
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Matilda’s Eden

A Novel


Rebecca May HopeCopyright © 2026 Rebecca May Hope  

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced, stored in any retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, scanning, or other means (except for brief quotations in reviews or articles) without the author’s prior written permission. 

––––––––

Cover art: Scott Zelazny 

(Based on Charles Alexandre Lesueur’s 1826 sketch of Wanborough, IL)

Cover design: Scott Zelazny

Special thanks to the Friends Historical Library at Swarthmore College

Published by Gabriel’s Horn Press

First printing: March 1, 2026

Second printing: April 1, 2026

Printed in the United States of America

ISBN: 979-8-88846-021-4 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


DEDICATION


[image: ]




To Bob Miller, 

my husband and soulmate, 

who makes my life a Heaven on Earth.

A talented author himself, 

he provided invaluable support, encouragement, and insight 

that helped bring Matilda’s story to life. 

Everything’s better with Bob.
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Dear Reader
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For the last decade, I’ve been fascinated by utopias. In particular, I was intrigued by the many utopian experiments that sprang up across America during the nineteenth century. After writing historical novels about the Oneida and Owenite communities, I went on to research New Harmony further for the Arlene Feiner Memorial Research Grant, which the Working Men’s Institute awarded me. 

While researching Hannah Price, one of the female Boatloaders, I received copies of materials from the Friends Historical Library at Swarthmore College. The twelve-page journal dictated by Matilda Greentree Price, Hannah’s sister-in-law, captivated me. Originally handwritten by Matilda’s husband, the history was typed and preserved by her nephew, James Price. 

As I read Matilda’s story, I was riveted. Her indomitable spirit, despite the ups and downs of her childhood and youth, reminded me of a Dickens novel. I knew at once her tale was too important to remain buried in the archives. Matilda models the resilience that modern Americans, especially girls and young women, need right now.

The bones of this book closely follow the true events of Matilda’s life. I’ve fleshed out her story with details that bring the locations and era to life. Interestingly, Matilda’s journal omitted two important events that round out her story. Letters from her contemporaries in New Harmony describe the double wedding ceremony and Matilda’s close call with a lightning strike, providing a dramatic conclusion to her saga.

For help separating truth from fiction, see the historical notes at the end. In many cases when you’re tempted to say, “That couldn’t have happened,” it really did. You’ll also find a glossary that defines some nineteenth-century words and phrases. 

Since Matilda’s journal ended with her marriage in 1826, our country’s semicentennial year, I’m thrilled to release this book in 2026, coinciding with Matilda’s 200th wedding anniversary and America250.


Warmest regards,

Rebecca May Hope
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Chapter 1: Luke Kent
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Washington City, 1812

I

remember touching her cold hand.

“Mama. Mama.” I patted her cheek, expecting her eyes to flutter awake, but it, too, was cold. No warm breath puffed from her nostrils. I drew back and tumbled off the bed onto the plank floor.

“Matilda!”

Papa’s voice croaked from the front room. My bare feet skimmed across the braided rug to where he sat in his favorite chair, his blind eyes unblinking but red-rimmed. When he heard me step within reach, he pulled me close—so tightly I almost yelped. He felt me stiffen, and his arms went limp as his shoulders slumped. 

I tried to push him straight but couldn’t. “Mama won’t wake up.”

“No, she won’t.”

The hollow words echoed in my chest. I pictured the yellow bird that had struck our window and fallen against the gray wall of our cottage. I had turned to Mama, whose brown eyes, shielded by her day bonnet, glistened with sorrow.

“It won’t fly,” I’d said.

“No, it won’t,” she’d said. 

I crumpled into a ball at Papa’s feet. He sobbed, and so did I. 

We sat together for a long time. A knock at the door pushed Papa straight up. “Come!” he shouted. 

Two women who sometimes came to drink coffee with Mama stepped into the room. When they looked at me and Papa, their eyes widened. They scurried into the bedroom. Noises and grunts floated out to us, but we stayed put. Soon one woman backed through the doorway, dragging Mama’s quilt. The other woman appeared, struggling to guide the other end of the heavy bundle.

“They’re taking Mama away,” I whispered in Papa’s ear.

He felt for my hand and squeezed it.

We continued to sit together as the sun left the front room windows and started making golden patterns on the kitchen floor. Ladies’ voices prattled outside, and the door opened.

Surprised, I jumped up. “Mama?”

Three women bustled in, their heads bowed. Their long-brimmed poke bonnets hid their faces. The ribbons tied under their tucked chins hung like arrows stabbing into the room’s heavy air, driving it deeper into my bones. They bustled into the kitchen as if glued together, a curious trinity. 

My stomach rumbled. “Are you hungry, Papa? Ladies are here.”

He shook his head, and I stroked his graying whiskers. My fingers wanted to cry.

The clipped whispering voices made my back itch. Why hadn’t they talked to Papa?

Before long they shuffled out of the kitchen, arms laden with crocks and pots. Keeping their faces secret again, they moved quickly across the room and out the door, closing it behind them. 

I ran to the kitchen. Had they left a supper laid out?

The shelves and cupboards were nearly bare. I rummaged far back into the depths of the corner cupboard, feeling as blindly as Papa might for anything the thieves had missed. My hand touched a little sack, and I gasped for joy.

I rushed to Papa’s side. “They missed the raisins!”

I loosened the drawstring and reached inside, pinching the sticky pellets. I brushed Papa’s lips with them, and he opened his mouth. I plopped them on his tongue. His breath was hot and stale. He couldn’t see me wrinkle my nose, and Mama wasn’t there to scold me for doing so.

I squeezed out three raisins for myself and chewed them slowly. The sweet juice cheered my empty stomach. 

I studied Papa’s lined face, which looked so much older today. With my cheek against his, I moved up and down, grinding my face into his bristly beard, trying to tease out a smile. It didn’t work. I traced the downward arc of his mouth with two more raisins. 

“Eat, Papa. Eat.”

Late the next day I heard brisk footsteps outside. I ran to block the door, though I hadn’t been able to keep the others out. When I peeked out the window, my fear flew away.

“Papa, it’s the watchmaker! Mr. Kent!” 

Papa stood, and I opened the door wide so our friend could step inside. He scooped me up and twirled me as he often did when Mama and I visited him at his shop. 

The two men met in the middle of the room.

“Charles!” The watchmaker placed his hand on Papa’s arm, and they shook hands. He scanned the room in confusion. “What—? What has happened here?”

Papa led Mr. Kent to the sofa, and they sat side by side. But Papa found no words.

I planted myself in front of our visitor. “I told them to stop stealing our things! I shouted as loud as I could, but they wouldn’t obey!”

Mr. Kent’s eyebrows plunged, and a hard glare darkened his eyes. But when he looked at me, he smiled sadly and shook his head. “Bad people don’t obey sweet little girls.”

I placed my hands on my hips. “Mama told me on my birthday. I’m a big girl now!”

He chuckled. “New Year’s Eve. I remember you came in for your present!”

I fingered the little gold cross that hung from a thin black ribbon around my neck. 

“We toasted to a happy new year: 1812.” My father’s voice rasped the words—more words than he’d said in a row for two days. “And now I’ve lost her.”

Mr. Kent patted his back. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here for you. Moulton sent word to me in Baltimore, and I set out as soon as I could. I didn’t even know she’d been sick. And to succumb so quickly. What a shock.” 

Papa hunched over, his hands to his face, and sobs shook his body. 

They sat in silence for a while. Then Mr. Kent sighed and pulled Papa to his feet. “The Moultons are expecting you.” 

Again, his gaze took in the nearly empty room, stripped of candlesticks, the mantle clock, rugs, and even Mama’s rocker and sewing basket. He knelt down to look me in the face. “Matilda, run and pack up your dresses. You’ll be staying with me and Mrs. Kent for a while.”

I shook my head, causing my tangled brown locks to whip against my cheeks. “They took them all. My church dresses and my day dresses. All of them.”

He rose and drew Papa a few steps away. “I promised Elizabeth I’d find a home for her if anything happened.” Though he lowered his voice, I heard him perfectly. “She said she’d haunt me if I didn’t.”

The oddest sound escaped from Papa. It started as a laugh, turned into a gasp, and ended as a groan. “Elizabeth!”

I rolled the spiked wheel back and forth across the green baize surface of Mr. Kent’s display table. He had put away the fancy watches he usually kept there and replaced them with silver and brass clock parts: hands, gears, wheels, pegs, screws, and buttons. I had made several pretty patterns and even a face or two. 

Now I wanted to see if the gear would leave lines on the dense fabric. Rolling the wheel on its peg toward the window was easy and left no track. When I rolled it back, it gripped the grain more tightly, like petting a dog in the wrong direction. Before I could smooth away the faint snail trail, it had vanished. I ran my fingers across the width of the little table. The springy, almost fuzzy, rough-yet-smooth texture held a strangely warm comfort. I stroked it back and forth again and again.

Mr. Kent sat at the other table, his workbench, with a round glass pressed to his eye to help him see the miniature workings of the pocket watch he was fixing. This was the third day I had spent in Mr. Kent’s shop, and Papa still hadn’t come for me.

The door opened, and Mr. Kent jumped up to greet a tall man wearing a black knee-length coat and black trousers tucked into his tall black boots. “Reverend Greentree! Come in!”

The man removed his wide-brimmed black felt hat and clutched it to his chest with both hands. “I know the promised date has not yet arrived, so I have no expectations. But since I was on Pennsylvania Avenue anyway, I ...”

His voice trailed off apologetically.

“Not at all!” Mr. Kent grinned. “Well-timed, well-timed—if I do say so myself.” He nodded toward the work table. “I was just finishing it up. Can you wait ten or fifteen minutes? To save yourself a trip?”

“Certainly.” Scanning the room for a place to wait, he saw the only free seat—the bench near my play table—and noticed me for the first time. His somber face softened as his gray eyes met mine. “May I, Miss?” 

What would Mama have said? “Please do,” I said with a bob of my chin as I graciously waved my hand toward the bench.

He folded himself onto the end closest to me. His long legs made it easy for him to rest an elbow on his knee as he peered at my designs.  “What have you been making?”

“Mama’s face.” I curled my lip downward. “It doesn’t look like her.”

“If you look like her, she must be beautiful indeed.”

My throat tightened. “She was.”

He leaned back slightly. “I’m sorry. What happened?”

I blinked rapidly, and my chin quivered. “She stopped waking up.”

“Ah.” He rested his large hand on mine. It felt as soft as baize and just warm enough. He looked at the little cross dangling from my neck and tapped his own chest with his other hand, just under the knotted black scarf he wore at his neck. “Then she is with my wife and four children.”

I tilted my head. “Where?”

A smile rounded his long face, and the line that split his chin disappeared. “In Heaven, of course. And you will see her again—because of the cross.”

I squeezed my fist around my treasure. Would it take me to Mama?

“Because Jesus conquered death and took away its sting. He loves you.”

I had heard of Jesus. Mama had sung about Him. “How old were your children before they went to Heaven? What were their names?”

We talked about laughing children and trickling streams and hopping rabbits and blooming flowers. My heart began to rest like it did when Mama rocked me in her rocking chair. I liked his handsome teeth, his narrow sloping nose, and his messy grayish hair above a tall forehead that wrinkled when he thought about something and unwrinkled when he smiled. I liked the single row of brass buttons that marched down the length of his coat.

“Good as new!” Mr. Kent stood above us, holding out a silver pocket watch. “Two dollars even.”

When the man went to Mr. Kent’s table to pay, they spoke together for quite a while. I sighed and arranged my trinkets into a long face with big silver teeth. Now I would be lonely again.

He approached me, tipping his hat as he covered his unruly hair. “Miss Matilda, it was a pleasure to meet you.” He extended his hand. “I hope to see you again.”

I reached out to shake hands, but he turned my hand palm down and lowered his face. As he planted a gentle, fleeting kiss on the back of my hand, his eyes locked with mine. Whether because of the tenderness I saw there, the kiss, or his words, my mouth began to twitch and my eyes stung. All I could do was nod my agreement because my throat hurt too much to speak. It was the first kiss I’d had since I kissed Papa goodbye.

I watched him stride down the boardwalk across the street until a draft horse pulling a merchant’s wagon obscured my view. Hoping to catch another glimpse of him, I kept watching. From the other direction, a chaise with its top up clattered toward the shop. 

Inside sat a mother and her daughter, dressed for visiting. A boy slightly older than the girl sat on the bench, holding the reins to tell the steady chestnut horse where to go. I leaned forward over my table and placed my palms and nose against the cool glass. The family came close enough for me to see their excited expressions. The rattling of the wheels in the ruts grew louder, then faded as the chaise moved down the dusty street. 

How nice that the girl had a mama and a brother. I had had a brother—so I’d been told—but he died when he was just a baby, and I couldn’t remember him at all. Mama didn’t like to speak of him, but Papa had told me about his tiny fingers and toes and his little button nose. When Charlie was born, Papa could still see a little. 

Charlie was gone. Mama was gone. And where was Papa? With the Moultons—that’s all I knew. 

I plopped onto my stool again and arranged my clock parts into a papa, mama, and four children on one side and a papa, mama, and two children on the other. I took away the mama and four children from the minister and the mama and one child from me and Papa and put them up in Heaven, where I introduced them to each other. The minister had lost more people than I had. 

After a while, just when my stomach was starting to make painful noises, Mr. Kent spread out a blanket on the floor. After blowing out the candles over our tables, flipping a sign in the window, and locking the door, he took out slices of buttered bread and a jug of milk. 

As we ate, he asked, “Did you have a good time with Reverend Greentree?”

Having been taught not to speak with my mouth full, I simply nodded, but Mr. Kent seemed to want more. I swallowed. “He was nice.”

Mr. Kent poured me some milk. “Would you like to see him again?”

I shrugged as if I didn’t care—which was a lie. But what I wanted didn’t matter. I was old enough to know that now.

I was wrong. After Mr. Kent unlocked the shop door, the big clock on the fireplace mantel had only chimed once before I saw a small black chaise pulled by a handsome bay come to a stop outside my window. A tall man in a broad-brimmed hat hopped out. Reverend Greentree. I blinked in surprise. I glanced down at the baize-covered table where I had just added a line of brass buttons down the front of a man’s frock coat, which I had outlined using pegs, hands, and screws.

As the minister wrapped the reins around a hitching post, the horse nudged his arm with its nose. He dug into his pocket and held out his palm, and the horse nuzzled it. As he walked toward the shop, the bay shook its head toward him, whipping its black mane against its shiny brown neck. 

He entered briskly with a broad smile on his face. After speaking quickly and quietly to Mr. Kent, he sat on the bench again. “Matilda, Mr. Kent has given his permission for you to come to my home for a visit. I’d like you to see my flower garden—and call on my wife.”

“In Heaven?”

He laughed, and the wrinkles on his forehead fell away. “No. God gave me a new wife. Elizabeth would love to meet you.”

“Elizabeth?” My heart flipped. I drew in a deep breath and hopped off my seat. “That’s my Mama’s name.”
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Chapter 2: Elizabeth Greentree
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Washington City, 1812

M

y back pushed into the upholstered seat as Reverend Greentree flicked the reins against the horse’s neck and we rolled into motion. One by one, the shops along Pennsylvania Avenue passed by. I leaned forward to see beyond the carriage’s hood that wrapped us inside a rounded half-tent. 

Signs I couldn’t yet read dangled from metal bars in front of the buildings, but their pictures—a candle, a basket of vegetables, a spool and needle, and an Indian chief with a peace pipe—told me what kinds of shops they were. 

Soon the horse, which seemed to know where to go without much guidance, brought us past proper-looking homes and buildings with finely dressed gentlemen going in and out.

Looking ahead, I gasped. “What’s that? A palace?”

The bright white building several blocks ahead on our right gleamed brilliantly in the afternoon sunshine. It jutted up from the brush-filled lots around it like the huge white pumpkin I’d seen in a neighbor’s garden.

“No.” Reverend Greentree smiled and shook his head. “It’s the President’s House.”

It loomed bigger and bigger as we drove on. “Is he a king?” 

He laughed. “Not at all. President Madison believes kings are wolves. He’ll have to move out of there if people don’t vote for him again this fall.”

The horse clopped past the front of the building. Its four white columns rose as tall as trees, and on each side of them, two rows of four windows stood at attention. The widest staircase I’d ever seen led up to the dark wooden double doors between two columns. Remembering my own little gray cottage, I felt a lump in my throat. “I hope he doesn’t have to leave.”

Reverend Greentree patted my hand and nodded. As the chaise bounced along, my eyelids drooped, and I almost dozed, leaning my head against the minister’s arm. Just then, he pulled on the reins, and we came to a stop. Men and women shouting, chickens clucking, and voices buzzing roused me, and I shook myself awake. Our horse snorted, tossed his head, and pawed once at the dusty road. 

Buggies and wagons came toward us and cut in front of us. On the right side of the street, a sea of white, tan, and dark green awnings flapped in the late spring breeze, and hundreds of people milled about, jostling one another or conversing. A thousand smells rushed into my nose at the same time until I couldn’t tell the difference between bread, flowers, spices, and manure.

“Where are we?”

Reverend Greentree gave the reins the lightest of shakes, and the chaise inched forward. “This is Center Market. Farmers and craftsmen come twice a week, and Washingtonians flock here to purchase their food and wares.” 

As we slowly moved past the bustling scene, I glimpsed baskets filled to the brim with smooth tan and speckled eggs. At the next spot, braided rugs like the ones thieves had stolen from us hung along wooden railings. 

The minister eyed the booths with as much curiosity as I. “Look! Peas and green beans. And first-of-the-season turnips and baby carrots. We’re in for a tasty soup tonight! Dorcas, our cook, has no doubt come and gone by now.” 

My stomach cramped. My tongue searched for the memory of the buttered bread I’d eaten earlier, but thoughts of vegetable soup took its place. The minister reached into his pocket, pulled out a small green apple, and placed it in my lap. I grasped it before it could bounce away. After biting into it eagerly, I chewed slowly and let the tart juice slide down my throat. 

The horse picked up its pace and was soon stepping jauntily along the rutted path. As I looked beyond its swaying black mane, my mouth fell open, and a chunk of apple nearly tumbled out. I pointed to the enormous white building ahead. “Who lives there? Another president?”

He gazed from the finished building on the left to the unfinished building on its right. Banging and pounding reached us. Workers called to each other. Mountains of bricks and planks of wood lay everywhere. “It’s the Capitol. When it’s finished, there will be two buildings like that one with a building between them. America’s lawmakers and judges work there.” 

Its size made the President’s house look small. “How many laws do we need?”

He chuckled. “Jesus summed them up in two: Love God, and love your neighbor as yourself.”

As we rounded the building, we rolled into a quieter area where houses stood farther apart and the meadows between them waved with black-eyed Susans and buttercups. The Reverend pointed out some reddish brown cows grazing in a field dotted with tree stumps. “They’re Devons. Good milkers. Dorcas’s favorite.”

Soon he pulled the reins to the right, and our horse almost broke into a trot. “Whoa, Pilgrim!” He winked at me. “He knows we’re almost home.” 

He pulled the chaise to a stop in front of a two-story brick house. “Here we are.” 

After he hopped out, he disappeared for a moment and then reappeared on my side. He scooped me up and set my feet on the road. Taking my hand, he said, “Come meet Pilgrim.”

We walked past the horse’s gleaming side and stood to face it. Pilgrim put his long nose down and nudged the Reverend, who dug into his pocket. He pulled out a napkin and unfolded it, revealing several slices of green apple. He pressed one into my palm. “Keep your hand flat, like this.” 

He spread out my fingers and brought my hand to Pilgrim’s mouth. I had never been so close to a horse. Between its large, gentle brown eyes sat a lopsided white heart from which a thin white stripe trickled downward, as if a child had used the brush and dribbled the paint. A large white raindrop nestled between the puffing nostrils. A soft, moist tickle brushed my palm, and the apple slice disappeared. I giggled.

A lanky boy appeared and grabbed Pilgrim’s reins. “Welcome home, Reverend!”

He nodded. “Tom, this is Matilda. She’s here for a visit. Matilda, this is Tom, our stable boy—Dorcas’s son.”  

Reverend Greentree guided me to the front yard and onto a gravel path that led to the front door. On either side of the path, beds of pink and purple-and-white blossoms burst from blue-green grassy stems. A rectangle of shorter pink flowers hemmed in the taller purple-and-white blooms.

“These are the gardens I told you about.” He knelt on the grass. “Let’s pick some for Mrs. Greentree.” When I looked at him, he pointed. “Pick these first.”

I twisted some lively purple blossoms off their stems and buried my nose in the bouquet. “They smell like honey on cinnamon bread.”

“Those are Sweet William.” He held out his hand to receive them. “Now pick some pinks.”

I handed over my first cluster and carefully broke off the shorter stems of the pinks—as many as I could hold. Their spicy scent reminded me of the time Papa had a toothache. Mama had soaked a scrap of cotton in some strong tea and made Papa keep it in his mouth. When I closed my eyes and sniffed, I could see Mama and Papa clearly. 

I opened my eyes. “They smell like...” I blinked rapidly. The word home wouldn’t come out.

“Cloves. And a little cinnamon. That’s why my wife loves them.” He studied my face and smiled playfully. “How many petals do they have?” He held out the bunch of Sweet William.

I touched the plump fringed petals and counted in a circle. “Five!”

“How about the pinks?”

This time I didn’t have to use my fingers. “Five!”

“Exactly right.” He nodded his approval. He held his bouquet next to mine. “Which do you like better, Sweet William or pinks?”

I compared the blossoms. The narrow pink petals, edged with pointy teeth, thrust outward from the center without touching their neighbors. I raised my bouquet. “The pinks.”

“Why is that?”

“They’re braver.”

He laughed. “Well said!” He stood and brushed off his knees. “Let’s go in.”

We climbed the staircase that faced us when we entered the front door. Holding my hand, the reverend guided me into a bedroom that was twice as large as Mama and Papa’s. The tall four-poster bed was draped with gauzy curtains that hung in graceful swaths far above the mattress. 

The woman reclining there had dark hair under a white nightcap skirted by a modest ruffle. She was far more beautiful than Mama. Her thick black eyebrows curved in gentle arcs above her large, dark-lashed eyes. Her sloping nose, pointed chin, and high cheekbones looked as perfect as I could imagine. She might have been the loveliest woman I’d ever seen if it hadn’t been for the blue-gray circles under her eyes and the yellow-gray tint to her skin. 

Her eyes popped open when we entered, and Reverend Greentree drew me close to her side. “Dearest, this is the child I spoke to you about, Matilda Siverman. Matilda, this is Mrs. Greentree.” 

I had played at introductions with Mama many times, so I knew what to do. But since my right hand gripped the flowers, I couldn’t grasp my skirt on both sides. With my free hand, I pulled my skirt straight outward a few inches as I bent both knees. Smiling and looking directly in her eyes, I said loudly, but not too loud, “I’m pleased to meet you, ma’am.”

A long look passed between the lady and the man, and they raised their eyebrows at each other. The corners of their mouths turned upward, but they didn’t exactly smile. 

When she looked at me, a pretty smile spread across her face, and her cheeks grew a little pinker. “You brought me flowers?”

I stepped closer, holding the bouquet out to her. “They’re yours. From your garden.” 

A musical laugh bubbled up from her throat, and a sparkle lit her eyes. “I thought I recognized them!” She turned to her husband. “My dear, would you put them in water?”

“Of course!” He took the flowers from my hand and backed toward the door.

“And could you bring the three hundred animals to me?”

I looked at her with wide eyes and turned toward the minister.

He grinned and winked at me. “Of course!”

I studied the doorway as he went through. Could that many animals enter there and fit into this room? For all I knew, he was Noah, and this house was the ark. 

“Will you sit with me?” Mrs. Greentree patted the quilt beside her. “There’s a stool on that side.”

Using the stepstool, I climbed carefully onto the bed and settled next to her, leaning against the bolster. The memory of Mama’s cold body and my tumble off the bed squeezed my chest. My mouth started twitching.

Mrs. Greentree took my hand. Hers was smooth and warm, and her greenish eyes were soft and kind. “Did you meet Pilgrim then?”

Remembering the tickle on my palm when the apple slice disappeared, I grinned. “I like him!”

“And what did you see on the way here?”

I told her about the President’s House, Center Market, and Dorcas’s favorite cows.

Reverend Greentree stepped into the room with the flowers in a vase. He placed the arrangement on the mirrored dressing table that sat between the windows. He passed a thick leather-bound book over my lap and into his wife’s hands.

She laid it between us and opened to the first page. Drawing her slender finger under the words, she read, “A Description of above 300 Animals: Beasts. Birds, Fishes, Serpents, and Insects.” She fanned through the pages slowly so I could glimpse the inside. “And many have pictures.”

My eyes widened. Once Luke Kent had given me a little book with black pictures of animals that didn’t look very real. Mama explained they were woodcarvings, so they couldn’t show much detail. These pictures were nothing like those.

Mrs. Greentree started at the beginning again, flipping through one page at a time. I shot my finger out. “What’s that?” Though most of the pages showed three drawings, this animal took up a whole page. 

Mrs. Greentree turned the book on its side so I could see it right side up. “An elephant. The largest land animal.”

She told me all about it without reading the words. It could live for two hundred years, and its finger-like nose could pick up a coin. It used its two outside teeth for fighting and digging. The ivory from the teeth was precious to humans. 

She reached up under her nightcap and tugged. Her hand came out holding a decorative comb. She ran her finger across the points and counted out loud. “Six ivory teeth. Feel them!”

I stroked my finger down one cool, creamy white tooth at a time. No wonder people prized ivory. I could hardly take my eyes off the luminous sheen of its carved roses. Suddenly, I looked up into Mrs. Greentree’s face. “These teeth are made of teeth!”

“You’re right!” She giggled.

I giggled. 

She giggled harder.

Soon we were both clutching our stomachs and laughing from our mouths and noses.

“Ahem.”

We shot up straight and swallowed our laughter. A man stood with Reverend Greentree in the doorway. Mrs. Greentree pushed the ivory comb back under her cap and tucked her hair under its ruffle. “Dr. Lindner!”

“Elizabeth.” He nodded and approached the bed. He picked up the candle from the nightstand and held it close as he leaned in to look at her eyes and face. He set it down. “May I?” She held out her hand, and he placed his two thick fingers on the inside of her wrist for a few moments. Then he laid her arm across her stomach and stepped back from the bed. 

“A remarkable improvement since Saturday.” He spoke toward the minister. “More progress than she’s made in a month. Stronger pulse. Better color. Whatever you’re doing, keep at it!”

Reverend and Mrs. Greentree looked at me, then at each other, then at the doctor. They both nodded. 

After supper—delicious vegetable barley soup with cornbread and honey—Reverend Greentree led me to the entryway, and I faced the front door, ready to return to Mr. Kent’s. 

He lit a long taper from the flickering candle and motioned to me. “This way, Matilda.”

He led me into a formal room with a deep red sofa against the wall and a large fireplace at the other end of the room. Carrying his taper, he skirted the round table and lit four candles in wall sconces, two on each side of the fireplace. Warm yellow light danced across the room as he moved to the sofa. Sitting down and crossing his long legs, he patted the cushion next to him. 

I didn’t understand. Mrs. Greentree had taken supper in her room and needed to rest. I felt sleepy, too. 

Dragging my feet, I drifted toward him, but when I glanced to my right, the blackening sky greeted me through the double windows. The wispy figure of a forlorn waif crossed the first window and jumped to the second. Her tangled hair straggled along her slumped shoulders, her rumpled dress hung unevenly from her skinny frame, and her mournful expression whispered that all hope was gone.  

“It’s too late to go back.”

The minister’s words, though spoken gently, choked me. They weren’t true. It wasn’t fair. I wanted my bed. Or the bed I shared with Lizzie Kent. Mama’s bed. I wanted Mama. 

I heard the words wailing from my mouth and couldn’t tell where they came from. “I want Mama! Papa! Papa! Come get me! I need you!”

The minister rushed to my side and tried to pull me toward him, but I batted at him and struggled away. I ran to the front door and yanked at the handle. “Papa! Mama!” I pounded the door with my fists. Hot tears scalded my cheeks.

He swooped me into the air, and I flailed wildly. “No! Let me go!”

Protecting his eyes with his forearm, he dropped me gently onto the red sofa. I kicked so hard that I rolled myself onto the floor, where I roiled and writhed, sobbing and screaming until my throat burned.
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Chapter 3: Mother
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Washington City, 1812

T

he warm cloud I drifted on floated over a meadow, and I nestled deeper into its snug comfort. Far below, among the Devon cows grazing in a field of black-eyed Susans, an enormous elephant raised its ivory tusk in greeting. I waved back, and the scent of pinks and Sweet William tickled my nostrils. My cloud rocked gently, then faster, and I smelled fresh strawberries and hot hoecakes.

“Matilda!”

My eyes shot open. I pushed myself up through the bedclothes and gazed around me at Mrs. Greentree’s room. Looking down, I pushed my palms into the soft feather tick that I’d dreamt was a cloud. A child’s quilt covered the low trundle bed, and under it, hugging my chemise, was a knitted shawl that smelled like pinks. I wiggled my toes. Someone had removed my stockings and dress before tucking me into my own little bed, giving me the sweetest sleep I’d ever known. I smiled into Mrs. Greentree’s face, which peered down at me from a safe distance. Remembering last night’s tantrum, I bit my lip in shame. 

She held out her hand. “Breakfast is ready!”

She led me to the small round table in front of the fireplace and nodded toward a chair. I climbed onto it, and she sat across from me. On a white plate edged with blue vines lay two golden hoecakes glistening with melted butter and blackberry preserves. A speckled brown egg in a pewter egg cup sat on one side, and a little white dish of strawberries and cream sat on the other. A glass of milk rested at the top of the plate.

After blessing the food, Mrs. Greentree tapped the top of her egg with the side of her spoon. I picked up my own little pewter spoon and brought it to the egg. I paused.

She reached across the table. “Do you need help?”

I shook my head. “It’s just too pretty to crack.”

Chuckling, she withdrew her hand. “I agree! Our hens lay lovely eggs.”

I cracked the shell as Mama had taught me, scooped out the runny insides, and brought the spoon to my mouth without spilling. I glanced across the table. Mrs. Greentree nodded her approval and began eating hers. She spoke occasionally, but mostly let me eat uninterrupted. Despite feeling full and even fuller, I didn’t stop until every last morsel was gone.

As I lay down my fork on the empty plate, dread began to wash over me. My visit was surely over, and the minister would take me back to Mr. Kent’s. After my outburst last night, they would want to be rid of me as soon as possible.

But Mrs. Greentree seemed cheery. After helping me wash at the washstand and put on my dress and stockings, she led me to the dressing table. “Sit right here.” She tapped the embroidered cushion of a round stool, and I perched on it, facing the three mirrors. My hair was even messier than it was in the window last night. I braced myself for a scolding and painful brushing.

Instead, she stood behind me and drew my hair into her hands. “Such pretty chestnut locks!” Starting at the ends, she worked the comb higher and higher until it reached my scalp. It didn’t hurt at all. She let my hair fall down and drew her fingers through it gently, checking for tangles. Humming a soothing tune, she brushed my hair from my scalp to the ends over and over again. 

“Nice and shiny!” She gathered one side of my hair over my ear and tied it off with a cream-colored ribbon. After doing the same on the other side, she tapped the tresses from behind, making them sway against my cheeks. “You have outward beauty, Matilda—a gift from God.” 

My green eyes stared back at me from the three mirrors. My mouth was slightly lopsided, and I had a little dent in my chin. But the way she’d fixed my hair made me look happier, and I couldn’t help smiling. 

“Just remember, dear, true beauty comes from a gentle and quiet spirit.”

She brought me downstairs and into the parlor. We sat at the oval table, where she placed a velvet pouch. “Open it.”

I pulled the drawstring open and dumped out the contents—round wooden beads with flattened ends. She gave me a hemp cord with a waxed tip, and soon I was contentedly stringing the beads. When my shoulders started to ache, I jumped off my chair and wandered to the windows that looked out onto the street. A few buggies passed by in each direction. In the distance, a man poked along, first setting down his cane and then stepping toward it. 

“Papa!” 

Mrs. Greentree looked up from her sewing, her eyebrows plunging together.

Jumping up and down, I pointed out the window. “Papa’s coming! It’s Papa.” She shook her head, but I pressed my nose to the glass. I waved my arms. “Here I am, Papa!” 

Taking my hand, she pulled me away. “No, dear, it’s not—”  

“Papa?” As the man came close, I saw his black beard and wooden leg. I melted into a ball on the carpet. “I want Papa! Why doesn’t he come for me?”

I tried to cry quietly and gently, but my spirit didn’t obey. Soon I screamed and kicked my feet. I yanked the ribbons from my hair and threw them as hard as I could. When Mrs. Greentree came to pat my back, I twisted away from her. I buried my face in my arms and refused to look up. 

She returned to the sofa and picked up her sewing again. I screeched again and again, but she didn’t come back. I lay there sniffing and sobbing until all I could do was push out a defiant moan every so often. I wouldn’t go to her. Ever. I would stay on the floor all day and all night until they took me back to Papa.

I must have fallen asleep. When I heard the front door open and close, I jumped up and looked out the window. Papa? A man hopped onto a wagon, urged his horse on, and rolled slowly down the street. 

Mrs. Greentree dropped to the floor and patted the carpet. “Let’s see what he brought you!”

It was a wooden crate with brown paper inside. I knelt, reached in, and pushed the paper away. My mouth fell open.

“Go ahead! Pull them out!”

I set the little painted table and its matching chair in front of me. Then I picked up the wooden doll with wonder. An ivory-colored comb jutted up from her painted black hair, which curled in front of her ears. A red cape topped her long-sleeved dress with its high waist and flowing skirt. Her shoulders, elbows, legs, and knees moved like mine. I seated her on the chair at the red table dotted with little white circles. 

“Thank you!” This time my tears were happy. “Oh, thank you!”

We played for a long time. Mrs. Greentree helped me strip the doll of her clothes, revealing her painted undergarments, and dress her again. Just a bit longer than my forearm, she was the perfect size to hold. Pulling the red pelisse over her white gown with its red sash was hard, but Mrs. Greentree taught me how to wiggle the sleeves and collar until the doll looked splendid. 

She returned to her sewing, and before long, her chin dropped to her chest, and her eyes closed. The circles under her eyes had turned dark again. I played quietly and contentedly until she roused herself.

She covered her mouth to restrain her yawn. “Oh, my! You must be hungry. It’s past time for nuncheon.”

I cocked my head at the strange term. “Nuncheon?”

“As we called it in London, where I grew up.” She rose and held out her hand. “A bite to eat before our dinner.”

She led me down to the cellar, which we entered by a narrow stairway from behind the kitchen. With each step downward, the cool, damp air rose from the dirt floor below. I brushed a cobweb away from my face and shivered. Mama had often taken me into the root cellar, which was built into the ground behind our little gray cottage. To have a vast expanse, a whole secret world, under the house astonished me. 

As our feet left the bottom step and sank into the silt, a little snake with legs scurried away under the light of the candle. I gasped.

“That’s just a salamander.” Mrs. Greentree patted my back. “They’re our friends because they eat insects.”

Still, I stuck close to her skirts and watched for spiders. 

She found the ham and cheese she wanted, and we returned to the kitchen. 

After slicing some bread, she set out a small cold meal on the kitchen table. “We’ll eat here. Reverend Greentree has calls to make, and Dorcas has the morning off.”

I dropped my eyes and gulped. “He must be mad at me.”

She stopped pouring my apple cider. “Why would you say that?”

“Because I was naughty.”

She set down the pitcher, came to my side, and hugged my shoulders. “No, dear. He’s not angry. You were very tired, and you’ve experienced great sorrow in your short life, just like me when I was your age. My mother died when I was four.” She returned to her chair. “You’re not yet five. Don’t be harsh with yourself.”

I nodded and took a bite of cheese. I had until New Year’s Eve to become a better girl. 

After nuncheon, we returned to the parlor, where Mrs. Greentree presented me with a small package wrapped in brown paper and tied with a string. 

I slipped the string off and unfolded the paper. Two miniature dresses lay inside, one pinkish-orange with a bright blue sash and one with rose and lilac stripes. I sucked in my breath. “They’re beautiful!”

She helped me carry my new toys to her bedroom because she needed to rest. I busied myself with dressing my doll in her new clothes as Mrs. Greentree’s soft snores cast a quiet calm over the room. My doll looked out the window, sat on the sill, and paraded along the footboard. She dipped her toe in the basin but turned up her nose when I suggested a bath. She admired herself from all directions in the three mirrors and admitted she had outward beauty. 

“But it’s the beauty inside that counts,” I whispered.

“Indeed, it is.”

I startled as the reverend’s tall frame appeared in the mirror. When I turned around, his broad smile and twinkling eyes told me he’d missed me as much as I’d missed him. I almost ran into his arms, but my cheek remembered the feel of Papa’s whiskers, so my feet stayed put. 

Raising his eyebrows, he tilted his head toward the bed. “Thank you for taking such good care of my wife.”

“You’re welcome,” I said—before I realized he was joking.

Mrs. Greentree eyed the squares of sunlight on the carpet. “Oh, my! I’ve slept the afternoon away!” 

She slipped her legs over the side of the mattress as the reverend walked to her side and pecked her cheek. “Shall we go downstairs? I have much to report.”

Excitement flashed across her face as she took his arm. 

In the parlor, she drew me close on the sofa, and the reverend pulled up a chair so that his knees almost touched mine. “Miss Matilda,” he began. 

My stomach fluttered at his fancy tone. 

“I’ve been doing business today on your behalf.” He pulled out a stiff paper from his worn leather satchel and laid it on his lap. “First, I visited Mr. Kent. He sends you greetings.”

I smiled.

“Then he and I went to the Moultons to meet with your papa.”

I clapped my hands and wiggled. “Papa! Is he coming for me?”

“We talked about that.” His expression grew serious. “He loves you very much, Matilda. But he can’t take care of you. And the Moultons don’t have room for you.”

An invisible hand squeezed my heart, and a hot tear trickled down my cheek. Mrs. Greentree put her arm around my shoulders. 

The minister continued. “Mr. Kent promised your Mama that he’d find a good place for you if anything happened to her, and he has.” 

Looking up, I pressed my fingers to my trembling lips. “Where?”

“Here, of course.” He leaned forward and enveloped me and his wife in his long arms. “With us. We love you.”

All the pain disappeared, and my heart felt as full as my stomach had at breakfast.

The reverend showed me the paper, although I couldn’t read it. “Your papa has allowed us to adopt you. He signed this agreement.” He pointed to a scrawl at the bottom of the page. “We’re your mother and father now.”

Mrs. Greentree leaned away to see my face. “You must call me Mother now and call Reverend Greentree Father.”

Two days later, we rode in the chaise to a home not far away for Sunday worship. Mr. Engleton himself, a stout man with a large mustache, welcomed us with jolly greetings and waved us into the spacious entrance hall. A large globe, a telescope, and several huge seashells adorned the table in the entryway, which didn’t surprise me since I knew he owned a ship that brought sugar, spices, coffee, and cotton from the West Indies. A strong smell of coffee and ginger followed us into the parlor.

Father busied himself setting up one side of the room with a basin, a table, and an elegant armchair, where he laid his well-worn Bible. He poured water from a white porcelain ewer decorated with fine red vines into the matching basin on its matching platter. Through the open drapes, the morning sun glinted off the gold stripes that edged the ewer and the bowl. Mother had sewn me a new white dress, which I wore for the first time. I’d never been anywhere this pretty.

As people arrived, Mother introduced me, and I curtsied politely. Finally, we all took seats, and I nervously fingered the folds of my skirt and the white waistband. 

Father stood at the table and cleared his throat. “Welcome in the name of our Savior. Today, we’re pleased to baptize into our fellowship the new daughter that the Lord has miraculously provided Mrs. Greentree and me.” 

Murmurs of approval arose. He fixed his eyes on me and beckoned. “Matilda, please step forward.” He led me behind the table and the basin, and Mother followed, holding a white towel. 

He cupped his hands and scooped water from the basin. “I baptize thee in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost.” He brought his hands over my head, and a small stream dribbled between my plaits and onto the back of my neck. 

I shivered. 

Smiling, Mother patted my hair and skin with the towel. 

“I christen thee,” Father intoned, “Matilda Elizabeth Greentree.”

A few deep amens peppered the room. Looking out at a sea of beaming faces, I smiled and curtsied. A few appreciative chuckles, quickly stifled, rose from the mothers. 

As I returned to my seat, Mr. Engleton stood up from his large armchair. “I have a baptismal gift for you, young lady.” He smiled at me and then at the worshipers. From behind his back he produced a beautifully carved wooden stick with six holes. He let me look at it, then held it up for others to see. “It’s a Jamaican flute, carved by a Jamaican brother in Christ. Finest mahogany. Mellifluous. From fifteen hundred miles away, a month by sea.” He allowed the spreading oohs and aahs to die down. “It reminds us that salvation is for everyone: near and far, rich and poor, young and old, black and white.” 

Turning toward me, he winked. “Big and small.” Squatting, he held the flute in his open palm. “Wherever this life takes you, sweet girl, remember Jesus.” He stood, brushed a tear from his eye, and returned to his seat.

As Father sat in his chair and taught the Bible lesson, I turned the instrument over and over in my hands, wondering about the faraway man who made it and where my life might take me. In a week’s time, I had lost Mama and Papa but gained a new mother and father. Sad things could happen quickly, but so could good things.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4: Fire and Storm
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Washington City, 1814

I

clenched my fists at my sides as Mother waved goodbye to the last of the schoolgirls. We wouldn’t see them again until September. She closed the door and sighed.

I glared. “My sampler was much better than Charlotte’s. I deserved the hair ribbon!” I held out the square that I had worked on for seven months. “My cross-stitches are all the same size, even on A, B, and C—the first ones we did. I’m only six, and she’s eight.”

A flash of disapproval darkened Mother’s eyes, but I couldn’t stop. “My running stitch was straighter, and my colors were prettier. Lydia and Emily said I should have won.”

Pursing her lips, she nodded toward the parlor. I took one of the student chairs, and she lowered herself into her teacher’s chair. “You disagree with my decision.”

Her voice had the tone she used when she pretended to care about what I wanted but wouldn’t back down. My heart thumped, and heat pulsed in my cheeks. “Because mine was best, but I didn’t win. It’s not fair.”

The crease on her forehead fell away, and her eyes softened. “Yes, Matilda, your sampler was the best. And you didn’t win the prize. Would you like a bigger prize?”

I nodded eagerly.

“Then learn how to act when things don’t go your way.” She paused to let the words sink in. “Life isn’t fair. You have more hair ribbons than many girls. You wanted praise, but what you need is—” 

A sharp rapping on the door startled us. Mother rose and hurried to the door. I heard a woman’s voice. I couldn’t make out her words, but she didn’t sound very polite. Since Mother was a minister’s wife and schoolmistress, both men and women usually addressed her with respect. 

A moment later, Mother entered the room with a short, wide woman in a worn straw hat with drooping violets. I hopped off my chair to meet them.

“Matilda, this woman would like a word with you.” 

Mother’s jaw was tight. For some reason, she didn’t like this lady. 

I nodded, but didn’t bob. 

Mother gestured to the chairs, and we all sat. “Go ahead, Mrs. Siverman.”

I blinked in surprise. Siverman? Papa had no relations that I knew of. He had visited me several times since the Greentrees adopted me, but I had never wanted to go back to him, and he never asked me to. 

“Matilda. Dear Matilda.” The stranger reached over and squeezed my hand. Her flat nose and bulging cheeks glistened with sweat, her words reeked of garlic, and her ample chest rose and fell with each wheezing breath. 

I tried not to squirm under her touch.

She withdrew her hand and forced a smile that showed crooked teeth. “I am your new stepmother, dear.” 

My mouth went dry, and I glanced at Mother. What did she mean?

“Surprised, aren’t you? Since Charles didn’t tell you.” She eyed Mother briefly, then studied my face. “But you should be happy your Father has married again. You should be happy for us.”

Father married again? I wiggled my head in confusion. She meant Papa. Papa married this ugly woman? 

Perhaps she saw the doubt in my eyes, for she pulled the threadbare glove from her left hand and tapped the ring on her finger. It was just like the one Mama used to wear. Was it Mama’s? Every muscle in my body clenched, and I wanted to run to my room, but my eyes stayed fixed on this graceless visitor. Why did she bring this news rather than Papa?

“Now, my dear, your Father doesn’t know I’ve come. He doesn’t speak up for himself. Which is why he needs me!” She snorted a laugh, but neither Mother nor I smiled. “But we’re moving to Philadelphia next week. I’ve found him a position as a church organist—a respectable occupation for a blind man. I have connections there.” 

After withdrawing a handkerchief from her sleeve and swiping at her nose, she eyed us as if expecting congratulations. Mother gave a subtle nod, and the woman continued. “And so I’ve come, you see. We have a home for you now, and I could use your help with housekeeping. He won’t earn enough to hire a housemaid, of course. But you’re old enough to be of some use now.”

Mother’s lips parted, and she pressed her own handkerchief against her mouth. She shook her head. “That’s—that’s quite impossible!” Her cheeks flushed. “Matilda is my daughter. Reverend Greentree and I adopted her.”

The woman shifted at Mother’s strong response. “Well, temporarily. Yes, for a time. But now her father wants her back.”

Mother rose stiffly and strode to the desk. She returned with a paper in her hand. “Here is the adoption agreement.” She waved it under the woman’s nose. “No term is specified. She has been christened Matilda Elizabeth Greentree. She no longer belongs to Charles Siverman, and she certainly doesn’t belong to you to use as a servant.” She glared at the woman, who sat slack-jawed and wide-eyed.

Since she didn’t rise to leave, Mother gently tapped her elbow. “Thank you for calling on us.” 

The woman stood slowly, as if uncoiling herself, and sniffed loudly. She walked with Mother to the door without looking back at me. 

After closing the door, Mother rushed to my side and swooped me into her arms. She cradled me, and I felt her tears on my face. Suddenly, hair ribbons and prizes meant nothing to me. I had everything I needed.

As Mother and I turned left onto F Street for our daily after-dinner constitutional, I walked backward for a few steps, squinting my eyes at a faint echo of distant thunder behind us.

“Watch your step, dear.” 

I ran to catch up. The late-August sky was clear blue, although heavy and hot. Perhaps it would rain later, which would cool the air and cheer the wilting Sweet William in our garden. On the next block, we passed a two-story brick home like ours. Two girls, about ten and twelve years old, sat on a faded quilt in their front yard behind flower beds that weren’t nearly as pretty as Mother’s. 

Looking up from their game of jackstones and staring brazenly, one spoke loudly enough for us to hear. “There goes Mrs. Greentree and her shadow.”

Mother shifted her basket to her left hand and waved at them, smiling and flashing her brilliant white glove. Did she miss their mockery, or was she showing kindness to those who despitefully used us? They wore modern high-waisted frocks, one a cream calico with little green flowers and the other a blue-and-white gingham. Cinched with scarlet ribbons, their matching golden braids trailed down their backs. They snickered behind their hands.

Still following the fashions of her London girlhood, Mother wore a low-waisted frock and gloves in August. At least she’d allowed me to shed the long lace mittens that covered my arms in winter, but embarrassment crept up my neck as I considered my low-waisted uniform. Winter or summer, inside or outside, it was white, white, white. 

I took Mother’s basket and quickened my pace. “When can I get a calico dress? Or gingham? When?”

“We’ve discussed this before.” Her tone was patient but firm. “I clothe you in white to teach you. You will know instantly if you’ve been unladylike because your dress will show it.”

That meant never. I swung the basket vigorously. “My dress is spotless today. So I deserve a gingham dress. Can I have one when I’m seven? Please?”

“We’ll see.”

After turning right, we reached the last of the nice homes, but instead of circling back, Mother forged ahead into the lowlands. The stench of murky water and floating algae strengthened with each step. I grabbed the vinaigrette that dangled from Mother’s chatelaine and held it to my nose. Mother laughed and took a sniff herself. 

I looked over my shoulder. “Shouldn’t we go back?”

“I’m curious.” She paced resolutely onward. “Let’s continue.”

Our feet left prints in the softer ground as we followed the narrowing path. 

Ahead, a ramshackle building made of unpainted, mismatched planks came into view. Its roof was part wood, part canvas. A few rickety rails encased a muddy yard where a toddler sat in a puddle, happily splashing dirty water over his golden skin and soft black locks that curled above his deep brown eyes. In the open doorway, a lean woman with tawny skin watched over the child. A bright calico scarf, secured with a large bow at her temple, wound around her head. 
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