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TITLE: THE SPARK

St. Louis, Missouri – Spring, 1861

The train hissed like a wounded beast as it slowed into the bustling depot of St. Louis. From the window, little Clara Whitford pressed her pale face to the glass, eyes wide with wonder and unease. At only twelve years old, she clutched the ragged bonnet on her head and turned to the woman beside her—the only constant in her short life.

“Annie,” she whispered, “is this the West?”

Annie Jordan, her Black nursemaid, drew her shawl closer around her broad shoulders. “Not yet, sugar. Just the edge of it.” Her voice was soft but firm, the kind of voice that had taught Clara to walk, to read simple letters, and to trust someone other than her dead mother.

They had left Corning, New York, weeks ago. After the fever took Clara’s father and left her with a distant uncle she’d never met, who lived in a place called Jefferson City, Missouri. Someone who had sent only a terse letter and enough coin for the journey. Annie had insisted on accompanying her, even against warnings. They’d made it through Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Indiana. But Missouri was different. Missouri, in 1861, was a place where Annie’s papers meant nothing.

They were only on the platform five minutes before trouble found them.

A man in a long brown coat and whiskey on his breath approached with a grin too wide. “Whose girl is this?” he asked, eyeing Annie. “She yours?”

Annie stepped in front of Clara. “She’s my charge. We’re heading west.”

“You got papers?” he barked.

“I do.” Annie pulled them from her satchel—signed documents from Corning confirming her freedom. But the man barely glanced. He wasn’t interested in legality. He was interested in opportunity.

Two more men joined him, and suddenly the station was quieter. Clara could hear the creak of leather and the scuffle of boots. She cried out as rough hands grabbed Annie.

“Run, baby!” Annie yelled. “Run!”

But Clara didn’t run. She screamed and clung to Annie’s skirt until a blow knocked her to the cobblestones. When she woke, hours later, she was alone—just another dirty child on a St. Louis street, no kin, no coin, no voice.

They had taken Annie.

A woman at the market gave her a heel of bread. A stable boy let her sleep in hay. But Clara knew, somehow, she couldn't stay. Annie had been everything—mother, teacher, protector. Without her, Clara was dust in the wind.

And so, at twelve years old, with only the name of an uncle in her pocket and the last words of her nanny echoing in her ears, Clara Whitford began a new journey—not westward, not homeward, but one through an America divided between black and white, searching for the woman who had raised her and the part of herself that had been stolen in St. Louis.
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Chapter Two: The Painted Lady
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Clara’s fingers were numb from the biting February cold as she rifled through the barrel behind the general store, searching for anything that could make the gnawing in her stomach stop. Potato peels. Moldy apples. Crusts with mouse-nibbles.

She wasn’t dressed like the other children who haunted the alleys and backdoors of St. Louis, those not lucky enough to be part of the Jesuit homes for boys and girls. Her traveling dress, though worn and stained now, was made of fine wool, stitched with tiny hand-sewn flowers at the hem. Her boots had once been polished, and her hair now hung in tangles, still bore traces of Annie’s careful braiding.

Annie.

Clara closed her eyes and pressed her small hand against her stomach. She could still smell lavender on Annie’s skin, feel the soft hum of her lullabies in the dark, and feel the warmth of her lap. That warmth was gone. Only the songs remained, floating around the edges of Clara’s mind like threads too fine to grasp.

“Lord, child—you ain’t one o’ them river rats, are you?”

The voice startled her. Clara looked up from the barrel to see a woman leaning against the corner of the building. She was tall, with pale yellow hair piled high under a feathered hat and lips the color of ripe berries. Her gown was blue silk, stretched tightly around a figure Clara didn’t understand, though men seemed to. Though the sky was gray, the woman held a parasol over her shoulder.

Clara said nothing. She froze, like a mouse beneath a hawk’s shadow.

The woman tilted her head, studying her. “Well, you ain’t a gutter girl. Not yet.” She took a slow puff from a thin cigarillo and squinted. “Name?”

Clara hesitated. “Clara Whitford.”

The woman raised her brows. “Whitford? That’s a real name. You run off? Someone beat you?”

Clara looked down. “No ma’am. My Annie... she’s gone.”

“Annie your mama?”

Clara shook her head. “My nanny. She took care of me since I was born.”

The woman’s expression softened, and she flicked her cigarillo into the mud. “Well, Miss Clara Whitford, I’m Miss Ruby Devine.” She curtsied with exaggerated flair. “And if you keep digging through trash like that, you’ll catch the eye of someone with worse ideas than I’ve got.”

Ruby gestured with her head. “Come with me. We’ll get some food for you. Maybe a bath. You can earn your keep polishing boots if you’re polite and stay out of sight when the piano starts.”

Clara stepped back, uncertain. “Where?”

“The Sweet Vine,” Ruby said, already turning. “Saloon down on Carondelet. We got music, cards, and enough dust to write a book on the tables.”

Clara hesitated. She remembered Annie’s soft warnings: There are places no little girl belongs. Places with liquor and men who don't smile with their eyes. But Annie wasn’t here. And her stomach twisted like a wrung rag.

She followed.

The saloon was warm and loud, a blur of laughter, smoke, amber light, and perfume. Clara flinched at the sudden sound of a glass shattering, but Ruby kept walking, heels clicking like clock hands across the floor. She nodded to a piano man and called something to a barkeep with a gray mustache. Then, she led Clara up a back stairwell that creaked with every step.

“Don’t talk to the men. Don’t wander. And don’t go near the cellar,” Ruby said sharply as she pushed open a small room with a cot, a chipped washbasin, and a cracked mirror. “You’ll sleep here.”

Clara looked around, dazed, but grateful. The cot had a quilt. A quilt. She hadn’t felt fabric like that since Corning.

Ruby paused at the door. “You’ve got the kind of face men write songs about. You’re lucky you’re still a child.”

Then she left, closing the door with a soft click. Clara sat down, letting her legs dangle. She whispered into the still air, hoping Annie could hear her from wherever the angels had taken her:

“I’m still me. I remember you.”

And for the first night in weeks, she slept without the wind biting her cheeks.
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Chapter Three: Lessons in the Bone
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The room upstairs at the Sweet Vine was dim, but it didn’t matter. Clara sat on the cot's edge, knees pulled tight to her chest, staring at the wall as if waiting for it to blink.

She thought of Annie.

“Clara Whitford, you listen to me, girl—no matter what men say or how pretty the world looks in a dress, you keep your head high and your heart clean. And you don’t forget who loves you.”

Annie had said that the day they left Corning. But Annie had been saying things like that all her life. She had planted warnings like seeds, watered them in Clara’s chest until they grew tall and tangled. She was always warning, always guarding.

It was because she knew. Because she remembered.

When she was five, Papa told Clara the story and was full of questions about why Annie never sat with them at dinner parties, bowed her head around white men, and slept in the attic room instead of across the hall.

“She’s not a slave,” Papa had insisted. “I bought her to save her.”

He’d found Annie at a slave trader’s fair in New York City, back when Clara’s mama was newly buried and he was drowning in grief with a baby girl who cried until she turned purple. The traders had paraded Annie around like a prize pig—barefoot, scared, pretty in a big-boned, dark-skinned way. Papa had seen what kind of men were eyeing her and stepped in, buying her outright.

“She was meant for something better,” Papa said. “And so were you.”

And Annie had been better.

She could cook, though she preferred to read. She taught Clara her letters, prayers, manners, and how to stand up straight even when the world tried to make you feel small. She brushed Clara’s hair every night and sang old songs with lilting cadences Clara didn’t understand but loved anyway.

Annie had never once raised her voice in fear; only in fierce love.

And now she was gone. Taken back into the hands Papa had saved her from, in a place where no one cared about papers or kindness or old promises made by dead men.

Clara lay back, staring at the water stain on the ceiling, and whispered:

“I remember you. I won’t forget.”

Below, the saloon rumbled. Men laughed too loudly, and a piano played in fits and starts. Boots clomped. Glasses clinked. A woman let out a high-pitched squeal that didn’t sound happy somewhere. But in her little cot, in the warm haze of a room that smelled of perfume and sawdust, Clara cradled the memory of Annie like a keepsake wrapped in silk.

She would survive, but she would not become the kind of girl this place wanted. Annie had taught her how to walk, but now Clara would have to teach herself how to run.
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Chapter Four: The Spark
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Clara blinked against the dim light, Annie's words echoing like a prayer.
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