason it stays vacant, but it’s very private and secluded.”

At first Sarah was disinclined to trust her. The school made no secret of its anti-slavery sentiments, and Jessica’s wealthy and powerful father could have enrolled her to gather information about the system that assisted slaves to escape from the South. It did not take long for Sarah to realize that her suspicions of Jessica were unfounded. Jessica’s parents were ignorant of the school’s leanings, or they never would have sent her there, and their daughter genuinely and wholeheartedly abhorred slavery as a cruel and immoral institution. She considered her colored maid Tippy her best friend, and it was for Tippy’s sake that once Sarah was ensconced in her position in Willow Grove, Jessica had regretfully explained she could do nothing to help her in her mission.

“My father will send Tippy to the fields if he discovers my involvement,” she’d said, and Sarah, having met Carson Wyndham and perceived exactly what kind of man he was, had no doubt Jessica’s fears were justified.

“You’ve done enough,” Sarah had assured her. “Keep Tippy safe.”

At boarding school she had explained to Jessica that the Underground Railroad was no railroad at all but a highly secret network of escape routes and safe houses strung from the South to the North and farther into Canada or southward into Mexico. Railroad terminology designated the duties of the brave souls willing to help slaves escape. “Agents” were people who infiltrated the South to distribute abolitionist literature, contact anti-slavery sympathizers, and set up routes and safe houses run by “station masters.” The houses were known as “stations” or “depots” where fugitives could rest and eat. Conductors led the runaway—or “cargo”—from one station to the next, the job Sarah had been trained for.

When Sarah reported Jessica’s offer to the “engineer”—the head of her group—he enthusiastically encouraged her to take the position. An agent was already in place in the area of Willow Grove, he told her. She was not to know his name in case she was caught, but he would know hers and make contact by code. Sarah had mailed her résumé to the school’s administrative body, and a return letter granted her, sight unseen, the position and stated a date to begin her teaching duties the middle of October. Shortly afterwards, she had set sail for her destination to get settled before she assumed her post and was greeted by Lettie and Reverend Sedgewick as she stepped onto the dock in Charleston.

The Sedgewicks were another reason why her real purpose in Willow Grove must remain undetected. If suspicion fell on her, it might also fall on them, and they were innocent of what she was about in the secluded house behind the cemetery. There, having learned the secret, silent “language” by which she and the agent communicated, Sarah had received knocks late at night, found notes written in code slipped under her door or odd markings on her front stoop. Within days of taking up residence, she’d hidden a runaway for pickup at midnight, flashed signals by way of candle and lamplight into the woods across the creek, and left several cryptic messages to be collected from the back porch. The number of runaways and successful escapes had increased in the area, but so far no one had tied it to her arrival. The “freight” had slowed now that winter had blocked routes to points farther north. Sarah felt she’d lived a lifetime since her boat had docked in Charleston less than two months before.

“Fellow,” she said, barely moving her lips, her lowered voice urgent, “there’s trouble up ahead. Put the kerchief back on and lie absolutely still.”

“Oh, Lord have mercy,” her cargo moaned.

A knot of horsemen had emerged from the thickets on one side of the road. Coiled whips hung from their saddle horns and all carried weapons. Sarah, at the raised hand of one of the riders, pulled at the reins and drew Jimsonweed to a stop. She recognized the heavy, well-tailored shoulders of the most affluent among them: Michael Wyndham, Jessica’s brother.

He kneed his fine Arabian stallion toward the wagon, surprise, curiosity, and admiration mingling in his gaze beneath the wide brim of his low-crowned planter’s hat. Sarah felt the back of her neck crawl. The man was a perfect replica of his father. Carelessly, Michael brought his fingers to his hat brim. “Mornin’, Miss Conklin. What brings you along the road this day before Thanksgiving?”

“I’m on my way to the post office in Charleston,” she said. “And you?”

He laughed and threw a glance at his cohorts. “Isn’t it obvious? We’re looking for a runaway from Willowshire. You haven’t by any chance seen a black man running for his life along the road, have you? He goes by the name of Timothy.”

A soft grunt came from under the seat. Timothy. The runaway was from Willowshire. Good God, Jessica, what have you done? Sarah’s breath held from alarm that Michael Wyndham had heard the muffled sound, but his attention remained fastened on her.
         

“I’m afraid not,” she said, forcing a light but dismissive tone and regripping the reins to suggest she must be on her way.

The press of Michael Wyndham’s muscular thighs urged his horse closer. Sarah knew he was attracted to her as only a man can be who enjoys the thrill of the hunt and satisfaction of the kill. Her patent indifference to him had backfired. If she’d been flirtatious and coy, he would have lost interest, but she presented a challenge he was determined to win. If only he knew how much she loathed him and his kind.

“Perhaps you’ll allow me to ride with you to Charleston, Miss Conklin,” he suggested. “My cohorts can take charge of my horse and pursue the boy without me, and you and I can dine at the Thermidor after you’ve finished your business at the post office.”

Quickly, her heartbeat pounding, Sarah considered how best to respond to his offer. What argument could she give to dissuade the arrogant toad? Please, Timothy, do not make a sound. “I appreciate your kindness, Mr. Wyndham, but I have already accepted an invitation to luncheon with a longtime friend of mine, a gentleman who is visiting Charleston, and the morning is so fine, I confess to preferring my own company on the ride into town.”

Rather than being put off, rebuffed, as she intended, he threw back his head for a hearty laugh. “You seem always to know how to put me in my place, Miss Conklin, but I am not an easy man to stay put.” He touched his hat again, an imposing figure in his polished knee boots with his thickening girth minimized by the outward flare of a long jacket pinched at the waistline, a colorful scarf around his neck. “Enjoy your ride and your luncheon with your gentleman friend, and I shall look forward to another time when I have the pleasure of your exclusive company for both.”

He signaled with his hand, and the horsemen parted. Head held high and back straight, Sarah directed Jimsonweed through the pack without returning a nod of greeting and shortly heard the sound of hooves cantering off in the opposite direction.

There was a stir beneath the carriage board. “We clear, miss?”

Sarah put a hand over her heart to steady its hammering. “We’re clear, Timothy.”


	

    
	
		Chapter Nine


The Christmas season had arrived in Plantation Alley. The vast fields of the plantation estates sprawling along both sides of the farm-to-market road lay at rest. The cotton had been picked, the sugarcane cut, and the period on the calendar that Eunice Wyndham most dreaded was over. She welcomed the first prolonged spell of cold weather, but it meant that hog-killing time was upon them, when the pigs rounded up from the woods in early fall, penned, and fattened on generous feedings of corn and mash, would be killed and butchered. For the last several weeks, Plantation Alley had been a virtual slaughterhouse. Eunice had closed windows and doors, sacrificing the first bracing air of autumn to spare herself, Jessica, and the women servants the grisly sounds and smells associated with the killings. If the wind was right, the frantic squeals of “stuck” pigs and thick, strong odor of fresh blood, as well as smoke from pit fires burning in the curing houses, could carry all the way to Willow Grove.
         

Don’t come for Christmas until the last ham is in the curing house, Eunice wrote to her sister in Boston. You won’t be able to breathe the air without retching.
         

Those with more appreciation for the end result had learned to ignore the bloody business of sticking and killing and gutting, for it meant an abundance of meat for dining tables, larders, and smokehouses, not only for planters and their families, but, if their masters were generous, for the slaves as well. Carson Wyndham was the most munificent among them.

He kept for the Big House the kidneys, valued for their lard; bladders to be used as preserving sacks; pigs’ feet for pickling; and the heads from which to make headcheese, but the meat not set aside to be cured for his own use he had distributed to his workers. During the butchering, the slave community of Willowshire enjoyed quantities of fresh sausages, pork butts and shoulders, backbones, ribs, tenderloins, slabs of bacon, and a share of the makings for cracklings—bits of fat taken from beneath pig skin to be fried and baked in buttermilk cornbread—and chitlings, pieces of small intestines cut up and fried as a treat.

Once hog-killing season was over, work eased, and master and slave alike could relax a bit and enjoy the fruits of their labor. At Willowshire, there were many. It had been a season of plenty. Profits from his numerous plantations and business enterprises allowed Carson Wyndham to budget a present of twenty dollars to be given Christmas morning to the head of each Negro household in addition to sacks of candy, popcorn balls, and whittled toys for the children. Pantries and root cellars were full. A mild fall had produced a bumper crop of vegetables, berries, and fruits. Cotton sacks brimmed with pecans thrashed from the most productive trees in years, and no family—planter’s or worker’s—wanted for sorghum syrup to pour over their cornbread.

Which was why when the alarm went up that somebody had stolen into the master’s smokehouse and robbed it of two hams, Carson Wyndham called in his head overseer.

“I want you to find out who did this,” Carson ordered, his face the color of his reddish hair. Of all the sins the master of Willowshire could not forgive, stealing was at the top of the list. “It may be a runaway or an itinerant passing by, a vagrant, but if the thief is one of ours…”

“What am I to do then, sir?”

“You know the penalty for stealing, Wilson. Enforce it.”

Willie May had been listening while pouring the master his morning tea and she missed the rim of the cup, sloshing tea into the saucer. The door to the outbuilding where he received his overseers and dispensed his orders was propped open, and the fresh, holiday smell of the evergreen wreath tacked upon it was strong. Tippy had bound the cedar cutting with a limber wisteria vine and decorated it with painted wooden fruits and a big red bow. Passing it to enter the building, Willie May had felt a lift of her Christmas spirits. Now they drooped.

“What’s the matter with you this morning, Willie May?” Carson asked, but not unkindly. Lately, he’d taken an undue tone with her because of Tippy. Displeased with the daughter, he could not be too friendly with the mother, but his posturing relaxed when he forgot himself and had his mind on other matters. Carson had come to rely on the good sense and wisdom of his housekeeper. She prevented his wife from going off half-cocked and kept the other servants in line without disrupting the order of his household. Other servants could bring him his tea in the morning, but he preferred Willie May, whose presence never jarred. “You’re not coming down with the ague, are you?” he asked.

Willie May blotted the spilled tea with a corner of her apron. “No, suh, Mister Carson. I just hit my funny bone.”

“Well, you keep yourself in good fettle, you hear? We can’t have you sick at Christmas when everybody else is having a good time.” He nodded to his overseer. “That’ll be all, Wilson. You know what to do.” When he had gone, Carson swiveled his chair around to address the main cog that kept his house running smoothly. The redness in his face had eased. “What do you think, Willie May? Who’s stealing from us?”

“I couldn’t say, suh. I didn’t know anybody was. I haven’t heard a thing.”

There were hot rolls, too, and Willie May kept her attention on spreading butter and molasses on them, just like Carson Wyndham liked. She handed him a napkin, which he tucked into the collar of his crisp cotton shirt to catch the drips.

“Must be a vagrant,” he said absently, his gaze diverted to some reading material on his desk. “None of my people have reason to steal from me.”

“That is so, Mister Carson.”

“Wilson will find out who it is and may God have mercy on the culprit when he does.”

“Amen, Mister Carson.”

Willie May hoped the good Lord heard the invocation for mercy. She was the culprit. She had spotted the runaway, a boy not older than fifteen, stealing into the barn last week when she’d gone at midnight to check on Tippy, still quartered in the room next to Miss Jessica’s. Her daughter had been coughing all day, and Willie May had prepared a hot mustard plaster to place on her chest. It was a clear, moonlit night, and she’d noticed a shadow move out from the cotton fields, hesitate, move forward again, then pause. It emerged once more, and she had a brief glimpse of a skinny boy of her race wearing ragtag clothes, too skimpy for the cold night, before the body melted into the shadows of the barn.

No building at Willowshire except the master’s cabin—his outdoor study—was ever locked. The master’s arrogance wouldn’t have it. Nobody would dare steal from him. Barns, storage and equipment sheds, silos, root cellars, the two smokehouses, one for curing the most recent meat and the other for storing last year’s—all were open for anyone to enter without the bother of keys, but none would be so brazen without proper reason to do so. Carson Wyndham’s total control over his fiefdom guaranteed that.

So even her brief glimpse of the intruder convinced Willie May the boy was not one of Willowshire’s one hundred slaves. A cold feeling stole over her. A runaway, then.

She hurried down the stairs and let herself out the back door, grabbing a shawl from a kitchen hook, and quietly but quickly made her way across the compound to the barn. Slowly, she opened the door. It creaked a warning but not soon enough for the boy to overcome his frightened curiosity and duck his head down. He had found himself a bed of straw in the loft, and when he saw that he’d been caught, he stared back at Willie May like a hare caught in the sight of a hunter’s gun until she motioned for him to come down. The boy obeyed, his head hung, his shoulders drawn as if already feeling the lash of the whip.

“Don’t be afraid,” she said, wondering why she felt no fear. The boy was thin but taller than she and obviously desperate. Her only concern was that someone in the Big House was up and had seen them. “I’m not here to hurt you. Who are you?”

“I…can’t say, missus,” he said.

“I’m guessing I know why. You’ve run away, haven’t you?”

The boy remained silent, and Willie May, seeing in him her own son who had died of tuberculosis at fifteen, felt moved by a maternal impulse to put her arms around him. His shoulders felt knife thin, and his tense, stiff body was shivering in his inadequate clothes, either from fear or because he had not had time to warm himself, probably both. She pulled away and stared into his gaunt, frightened face. Without thinking of her own welfare, she took off her shawl, wrapped him in it, and said resolutely, “I’m going to help you. You must trust me.”

Either he would or he wouldn’t. Willie May could tell he was trying to make up his mind, but he looked hungry, and hunger took risks. “You can watch me go to the smokehouse, so you know I’m not going to get the master,” she said. “I’ll bring you some food. You’ll have to take it to your hiding place while it’s dark to eat it. It’s too dangerous for you to stay here. I’ll leave you more food and something warm to wear behind the smokehouse tomorrow at dusk, and you can come and fetch the stuff when all is quiet. I’ll hide everything under the firewood.”

She had snitched a ham and brought it to the boy, who had watched her from a crack in the barn. She exchanged her shawl for a horse blanket she found on a tack shelf and instructed him to leave it in the place where she’d hide the food. Before leaving him, she thought of a code by which they could communicate. Thank goodness it was Christmastime and the holiday napkins were out.

“When you see the corner of a white napkin tucked into the woodpile, you’ll know the coast is clear to come to the woodpile. If you see a red one, you’ll know to stay away,” Willie May told him. “The napkins will be easy to see from a distance. If you see a green one, that means they’re looking for you and you’re to try to make it to the gazebo where you can hide. Do you know what a gazebo is?”

The boy slowly shook his head, his forehead knotted in an effort to understand.

“It’s that white, round-looking structure to the side of the master’s house. You can see it from the woods. Most of the sides are open, but there’s a shed right next to it for storing extra chairs with plenty of room for you to hide. The gazebo is never used, and no one will think to look for you in a place so close to the house. I’ll come to you soon as I can.”

The boy had listened in silence, but his round, anxious eyes told her he’d taken in everything she’d said. Willie May wondered if his mama was still alive and worried out of her mind about him. After sunset the next day, she had left the items as promised, finding them gone when she returned with more food the following afternoon. For two days after that, though, she’d had to leave a red napkin in the chinks of the wood bin, and in that time after darkness fell, the boy must have stolen the second ham.

She had heard no news of a runaway or that anyone was looking for him. Willie May guessed the boy had no particular destination in mind when he took off. He’d run blindly on hope and luck, and his strength and courage had petered out somewhere behind the Big House of Willowshire. But now the overseers would be looking, and if they found the boy…

Why, oh why, had she sent Lulu—with a heart the size of a penny and an eye that could spot an overlooked spec of dust on a ten-foot windowsill—to fetch a package of jowls from the smokehouse when she should have gone herself? Willie May had been smart enough not to steal items from the pantry. If the discovery was made, Miss Eunice would suspect a house servant, and that would never do. Willie May had not believed two hams, out of the dozens remaining in the smokehouse from last year, would be missed. She had not counted on Lulu’s eagle eye detecting the theft or her nasty delight in tattling on the trespasses of others.

Willie May gazed at the head of her master bent over his paperwork. “What will you do to…the culprit if he’s found?” she asked hesitantly.

“If he’s a vagrant, he’ll be given a good thrashing. He can come to the back door and beg, but he can’t steal from honest folks’ smokehouses. If he’s a runaway, he’ll be taken back to his master, where he’ll get whatever punishment is meted out for the offense. Most likely he’ll be whipped. That’s the penalty for one of ours caught stealing.”

“Suppose…the culprit was simply hungry, and his stomach won out over his conscience?” Willie May suggested.

Carson lifted his head from his reading and blinked at her as if the rapid shutting and opening of his eyes would help him understand a question he’d never been asked before. Willie May braced for a chastising, but he said, “Rules are rules, Willie May, and reluctant though I may be to punish a hungry man, if I relaxed the rules for one, I’d have to do it for the others, and people take advantage of Christian charity.”

“Yessuh,” Willie May said, wondering how he would know, but she’d see the runaway did not strain his “Christian charity.” She knew the person who might help her rescue him before his back felt the lash. She would first run to get a green napkin to stick in the woodpile, then she would go to Miss Jessica.


	

    
	
		Chapter Ten


Sarah waited in the cold shade of a cypress tree for Jessica to appear from the woods on her roan filly, Jingle Bell. Jessica had sent word to her by way of Lettie to meet her “at our usual spot.”
         

“Good gracious,” Lettie had said, appearing a little hurt at being excluded. “You two sound like conspirators. What are you up to?”

Sarah had rolled her eyes mischievously. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

Understanding, Lettie’s cheeks had turned pink. “Oh, now, you all don’t go planning anything for me, you hear? There will be enough gifts and prenuptial parties as it is. Truly, you honor me enough by being in my wedding.”

“We’ll try to keep that in mind,” Sarah said, giving her friend a patronizing pat on the shoulder.

Lettie assumed their “usual spot” was a tearoom tucked between a bookstore and ice cream parlor where the three women often met after school had dismissed. Sarah had few social distractions from her mission and enjoyed their gatherings. She looked forward to the lively conversation and hot tea and crusty scones before going home to a cold supper and the dangerous tasks that might await her, her homesickness as weighing as the gloom in the corners of her bleak little house. The Sedgewicks offered the diversion of a Wednesday night meal at their house followed by a game of cards, and Jessica was always after her to join her family for supper—“I’ll send the carriage to pick you up”—but those invitations Sarah declined. Michael would be sure to offer his services for the drive, and she could not have abided the proximity of him to her in the close quarters of the carriage. She saw the Wyndhams only if the Sedgewicks were invited and she could go and return with them.

It was in the tearoom that Jessica had slipped her a note during one of the group’s first get-togethers. Meet me tomorrow afternoon at the water mill by Lawson Creek, it read. That occasion had been in October, shortly after Sarah had come to Willow Grove. The spot referred to in the note was secluded but easily accessible by foot and on the route where Jessica took her afternoon rides aboard her filly. At that meeting, the girl had dismounted with a pleased, self-satisfied smile, relieving Sarah’s fears that the purpose of their rendezvous was grave. Her hackles had risen. If the girl thought her involvement with the Underground something to play at, Sarah would disenchant her of the notion before she could wipe that grin off her face.
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