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Near dusk on the tenth day out, Andrew greeted his scout, Ray Cooper, who rode up to the circle of wagons. Cooper was pulling a makeshift sled of branches bearing the gutted bodies of two white-tailed deer. The scout dismounted his tired roan mare and slapped his hat across his leather chaps to knock off dust from two days out front on the trail. Some men and women came over to unload the deer and prep the venison for dinner to share with the camp. The fresh meat would be a welcome change from the dry beef jerky they had been eating.

Cooper pulled his bedroll and saddle from the mare and reported washed-out conditions of a section of the trail toward an upcoming gap. His horse shook her head and matted mane and trotted off toward the rope corral to join the other animals, eat some grass, and tell her own stories.
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August, 1824

Early Saturday morning in the cool air, nine-year-old Elizabeth Vining walked to the stables to ride her horse, Grace. She saw low-lying clouds settling around the top of Burge Hill to the north, and buzzards circling closer in. The sun would soon chase the clouds away and bring warmth to the fields of the plantation in Miller’s Creek, Tennessee, where slaves tended to crops of sugarcane, cotton, and tobacco.

As she arrived, the young girl could hear, emanating from the clapboard barn, the popping sound of a whip and harsh words from the overseer. She pushed open the rough, hinged door and the words and the whipping stopped.

Charles Loggins, the overseer, tucked his whip into his belt. Eleven-year-old slave Isaiah pulled down his sweat-stained shirt.

“Only two lashes, miss,” Loggins said. “It’s the best way for him to learn. He won’t forget from now on.”

Elizabeth said nothing, but she stared at the overseer, her eyes wide. Isaiah grabbed both handles of a wheelbarrow of hay and manure and pushed it out the open, double-back doors, headed toward the gardens. He would turn the mix into a large compost pile, part of his daily routine of cleaning the stables.

Loggins said, “Here’s Grace, Miss Elizabeth. All ready for your morning ride. Remember to stay inside the fences.”

Elizabeth nodded in agreement, stepped up onto a wooden box, slid her foot into a stirrup, and mounted the English saddle. Loggins handed her the reins and walked the horse out of the barn.

“After your ride, give Grace over to Isaiah. He’ll wipe her down and put her away.”

Still silent, Elizabeth looked over her shoulder at the man and the whip in his belt, as Grace ambled away. The girl rode past Isaiah, who looked up from the wheelbarrow and nodded. She saw the glistening trace a tear had left below his right eye. She rode on.

At the neighboring farm, in the rising heat, 10-year-old Andrew Greene felt beads of sweat rolling down his neck. While clearing the garden of weeds, he saw a horse and rider trotting down Miller Road and knew who it was.

“I came here, but don’t tell anyone,” Elizabeth said. She jumped down from her horse.

Andrew stopped weeding and leaned on the handle of his hoe. “I’m glad you came. I was thinking about you. Thought I might bring you some flowers later today.”

The girl smiled at him and then frowned.

“I’m not happy with our overseer. I think Mr. Loggins uses his whip too much.”

Andrew took Grace’s reins and walked the horse and Elizabeth toward the farmhouse. “I don’t like him either. I don’t think he should use a whip at all.”

“He whipped Isaiah this morning, and Isaiah is only eleven.”

“You should tell your daddy. He’ll do something.” Andrew wrapped the reins over a hitching post and held the front gate open for Elizabeth. They could smell freshly baked cookies through an open kitchen window.

“I will tell Daddy, and guess what else?” said Elizabeth.

“I don’t know. What?”

“Mama said she’s with child.”

“She’s gonna have a baby?”

“And I’ll have a new brother or sister.”

“When?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Which do you want, a brother or a sister?”

“I haven’t decided yet.”

“Well, I think you need to let your mama know pretty soon.”

Seven months later—March, 1825

The season was turning from winter to spring. Buds were on trees across the land and the sight of new blossoms was welcome. Andrew pulled a harness and yoke from a wall in the barn. By now, he had grown accustomed to farm life and understood the need to get the soil ready to hold moisture from upcoming spring rains which would lead to bountiful crops to feed his family and their livestock.

When Andrew prepared to plow shallow furrows in an acre, part of the 500 his father owned, a chilly wind blew in gusts across the field, shaking trees and shrubs and making it difficult for little birds to fly straight.

Andrew began working the field. Eager robins and other birds swooped down to find worms and grubs turned up by the blade of the wooden plow. The boy gave commands behind Hercules, a sturdy gray mule. The strong, patient, plodding animal was easygoing and responded well to Andrew’s directions of ‘gee’ and ‘haw’ and the light tapping of reins on its backside.

Kicking up little clouds of dust, Isaiah Jordan came running down Miller Road as fast as his skinny legs could carry him. By the time he reached the Greenes’ farm, the boy could hardly catch his breath. Andrew stopped plowing when he saw the slave coming.

Exhausted, Isaiah hung over the split-rail fence surrounding the field. “You gotta’ come,” he yelled. “Master Andrew, you gotta’ come.” Andrew knew there must be big trouble because a slave leaving a plantation could lead to a thrashing or worse from the overseer.

He halted Hercules, pulled the loop of reins off his shoulders, and ran toward the fence yelling, “What is it, Isaiah?”

“It’s Miss Elizabeth. She’s cryin’ for ya. Her mama’s done died trying to bear that baby.”

“Oh, no! I gotta get my mother. You better get on back now. Go tell Elizabeth we’re on the way.”

“Yessir. Yessir. I will. I’s just worn out ‘bout now.”

“All right, of course. I’ll fetch my mother. Help me get our buggy ready.”

“I’ll do that,” Isaiah cried, “and that baby boy, he done died too.”

Andrew released Hercules and ran to the house, bursting into the kitchen where his mother was putting away dishes. “Mama!”

She turned to him. “Are you hurt?”

He started to cry. “No. Elizabeth’s mama died and so did the baby. Isaiah just told me.”

Before Andrew got all his words out, his mother grabbed her shawl, a piece of paper, and a pencil. “Now, the buggy is still at the front gate. Daddy’s too far away. I’ll leave him a note.”

Isaiah was waiting at the buggy, holding the horse’s reins as Andrew and his mother arrived. “Thank you, Isaiah,” she said. “You best get aboard so we can give you safe passage.” She took the reins, popped the buggy whip in the air, and off they went.

When they arrived at the plantation, Isaiah tied the horse and buggy near the main house. Andrew and his mother climbed the steps. Cook and housekeeper Mama Jordan received them. “Thank you for bringin’ my boy back safe and sound.”

“Of course,” Mrs. Greene said. “We’ve got to take care of our children.”

“It’s powerful sad,” Mama Jordan said. “They’s all upstairs. Mr. Vining’s beside hisself and little Elizabeth is in a pool of tears. The doctor and midwife are takin’ care of things.”

Mrs. Greene put a hand on Mama Jordan’s shoulder then hugged her. “It’s terrible, I know. We just had to come. I know you loved her too. What can we do?”

Andrew looked at both of the women. “I need to see Elizabeth. Can I go up, please? Where is she?”

Mama Jordan put her arm around Andrew. “I need to tell them you’re here, sweet boy, so they can gather themselves some. Why don’t ya’ll sit in the parlor, and I’ll see what I can do?”

With tear-stained cheeks, both James Vining and his daughter Elizabeth entered the parlor. Mrs. Greene and Andrew rose from the loveseat. Elizabeth let go of her father’s hand and ran to Andrew, crying anew. They hugged each other. Neither could speak. Andrew cried too.

Mrs. Greene spoke first. “James, I hope you’ll forgive us for coming at such a time. Robert is away but we heard of your loss. Elizabeth sent word for Andrew to come.”

“It’s good for her, and me, that you are here, Amelia. Thank you for coming.”

“I apologize for comin’ empty-handed,” she said.

“There’s no need for that. We are neighbors and friends for many years now. You should be here. Mary Alice would have wanted you here to be with us. She went into labor late last night. Earlier than anticipated, and things turned bad soon after.”

Mama Jordan entered the room carrying a silver tray bearing a tea set and a plate of small triangular sandwiches. Mr. Vining thanked her, dismissed her, and turned to Andrew. “Why don’t you and Elizabeth go out on the patio? Take some tea and food. The fresh air will do her good.”

The children stepped outside and Mr. Vining closed the door behind them. “We are broken, I am sad to say. We are broken today. Thank you for bringing your boy. Elizabeth and he are fast friends. It will distract her some.”

“I know you’ll be flooded with visitors as soon as the word spreads. We’re here for you. Should I ask Mama Jordan how we can best be of help?”

“Mary Alice was so looking forward to this baby. Both of us were.”

“I know,” Mrs. Greene said.

“I was on the other side of the plantation last evening. I returned as fast as I could.”

“She loved you and Elizabeth so.”

“We had hoped for even more,” Mr. Vining choked. “It was a boy, you know.”

“I loved her too. She was so dear.”

“A breech baby. A lot of pain.”

“I’m sorry.”

“So much blood. Neither could be saved.”

~ * ~
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OUTSIDE, ELIZABETH and Andrew sat next to each other on the top step of the patio. “I could hear Mama screaming,” the girl said.

“I’m sorry.”

“The doctor said that always happens when women are having babies—the screaming. Mama said she’d be all right. Just stay with Mama Jordan until it was over, she said.”

“It must hurt, having a baby.”

“Mama Jordan said it would be all right. She helped me pray about it. It helped some.”

Andrew offered her a bite of his sandwich.

“I can’t eat. I already threw up.”

Andrew put his arm around her as both of them looked out across the yard. “You’ve got to be sick at your heart. Eat something when you can.”

“I would have had a brother.”

“I know.”

“And now I have no mother.”

“I know,” he said.

“What will I do?”

“My heart is hurting. I loved your mama too.”

She looked into his eyes and put both hands on his wet cheeks. “I love you. You know that?

“Yes, and I love you.”

“Just sit with me. Hold me.”

Andrew held her hand. The two little people looked out onto the trees and fields that rolled in front of them. Elizabeth put her head on Andrew’s shoulder. “You smell like you’ve been working.”

“I was. I was plowing when Isaiah ran over.”
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April, 1825

A week after the death of her mother and the baby boy who would have been her brother, Elizabeth woke to a commotion outside the mansion and ran to an open window. Still in her night clothes, she heard Mama Jordan screaming and saw her running from the kitchen and down the driveway.

The slave was trying to catch up to a flatbed wagon rumbling toward the road. Snapping a whip over their heads, Loggins drove two brown horses that pulled the wagon. It was hauling a big, iron-barred cage holding four slaves: a girl, two men, and a boy holding onto the bars crying out for his mama. It was Isaiah.

Elizabeth threw on clothes and ran downstairs. By the time she could reach Mama Jordan at the side of the road, the woman was exhausted. She had stumbled onto her hands and knees and cried out, begging for God’s help.

“They’s took my boy. They’s took my Isaiah, Miss Elizabeth.”

“Where is Loggins going?” the girl asked.

“The market ’long the Mississippi.”

Elizabeth helped Mama Jordan stand. “Why take them?”

“It’s a slave market, child. He’s gonna sell my boy!”

Elizabeth led Mama Jordan back to the plantation house and the girl ran to her father’s room. In his robe, still dealing with his wife’s death, the distraught man was looking out his window toward the family cemetery. A glass of whiskey in his hand, he stared unsteadily at the graves where his wife and baby son were buried.

“Daddy, you’ve got to stop him.”

“What’s that?” James Vining said, still looking out the window.

“Mr. Loggins.”

“Oh. Why’s that?”

“Daddy, are you hearing me?”

“Loggins? Yes.” Her father turned toward her, and she saw his pale face. His bloodshot eyes stared past her.

“Daddy, he’s taking slaves to the market.”

“Was that today?”

“So you knew?”

“He said it was time. I’ve been neglecting my work, seems like for weeks now. I told him to do what’s needin’ to be done.”

“But, Daddy, why did he take slaves away if we need them?”

Her father sipped his drink and turned toward the window again, looking at the cemetery. “We need some new, strong backs, Loggins said. One of the workers died. Maybe you didn’t know. Crops are comin’ in. Need to harvest.”

She reached up and touched his arm. “He took Isaiah, Mama Jordan’s Isaiah. Are you understanding me, Daddy?” She could smell the liquor on his breath.

“Well, child, it’s not yer business. Sometimes you sell some and buy some. It’s just tradin’.”

“I want you to stop him and bring Isaiah back. Do you hear me?” Tears ran down her cheeks. “Where are you, Daddy? Daddy, are you listening?”

Her father downed his drink and reached for the half-empty bottle on a table.

~ * ~
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FROM THE GREENES’ VEGETABLE garden, Andrew saw Elizabeth galloping down the road on Grace. He dropped his basket of just-picked beans, ran across the garden, and jumped the split-rail fence as the girl pulled up.

“I hate him, Andrew. You know I hate him,” Elizabeth cried, dropping from her saddle.

“Who?” He started to hold her, but she pushed him away.

“That terrible man Loggins, the overseer, and Daddy isn’t behaving right either. I almost hate him. And I really miss my mother.”

“Did Loggins whip Isaiah again?”

“Worse. Worse. He drove off with Isaiah in a cage. And other slaves too.”

Andrew led Elizabeth into the house where his mother listened to the story and sat the pair down in the dining room. “Drink some of this lemonade, both of you. Try to calm down.”

“Someone has to stop that wagon and get Isaiah back. Get them all back,” Elizabeth cried.

“What can we do, Mama?” Andrew said.

“There’s nothin’ we can do, children. I don’t like it either. I know Mama Jordan must be sick with grief, and so soon after losin’ Mary Alice; they cared about each other so. But we need to get you back home to your father, Elizabeth. I know he’ll be lookin’ for you and worried.”

~ * ~
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TWO DAYS PASSED.

Mr. Vining was in the barn saddling his horse when Sheriff Leon Fisher rode up to the big open doors and dismounted.

“Morning, James.”

“This is a surprise. What brings you out here?” Vining asked.

The sheriff removed his hat. “Well, first off, I wanted to give you my sympathies a’gin fer yer loss.”

“I saw you came to the service. Thank you for that.”

“Certainly.”

Vining kneed his horse in the side to force out extra air and tightened the cinch under the belly of the animal. “After a week of drinking, I’ve finally gotten back to work.”

“That’s good.”

“So, what else, Sheriff?”

“I got some bad news, I’m afraid.”

“About ...”

The sheriff turned his hat slowly in his hands. “I got a message that yer slave wagon was found empty in a ditch on the way to the market. Horses are gone. Just yer wagon left there with Vining Plantation written on the back of the seat.”

“Damn it. I wondered what was holding Loggins up. What’d he say?”

“Well, that’s it. There was no Loggins. You know, he’s well known down that way, having been a slaver for years now. But he’s nowhere in sight, and any slaves in that cage are gone.”

“What the hell?”

The sheriff moved to mount up. “I’m goin’ down there to investigate. Thought I’d let you know first. I’ll get yer wagon back to ya.”

Mr. Vining looked disgusted. “Abolitionists?”

“Could be. Don’t know. Them slaves could’a got out some other way. But I reckon they got help of some kind. Could’a been some thieves wantin’ to get slaves fer free. It’s a rough business.”

“There was four of ’em, just so you know. A girl, two bucks, and that Isaiah boy. He learned how to read and write somehow. Loggins said we needed four more strong backs for harvest. I’m doing a headcount this morning.”

“I’ll let you know,” the sheriff said.

“Reckon I’ll need a new overseer, and I’ll be busier than ever in the fields. It’s bad timing, with a harvest coming up and all. Let me know what you find out when you’re able.”

The sheriff nodded, mounted up, and headed out. “May be a few days or a week.”

~ * ~
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AFTER TWO WEEKS, SHERIFF Fisher returned, leading the Vining Plantation’s cage wagon with a new team of horses driven by his nephew, Charles. They stopped in front of the barn where Mr. Vining was applying a curry brush to the back of a horse.

“Leon, I was wondering where you got to,” said Mr. Vining.

“Hello, James. It took a while to investigate your missing team and Loggins and all. You remember meetin’ my nephew Charles last year, I reckon.”

“Charles,” Vining said, nodding toward the man.

“How do, Mr. Vining. I’m glad to be of service, and my uncle says you’re in need of an overseer.”

“Reckon so. What did you all find out about Loggins?”

“Well, that’s it, James,” the sheriff said. “The last anybody seen of him he was gettin’ on a steamboat headed down toward Louisiana. Two different folks saw him. One knew him for sho’.”

“So, sounds like he’s run off,” Vining said.

“That’s probly it. Unless he’s chasin’ some lead on his own, but I doubt that.”

Mr. Vining tossed the curry brush into a box. “Well, thank you for looking. Glad to have my wagon back.”

“Yeah. You know I ran into Charles down along the Mississippi at the market. Hadn’t seen ‘im for a couple of months.”

“That right?” Vining said.

Charles spoke up from the seat of the wagon. “Yes, sir, Mr. Vining. I was trading down there. If we knew what you wanted in the way of slaves, we could ‘a worked it out.”

“You don’t say.”

“Yes, sir. I been overseeing a plantation in Georgia, but I’m lookin’ to come on back up here. The rest of my folks are near here. So I’m hopin’ you would consider me for the job.”

Vining rubbed his chin and looked at the sheriff and then Charles. “Well, maybe. Put the wagon over there and come up to the patio out back. After your trip, I expect you’d like some food and drink, and we can talk more. Leon, let me know what I owe you for the team.”
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Five years later, June, 1830

Elizabeth Vining enjoyed her breakfast of a five-minute egg, ham biscuits, and a cup of chamomile tea. The warm morning sun greeted her on the front steps. She stopped at the kitchen to thank Mama Jordan for the meal. Before leaving the kitchen, which lay separate from the main house, Elizabeth packed a wicker basket with cheese, slices of ham, six biscuits, and a jar of strawberry jam. Walking through a stand of magnificent, tall magnolias that lined the drive, she strolled toward the stables.

All her young life, Elizabeth had a joy about her. She lost it for a year or so after her mother died, but now, on the day of her sixteenth birthday, she was thinking ahead, expecting a party and a slice of birthday cake before nightfall.

First, she wanted to ride to the Greenes’ farm down the lane and visit her boyfriend, Andrew. By the time she would get there, she figured he would be in one of the fields. She liked the way he looked when he was working the farm. His arms were strong and she loved how he smiled when he saw her coming.

Charles Fisher, the overseer, was waiting for the young mistress of the house. Though she could saddle her horse herself, Fisher personally curried and saddled Grace, Elizabeth’s eight-year-old chestnut mare.

“Grace is ready for you, Miss Elizabeth,” Fisher said. “Fed an’ watered an hour ago, so she can run some. She’s lookin’ bright and beautiful.”

“Thank you, Mr. Fisher.”

“Are you ridin’ alone this mornin’?”

“Yes. I won’t be long. Grace needs the exercise. I figured you were down here, so I brought you a ham biscuit,” she said, handing him the small cloth-wrapped treat.

At the Greenes’ farm, Andrew had stopped planting early, cleaned up, and put on a new shirt. He saw Elizabeth coming and waited until she arrived.

“Hello, sweetheart. This is a nice surprise,” he said.

“Really? You are so surprised that you bathed and put on a fresh shirt? You are clever. Anyway, I thought you and I should get together, especially today.”

“You been out visiting folks already?”

“Yes. Just dropping off some good food to good people.”

Without so much as a mention of her birthday, he smiled at her. “Oh, I’m always glad to see you. You know that, I hope. I’ve got to finish putting some tools away. Can you go visit with Mama in her garden? I’ll be along soon.”

She figured he was being secretive in some way about her birthday, so she rode up to the garden and hugged Andrew’s mother until he appeared.

Ending a walk at the stone bridge, Elizabeth and Andrew sat on a fallen tree at the edge of Millers Creek, moving their bare feet in the cool water. They had fallen in love with each other long ago. Andrew put his arm around Elizabeth and kissed her. She kissed him back. The sky was a striking shade of blue with white clouds drifting above the couple.

Andrew tossed a pebble into the water. “You ever feel like you’re supposed to do something but you don’t know what?”

She put her arm through his. “You mean like maybe you forgot to do something?” She dropped a leaf in the water and watched it float away.

“Yeah, sort of like that, but not really.”

“What do you mean?”

“That you’re meant to do something or be somewhere, like an adventure.”

Elizabeth smiled at him. “Well, Preacher Crawford says life can be an adventure but most of what’s going to happen is already planned by God. It’s predestined. Predetermined.”

“Maybe that’s it. I feel like I got some kind of itch that needs scratching, but I don’t know what it is.”

Elizabeth poked him in his ribs. “You mean like a bug bite?”

“No.” He poked her back. “Something else. Something bigger.”

“So, do you think that something is supposed to happen today?”

“Maybe,” he said.

“Like today is somehow special?”

“Well, it’s more of what’s out there a year or two from now.”

Elizabeth could feel her cheeks getting red. “So, not today?”

“No. I don’t think so.”

She took hold of Andrew’s left ear. “Andrew Dale Greene, have you forgotten that today is my birthday?”

Andrew froze with his mouth agape as Elizabeth stared into his eyes. “Maybe my birthday is that something.” Letting go of his ear, she turned to get off the log.

“No, that can’t be it.” He laughed and hopped up and started running up the path toward his father’s farm.

Elizabeth ran right behind him. “You’re not getting away from me!”

“You know,” Andrew said over his shoulder, “one of the things I like about you is your forgiving nature.”

“It comes and goes,” she said breathlessly. “Stop running, Andrew.”

He stopped and turned around. She ran into him. They fell together in a heap laughing.

“I know it’s your birthday, my dear. My darling.”

“I should hope so. I’m only turning sixteen once, so you better remember.”

“I’ve got a surprise for you,” he said, sitting up on one elbow, “back at the farm. Come on.” He took her by the hand, pulled her up, and kissed her lips. They stopped and kissed some more.

When the pair burst into the Greenes’ farmhouse, they were welcomed with shouts of ‘happy birthday’ and surrounded by family members and friends. Presents for Elizabeth, wrapped with cloth and ribbons, were waiting to be opened. A garland of flowers was draped across beams in the ceiling and a cake with sixteen candles was being lit by Andrew’s mother. A small fire kept a kettle of fragrant cider warm.

“Happy birthday, my dear,” Mrs. Greene said, smiling and giving the girl a hug.

Elizabeth laughed. She in turn hugged everyone. “How wonderful! Andrew acted like he had forgotten all about my birthday. He was terrible and sweet all at the same time!”

Andrew’s father offered Elizabeth a chair as the guest of honor. “Come have a seat, princess. Then we will bring you cider and cake, and you can open all your presents.”

Mrs. Greene said, “To make the wish come true, you must blow out all the candles at once. Andrew, take the cake to Elizabeth and help her.”

Andrew picked up the cake and held it in front of Elizabeth. She closed her eyes, made a silent wish, opened her eyes, and blew out all the candles. Everyone cheered. Mrs. Greene sliced the cake and Andrew started passing plates to all the guests.

Mrs. Greene handed a present to Elizabeth. “Open my gift to you first.”

The girl admired a colorful bow and string that tied soft paper around the gift.

“Thank you, Mother Greene.” Inside she discovered a silver hairbrush. “It’s lovely. The silver is beautiful. I can even see my reflection in the back of the brush. And such soft bristles.”

“Just the thing for your long hair,” said Mrs. Greene.

Andrew teased, “The brush is made with horsehair. Maybe you’ll let me brush your hair sometime.”

Elizabeth blushed. “Why, Andrew Greene! I never!” Everyone laughed.

There was a bounty of other gifts, including a new spring bonnet, a handmade necklace of wooden beads, and a box of hard candy. Elizabeth opened the candy right away, took one, and passed the box around.

“Everyone must have some, please.” Elizabeth looked around the room. “This is all so special, but I don’t see Daddy. Where is he?” Just then there was a knock at the door.

Mrs. Greene motioned for Elizabeth to get up. “Maybe you should see who that is at the door, birthday girl.”

Elizabeth hurried to the door. Mr. Vining stood there holding the reins to a horse. He hugged his daughter. “Look what I found wandering around in our paddock, and there’s a note to go with it.”

“Daddy, what have you done?” Elizabeth said. “Come, everyone, look here.”

All the partygoers came pouring out of the door and admired the beautiful horse, a young golden palomino with a large pink bow around its neck. Elizabeth removed an envelope from the ribbon.

“Oh, Daddy, I can’t believe this,” Elizabeth said. She stepped up to the side of the horse and patted its neck.

She opened the envelope. “Listen, everyone, here’s what the note says: My dearest daughter, Elizabeth, I am so proud of you on this your sixteenth birthday. I know your mother would be happy to see the woman you have become. Love, Father.”

She stopped reading and looked at him. “Oh, Daddy, you’re making me cry.” She continued, “and wait, everyone, there’s a P.S. from the horse: Elizabeth, this is my birthday too. I’m three years old today and ready to give you rides and affection, if you’ll give me lots of apples and carrots. But I also need a name.”

Elizabeth gave her father another hug and turned to the crowd. “Did ya’ll know about this?”

Andrew replied, “Yes, sweetheart. It’s not every day that you turn sixteen. Your father and I talked about planning your gifts for the last few months. He had to go to Memphis to find this horse. What will you name it?”

“I’m going to name her Belle!”

That evening, the couple rode their horses to the plantation. After walking Elizabeth to the front porch of the plantation house, Andrew took her by the hand. They sat on white, wooden rockers to say goodnight.

“There is one more gift, maybe two that I have yet to give you,” Andrew said.

“Oh, my. But you’ve been so generous already, Andrew. I don’t need another thing. It’s not more cake, is it?”

“No. There is one present you’ve already had for a long time,” Andrew said kneeling in front of her. “For years, in fact. And that is my heart.”

Tears quickly came to her eyes as Elizabeth replied, “Oh, Andy. I love you too. I think always.”

Andrew pulled a ring bearing a small diamond from his pocket. “Elizabeth Vining... ”

She started crying softly.

“Will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

Andrew kissed her tears away as she nodded. “Yes, my darling. A thousand times yes,” she whispered and dabbed her eyes with a linen handkerchief.

“Let’s ride to the farm and see my parents. I want to surprise them with the good news.”

She agreed right away, hugged and kissed him but then pulled him into the plantation house. “Yes, let’s do, but first we need to see Daddy.”

Vining gave his daughter a kiss and gave Andrew a firm handshake.

“I thought this would happen one day,”. Vining said. “Daughter, I also expect your mother would not have been surprised. You two have been like two peas in a pod it seems forever.”

Half an hour later, Andrew’s family greeted the couple at the farmhouse door with shouts of joy and hugged them both. Andrew’s older brother, Mason, shook his hand, and his older sister, Jeanette, kissed his cheek. His father opened a bottle of wine to celebrate and poured a glass for everyone.

“Young woman, you’re only sixteen. Does your father let you drink wine?”

Elizabeth blushed. “I have on occasion.”

“Well, this is one special occasion,” Mr. Greene said. “It’ll be mighty fine to have another daughter in our family.”

By the time Andrew returned Elizabeth to her father’s plantation, lightning bugs were guiding the way and a cool breeze drifted across the land.

“I won’t sleep a wink tonight,” Elizabeth said. Andrew kissed her.

“Nor will I. I love you so much I could bust.”

Andrew watched Elizabeth step through the front entrance. She turned, waved, and blew him a kiss before closing the door.

Andrew started walking his horse toward the lane leading away from the plantation.

“So you proposed to my daughter,”  Vining said from the shadows.

Andrew turned, halted by the man’s sudden appearance.

“Yes, sir. I’m surprised to see you out.”

“She was excited about the ring. An heirloom, I guess.”

Andrew dropped the reins to the ground. “Yes, my grandmother’s ring. A good night all around. I’m very glad.”

Vining crossed his arms. “I expected any young man would have come to me to ask permission to marry her.”

Andrew cleared his throat. “ ...I did come to see you, sir, but you were in Memphis yesterday, and I couldn’t wait.”

“I know she loves you.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t wait for you, sir. I was too excited. You are right though. Certainly.”

“So what should we do?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“About you and me, and permission, and any wedding?”

Andrew had no experience in such matters and found  Vining a little mysterious and intimidating, never sure just what his future father-in-law meant sometimes.  Vining seemed to like the confusion.

“I’m not sure, Mr. Vining. I’ve never done this before. I really don’t have an answer.”

“Mama Jordan said you came by earlier to find me, so I believe you tried.”

“I did, sir.”

“Elizabeth is young. I think too young to get married right now. And you’re young too, at seventeen.”

“Yes, sir. Eighteen in July. July first.”

“There’s some things I think a man needs to do before getting married to any girl.”

“I see.”

“Andrew, you have no fortune, no career, no prospects.”

“Well, I...”

“You won’t inherit much, if anything.”

“Well, I...”

“So I have a proposal for you.”

Andrew looked Mr. Vining in the eye. “Yes, sir.”

“Her mother and I didn’t raise Elizabeth to leave the life she has enjoyed so far in order to hoe potatoes. You understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I propose you prove yourself worthy of my daughter by getting established in some way.”

“Established?”

“Yes, son. I’ve known you almost all of your life, and you’re smart and strong, and I expect you will do well, but you haven’t yet. Not even selected a path, as far as I know. Now, I’ve heard the Army has a pension of land for soldiers who serve. If you do that, you will be given some land so you can start your own farm. That way, you’ll be able to provide a roof over your heads and get started on a road to a bright future.”

“Yes, sir.”

“So, think about it. Will you do that?”

“I will.”

The next morning, Andrew asked around about joining the Army. He met with a local militia officer and found that if he served for two years he could receive 160 acres of land. If he served during a war, the time could be shorter. Later that afternoon, Andrew stepped out of the farmhouse and greeted the sun with a new energy and with a sense of relief and joy combined. But he was also concerned about the future and explaining his plans to Elizabeth.
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Four
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March, 1832

Elizabeth walked down the marble stairs to greet Andrew in the foyer of the plantation house.

“Hello, sweetheart,” he said.

“I’ve missed you all morning,” Elizabeth said, stepping into his embrace.

“I wanted to hold you close ever since I woke up.”

“Do you want to stay inside in the parlor?” She gently touched his forelock and kissed his forehead.

“How about outside?”

“I don’t know. It’s cold, and Daddy said March is coming in like a lion, a windy lion.”

“Then the parlor sounds good.”

“Mama Jordan said she’d bring hot tea when you arrived. Did she see you?”

“I saw her. She waved from the kitchen window.”

“She’ll be along soon then.”

Sunbeams danced through the leaded glass windows surrounding the parlor. The couple sat on the loveseat and Andrew put his arm around Elizabeth. They kissed and heard the light rattling of cups and saucers coming toward them. Mama Jordan came through the door carrying a silver tea service, china cups and saucers, and little cloth napkins.

“I watched you children grow up all these years,” she said. “I guess I better start thinkin’ ’bout you as adults since you’s gettin’ married, though. It’s mighty fine y’all bein’ in love.”

“We are,” Elizabeth said.

“Yes we are, and thank you for the tea,” Andrew said.

“Master Andrew, I recon’ you gonna be here even more now.”

“Oh, every possible minute. My parents are glad to see Elizabeth at our farm anytime too.”

“They say I’m like another daughter to them,” Elizabeth said. “So dear.”

“They’s a mighty nice family,” Mama Jordan said.

“We are in each other’s pockets,” Elizabeth said.

Mama Jordan turned to go. “I’ll leave the pourin’ to you, miss.” She left the couple alone.

Elizabeth poured. “One lump of sugar for you. Two for me.”

“No wonder you’re so sweet,” Andrew said.

“You do go on.” She settled against the back of the loveseat and smiled at Andrew. “Tell me more about how you love me.”

“All the stars in the sky.”

“I like that, but you seem a little distracted.”

“Well, a little,” he said.

“Some news?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t make me pull it out of you.” She stirred her cup of tea.

“I don’t think there’s a good time or a good way.”

Elizabeth put her hand to her mouth. “Don’t make me cry. Tell me now.”

“You know, we talked about my joining the militia.”

“And I finally agreed, but I’ll hate it.”

“I received a letter, a notice, yesterday.”

“And you’re just telling me now?

“It was late in the day, by rider,” he said, setting the cup aside.

“What is it, please.”

“I have to report to St. Louis by a week from Friday.”

“For what? Why so soon? That’s only a few days.”

“My father says it has to do with the Black Hawk War.”

“A war? You’re going right into a war?” Elizabeth started crying. She had trouble breathing between sobs. He held her. “No, no, no,” she said, pushing his chest away. “It’s not supposed to be like this. I’ll die if anything happens to you.”

“It will be all right.”

“How do you know that?”

“I’ll be fine.”

Her cries filled the room. A moment later, they heard footsteps coming, and Elizabeth’s father appeared at the door to the parlor. Andrew stood.

“How is everyone?”  Vining said.

“Daddy, the militia wants him to start right away.”

“The Black Hawk War,” Andrew said.

“I’m not surprised. Though that’s a long way,” Mr. Vining said.

“The Missouri militia is lending me and others to the Illinois militia.”

“So, you’ll be in Illinois and the Michigan territory?”

“I think so.”

“Don’t you see, Daddy? Off to war in the blink of an eye.” Elizabeth continued to cry and wipe her eyes with a napkin.

Vining said, “You have to leave soon?”

“Yes, by Friday-next, for St. Louis, and on from there.”

Elizabeth cried and curled up on the loveseat by herself.

~ * ~
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WHEN ANDREW RETURNED to the Greenes’ farm, his father said, “How did your fiancée take the news?”

“Not well. I’m not sure I like it either.” Andrew poured himself a cup of water.

“Don’t let your mother hear that. She’s finally gotten calm about it.”

“It’s getting very real. The leaving.”

“How’s your gut?”

“Churning a bit.”

“Now what?”

“Pack some things.”

“Take whatever weapons you want, just let me know. And plenty of powder and shot and the makings.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Knives, pistols, rifles, your horse and tack.”

“Thank you, of course.”

“I think you’ll be well-equipped. Be sure you understand the tactics. Look for good men to stand beside you.”

Andrew nodded. “I’ll go back to have dinner with her tonight, and Mr. Vining.”

“Tell your mother. She’ll worry the whole time you’re up there in Illinois, as will I. Vining will be for you and his daughter’s happiness, I’m sure.”

“Thanks for all you’ve done for me.”

“You’re a good shot and a good man. Do what you need to do out there and come back whole.”

“I’ll write to all of you as much as I can.”

“From what I read, it shouldn’t last long. But we’ll talk more in the morning.”

“Elizabeth wants to set a date for the wedding, so she can let Preacher Crawford know.”

“There’ll be plenty of time for that once you’re back. Your mother and I will help keep your girl’s spirits up. We’ll have her over here. Your mother could use her help in the garden and the kitchen. But, for now, go see your mother. She’ll want to hear it all from you direct.”

~ * ~
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THE NEXT MORNING HIS father asked Andrew to meet in a newly plowed field. Andrew figured he wanted to discuss the crop to plant. Instead, when Andrew walked up, without saying anything, his father grabbed him by the neck and threw him down in the dirt.

“What going on?” Andrew sputtered, surprised.

After he got up and regained his footing, his father kicked Andrew’s legs out from under him and fell on top of his son. Facedown, Andrew couldn’t move.

His father finally said, “What are you gonna do when you have to fight up close?”

“Let me up,” Andrew said angrily. "Stop this. You know I’ve been wrestling Mason for years, but not like this.”

Once Andrew got up, his father grabbed an arm and threw his son onto the ground again. Andrew had never fought with his father. They had argued about things like being on time, how to harness the horses, or being more of a help, but they had never wrestled, never fought.

Andrew remembered his father had been in the war of 1812. The man seldom talked about it. Maybe his father wanted to show Andrew what a real fight might be like. Andrew had never seen his father fight.

“I’d rather wrestle Mason,” Andrew said. Five years older, Andrew’s brother Mason always won, until Andrew, at fifteen, had pinned him on the ground. Mason had to give up. Andrew recalled it was a strange feeling to finally beat Mason. But never his father.

His father said, “The army will be different from tussling with your brother or your friends. In a battle, you don’t get to say ‘uncle’ to your enemy, shake hands, and walk away. You can say ‘I surrender,’ if you speak their language, and you may be put in prison or tortured for information about your troops, or more likely killed right then and there—no mercy.”

“Why are you telling me this, doing this?” Andrew said.

“Because I love you, son, and I want you to know what to do when you fight in a war. I doubt you’ll get much training. They’ll expect you to know about weapons, and how to protect yourself, your fellow soldiers, and how to take orders, or give ’em.”

Mr. Greene started to walk around Andrew in a circle and the young man didn’t know what would happen next.

His father said, “There’s a dangerous road to travel before you get that acreage, and I want you to come back safe and sound. Now, let’s start again.”

This time, Andrew grabbed his father first, around the neck. His father swung an elbow into Andrew’s stomach. Andrew let go and got pushed to the ground. His father put a knee on his son’s chest, pretended one of his fingers was a knife, and dragged it across the young man’s throat.

“You’re dead,” his father said.

His father offered Andrew a hand, then pulled his son up and over his back, throwing Andrew down again. Andrew was getting tired and angry with his strong father.

His father said, “There’ll be no quitting during a fight like this—only a bad injury or death. You need to know what to expect and what to do.”

“I can’t fight you,” Andrew said.

“Because you’re too weak?”

“No, because you’re my father and I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Let me worry about that. Let’s try again, and this time I’ll explain what to do.”

For the next exhausting hour, Andrew’s father won every round. Andrew didn’t know when it would end. Each time his father did something different to pin Andrew to the ground, knock him in the head, or kill him with a pretend weapon. After each fight his father explained what he did and what Andrew could have done to protect himself and fight back.

They had never been so physical with each other. That day, even though his father pummeled Andrew, the man showed restraint. Andrew could tell his father didn’t want to hurt him; he wanted to teach him, and Andrew wanted to learn. Finally, his father stopped.

“Son, your nose is bleeding. Go get cleaned up. Your mother will have lunch on the table in a few minutes, and we’ll do this again tomorrow. Then we’ll move on to weapons.”

Andrew rubbed his jaw as he stumbled to the well near the garden. He poured water over his head and face then walked toward the house, thinking Mama was not going to like this.

His mother was angry but at his father. Andrew overheard them talking after lunch. After going to bed that night, he could hear a muffled argument. The next morning Andrew came down for breakfast as usual, but his father was not up yet. A bottle of liniment sat on the kitchen counter.

“He’s sleeping in a little this morning,” Andrew’s mother said. “What’s this about you two fighting yesterday?”

“Advanced wrestling. Father figures the militia will do me some good but there won’t be much training. What’s this liniment for?”

“You wore out your father yesterday. I rubbed that on his back and legs last night. Anyway, I don’t like the idea of you going off with the militia. What does Elizabeth think ’bout all this?”

“She was not happy to hear it.”

“I bet she cried, didn’t she?”

“Yes. I wasn’t surprised. Her father seemed pleased and in favor of it. I explained about the land we could get after I serve. She said we may wind up with the plantation years from now anyway, so we don’t need the land.”
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