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“Wild Conviction … will transport you to a world of heated tensions and mesmerizing characters … it will draw you into a world where reality and the supernatural intersect, and the past and present collide unexpectedly … outstanding book … With a signature writing style, Dezember expertly weaves together a tale of adventure, self-discovery, and personal growth that will have readers of all ages hooked from the very first page.” 
     — Suzie Housley, Midwest Book Review

“ … magnificent writing and incredible characters … a complete homerun … an amazing story that has a little bit of everything readers enjoy … history, romance, suspense, very strong characters, and just a little bit of magic … mesmerizing … There is absolutely nothing to say about this book that is not complimentary … a story that should not be missed by anyone.” 
     — Kathy Stickles, Reader Views, 5-Star Review

“Mary Dezember has created a tour de force featuring a strong young woman who displays integrity, independence, empathy, and a commitment to equality—a necessary role model for today’s world and any other.” 
     — T. A. Niles, T. A.’s Poetic Expressions-Plus 





“… a compelling, thought-provoking read that offers a unique blend of genres. It is a testament to the enduring struggle for justice and equality, told through the eyes of a young woman who learns the true cost of freedom. This novel will appeal to readers who appreciate historical depth, magical undercurrents, and narratives that confront social issues with courage and heart.” 
     — Jeyran Main, Review Tales



“Author Mary Dezember brilliantly blends history with the dilemmas of the present day ... thrilling plot … The protagonist, Twilight Wild Adams, is an endearing character … the journey she undertakes illustrates the author’s superb character development abilities.” 
    — IndieReader



“Mary Dezember is a master wordsmith who puts us on the stage with a powerful protagonist with an unstoppable determination to end the slavery of children on a plantation. It is praiseworthily woven with history, social consciousness, empathy and compassion in Dezember’s eloquent writing style. Moving, brilliant, compelling, passionate and thought provoking.”
— Teresa E. Gallion, author of Contemplation in the High Desert, Chasing Light, Scent of Love, and Come Egypt



“I couldn’t put this book down! Set in the years leading up to the Civil War, this is an entertaining and socially conscious novel that is a true page turner. Creating a work of fiction that addresses the horrors of slavery is a challenging task, but the author handles the subject matter adroitly and the writing is truly outstanding.” 
     — Michael Ostrowski, author of A Model Community and Lost in the Fog  
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Wild Conviction is a socially conscious, historical epic adventure, sprinkled with magic and love. 
Summary: 1858 to 1861. After receiving a letter with secrets both wondrous and dangerous from her beloved GrandMama, abolitionist and champion of a mysterious mystical sisterhood, a young woman sets out with wild conviction to stop the enslavement of children at a wicked plantation, only to discover what the captives know too well—survival isn’t freedom.


Copyright page continued

Please note: This is a socially conscious novel, a fictional adventure in which the protagonist confronts social issues. Historical and contemporary derogatory words are avoided. However, please be aware that difficult situations do occur. Comments, conversations, and actions by certain characters that show prejudice, abuse, racism, and misogyny are part of those characters’ personalities and are not the author’s beliefs.   

For this novel, the author created a scenario within a historical setting in which the terms Rich-tone and Pale are used for skin tone. The author’s intent is to create and tell a story using skin tone terms that might provide insight differing from the historical and contemporary words and connotations and to tell a story without historical and contemporary derogatory terms.

The author states, “Language, even individual words, can be effective in creating awareness.”
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Epigraph





      Slip into these pages     

To a place present and past.

~ As for tomorrow, what will last? ~

Remember as you journey within

The realm of 

Twilight:

The future is ours to write.
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Prologue





Monday, June 14, 1858 
3:30 a.m.   
Memphis, Tennessee




This is one of those tragedies.



Those were her thoughts as she, her father, and several other townspeople were doing what they could for the injured. The day before, in the waking morning on the Mississippi River, the Pennsylvania exploded. 

The high waters swept away the dead—and many of the living. The remaining—scalded, bruised and broken—clung in the stifling, muggy Southern summer heat to trees or to wreckage, to hope and to life. For hours, they clung to their imaginings of benevolent hands pulling them from their doom to take them to the nearest port, Memphis. 

The Diana had arrived at 11 p.m. to the Memphis port with about twenty of the injured. The town was alerted. At 3 a.m., the Kate Frisbee arrived with thirty or forty wounded, who’d weakened in the water for nearly a day. The wharf, the streets, and the improvised hospital in the large courtroom at Exchange Hall created a heart-wrenching blur of aching, crying, and moaning children, women and men.

She braced the elbow of a limping girl and guided her to an awaiting mattress, trying to support her without inflicting more pain. Amid the sight of mangled and scalded people, what she noticed most were eyes of suffering. “By the full moon and its mysterious shadows,” she whispered as she gazed into the eyes of a very young man being carried past her—dark eyes deep, imploring, intense, and yet, within their expression of agony, they held a soft, twinkling brightness.



She would work through the night and into the soon-dawning day to dress burns and wounds, to provide water and food, to talk if the injured wanted her to talk, to listen if the injured wanted her to listen, and to, without ceasing, whisper prayers. With the rhythm of her breath, she sent blessings for healing to each person and their families—and blessings for safety to every person aboard Pharaoh’s Run, wherever on the Mississippi it might be.








  
  

Chapter 1

New Realm ~ and An Exchange






Wednesday, June 16, 1858  
Late Afternoon
Memphis 





From her shrine honoring beloved GrandMama, Twilight Adams lifted a book of poetry by Phillis Wheatley, pressed it to her chest, and whispered, “It’s time.” 

Gingerly, she opened the book and removed her patient gift: a letter that GrandMama, four years ago and near death, had tucked inside. This was Twilight’s birthday—another one her mother and sisters celebrated by ignoring it. 

“By the full moon, I wish they cared.” She sighed, then kissed the letter. “Doesn’t matter. All that matters is this gift, full of love, waiting for me.”

As she’d done countless times, she traced her forefinger along the swooping blue-brown inscription on the back of the folded paper: 



Open On Your Sixteenth, Not Before, My Darling Twilight 



She took a breath, turned over the tidy dense package of overlapping pages, then slid a letter opener under the rose wax seal embossed with the image of a doe beneath the sweeping branches of a tree. Carefully unfolding the letter, she was surprised to find small gifts: three tiny gems—rose quartz, black obsidian, lapis lazuli—and a thin ring. The gems she recognized as GrandMama’s. The ring was unfamiliar. Positioning the gems and the ring next to GrandMama’s Bible on the small bedside table she had made into a shrine, she, excited, began reading the long-awaited words. 

As she read, she could feel GrandMama’s maternal caress. She could hear her soothing voice. But the words jarred her to her very core. After reading twice to be sure, she pressed the letter to her heart, then sank to the floor. 

If another Earth realm exists, I’m certain I’ve left the place I know and entered that new world. 



She read aloud GrandMama’s final words to her:




Burn this letter. 





Instead, she buried it in her left pocket, patted another secret in her right pocket, and strode from the bedroom to the yard. Her electrified mind worked to untangle the letter’s words and how they stitched together her identity. 

Who am I? 

GrandMama, you told me a lot in my birthday letter, but not nearly enough. It’s time I see what I’ve purposely avoided. 

In one swift move, she leaped onto her palomino mare, Spirit. With gliding strides, Spirit nearly flew along the streets—expertly weaving through the relentless march of wagons, gigs, pedestrians, and riders—to the despicable marketplace Twilight called Atrocity Square.  

On the auction block, muscles taut, a young man stood. Though Twilight was seated atop Spirit on the far edge of the crowd, she sensed the youth’s quiet defiance, the restraint of his fever to break free, to know for once his life, unowned. Witnessing a person being auctioned caused her to shudder with fury. Raised until age twelve by her abolitionist GrandMama, Twilight wondered how it could be that in America people were sold, bought, owned. She’d always hated slavery. Now, ignited by her birthday secrets, she hated it to the gates of hell. 

Two stinky men stood near her. She’d been ignoring the one who first yelled abuse at the enslaved youth on the block then turned to yap lewdly at her. Relentlessly he spewed his wretched breath and words through his missing front teeth. She reached inside her right pocket where, waiting and loaded, a pistol hid. She’d never shot any living thing, not even a heckler. And she didn’t plan to. But if her life, or her virginity, depended on it, she could. Gallatin had taught her well. A sharpshooter, she’d aim to wound. Regardless, being female, she’d probably be noosed for shooting any man, even a predatory breathing manure heap like this one. 

“I said, missy, slide on down from that glittery horse into my manly arms; I know how to make you glitter,” he repeated. Then to his buddy, he said, “Isn’t that right, Cyrus?” 

“Do as Rufus says,” said Cyrus, whose putrid odor wafted up to her. Spirit shifted her twelve hundred pounds toward him and nipped close to his face. He chuckled nervously, then said, “We’re just funnin’ with you, missy.” 

“Let’s leave, Spirit,” she said, circling away from the harassing fetid predators and around the malignant crowd of bidders.

“As you can see, gentlemen and ladies, he’s young and strong! For the field, he’s a solid workhorse!” the auctioneer called, pointing a cane at the silently courageous boy. In the surrounding crowd, all the Pale men were eagerly bidding. In their midst, but closer to the crowd’s edge, was a young man not bidding. Yet, he watched it all intently. 

Seeing those in line next to be sold, Twilight clenched her teeth, seething, feeling hot and dirty upon realizing she didn’t know what to do about scared children clutching their mama’s legs. What could she do about the violation of women, men, and youths who couldn’t save their families, or even themselves? 

Coming forward, the youth’s new owner was wearing a ditto suit in deep gray, just like the other well-dressed bidders, all exploiting the strength of nearly-naked silent men, women, and children to create their prosperity. 

She hated the ditto man. 

Do the enslaved feel what I feel, that I live in a hostile land I do not understand, that I belong in a world that certainly is not this one? 

Sunlight pierced her view of the injustice. 

Free as I am, I can’t even imagine what they must feel.  

She cupped her hand above her eyes, which framed, in the distance, the young man who wasn’t bidding. Twilight studied him. With his top hat in hand, his wavy hair shone black in the June sun. She approved of his tanned face that looked clean and fresh without the fashionable sideburns that clung like huge hairy triangles on the faces, necks, and chins of most men, even many of the younger ones. Maneuvering through the crowd in his well-tailored bright blue ditto suit, he stopped and gazed at the block, curious but unengaged. 

Maybe he was different from the Southern boys she’d met before, for his manner certainly set him apart. He turned and moved away from the block, which lessened the distance between them and put him in her line of sight. Realizing how forward she appeared by watching him, she lowered her head. Then, dismissing her training that a lady must never initiate conversation, she looked directly at him, then smiled. He smiled. He approached her. Bowing deeply, straightening, placing his hat on his head, and looking up at her, he said, “Good day, Miss—or Mrs.?”

“Miss Adams. Twilight Wild Adams.” 

His eyebrows lifted slightly, revealing eyes with a hue of earthy blue, rather like the Mississippi River at sunset. 

“Jackson Petigru Canon at your service, Miss Adams,” he said. “Twilight. The name becomes you, with your eyes blue as day and your hair black as night.”

The caller’s voice rose and fell. 

“My GrandMama Felicia Wild told me that is one reason she chose my name.” 

He nodded slowly, smiling. “And you are looking for a fine enslaved laborer today, Miss Adams?” 

“I most certainly am not! I hate it here, at this Atrocity Square.” 

“Atrocity Square. Clever,” Canon said. 

“I avoid this place,” Twilight said. 

“And yet today, here you are.” 

She wouldn’t tell him the real reason she rode to Atrocity Square, as GrandMama’s letter directed her to keep the contents secret. So, she gave a related truth. “Today is different. I was preoccupied after volunteering for two days at the makeshift hospital at Exchange Hall. I’m doing what I can for the Pennsylvania victims. All I’ve had are snippets of rest by leaning against any wall with an open space.”

Her mind glanced back to the dark pre-dawn hours of Monday. With dozens of others, she had worked into the breaking day, then into Tuesday, then into Wednesday—this day, her birthday. And then she’d read her letter. And now, she was here, seeing with her own eyes the unbelievable sights at Atrocity Square, thought to be “normal” by Pale Southerners. 

Canon spoke, bringing her thoughts back to him. “Yes, the downriver Sunday morning explosion of the Pennsylvania.” Shaking his head, he said, “A terrible tragedy.” 

“I hear hundreds died in the explosion,” she said. “And many of the survivors brought to us, despite our best efforts, are dying. The other volunteers and I are doing what we can. Three years ago, after the harbor fire that burned four steamships, my parents wouldn’t let me help. But today, I am sixteen, and no one will stop me from helping ever again.”

Canon smiled, then said, “Thank you for caring for the poor victims. Onto happier subjects, specifically, happy birthday, Miss Adams. Also, I am wondering, why were you staring at me with your blue-as-day eyes?” 

“You are mistaken.” 

“Oh?” Canon said, again raising his dark eyebrows. 

“I was merely observing the crowd,” Twilight said, “of which you were a member.” 

“You may have been observing the crowd, but you were, without a doubt, staring at me.”

Turning her face away from him, she said, “You are bold.” 

Spirit shifted. A quiet moment passed. She turned her face back to him. He took a step closer. 

Softly, he said, “Miss, you are bold.” 

Twilight said, “Let’s go, Spirit.” 

With an uncanny reflex, Canon grabbed the reins in front of Twilight’s hands. Spirit halted, then reached her nose out, pushing Canon’s hat off his head. Canon laughed as his hat hit the ground. Twilight leaned on Spirit’s neck and whispered in her golden ear. It flicked. Straightening, Twilight sternly said, “Mr. Canon, you’ve made a scene.” 

Canon nodded toward the block. The crowd was intently vying for a maturing girl. “They are busy,” he said. “No one cares about us.”

“No one cares about her,” she said, nodding toward the girl on the block. “Let go of my reins. I need to leave this maddening, wretched place.” 

Spirit exhaled with a huff.

“I don’t want you to leave,” Canon said, handing the reins back to Twilight. He bent to retrieve his hat, stood, and added, “And I don’t want you to tease.” 

Twilight observed the young man. “What is it you do want, Mr. Canon?” 

Canon smiled boyishly, disarming her with his charm. 

“I wasn’t staring, Mr. Canon,” she continued, “though—I did notice you. However, if you must know, it was not your appearance that drew my attention. It was the fact that you are the only gentleman here who wasn’t bidding. I have a distinct feeling that you are not here to bid at all. I was wondering, why?” 

“What would you like the answer to be?” 

“The truth.” 

“Ah. The truth. I doubt you would like the truth, and our relationship will end before it can begin. Couldn’t you retain your fantasy answer until we become better acquainted?”

“No,” she said. “My time is too precious to waste on giddy flirtations. I find such games insulting. For that, you should banter with my sister Rachel. As to why you did not bid, tell me or do not tell me, as I must return to Exchange Hall.” 

“The truth is, Miss Adams, I never bid.” 

“Oh?” she said, thinking his answer meant he didn’t own people. 

“I come to learn how much the competition is getting for their Rich-tones.” 

“The competition?” 

“Yes. I do, shall we say, reconnaissance for Bedford Forrest.” 

“You work for a leech.” 

“As I am sure you know, Bedford Forrest is likely the city’s largest dealer of Rich-tones. From humble beginnings and in a mere few years since his arrival in Memphis, he has elevated himself to be one of the most respected and wealthiest gentlemen in the area, maybe in the entire South. His devotion to Memphis, the South, and law and order is exemplary. I think he will rise even further in status to help govern our fine city.” He lowered his voice, “I hear he is slated to be a city alderman starting next month. You should take care in what you say about him.” 

“He lives off tears and not his own. This is the last thing I wish to say to you, Mr. Canon. Memphis brims with kind, generous, and caring people. However, that does not change the fact that, overall, our society is ill, and it is people such as you, Forrest, and all here bidding who are the disease. I suggest that tonight you and Mr. Forrest dine on nothing but a thin pork rind. Now, release my reins. You are taking advantage of an unescorted lady.” 

“Unescorted lady? There is no such person.” 

“Maybe not in the South,” Twilight answered. “But I have news for you, Mr. Canon—the South is not the world.” 

“Memphis lies in the South,” Canon said. 

“What an awful shame for Memphis,” Twilight said. “Mr. Canon, we’ve met, spoken, argued. Our meeting has run its course.”

“May I call on you tonight?” 

Stunned, Twilight was curious, silent. 

“Yes?” Canon persisted. 

“I dislike you. In fact, I disdain you and your life,” Twilight said.

“I wish to call on you.” 

The sun shifted. The bidding ceased. 

“Why would you wish to call on someone you do not consider a lady?” 

“Somehow, Miss Adams, you are successful in avoiding many of our fine Southern customs—such as your manner of sitting your horse,” his voice trailed away before adding, “and of how you refuse to tie back your hair.” He gazed at her as if in a daze.

“Yes?” she prompted.

He blinked. “Despite those distinct manners, you retain your social standing. Your father is Harley Adams, am I correct? Your family is one of the finest in Memphis. That, my dear young woman, might be your redemption.” 

Twilight’s mind stopped when he said the word “woman.” It wasn’t just the word but the way he said it. 

“Also, there is a quality about you. I suspect you will never play by the rules, yet you’ll not be labeled a cheater. Regardless of your actions, you are lovely and feminine. And, yes—you are bold. While the rest of the South might dictate that a lady can never be bold, I, in fact, find compelling the combination of your loveliness and boldness.”

In spite of herself, Twilight felt drawn to his words. 

Canon said, “I wish to call on you. Tonight. May I see you?”  

The moment lingered. She knew she shouldn’t answer. She knew she should leave. But she didn’t want to leave. She hated herself. 

“I offer an exchange,” Canon said. 

Squinting her eyes, Twilight said, “An exchange?” 

“One hour of your time with me, in your parlor, for my career.” 

Is this another man’s lying game? 

“I speak the truth, Miss Adams. I will end my business with Forrest if you will, in return, spend one hour with me tonight.” 

“Absurd.” 

“Say yes.” 

“Mr. Canon, I would gladly give one hour of my life to end your barbaric business. But I am no fool. What is your proof?” 

“If you allow me to escort you home, you can accompany me as I resign my services. I imagine you live on Adams Avenue, near Bedford Forrest?” 

Twilight considered his proposition as Canon’s eyes journeyed into her own. Intent on the discovery, neither soul smiled; momentarily, the air between them vanished. 

“You will accept my proposal then,” Canon said. 

She felt as if his eyes had probed all the way into her heart. She wasn’t ready for this, not with this young man. Still, the intrigue of his offer and manner shifted the static places of her life. Standing in front of her was adventure. And something more.  

“I will accept—except,” she said, “you will not escort me. I will meet you at Forrest’s.” Barely had these words entered the air breaking the trance between them, when Twilight was gone, Spirit moving her away from him. 

Canon smiled as he walked to Forrest’s place of business—Forrest’s slave mart.








  
  

Chapter 2

The Canon Effect






Wednesday, June 16, 1858
Late Afternoon and Evening
Memphis




Enslaved people of all ages—tiny children to aged men and women—trod dishearteningly in a circle, on display, in the yard of Forrest’s mart.  

When buyers arrived at Forrest’s, they selected captives from the harsh parade. Twilight knew of this routine and, when walking or riding by—as she had with the auctioning of people before this day—avoided looking. Now, she faced it. The sight sent outrage into her chest. She hated Canon, for he was part of it all. When he arrived minutes later, she, in a heightened voice, said, “What is the matter with you? What is the matter with Forrest? What is the matter with the South and with the U.S. Congress? They are people! Each is a human being!”

“Well, what sparked this outburst?” he said. “You know the laws. In America, they are property. You have the passion of a Southerner, Miss Adams, but not the ideals. There is nothing wrong with the South. Slavery has flourished in this country for over two hundred years. I’d say that proves it is a good system for this nation. The South, as we know, produces almost all of America’s exports, with most of that being cotton. In fact, the South produces about eighty percent of the cotton used by the entire world. The world wants cotton, my dear, so the world wants slavery. We could never produce that amount of cotton without the labor of the Rich-tones.”

“I have no objection to the labor of Rich-tone people if the laborers are hired and free.”

Nodding, Canon said, “I’m leaving Bedford’s business this very hour, Miss Adams. Please do me the honor of witnessing my resignation.” 

Twilight moved her skirted right leg above and across Spirit’s back and gracefully landed at Spirit’s left side. “Stay here, Spirit,” she said to her companion, who turned her head to Twilight and nickered.

Smiling, Canon motioned for her to step through the door before him. Inside, Forrest was talking with two Pale men, one who clasped then pulled down the jaw of a Rich-tone man, examining his teeth. 

“You’ll have no trouble with Elija,” Forrest was saying. “He works hard from sunrise to sunset and through the night during harvest season, all the while singing a sweet melody. On the block, I could get a thousand for him. Here, today, he is yours, new clothes and all, for a mere eight hundred.”

As one Pale man wiped his hands on an embroidered handkerchief, the other placed New Orleans dixies on Forrest’s desk, saying, “He’s getting along in age. Seven hundred, Bedford, in the best bills, and you have a deal. But first, I must know, is he obedient? I don’t like having to whip my laborers. And I rarely spend good money for a breaker.”

Breaker? Whipping? Twilight winced and feared for Elija.

“Elija obeys,” Forrest said.

The man looked at Elija. “Let’s see about that. Elija, jump up and down on one foot.”

Elija hopped once. 

“Keep jumping till I tell you to stop, you fool,” the man snapped. 

Elija hopped, eyes steady toward the floor.

“Now, clap your hands while jumping,” the man said.

Elija clapped and hopped and stared at the floor, his eyes deepening with sadness.

“Now sing Stephen Foster’s ‘Camptown Races’ while you jump and clap,” the man said.

“No.” 

All the men in the room looked at the young woman who had spoken. Deftly, Elija glanced at her, the tension of either fear or surprise tugging quickly at one side of his mouth, then focused at the floor.

“What did you say?” demanded the man giving orders.

Ignoring him, Twilight faced Forrest and said, “Mr. Forrest, you told this man that Elija was obedient. The man ordered Elija. Elija obeyed. It is obvious your—,” Twilight hesitated, not wanting to say “customers,” then continued, “It is obvious your associates do not trust you, or they would not have to put people you enslave to such tests.”

Forrest looked at her, then at Canon, then at Elija. “Stop, Elija,” he said. Elija stood still, silent, face directed to the floor but eyes sneaking upward. Forrest, nonchalantly taking a knife from his vest pocket and studying it in his hand, said, “You see, Elija is obedient. Eight hundred in dixies.”

“I could’ve spent my money at the auction today. But I came here instead because I know you get the best, Forrest. Seven hundred fifty,” he said.

“Fifty more for a deal,” Forrest said, directing his eyes straight into the man’s eyes. 

The man looked at Forrest, then at Elija, placed more dixies atop the stack on the desk, signed papers, and left with his friend and with Elija in chains. Twilight, grief defining her face, watched Elija being taken away, his precious life and body continually confiscated.

With his right hand, Forrest stood the knife on its tip in his left palm. Balancing it there, then placing his right hand in his trouser pocket, he gazed at Twilight and said, “What are you doing here, Jackson, with my rebellious albeit beautiful neighbor?” 

Before Canon could answer, Twilight, deciding to discover what the horrid Forrest knew about her, flipped open her fan with flourish and said with exaggerated drawl, “Why, Mr. Forrest. I had no idea you would recognize me, just a girl from down the street.”

Right hand still pocketed and with a quick twist of his left wrist, Forrest flipped the still-balanced knife and caught it by its handle. “Some girl,” he said, then chuckled. “I think you, Miss Adams, should be banned from the South. In these times, we need nationalism, not criticism. Do you know why I have a proud reputation? I’ll tell you why. Because I uphold Southern ethics.”

No longer mocking the Southern lady’s coquettish conduct and without drawl, Twilight said, “Ethics? Ha! You mean ‘economy,’ don’t you, Mr. Forrest?” 

“You do realize, do you not, Miss Adams, that your unladylike behavior is the disgrace of the fine Adams name. Your outspokenness and how you sit that horse are most shameful. I do respect the weaker sex, but you do not know your place, and I want to know why you are here, in my business, with my comrade.”

“Correction, Mr. Forrest: you might show respect to some girls and women, but you do not respect girls and women, and certainly not Rich-tone girls and women,” Twilight said.

Quickly, Canon intervened. “Bedford, she’s here at my invitation. I came to tell you, I resign my services with your reputable company.”

Forrest frowned and squinted his eyes. “So, you’re leaving me, Jackson. A shame.” With his right hand, he moved several bills from the transaction for Elija to the side of his desk then, with his left, plunged the knife through the bills into the wood beneath. “I was planning to offer you,” he paused, “a better situation.” Tapping his knuckles on the dixies held by the knife blade, Forrest added, “I have a great opportunity for an adventurer if you decide to return.” Then, with a firm stare at Twilight, he said, “I suppose Miss Adams here has a great deal to do with your decision, Jackson?”

“That is none of your business,” Twilight said.

“Being here within my mart is none of your business, Miss Adams, unless you wish to purchase a fine enslaved laborer.” 

“Mr. Forrest,” Twilight said, “the atrocity of human captivity and ownership in our land of the free is everyone’s business.” Turning on her heel, Twilight marched to the door. Canon jumped to grab the handle, opening the door for her.

“Keep your money, Bedford,” Canon said, smiling. “You’ll need it—for our game tomorrow at the tavern.”

“You know, Jackson, I never lose,” Forrest said. “And Miss Adams, boldness is to be admired in a gentleman, but not in a lady.”

Turning to face him from outside his threshold, Twilight glared at Forrest and said, “You have no conscience, Mr. Forrest. So, despite appearances, your money, and whatever you and others think you have accomplished,” she took a breath for emphasis, “you have nothing.” 

A wicked fire ignited his eyes, that, under other circumstances, might send her trembling. But she felt steady, even in his nearly-crazed gaze. She added, “You will be remembered for your inhuman, brutish cruelty.” With that, she walked away.

Nodding to Forrest, Canon followed Twilight out the door, saying to her, “I’ve kept my part of the bargain. As for your part, at what hour should I arrive this evening? Seven?” 

With a one-step leap, Twilight mounted the unsaddled Spirit and said, “Half past. But not tonight, tomorrow night,” then bolted cleanly away from the next evening’s suitor. 

Irritated at her attraction to Canon, Twilight tried to analyze what it was about him that was so magnetic. Maybe it was just that she hadn’t had a caller in so long. Her sister Rachel had beaux frequently calling; her other sister Sarah, though rarely, also had suitors. But Twilight, who once had her share of beaux, had had none in the last year. Being outspoken, nearly flying bareback on her horse, and not tying her hair caused her status to teeter toward spinsterhood. 

But it wasn’t just beaux deprivation that made Canon entrancing. There was something more—the feeling that rushed inside her when he was near: a sensation she’d felt for only one other young man, the only man she had ever loved. The young riverboat pilot. The pilot of her heart.

She wouldn’t think about her pilot now. For now, she would volunteer more hours at Exchange Hall. For now, she would ponder the amazing messages of GrandMama’s letter. For now, she must try to shake the Canon effect. 


      [image: ]As dusk etched shadows on her bedroom window, Twilight placed the pistol in the drawer of the shrine. She gazed at the weapon for a moment, remembering. At first, she’d been frightened when, exactly a year before, her fifteenth birthday, Gallatin had handed her two authentic Henry Deringer pistols—sold as a set for two shots and known as original Philadelphia Deringer pistols—which she refused. Finally, upon his insistence, she accepted one, saying, “If I miss with one shot, I shouldn’t be shooting. Besides, I like knowing you have the mate to mine.”

She shut the drawer, curled up on her bed, and again read her birthday letter.








  
  

Chapter 3

GrandMama’s Letter






August 1, 1854, sealed by GrandMama
June 16, 1858, opened by Twilight




My Darling Granddaughter Twilight,



Happy Sixteenth Birthday, Dearest. I love you. I wish I could be there with you celebrating this milestone in your young life. But Destiny has other plans for me, which I now accept. And Destiny has plans for you—which you can accept and shape, or deny.

Now that you are Sixteen, there are Two Secrets you need to know, and both must be kept hidden. Always. Only to your daughter, should you have one, can you entrust these secrets ~ when she celebrates Sixteen. These secrets are blessings that, in our current cruel world, carry risks. If anyone learns of what I am about to share with you ~ your life is in danger. 

You recall the many stories I told you about my own dear GrandMama Rose, your Great-Great-GrandMama. I loved her dearly. Dearly. As you know, Phillis Wheatley gave a copy of her book of poetry to Rose. Rose passed it on to my mother, who passed it on to me, and I to you. Such as the gifting of the beautiful book of poetry, we gift this information to our daughters about the women in our family, a Sixteenth-birthday soul tradition. Sadly, I could not gift this information to your mother, my only daughter, as by her Sixteenth she did not have the strength of mind to carry these Two Secrets. Because I couldn’t share it with your mother, your sisters ~ with whom I’ve had little association ~ also do not know. As they all live in the South, I suppose it is best they don’t know. Since you are probably still living in Indiana with your Grandfather, you are somewhat safer. Hopefully.

Secret One: Your loving, lovely Great-Great-GrandMama Rose was African. 

I know little about her meeting, romance, and marriage with your British Pale Great-Great-Grandfather Henry Wilde, but I know she loved him and was not forced to marry him. However, marrying him meant she had to leave her home in Africa, which saddened her deeply. I’m not sure of her birth country, but my mother said she had a connection with Empress Mentewab and the Kingdom of Abyssinia. However, Mama also mentioned a vague recollection concerning Senegal, across the continent, the country from which Phillis Wheatley was stolen. 

Young Rose accepted an Anglicized name. One of her daughters died as an infant; her son never had children. Her remaining daughter, my mother, carried the combined tones of her Pale father and Rich-tone mother, with more of her father’s tone. The Wilde family was British Pale. End of story.

Except, it is not the end of our story.

As you know, I married your Grandfather, Johannes Wild, German Pale. I have to add here the coincidence of names, as we never really spoke of this. My mother’s maiden surname was Wilde, so Wilde is my middle name. Then I married a Wild. My name, as you know, is Felicia Wilde Wild. Your mother’s maiden surname was Wild, and, as you know, that is your middle name ~ Twilight Wild Adams ~ as well as the middle name of your sisters and brothers. I think this name is fitting for you and for me, my dear. On with our story:

Johannes knows me only as British Pale, though he does comment on my “lovely tone.” Foolishly, I didn’t consider my heritage when we sailed to America. Our Land of Equality is, ironically, a place like no other in Tone Demarcation for perpetuating Pale Supremacy. And here, though some with a faded tone like mine are considered Pale, the truth is, in America, having any heritage with African lineage can threaten a person’s freedom ~ and life ~ especially if one’s lineage is matriarchal. Only our country devised a “one-drop rule,” referring to one drop of Rich-tone blood. I know you’re aware of this “rule,” as we’ve spoken of it in our many conversations about slavery and the atrocious treatment of anyone, whether enslaved or free, with Rich tones from any heritage.

I’ve felt somewhat safe living in the North, though Indiana, as you know, is just over the Southern border. The constitution of Indiana ensures slavery is illegal; however, Rich-tone people in the state have essentially no rights. Ultimately, whether written into law or not, even the Northern states are formulating a “one-drop rule.” In the South, this is an accepted notion. It is a threat to you, to your sisters, and to your mother. And possibly even to your brothers. However, your brothers are raised Pale, their tone is faded, your father is highly-regarded, and society favors men; thus, Jed and Jesse are probably exempt from the threat of enslavement that you, your sisters, and your mother could face. However, we can never be sure, so know that the twins, too, might be in danger. 

As you will tell no one, no one will ever know this Secret. You must protect yourself and your family. In America, “one drop” can be a death sentence. 

Here is another truth: being raised Pale, we don’t have, know or understand any of our African cultural heritage. For us, our heritage is “only blood.” This is an irony in America, as it is also “only blood” that decides our fate: freedom or captivity; rights or oppression.  

Isn’t it fascinating to learn on your Sixteenth, which is also the sixteenth of the month, that you are one-sixteenth African? Beautiful, isn’t it? 

Know this ~ Sixteen is power.

Secret Two: This is another inheritance, though not by tone heritage but by female heritage. Dear Twilight ~ You are the heir of female-lineage mystical gifts. These gifts are subtle. You probably haven’t noticed your gifts, as they are just “you” and “what you do.” As of this special day, and as you age, you should receive more gifts. All women everywhere have gifts, but a woman must be aware in order to gain this knowledge and to perceive her special talents. 

Sadly, many women have forgotten, or choose to deny, their abilities and intuition. They are the Deniers. Deniers choose to believe deceptions maintained by the Society for Supremacy. The Deniers erroneously claim men as naturally superior and biologically unable to keep themselves from mean-anger, violence, destruction, coercion, philandering. The Deniers are growing in number.

We who remember and embrace our special talents are the Sisterhood of Gifts. We are Champions. Sometimes we recognize each other. Often, we journey life alone in this Secret, wondering if we are the sole sister of the Sisterhood of Gifts. 

The Seal of the Sisterhood of Gifts is the Doe and the Tree. Keep in your heart our time spent together in forests, woods, and groves. Remember how I told you that all of Nature is sacred, the doe is mystical, and the rare antlered doe carries magic. Nature and the Wise Ones will teach you what you need to know. Nature will give you other signs. 

The signs repeat ~ Recognize Repetition. See Symbols. Discern Signs. Read the Messages.



A man can be a Champion. The man of goodwill can find a gateway to receiving mystical talents ~ he must reject Male Dominance, thereby rejecting the Society for Supremacy and joining the Band of Champions. A Champion Man gains talents, serves justice, and supports the Sisterhood of Gifts. Frederick Douglass is a Champion. 

Beware ~ The Society for Supremacy upholds homogeneity. Suspecting that women have mystical flair, the Society acts to suppress us and, thus, our abilities to use our gifts. The man who supports or practices the Society for Supremacy’s intimidation and domination techniques is known as an Egoman. The best are unaware; the worst are Egomaniacs. 

The Pale Males wield societal control; they exert dominance over all females and over all other males. But if all males were equal, females of all tones, Palest to Richest, still would be treated as “Less Than Man.” This injustice will end when the prominent practiced belief in the Dominion of Men through Male Supremacy ceases.

Further, unseen negative forces called the Beleaguers do whatever they can to make us doubt our talents. You will find yourself under attack by the Beleaguers now that you know you have female-heritage gifts. Beleaguers try to invade your mind so that you do not use your gifts. Listening is essential to learning, but never believe the Beleaguers. Never. 

Dear, I hope you remember what I’ve often said  ~




Look, Listen, Discern, Learn

The Key to Mystical Growth is Truth

Awareness Opens the Heart’s Passage to Epiphany, Change, Freedom

Every Breath of Life is a Prayer

When all you have is Faith, you have All





This is what I can share, as this experience is unique for each woman, as each woman is unique. Living the experience is essential for the learning. It will include dangers. What you gain will be wondrous.

And please, Dear ~ Survive. As I have. My illness is of my failing body, not of a failing will to survive, to grow, to act. As you know, I have tirelessly fought this illness for over a year, believing I’d regain health to live many more years. Though I want to stay here, with you, I now understand that my illness is a signal that I’m needed Elsewhere, and my corporeal death is the portal. 

Forever, I am a Champion and Person of Character devoted to the Mission of the Sisterhood of Gifts:




To keep love in all places, worlds, realms; 

To bring justice to all women and children, to all who are oppressed;

To care for creatures, plants, water, sky, minerals ~ our mother planet, Earth;

To nurture the beauty, healing, lovingkindness, and joy of positive unseen forces.

To maintain individual Integrity.







This is incredible information, I know. 



I wish I could be there to answer your questions. To hold your hand. But you are only twelve as I write this, and soon I must leave this place to venture to my life Elsewhere. Good work is waiting for me there.



My Love is with you for Eternity. I am with you for Eternity.

Wear this ring to hear the language of the Sisterhood.


Your Ever-Loving GrandMama



Burn this letter.








  
  

Chapter 4

The Plea






Wednesday, June 16, 1858
Early Night
Memphis




The third reading of GrandMama’s letter jolted Twilight as forcefully as the first and second readings had. 



Refolding the pages, she placed them in her pocket. 

Over the previous four years, Twilight had held the sealed letter, closing her eyes and envisioning the precious words, which she imagined as loving womanly advice for her sixteenth birthday. Even though curious about its contents, she’d never been tempted to open it early. First of all, she’d promised GrandMama. If waiting until she was sixteen to read these words was important to GrandMama, then it was important to her. Anyway, the anticipation made her sealed gift even more mysterious. But, upon opening it, what she received wasn’t just mysterious; it was fantastic.

In the final rays of persistent sunlight reaching through her window, Twilight held the familiar small stones of GrandMama’s: blue, black, and rose. Lapis lazuli—for receiving and speaking one’s truth. Black obsidian—for clarity and for protection. Rose quartz—for love and compassion. These gem powers are what GrandMama had told her long ago. But now she saw the rose quartz as even more symbolic of a quest of love honoring her Great-Great-GrandMama Rose Wilde.

She placed the tiny gems in a small silk organza bag, pulled tight the satin strings, and slipped them next to the letter in her pocket. She didn’t remember ever seeing GrandMama wear the ring. Where did this come from? She slid it onto her right ring finger. It flashed. Was it caused by the final shining sunray through the window? Or was it only in her mind’s eye? 

Believing it had flashed on its own—and admiring how it fit her finger perfectly—she said, “I will call you Wondrous Ring.” She inhaled deeply, waiting to hear the language of the Sisterhood. She closed her eyes and listened. She waited. And waited. 

She heard nothing. 

“Help me, GrandMama,” she pleaded.

Touching the letter in her pocket, she slipped off her bed and went downstairs to the parlor. 

Her parents, Harley and Elizabeth, peered at her over their perfectly poised teacups. With barely a glance at her mother, Twilight curtsied and said, “Good evening, Mother.” Brightly to her father, she said, “Hello, Father. Was your trip successful?”

“Yes. I’ve signed papers for the shipping agreement. Meeting in person to seal a deal, rather than just through letters or telegrams, always helps,” Harley said with a triumphant smile.

“That’s wonderful news!” 

Cara, an Irish immigrant who worked as their servant, breezed through the home like an angel of light, illuminating each candle and oil lamp. Helping Cara with this twilight ritual, Twilight lit a taper, then the candles and lamps in the parlor. 

“Father,” Twilight said as she glided to light the home, “I’ve just come from Exchange Hall. I must tell you about one of the patients and about his brother who arrived yesterday.”

Quickly, Harley glanced at his wife, who began fidgeting when Twilight spoke of working at the makeshift hospital. Dabbing her forehead with the embroidered handkerchief she always held, Elizabeth said with staccato intensity, “Harley. As I have said before. I cannot understand how you can. In all good conscience. Let our daughter work. We will always have problems. With this child. If you do not support me on this. Forbid her. She is to be a lady. Like Rachel and Sarah. And all good Southern ladies. Twilight should be taking art classes. She should sew samplers. She should twist her hair into jewelry. Instead, she works at your packet office. And today she worked at that makeshift hospital. Like a common laborer. And the way she sits that horse. And flying on that horse. Letting her hair fly. So outrageous. The disgrace. And, it worries me. Constantly. That she might go near that awful Pinch.” 

Cara, who’d returned with a teapot, tensed. She finished pouring more tea, then bustled from the room.

“Mother, Pinch is the home of immigrants. It is a neighborhood. Besides, Exchange Hall is not near Pinch; you know that. And many caring ladies of Memphis are at Exchange Hall, doing what they can for the poor Pennsylvania victims and their suffering families. And you also know that Spirit and I fly only about twenty feet, kind of a very long jump. And just slightly above the ground, not up into the sky.”

Vigorously, her mother fanned her face with her handkerchief and ignored Twilight’s comments. “It is a wonder that something horrible. Has not already happened to her,” Elizabeth said, eyeing Twilight. Moving her gaze to Harley, she continued, “And if. Something does happen to her. Our family will never overcome. The disgrace.”

“Mother, please,” Twilight interrupted. “Must you forever react this way? Don’t think of me as your daughter if that will help. Tell your friends it’s not your fault I’m so strange. Tell them it is GrandMama’s fault. They know the truth, that GrandMama raised me from nearly the day I was born until I was twelve, only leaving me because she died.” Then, Grandfather sent me here. Why, oh why, Grandfather, did you do that? Why did you send me away from you, away from Willow Land? Twilight continued, “GrandMama was my real mother. If something bad were ever to happen to me, certainly GrandMama would care more about me than the disgrace it would bring to the family. And she would certainly recognize my birthday.” Which she certainly had, even from the beyond. “Unlike you.”

Choking, Elizabeth sputtered, “I feel faint. Harley, forbid that child to speak. To her mother in such a tone.” 

“Twilight,” Harley admonished, though his eyes held their constant gentleness for his daughter. “I will not have you speak to Mother in such a disrespectful fashion. She is your mother. She is the one who nearly lost her life giving you yours. And she’s been in poor health since, the sweet dear.” He patted his wife’s hand. Resting her head against the back of the settee, Elizabeth dabbed furiously at her face and neck with the dainty lace cloth. 

Continuing to speak to Twilight as if his wife were not in the room, Harley said, “I take the blame that your dear mother”—he glanced toward the floor—“conceived you so soon, too soon, after the birth of those twin brothers of yours. She was so weak. It was unreasonable to expect her, in her condition, to bring into the world a fifth child.” Focusing back on Twilight, he continued, “Thank goodness your grandmother Felicia did take you in; it was the only choice at the time.” 

There is never an only choice. 

“I expect you to be kind to your mother, Twilight. Now call Sarah; Mother adores her company. And have Cara bring fresh tea to Mother.” 

Fresh tea? Cara just poured tea. Why does Father dote on her? Does he only love me when Mother’s not in the room? 

After delivering her father’s message to Cara and Sarah, Twilight went to the library. Soon, Harley entered and said, “Happy birthday, Daughter. I should’ve said that as soon as I saw you. Dear, though I made the deal and got the signatures today, your diligence is creating an organized transportation system of steamers that connect to Memphis through our line. You help the Adams’ enterprises thrive.” 

Her father’s pride in her business skills always lessened Twilight’s tension about her family, as did spending time in the library. The deep scent of leather from books and chairs and the cozy fragrance of her father’s tobacco eased her torment of feeling unacceptable. But even finding relief in this room was an irony, for social mores dictated it was improper for a lady to enjoy a library, much less lounge in it as she did, draping herself across a leather wing chair, her house-slippered feet elevated on a huge ottoman. Her father never seemed to mind; in fact, he enjoyed her company in that female-forbidden room. Due to this, she adored her father, despite his devotion to her mother. But on this day, for several reasons, not even the spell of the library could calm her. 

“Father, I have something important to tell you.” 

“First, dear,” Harley said, “I must remind you again—do not upset your mother. I know you are spirited, but I’ll not tolerate such behavior toward the woman who gave you life.” 

Twilight sighed deeply. “Father, why can’t Mother be content? Our family is so blessed. We’ve not suffered deaths or terrible injuries. No one in our family succumbed to yellow fever three years ago, and not one of us has been in a terrible accident.” The horrors of the Pennsylvania explosion loomed, moving as phantoms in her mind.

Harley said, “Yes, we haven’t experienced illness or injury.”

Twilight added, “We are not enslaved like many people in the South. And yet, for all of our good fortune, she can’t be thankful.”

Harley’s forehead rose. “True, we are not enslaved. We are Pale.” 

I’ve been raised Pale; I have all the privileges of being Pale. It is the life I live. But Father has no idea of my truth. Nor did I, until today.

She studied the novel she was holding, Wuthering Heights, and said, “One of my favorite novels, and written by a woman who published under a male pseudonym. To be recognized, must one be male and Pale?”

“It would seem so,” Harley said.

Changing the topic to a family suffering bad fortune, she said, “Father, I want to tell you about a young man at Exchange Hall, Henry Clemens. He has searching yet kind eyes. I first saw him that early morning of the explosion; he was being transported from the Kate Frisbee to the Exchange. His brother, who arrived yesterday, was a cub on the Pennsylvania! He had disembarked in New Orleans just days ago; if he hadn’t, he also would have been on the Pennsylvania when it exploded. His eyes are gentle, dark, and intense, like Henry’s. But the sorrow that fills them is overwhelming. More than pained, his eyes are haunted. I think you should meet him. It might ease him, talking with you, another man of the river. He mentioned that he first learned to pilot under Horace Bixby, on a different steamer, of course.”

“Bixby’s apprentice, you say. What a turn of events to his life since he stayed in New Orleans rather than continuing on the Pennsylvania. I’ll have Cara wrap a dinner, and I’ll take it to him. His name?” 

“His name is Sam.” 

“Sam. Bixby’s cub, Sam Clemens. Is he dark-haired and young of age, early twenties?” 

“That fits Sam’s description,” Twilight said.

“Yes, I have spoken with him, when he was a cub of Bixby’s. Once or twice, very briefly. At Duval and Algeo’s wharfboat on the lower levee. Bixby told me he commanded young Clemens to write notes of the river, and since, Clemens has become a strong cub with solid piloting skills.”

A bell rang, announcing supper. Giving her father a light, quick hug, Twilight turned to leave.

“Are you dining with the family tonight, dear?” 

“Not tonight, Father.”

“But you haven’t dined with us for at least a month. And today is your birthday.”

“Mother and Sisters don’t care about my birthday. And worse, I can’t bear their favorite dining entertainment—finding fault with me, trying to fashion me into a domestic motto, as if that were their hobby, their words like needles with me being one of their samplers. When the twins return from Nashville, I’ll dine with the family. Jesse and Jed are so dear and funny that no one pays attention to me. And that’s the way I like it.”

He kissed her on the cheek. “Your sisters could be kinder to you. I’ll tell Cara to take your meal to your room. And to add a slice of pie.”

“Thank you, but not tonight, Father. I must return to Exchange Hall to replace dressings. With so many wounds on so many wounded, it takes several volunteers. Also, not tomorrow night. A gentleman will be calling at half past seven.”

“You do say? A beau? That’s fine. That’s fine. But I’ll never understand why young ladies dislike eating before beaux call on them.”

“He’s not a beau. Just a gentleman caller.”










  
  

Chapter 5

Hypocrisy’s Hints






Thursday, June 17, 1858
Evening
Memphis




When Jackson Petigru Canon entered Twilight’s home the following evening, he carried flowers and the same desirable impact of the previous day.



Waiting in the parlor, Twilight tapped her fingers lightly on another of her favorite books, A Christmas Carol in Prose, being a Ghost Story of Christmas, by Charles Dickens. Sarah and Rachel sat nearby, doing needlework with painstaking devotion. 

Upon seeing Canon, Twilight stood, leaving Charles on the settee. She was wearing her favorite dress, one that she knew looked wonderful on her—yellow chintz with ivory buttons from her neck to the floor. White panels detailed with broad yellow ribbons layered the six-foot wide frock. White sleeves, buttoned tight at the cuffs, billowed. “Roses, Mr. Canon?” she said, as he handed her the bouquet.

“Sixteen of the loveliest in Memphis. To celebrate your sixteenth.” He smiled. “I couldn’t decide which was appropriate for you, Miss Adams, pink or white. So I bought eight of each. Now I see sixteen yellow roses would have suited you this evening.”

She lifted them to her nose. With her eyes peering over the bouquet, she said, “They are lovely. But we barely know one another. I don’t believe it is proper that I accept a gift from a gentleman who isn’t my beau.”

“Yet,” Canon said.

She studied him from under her dark lashes. “You have plans?”

Canon stared at her, grinning, looking confident and more appealing than she wanted him to be.

“Really, Twilight, have you no manners?” Rachel said. “Introduce us. Sarah and I are not mere room adornments.”

Twilight said nothing.

After staring at Twilight a moment longer, Canon turned his attention to the two sisters near the window as Twilight left the room carrying the roses. “Jackson Petigru Canon, at your service, ladies,” he said, bowing. Sarah and Rachel held out their hands. Taking Sarah’s hand, he asked, “And you are?”

“Sarah Adams, Mr. Canon, sir,” she said, nearly freezing from shyness.

Shifting toward Rachel, he took her hand and cocked his head. “I am Rachel, kind sir,” she said.

“Mr. and Mrs. Adams are blessed with lovely daughters,” Canon said, bowing again. “Now, if you will excuse me, I wish to speak with your sister.”

Fanning and pouting, Rachel said, “I simply cannot imagine why. She’s the black sheep of the family.” Then she smiled and batted her long eyelashes at Canon. He assessed Rachel, who unabashedly returned his stare until Twilight entered, carrying the large bouquet in a huge vase, which she placed atop the marble fireplace mantle. Pulling his gaze from Rachel’s hold, Canon took Twilight’s elbow and guided her to the settee on the far side of the parlor.

“You are breathtaking in yellow and white, Twilight,” he said.

“Thank you, sir. Now, I am curious, how does it feel to be unemployed?”

“Ah. You wish to avoid flirtations? Fine. I’ll try not to compliment you this evening, though I’ve never had a more difficult task.”

“Oh? Then I daresay you lead an easy life, sir. Wasn’t leaving your employer ‘a more difficult task’?”

“Actually, no. You were right. I wasn’t particularly proud of my position with Forrest. I’m glad you insisted I leave his employ.”

“I didn’t insist, Mr. Canon. It was your suggestion.”

“Regardless, it’s because of you that I, personally, will no longer directly profit from the selling of Rich-tones.”

“Ah, risking it all to do the right thing. How does that feel?”

Canon didn’t answer.

“So what will you do now?”

“After nearly a year in Europe on my Grand Tour, I returned to Tennessee three months ago and began my work with Forrest for business experience. Of course, the plan has always been for me to return to my father’s employ.”

“Which is?”

“Managing his plantation.”

“Plantation? Your father owns a plantation?” 

“Yes, a fine one. He’s up in years, and I am an only son. It’s my place to carry on his life’s work. I want him to know that his hard work will continue after he passes.”

“By the stark moon! How many people does he enslave on his plantation?” 

“He is an enslaver of two hundred.”

Rachel’s eyes raised as she smiled.

“Two hundred people!” Twilight shouted. Bolting to a stand, Twilight stomped her foot. “Two hundred! Enslaving one person is wrong. Your father enslaves two hundred people? And you feel righteous about leaving Forrest yesterday and not ‘directly profiting’ from the trafficking of people? You and your father are no better than Forrest.” She pointed to the door. “Leave, Mr. Canon. Now.”

“Twilight!” Rachel said from across the room. “Mind your manners. Mr. Canon should be admired. You are embarrassing Sarah and me.”

“Again. Like always,” Sarah whispered.

Rachel added, “I shall call Father if you continue this unladylike behavior. You disgrace us over and over again.”

With tears welling, Sarah clasped her sampler against her mouth, squeaking through the cloth between sniffs, “She’s horrid. Simply horrid.”

With hands clenched at her sides, Twilight pointed a glare at each in the room as she said, “It is you who disgrace the entire human race. You, Rachel. And you, Sarah. And you, Mr. Canon.”

Canon remained seated, looking amused. “Ladies. Now, ladies,” he said. “Do try to be ladies, or I might let slip my knowledge of your behavior at one of our many fine ice cream saloons or coffee houses—or at Murray’s Tavern.”

Instantly, the blood drained from Rachel’s face, her eyelashes fluttering like two soot-covered moths trapped on snow. “You wouldn’t, would you, Mr. Canon?” she whispered. Sarah clutched the arms of the settee as if she were adrift. The implication of Canon’s threat was clear: all the beaux in Memphis would avoid the Adams home, where the females did not behave as ladies.

Twilight said, “You disgusting leech. Now you’re blackmailing us.”

“Twilight, your language. Please. Mr. Canon is our guest,” Rachel said.

Twilight sat, then said, “Don’t you see? A gentleman would never threaten ladies. Don’t listen to him, Rachel. I’m sure no one else does, not even at Murray’s Tavern.”

Crossing his legs and tapping the bottom of his boot with a cigar he’d pulled from his breast pocket, Canon said, “But I am of the finest families, the Petigrus and the Canons.”

Twilight considered a moment. “Yes, with that, I suppose you win: people listen to you because of your family and their wealth. Since your father owns a plantation and two hundred people, I’ll warrant that he, along with Forrest, ranks among the wealthiest men in several counties, maybe in all of the state of Tennessee. Or even in the South. Certainly, your plantation is among the largest. Not even our honorable Mr. Jefferson enslaved two hundred people.” 

“But Mr. Washington did, I’m told; actually, more than two hundred,” Canon added.

“Yes, Jefferson and Washington—those scoundrels,” Twilight said. Canon laughed. Twilight faintly smiled.

Rachel whispered loudly to Sarah, “I simply cannot comprehend the shared disrespect of our wretched sister and such a charming young gentleman concerning two of our country’s foremost founders, fathers of our nation.”

Ignoring Rachel, Canon said, “It seems, as the stories go, that Mr. Washington lamented ownership of his captives but did not provide manumission. However, his wish was that, after his death, his wife would manumit them. Apparently, she did free some of their enslaved laborers. But not all.” He slipped the cigar back into his breast pocket. “Concerning Mr. Jefferson, he did not free his enslaved. The story is that they were sold after he died to help pay off his debt.”

“Hypocrisy,” Twilight said.

Rachel said, “Mr. Washington was our country’s premier President and a hero of our war for freedom from tyranny. Mr. Jefferson was our country’s tertiary President and penned our Declaration of Independence. Is nothing sacred to you?”

Premier? Tertiary? Twilight rolled her eyes and answered, “Yes, Rachel, human life and freedom are sacred to me. Upholding the preamble of our United States Constitution is sacred to me. Do you really know what is sacred to you?” 

Rachel didn’t answer. Twilight added, “Why don’t you and Sarah continue your sewing? I promise that Mr. Canon and I will behave. And don’t worry, he won’t breathe a word about what has happened in this parlor, will you, Mr. Canon?”

“Of course not, my dear.”

From their repartee, Twilight felt less hostility and even, strangely, a touch of camaraderie toward this son of an enslaver. Lowering her voice for privacy, she said, “So you will return to your father’s plantation soon?”

“That depends on you.”

“Oh?”

“If I may, I would like to call on you every day for a month. If we’ve enjoyed our visits, I might stay in Memphis longer. If we have not, I’ll move to Magnolia Bay, my father’s plantation. In that event, I quite possibly will never see you again.”

She had only just met Canon. She wasn’t sure she even liked him. That his father owned people sickened her. And yet, the thought of never again seeing this young man bothered her. 

Noticing the change in her expression, Canon touched her hand lightly. “Magnolia Bay is a wonderful place,” he said.

Twilight jerked her hand away from his fingers, responding, “No, it’s not.”

Canon blinked slowly, then said, “I think it strange that you’ve appointed yourself guardian of the Rich-tones. You are so quick to judge others, to call us leeches. But what about you?”

“What about me?” Twilight said. “We don’t own people. So what are you implying?”

“Your elegant gown billows so beautifully over that settee. Yards and yards of material to fashionably highlight you.” Canon looked into her eyes. “Yards and yards of cotton.”

She felt a twinge on her finger where Wondrous Ring encircled. In a quiet voice, she asked—even though she knew the answer—“What is your point, sir?”

Jackson said, “In the words of Mrs. Lucretia Mott, renowned Quaker from Pennsylvania, those who oppose slavery must, and I quote, ‘ … deny themselves the blood-bought sweets and the blood-stained cotton that has come through this corrupt channel.’” Then, from his inside coat pocket, he pulled a yellowing newspaper clipping and gently unfolded it. “In the famous Liberator of Boston, in 1841, Mrs. Mott stated, ‘Let us examine our own clothing—the furniture of our houses—the conducting of trade,—the affairs of commerce,—and then ask ourselves, whether we have not each, as individuals, a duty which, in some way or other, we are bound to perform.’”

Carefully folding the clipping and placing it back into his coat pocket, Canon said, “Mrs. Mott is a woman of her word. I hear she ceased using enslaved-laborer products in her home over thirty years ago—no sugar, molasses, tobacco, rice, indigo, or cotton—and buys only goods produced by hired, not enslaved, laborers.  I’ve heard she even sacrifices writing paper made with cotton fiber.” Stretching his long legs into the room, he added, “She insisted her husband, a merchant whose business dealt largely in cotton, abandon all enslaved-laborer products. It took him a few years to do this, as he had five children to feed, and he thought it might ruin his income. But, he switched to trading in wool rather than cotton, and apparently, it never hurt his business.”

Twilight gazed from Canon to her dress. GrandMama had often spoken of Mrs. Mott, another fierce advocate for the rights of all women and of all oppressed, and considered her a friend. Hearing someone speak of Mrs. Mott again nudged a forgotten memory to suddenly emerge: when she lived with her grandparents, her clothes had been linen and silk. Never cotton. That changed when, at twelve, she was sent to her parents’ home. What happened to me when GrandMama died, and I was sent away? Have I become a hypocrite? 

Tracing with her eyes the yellow ribbon looping heavily through a white panel of her dress, she said, “Yes. Yes, you are right, Mr. Canon. I am opposed to slavery in word, not wholeheartedly in deed. As long as I am buying dresses of cotton, I am endorsing the labor of the enslaved.” 

She sat quietly.

Canon watched her, then said, “Of course, your use of cotton is nothing in comparison to the overall demand. If you stop buying it, no one will know the difference.”

“I’ll know.”

After a moment of silence, she added, “Every small use adds up to millions of enslaved people. If you will excuse me, I need to find a more suitable dress.”

“Nothing could be more suitable. This dress flatters you,” Canon said.

Gazing at her billowing skirt, Twilight said, “Yes, it was my favorite.”

“Twilight?”

She didn’t answer.

“Twilight. Are you well?” Canon asked.

She laughed tightly. “Better now than I was.”

“Good. For a moment, you were too sad. Your spark was gone. I can’t imagine you without your lively, uncanny spirit.”

“Don’t fret, sir. I won’t give up my spirit. Just my cotton dresses.”

“May I call on you tomorrow?”

“Yes. I would like that, Mr. Canon.”

“Please, call me Jackson.”

“I would like that, Jackson.”







OEBPS/images/0116027b-da5c-4b2a-92b2-3bd1a111c488.png





OEBPS/images/e7c88230-1380-408f-b40a-d2bdd62f601e.png





OEBPS/images/2163e38f-909c-48c3-8879-7ae31766ebe7.png








