
  
  
Praise for Wedded to War





“Stirring detail and a firm grasp of the historical background. The pleasure of this novel is reading about believable women striving to find themselves useful in society as they break from old patterns while at the same time they seek to fulfill their own emotional needs.” —Carol Kammen, History News and Tompkins County (N.Y.) Historian


“The research behind this shines. Green’s descriptions of the first hospitals, the horrors of battlefield medicine, and the extraordinary courage and vision of the women who took on this challenge carry the whole book. For this alone it’s worth the read.” —Historical Novel Society




Praise for Widow Gettysburg





“With equal amounts history, romance, and mystery, Jocelyn Green writes with heart-stopping detail, crafting a story that resonates on every page. Highly recommended!” —Laura Frantz, Christy Award-winning author of The Indigo Heiress


“Amazing. . . Green gives a voice to the women and children of the Civil War and skillfully shares theirs struggles.” —RT Reviews, 4.5 out of 4.5 stars and named a TOP PICK


“Jocelyn Green does a masterful job juggling the different storylines that parallel Liberty’s life experiences, creating an urgent desire to continue reading from one cover to the other . . . A compelling, realistic rendition of a woman’s life during the Civil War.” —CBA Retailers + Resources



Praise for Yankee in Atlanta





“Green has written a rare Civil War novel that hits no false historical notes. In a cruel and violent time that divided loyalties, families and hearts, Green’s heroines’ enduring courage, compassion and mercy show the wellspring from which a renewed nation could emerge from the fires of war.” —Marc Wortman, PhD, author, The Bonfire: The Siege and Burning of Atlanta



“Rarely have I read a novel that so envelops you into the excitement and intrigue of 1864 Atlanta. With passion, courage and accuracy, Yankee in Atlanta hits the mark. A must-read for all historians and romantics alike!” —Amy Reed, Director, Marietta History Center, Marietta, Georgia



“Move over, Scarlett O’Hara. Yankee in Atlanta mixes grit and grace in ways that transcend stereotypes and tug at your heart. A terrific must-read.“ —Jane Hampton Cook, historian and author of Pulitzer-nominated American Phoenix



Praise for Spy of Richmond





“Spy of Richmond is meticulously researched historical fiction that shares the struggles, courage, fears, and faith of ordinary citizens who lived in extraordinary times. Jocelyn is a master at weaving historical facts into her novels so the reader is simultaneously educated and entertained. A captivating story that brings history to life.” —Jessica James, author of Noble Cause and two-time winner of the John Esten Cooke Award for Southern Fiction



“A spellbinding story, told with historical veracity, about loyal Unionists who risk everything for their country in the heart of the Confederacy. Once begun, Spy of Richmond is nearly impossible to put down.” —Joseph Wheelan, author of Libby Prison Breakout: The Daring Escape from the Notorious Civil War Prison
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For April






Be of good courage, and he shall strengthen your heart, 
all ye that hope in the Lord.


Psalm 31:24
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A Note on the City of Richmond




Virginia was the cradle of democracy. Not only could it claim the settlement of Jamestown, but the leaders the state produced—George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Patrick Henry, and James Madison—guided the new nation through its earliest perils. 

So when the Southern states seceded from the country Virginia helped birth, the Old Dominion hesitated. In fact, as late as April 12, 1861, Richmond was a Union town. The diverse, urban area had little in common with the agrarian sector of the Cotton South. But the action at Fort Sumter, South Carolina, changed everything. When Lincoln called for his 75,000 volunteers, Richmond and Virginia felt the choice was made for them. In the face of an invading army, Virginia was the last state to secede. 

Weeks later, the Confederate capital moved to Richmond. The city of 38,000 would balloon to more than 100,000 souls. It seethed with government officials, refugees, speculators, prisoners, soldiers, criminals, and wounded. No other American city endured what Richmond did during this war: four years of periodic attack, frequent raids, siege, famine, capitulation, and partial destruction by fire.

A small band remained loyal to the Union—and to the cause of freedom, especially after Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation—even in this feverishly patriotic capital. The Richmond Underground comprised native Virginians as well as immigrants, white and black, slave and free, men and women. Spy of Richmond tells a tale of commitment to conviction no matter the cost.








  
  
Prologue




Outside Savannah, Georgia
Thursday, March 3, 1859

Rain hissing to the earth behind her, Sophie Kent shivered and craned her neck toward the platform, half expecting lightning to strike the Ten Broeck Race Course any moment. It was the second day of the auction selling more than 420 slaves, and the second day of boiling, weeping storms. Gripping her pencil and papers beneath the folds of her wrap, Sophie trained her eyes and ears to the drama around her. 

Humiliation tightened her throat as she watched a woman on the stage made to jump, bend, twist, and turn. Her smooth complexion was the color of tea with milk and honey, a bright contrast to the cocoa and coffee bean shades of the others. Her almond-shaped eyes were cast downward as a man tugged off her shawl and head rag before pinching her arm and pulling her lips apart to display her teeth. Modesty told Sophie to avert her gaze from the indignity, but she resisted. For years, she’d been blind to the horrors of slavery. This time, she would not look away. Neither would she stay silent. Not any longer.

The man spun the woman around and exposed her back to the audience. “No scars from the disciplining lash—no trace of rebellion in her spirit,” he said. The woman covered herself once more.

As the bidding began from within the two hundred buyers in attendance, Sophie withdrew her auction catalogue from her wrap, her pencil poised to take notes. Humidity curled the pages, and the list of souls for sale drooped in her gloved hand.

116—Rina, 18; rice, prime woman.

117—Lena, 1.

118—Pompey, 31; rice—lame in one foot.

256—Daphne, 32; house servant.

257—Judy, aged; rice hand.

342—Cassander, 35; cotton hand—has fits.

Murmuring voices pricked Sophie’s ears. “Well, Smith, I saw you inspecting this chattel yesterday. Going to buy her?”

“I think not. No. 256 looks healthy enough, and can do a heap of work. But it’s been years since she had any children, she told me. Done breeding, I reckon.”

Heat scorched Sophie’s cheeks as she furiously recorded the exchange in the margin of her catalogue. Did they not hear themselves? Did they not understand these are people not livestock?

In front of her, rough-looking young men with knives in their belts and tobacco in their cheeks spoke of managing refractory slaves. Joining them were white-haired gentlemen with silk cloths at their necks. These advocates of severe whipping and branding were silenced by a booming voice: “I’m a driver, myself, and I’ve had some experience, and I ought to know. You can manage ordinary slaves by lickin’ ’em, and givin’ ’em a taste of the hot iron once in a while when they’re extra ugly; but if a brute really sets himself up against me, I can’t never have any patience with him. I just get my pistol and shoot him right down, and that’s the best way.”

Sophie looked up to see more than one man nod in agreement.

“Sold!” The gavel struck, and Daphne, chattel no. 256, twisted her bright yellow head scarf back into place over her hair. Her face settled into tense lines as a family of four replaced her on the platform.

Thunder snarled, and wind wailed through the pines surrounding the race course. The crowd shifted closer to the platform, away from the spitting rain. All except for Sophie, who remained rooted in place.

“Pardon me, Miss.” A man in gold-rimmed spectacles tipped his broad-brimmed hat to her. “Tedious doings, eh?”

“I can think of another word for it,” she muttered without looking up from her catalogue, waiting for him to pass.

He didn’t. “Sophie?”

She turned in time to see lightning’s flash brighten his twinkling brown eyes. “I thought you were in—” New York.

But the sharpness of his gaze penetrated her surprise. Harrison Caldwell was here for the same reason she was, which was why he wore spectacles he didn’t need, and a mustache too full to be his own.

“Shhhhh,” he said beneath his breath. “You can do this. Write it.” He bent, kissed her hand, and whispered, “Four years to go,” then stood tall and stepped away from her, his eyes focused on the platform.

Heart hammering, Sophie clenched her papers, careless of the ink and lead smearing her gloves. Aware that he would disappear into the crowd any moment, she stared at his broad back while she could. Memories kindled until her face burned.

A hand squeezed her shoulder, and she nearly jumped out of her kid leather boots.

“Daddy!” Sophie gasped. “You startled me.”

“Our business is finished here.” Head and shoulders above Sophie, Preston Kent’s silver-striped suit gleamed with the light of the storm, as if he were Zeus himself.

“Do you mean—”

“We’ve secured a new maid for your mother. Rachel’s been doing her best since Matilda died, but she’s no maidservant. I don’t blame her, of course, a housekeeper isn’t trained to wait on the personal needs of a mistress the way your mother has been accustomed. We simply must have a proper replacement. A marvel I was able to get this chattel no. 256—calls herself Daphne—alone, with most slaves being sold in families.”

“Has she none, then?”

“Not anymore.” Mr. Kent puffed on his cigar, the wind stripping the sweet blue-grey smoke from his lips. “No. 257—apparently, her aged mother—died of consumption in the sheds just after the catalogues were printed. Fortuitous, yes?”

She looked away. “Not for Daphne,” she murmured. “Not for her mother.”

“It’s good business. For instance, why buy two horses—especially when one of them is infirm—for a one-horse carriage?”

“No. 257? Her name was Judy, Daddy, and she most certainly was n-not a h-horse!”

Preston’s gaze pounced around them until landing on Harrison, who had never strayed far from Sophie, and watched her still. Lips forged into an iron smile, Mr. Kent caught his daughter’s wrist and cut his voice low as he led her away from the crowd. “You’re making a scene. Don’t embarrass me.” His blue eyes slanted into glittering slits. “Is this what I can expect from you from now on? Blatant, public defiance?”

“I’m capable of walking without you dragging me.” Sophie pulled away from him, but he only twisted harder. “You’re treating me like a child. I’m nineteen years old, Da—”

“So was—” He dropped the thought like hot coal, but Sophie could hear the unspoken. So was Susan.

“I’m nothing like her.” Sophie was Daddy’s little girl from the first.

Mr. Kent jerked her farther from any listening ears, wrenching her wrist harder, until her catalogue dropped from her weakened clutch. As her father scooped it up, the draft of the story she’d been working on last night peeked from between the pages. She reached for it, but he turned her notes toward the watery light of the rain-drenched sky.

“What’s this now?” He squinted at her script as ash dripped from his cigar. “A story? You were writing a story about the auction?”

“A newspaper article about the largest slave auction in history. I—I want to be a writer. Like you were, before you became editor.”

The lines around his eyes softened as looked down at her. “I still write, you know. But to be published—that is not a ladylike enterprise. There’s a reason all the writers for the Richmond Enquirer are men.”

“Not all.” The words slipped from her lips like oil through her fingers. “Daddy.” Her smile trembled as she gathered courage. “I have a surprise for you. Those columns you’ve been printing these last several months from a writer who goes by the name John Thornton…”

“Yes? With his anti-secession views it’s no wonder he uses a pseudonym. Still, his arguments are sound and well-stated. What is it? You don’t mean to say you want to write by a pseudonym, too?”

Sophie shook her head. “I’ve already done it.” For a moment, she wondered if he’d heard her. “I’m John Thornton. You’ve already been printing me. Don’t you see? You’ve already decided my words are as good as any man’s.”

Mr. Kent looked through her draft again. Winced. “What is the meaning of this?” He jabbed his finger at her words, a storm gathering in his eyes.

“I—I told you. I want to be a writer, like you.”

But he was already stalking from beneath the shelter of the Grand Stand and into the driving rain. Sophie followed him, shoulders hunched, her boots sinking in mud.

“No.” His voice matched the rolling thunder as he threw his cigar down and ground it beneath his heel. “Not like me. Like Harriet Beecher Stowe.”

Sophie’s spine straightened at the name of her secret heroine. With a single book, the woman had influenced millions. Uncle Tom’s Cabin infuriated her father. “She wasn’t wrong.”

“And I suppose I am?”

Raw, wet wind swirled in the silence between them, knifing through Sophie’s wrap as though it were made of lace.

“I never should have sent you to that boarding school in Philadelphia.”

“Mother’s old school—”

He held up his hand to stop her, as if he couldn’t bear to be reminded that Eleanor Kent, the woman he’d married after his first wife died, was born and raised in Philadelphia and not in his native, beloved Virginia. “Yes, your mother. I blame myself for bowing to her demand that she nurse and raise you herself. You should have had a mammy from infancy, like every other child in the civilized South. You should have learned from the cradle that white people command the lives of colored. These are the proper roles for our races, Sophia Virginia! It is madness to suppose otherwise.”

He paused for breath, and looked at her as though searching for the daughter he wanted to see. If he only knew their Richmond home had served as a stop along the Underground Railroad right beneath his nose. “Just how many abolitionist rallies did you attend for you to write such fanatical nonsense about a simple slave auction?”

She set her jaw and lifted her chin as the voices of Frederick Douglass, Sojourner Truth, and the Grimke sisters washed over her.

“It ends now.” Mr. Kent shredded her article draft, as well as the auction catalogue in which she had taken notes. “The writing must stop.”

“Oh no, don’t!” Sophie lunged for the remnants, her bonnet slipping off her head and bouncing against her back. Rain sprayed her face as mud puddles swallowed the crumpled remains of her story.

“Have I lost you, too?” Mr. Kent’s face twisted. “After I’ve given you everything a father could possibly lavish on his child—you would turn your back on me now?” He lurched one step toward her, then grimaced, his fist to his chest.

“A disagreement is not a personal betrayal.” Blonde ringlets, teased free by the wind, clung to her face and neck.

“It is to me. This time.” Blanching, he dropped to his knees in the spongy earth.

“Not your heart!” Not again. Wrapping her arms around his shoulders, Sophie knelt in the mud beside him. “I never wanted to hurt you.”

“Some things have been too painful—for me to speak of—” He collapsed onto his heels and leaned into her for support. Terror seized her breath.

Her father’s eyes closed. “But you need to know this.”

Still mute with fear, Sophie nodded, barely noticing the water dripping down the back of her neck, or the cold seeping into her from the ground as she leaned in close to hear him.

“My parents didn’t just die years ago as I told you … After I moved to Richmond to be a reporter, they—and my younger sisters—were killed in their beds. By slaves.”

Sophie’s stomach roiled.

“Nat Turner’s Rebellion. Did you learn about that—in Philadelphia? The slave said he’d been called—by God—to murder white people. So he—and dozens of other slaves—killed sixty good citizens in Southampton County. My—entire—family. I was twenty-two—when I lost them all. When you choose—to crusade for the slave—you reject me.”

“No, Daddy, I—”

His groan stopped her. “You’re all I have left.”

Sophie wanted to deny it, to say he had Mother still. But he didn’t, not really, and they both knew it.

“The one thing I want—and the one thing it seems I cannot have—is family. Truly,” her father whispered, “you are breaking my heart.” His lips pulled back as he clutched at his lapels once more.

“Let me go for a doctor.”

“Say it first. Say you’ll not betray me.”

All the speeches she’d rehearsed retreated behind her fear for her father. She’d planned on telling him she would always love him, but she was a grown woman now with a fine education, and that her conscience demanded she follow her own convictions. She was going to be strong.

Instead, she leaned over and planted a kiss on her father’s clammy brow. “I’ll always be your girl.”








  
  

 Act One 


The Privilege to Differ





“FROM THE TIME I knew right from wrong, it was my sad privilege to differ in many things from the perceived opinions of my locality. This has made my life intensely sad and earnest … [I became] quick in feeling and ready to resent what 
seemed to me wrong.”


—ELIZABETH VAN LEW, Union loyalist in Richmond













  
  
Chapter one



Oakwood Cemetery, Richmond, Virginia
Thursday, September 24, 1863

Tell no one how it ended. Please,” Sophie murmured to Daphne, her gaze flicking over the precious few mourners receding from the graveside. A sticky breeze whispered through her black net veil as she bowed her head, praying she did not look as relieved as she felt to finally lay the past to rest. A thin ribbon of scar tissue itched beneath her wristband. 

Questions swimming in their eyes, neighbors paid their respects to Sophie and took their leave until only the household staff and the family lawyer remained.

“My deepest condolences, Miss Kent.” Mr. Whittaker doffed his hat and smoothed his grey hair back from his brow. “You have sent word to your father, of course.”

She hadn’t. Part of her wanted to tell her father every detail, to make sure he knew how much his wife and daughter had both suffered. She wanted to heap guilt upon him for joining the army and leaving home just when home became unbearable. It was easier to serve the Confederacy, she supposed, than to stay and serve what was left of his family.

“He receives mail at the prison camp?” Whittaker prodded.

“He does.” But he might be weak, and sick. He was forty-seven years old. What if the news about Mother killed him? Sophie balled her black-edged handkerchief in her hand. “Thank you for being here. If I might have a moment of your time, there is a matter I wish to discuss with you.”

“Regarding your mother’s property, I presume,” said Whittaker.

Sun flashed on spectacles as Otto Fischer, the Kents’ German immigrant steward, looked up. If the slaves had heard, however, none of them showed any sign of it.

“That’s right.”

“I have the documents with me.” His tone was hushed as he glanced at the fresh mound of earth. “Shall we?”

While Daphne waited, Mr. Whittaker and Sophie put a respectful distance between themselves and the grave.

“The only ‘property’ Mother personally owned, was Daphne,” Sophie began. “When my father purchased her four years ago, she was to be my mother’s maid, and freed upon Mother’s death. My father said he’d secured this with you.” He had also stipulated that Daphne not be informed of the arrangement, lest she have motive to end Eleanor’s life herself.

“I remember.” Whittaker slipped an envelope from inside his jacket. “Did Mr. Kent not inform you of the change?” He unsheathed the document. “The ownership of the property has been transferred.”

Sophie blinked, unable to process the word. “Transferred?”

“Bequeathed. To you.”

She gasped. “There must be some mistake. I don’t own slaves.”

“You do now, my dear. You don’t already have a maid, do you? It isn’t fitting for a twenty-three-year-old woman to be without one. Besides, you know how folks would talk.”

“I free her.” She reined in her voice. “I manumit her myself.”

“That has not been left to your discretion. There is a codicil on the will. You may not sell or free her. She is to be yours for life. Daphne will be freed upon your death.”

Or hers. Sophie’s throat burned as she turned to look at Daphne. Though it was illegal for both of them, Sophie had taught her how to read and write for this day, so she’d be equipped for freedom. “She’s thirty-six years old and has never lived according to her own wishes.”

Mr. Whittaker held up his hand. “There is wisdom in this, Miss Kent. I know of your abolitionist leanings, and for your sake, I keep quiet about them.” He sighed. “Couldn’t be helped, I suppose, with your mother being from the North, and you going to school in Philadelphia. But you are no longer a child. It’s time to leave childish thoughts behind you, and accept that this is the way things are. It is the way things should be.”

She shook her head. But her lips refused to move.

“It’s what your parents wanted. Your father wrote you this letter to help explain. Again, my deepest regrets on your loss.” His message delivered, he tipped his hat to her and left. 

By degrees, she absorbed the news, as her black mourning dress absorbed the sun.

Nearby, warping lids of unburied green pine coffins popped loose, cracking through the air like gunshots, exposing the dead from Chimborazo Hospital to the glaring light of day. Sophie pressed her handkerchief to her nose and returned to Daphne without the news she had longed to bring. 

Nothing had changed, after all. Daphne was a slave before Eleanor Kent’s death, and she was a slave still. My slave. Sophie’s chest squeezed. Are the sins of my father now mine?


      [image: ]Alone in her bed chamber, Sophie’s hands shook like linden leaves. Her father’s words blurred on the page. The Negro’s happiest condition is that of bondage. Your mother and I could not punish Daphne with freedom. Since when had Eleanor Kent believed that slaves should not be freed? She most likely had no idea her will had been changed.

The rest of the letter was a repeat of his farewell speech. He was sorry if his absence caused her pain, but after Lincoln announced his Emancipation Proclamation in September 1862, the war attacked slavery in a way it hadn’t before. 

But slavery is God-ordained, he’d said, and without it, the South cannot survive. This was why he’d decided to fight. So that white Southerners could keep Negroes in bondage.

White Southerners like Sophie. Her friends in Philadelphia would never believe it. If Harrison could see her now…

A sigh slipped from her. With Eleanor’s body now removed from the house, Sophie withdrew the black crepe draping her mirror. The bright green eyes in the face that stared back at her were wiped of their former bright, inquisitive look. 

There was no sign in that reflection that its owner had once been the favorite child of her parents, and as protected from unpleasantness as any Southern girl could be. Those lips, which had been slow to speak but quick to smile, now lay flat. The face in the mirror was blank, vacant, so like her mother’s at the end, it chilled her. Make a difference, her mother had urged her years ago. You’ll find a way.

Sophie thought she had. But her father had cut her writing career short, and now it was too late. To even hint at the opinions she had formerly published as John Thornton would be her ticket to Castle Thunder, the prison for political enemies, deserters, and citizens suspected of treason. She had no voice at all. She had failed her mother, and she had failed herself.

Sweeping out onto her second-story balcony, Sophie watched a flock of geese recede into the blue-and-gold edged sky, then let her gaze drift down Church Hill. From her house at the corner of Twenty-seventh and Franklin Streets, the James River was a gilded, wrinkled ribbon. Though Confederate ship masts at Rocketts Landing and the Navy Yard bristled along the banks, Sophie’s mind’s eye saw the Delaware River instead, and the island within it teeming with men. Since the stunning Confederate defeat at Gettysburg, her father was one of them. Still he controlled her, even from inside a Federal prison camp.

As she gripped the balustrade, her mourning gown stark against the weathered white railings, Sophie mourned indeed. The war had killed her mother and taken her father. Nearly every family in her neighborhood had a husband, father, brother, or son in the army. The widow Madeline Blair, the only neighbor who had called on the Kents since the war started, had sent three of her four sons. Two of them had already been killed.

While Sophie had been ensconced in her home tending Eleanor, the war had turned her beloved, provincial Richmond into an overcrowded metropolis. The city was bursting with both living and dead. Danger lapped at Richmond so often the tocsin in Capitol Square sounded with the regularity of a clock. The stakes could not be higher, and yet Sophie had barely even been a spectator, so entrenched had she been with Eleanor.

Marching footsteps grew louder. Dusty columns of soldiers—hundreds of them, maybe thousands—tramped toward her on Franklin Street. They wore blue. Prisoners from the dazzling Rebel victory at Chickamauga, no doubt. On either side of the street, windows opened, and women and children leaned out to watch. As the prisoners came closer, the jeers that followed them grew louder, too.

Well, you’ve come to Richmond at last, now where’s your arms?

Oh, is these the kind of brutes that has come down here to kill our noble sons?

“Miss Sophie?” Daphne’s rich voice drifted out to the balcony. “You hungry for supper? You need anything?”

Sophie beckoned her out on the porch with her. “I need these prisoners to be soldiers again.” Her words tasted of treason. “And so do you.”

Daphne cocked her eyebrow. “You sound just like your mama, God rest her.”

Her throat burned. She wanted Daphne to be free, along with the rest of the Kent slaves. But, “My father says you’re to be my maid-servant now.”

She bowed. “I’m grateful to stay.”

Sophie nodded, mustering her own gratitude that at least her father had not decided to sell Daphne outright. Still, “Do you ever imagine living your life for yourself?”

A short laugh popped from Daphne’s lips. “Now what good could come of that? It ain’t fitting to dwell on what can’t be.”

“Look.” Sophie pointed at the prisoners now snaking south and east. Some of them may have fought against her father. But they also fought against slavery. “Those men don’t think it ‘can’t be.’ If the North wins, you’re free. Immediately and forever. If the South wins, slavery will go on just as it has for centuries.”

Daphne’s shoulders squared. “Well, then. Let the white men fight. Ain’t nothing we can do about it.”

But as Sophie watched the prisoners pack into the waterfront warehouse that was now Libby Prison, she wondered if Daphne was wrong.








  
  
Chapter two



Capitol Square, Richmond, Virginia
Friday, September 25, 1863

Iwant to help. Surely you agree that a Christian nation such as ours should exhibit charity to those who cannot help themselves…” Head down, Sophie Kent weaved between people strolling through Capitol Square and quietly rehearsed her speech. Gravel crunched beneath her feet on the cobblestone-lined walkways dissecting the grassy lawn. 

Stopping on the west side of the George Washington statue’s granite pedestal, she shielded her eyes to gaze upon the bronze form of the nation’s first president astride his horse. Behind him, the massive white columns of the classical Virginia Capitol gleamed in the morning sun. “The wounded Confederate have nurses enough,” she practiced aloud, as if she were addressing the statue before her. “I want only to serve where the need is greatest … Surely you’d understand, Mr. President,” she added, musing that though Washington was a Virginian and a revolutionary, he was also the founding father of the United States and would certainly wish for its preservation.

“Look! That’s Eleanor Kent’s daughter!” The whisper froze Sophie in place. “Did you see her talking to herself just now?”

“Or is she talking to Mr. Washington?”

“Either way, she’s going the way of her mother!”

A chill swept over Sophie as she fought for composure. She had hoped she had buried the past last week at Oakwood Cemetery. But wagging tongues were slow to stop.

“Nonsense.”

Sophie turned just as Madeline Blair approached. She looped her arm around Sophie’s waist. “Don’t you listen to any of that talk now, dear.” Madeline darted a sharp gaze over her shoulder, and the whispers fell silent.

“Thank you,” Sophie breathed. “How are you, Mrs. Blair?”

“Happy to see you out and about. Fresh air is always an excellent choice.” She smiled, and kindness filled her hazel eyes.

“Have you heard from Asher lately?” At age twenty-seven, he was the eldest brother and had been the man of the house since his father had died several years ago. The middle boys, Thomas and Solomon, had both been killed at Antietam, a year ago.

“It’s been sixty-three days since the last letter. The house seems awful lonesome now.”

“I imagine,” Sophie murmured. She and Susan had grown up listening to the Blair boys scramble up their mother’s garden trellises and chase each other with firecrackers. They had teased the Kent girls mercilessly with lizard tails and frogs, but eventually learned more gentlemanly ways to capture female attention. “I suppose Joel misses his brothers something fierce, as well.”

Mrs. Blair pressed a crooked smile from her lips. “It’s no wonder you haven’t heard, considering.” Her gaze skimmed Sophie’s black dress. “Joey joined up, too. Left a fortnight ago.”

Joey. The baby. He couldn’t be more than fourteen years old.

“Oh, Mrs. Blair,” Sophie whispered. “However do you manage?”

“I’m proud of my boys. Our cause is worth the sacrifice. Independence. Isn’t that what the first Revolution was all about? Breaking away from a tyrannical government? Joel’s young, but he knows what he’s about. Who can fault him for wanting to protect our rights and our homes?” Sniffing, she pulled a handkerchief from her sleeve and dabbed her leaking eyes. “And who can fault me, for wearing holes in my floor with my knees?”

“May God protect him,” Sophie said. “And Asher.”

“And your father. I pray for him, too, dear, and you can tell him so.”

Sophie nodded. “May He bring them all home.”

“Amen. In the meantime, do come see me sometimes, won’t you? I would dearly love some company.”

Sophie promised she would visit, and they parted ways.

Drawing a steadying breath, she turned north, thoughts swaying like the hoops beneath her skirts. She was overcome by Mrs. Blair’s sacrifice and genuinely concerned for her sons. All she could do for them was pray.

She could do more than that for the sons of Northern mothers. Resolutely, Sophie marched to the corner of Tenth and Broad, just outside Capitol Square. With the spire of St. Paul’s Church impaling the sky behind it, the frame building serving as the provost marshal’s headquarters seemed a shanty in comparison.

Once inside, she found the provost marshal and two busy clerks writing at a table. Thick waves of frosty hair crowned General John Winder’s bullish head. His piercing eyes and Roman nose reminded Sophie of her father. Nervous-looking people seemed to have sprouted in his office like mushrooms. Passport seekers, Sophie guessed. The news from Chickamauga was favorable for the South, but the defeats at Vicksburg and Gettysburg cast long shadows of poverty and despair over the Confederate capital. Those with less hope of victory than most chose to go North.

Finally, it was her turn. Winder spared her but a glance. “Speak,” he barked, glancing at his pocket watch.

Sophie sucked in her breath. “My name is Sophie Kent. I’ve come to request your permission to do my part in the war.”

“You need no permission to sew, knit, roll bandages, donate food to the hospitals.”

“If you please, sir, I’d like to help our prisoners.”

“Fine. Packages may be received at the Northern prison camps, and I’m sure our boys will be glad of whatever you can spare.” He waved his hand toward the door in dismissal.

“Forgive me, I haven’t been clear. I want to help the prisoners among us. Libby Prison is just blocks from my home. I would like to bring the prisoners there small comforts. Food, blankets, reading material. As I have my own resources, this would not burden the government at all.”

His eyebrows pinched together. “Better to use your resources for our own wounded soldiers. There are dozens of hospitals in Richmond. Chimborazo alone has three thousand patients on any given day—I’d say that’s ample enough outlet for your benevolent instinct.” With more than 120 buildings, the hospital complex was the largest in the South, perhaps in the North as well. In truth, it was just as close to her home as Libby was, but in the opposite direction.

Yet, “The women of Richmond are already pouring themselves out to meet those needs. But as you likely know, the gospel of Matthew says we are to love our enemies, and do good to those who persecute us. To minister to the hungry, the sick, those in prison—the least of these. Are not Yankee prisoners the very least of these?”

He grunted.

“If we wish our cause to succeed, and believe in the Christianizing influence of our nation, certainly we must begin with charity to the unworthy. I am not speaking of military policy, but of personal, individual kindness to those already captured.”

General Winder’s chest swelled. “Your views—”

“Christ’s views. Those were His words in Matthew, not mine.”

His eyes narrowed, chin jutting forward. “If you show sympathy for the Yankees, you will generate talk.”

People were already talking. “That doesn’t concern me. I just lost my mother, and I need something meaningful to fill the time.”

“What does your father say of this?”

She swallowed. “He is a prisoner of war himself. Fort Delaware, Pennsylvania. Isn’t it true that our treatment of Northern prisoners often produces treatment in kind of our own soldiers in Union captivity?”

Winder guffawed. “Do you expect better treatment for your father because of your good deeds here in Richmond?”

She bristled at his condescending tone. “I pray that women in the North feel the same pity toward our Rebel prisoners that I do for the men now languishing in my very neighborhood!”

By now, both clerks stared at her, pens suspended above their papers.

Winder’s chair scraped the plain pine floor as he stood and walked to the window. After a moment’s hesitation, Sophie joined him there. At length, he spoke. “My job is to keep the city safe.”

“I understand.”

“Your Unionist sympathies are suspicious. Dangerous.”

Sophie’s eyes widened. “Dangerous?”

“Spies, like roaches, skitter throughout the city. Until we destroy them.” With a jerk, he consulted his watch again. “I must be off.”

Sophie took a half step backward. “Are you suggesting I’m a spy because I want to visit the prisoners? I only want to relieve suffering!”

He rounded on her. “Join me on my—errand. I’ll consider my answer by the time we return.”

Sophie’s gaze darted about the room. The clerks had already gone. “Where are we going?”

“Camp Lee.”

Sophie blinked. The garrison and hospital grounds?

“And it is imperative that we not be late.”


      [image: ]A little more than two miles outside the city, Camp Lee writhed with people. Men in top hats and women in their threadbare gowns spilled out of carriages and omnibuses while still others arrived on foot. Old men leaned on canes, while small boys made guns of sticks. Nearly every conversation, whether shrill or hushed, was punctuated with Yankee and spy. Gooseflesh lifted on Sophie’s skin. There could only be one reason for this vast congregation.

Drum taps penetrated the din of the crowd. Soon voices dimmed, and the people ebbed from the Broad Street gate. The marching footsteps and steady drumbeats thudded on Sophie’s chest as they drew closer to Camp Lee.

All around her, necks craned and toes tipped toward the empty gate until the drum corps filled the space. Behind them came two companies of worn and faded militia, and then a hack, closely guarded by mounted men. At this, shouts erupted from the tittering mass of onlookers. Insults exploded until the hack was obscured from view, swallowed up by two companies of infantry bringing up the rear.

Sophie thought she was going to be sick.

With razor sharp tone and West Point bearing, General Winder parted the crowd. Sophie followed in his wake, breath squeezing against her corset to keep up. The throng pressed around and between them.

Winder grabbed her by the elbow and pulled her to his side. “Pay attention.” He pointed up at the wooden gallows. “Do not turn away.”

A man in captain’s uniform stood beneath the gallows. In booming voice, he read the charges against the accused, a man named Spencer Kellogg Brown, and the sentence of the court-martial: “Hanged by the neck until dead.”

Winder bent his head toward Sophie. “This is what we do to spies, Miss Kent. Observe.”

Her eyes and throat stung. Just as horrifying as the impending hanging was the multitude who had come to glut their hatred on the morbid spectacle. As the condemned man climbed the scaffold, however, he gave no impression of horror himself. Though his skin was pale from months of confinement, his blue eyes were clear and bright.

“He attained his twenty-first year while in Castle Thunder,” Winder said. “Leaves behind mother, father, sister, and a bride. A personal favorite of Captain Alexander’s, given a spacious room, reading material. Even ate at the captain’s table. The prison chaplain tells me he is a most devout young man, firm in his faith.”

Sophie’s gut twisted. By now his arms were pinioned and his ankles tied together, but no shadow cast over his face, even as he watched a Negro climb a ladder and tie the rope to the upper beam. Wonder filled Sophie as Brown examined the rope, declared it too long to do the job, and politely requested they shorten it.

“But you see, Miss Kent, it matters not. Spies hang. We do not spare for love, youth, charm, or religion. Take heed.”

The rope now shortened, the black cap was placed over Brown’s head of rich brown hair. After bowing for mere seconds, he stood perfectly erect, and proclaimed himself, “All ready!”

Sophie squeezed shut her eyes. A sickening bang as the floor dropped away. The squeak of stretching, jerking rope. Finally, the silence of a soul departed.

At length, Sophie exhaled. The death achieved, the crowd turned its back and receded.

General Winder pinned Sophie with his gaze. “Now tell me, Miss Kent. Do you still want to play this game?”

“It’s not a game.” Tears bathed her cheeks, when she wanted to be stoic. Furiously, she wiped them away.

He sneered. “Contact with Yankees in the Confederate capital is a game, indeed. A deadly one. You play by my rules, and know that I always win.”

Sophie tucked her fear behind her indignation, and still she could form no response.

“I grant you no pass to Libby Prison. But if you choose to visit the hospital room on the first floor of the east side of the building, you may be of some use to the medical staff there. I make no objection. Your pass.”

With trembling hands, Sophie took it, and turned to leave before he could ridicule her for that as well.

“Remember,” Winder called after her. “Play by the rules. And I always—always—win.”








  
  
Chapter three



Kent House, Richmond, Virginia
Saturday, September 26, 1863

Sophie’s head pounded as she stared at the dingy brown page of newsprint before her. Crude stationery, indeed. But with Richmond’s paper shortage, it couldn’t be helped. Around the notice of runaway slaves being held at Castle Thunder for their owners, and the report of Spencer Kellogg Brown’s execution, she would have to pen news she was loath to deliver. 


Dear Daddy,
Mrs. Blair sends her greeting and prays for you.


She stopped, dreading what must come next. If she closed her eyes, she could imagine he was here in the library with her even now, so strongly threaded was his cigar smoke in the red brocade draperies and in the carpet beneath her feet. Head bent over the table, a silken curl of sunshine bobbed against Sophie’s cheek. Once upon a time, he used to call her Goldilocks. But this tale had no happy ending. She dipped her pen in the inkwell.

Mother has gone to her eternal home. Do not mourn overmuch. She is at peace and at rest, God bless her. She died well.

Sophie examined the lie, curving gracefully among the boxy newsprint. Truly, it was merciful. Beautiful, like Preston and Eleanor in years gone by. He may have resembled a Greek god to Sophie, but there was no doubt that Eleanor had been his Aphrodite. Preston would want to picture her like this, even on her deathbed. It was charity for Sophie to let him.

Her body rests at Oakwood Cemetery and the place will be marked by a tasteful marble headstone.

He did not need to know her mourners were so few. Nor did he need to know the bodies of unburied soldiers poisoned the air during her interment.

Tantalizing aromas stilled her pen. Daphne and Pearl entered the library, heavy-laden with baskets over their arms, and Sophie jumped up to greet them.

“Pearl outdone herself.” Daphne smiled at the cook, whose face beamed with a gap-toothed grin and shone with the heat of the kitchen’s fires.

“Thank you!” Just as she had requested, there were loaves of soft bread, covered dishes of chicken soup and corn gruel, and for the surgeon in charge of Libby’s hospital, a special gift of buttermilk and ginger cake the very color of Pearl’s skin. Finally, they had a tangible way to serve.

“Daphne, we’ll go in a moment.”

As Pearl and Daphne swished out of the room, Sophie scribbled one more line before leaving. 

We fare well despite our grief, and are doing what we can for the soldiers.

He did not need to know they wore blue.


      [image: ]Mosquitoes buzzing in her ears as she walked, Sophie tried not to pine after the horses and carriage the Confederate government had impressed from her household. Daphne hummed a tune beside her as if the baskets she carried were no burden at all. As the sun baked their backs, their shadows glided over the brown-stained sidewalk along Cary Street. Once a lucrative tobacco district, the Union blockade rendered it obsolete. The warehouses and factories were emptied by the Rebel government and refilled with Yankee soldiers.

Composed of three warehouses connected together, Libby Prison loomed large as they approached it. Sentinels paced in stark relief to the lower half of the building, which was whitewashed to expose prisoners trying to escape. With every footstep that brought Sophie and Daphne closer, the smell of the James River one block south bowed to the odor of illness and confinement.

“Good morning,” Sophie said to the first guard she came to, and produced her pass. “We’ve come to visit the hospital, by the permission of General Winder.” The guard’s gaze skipped over the small paper and speared the basket instead.

“Would you like some?” Sophie nodded to Daphne, who broke off a piece of ginger cake and extended it to him.

He snatched it from her, inhaled its aroma, and shamelessly devoured it. “If you please, sir.” Sophie tried again. “Is this the door to the hospital room?”

Nodding, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “You coming back?”

“I certainly plan to.” She smiled into his hollow eyes, and she and Daphne stepped inside.

As soon as the door shut behind them, Sophie’s eyes stung with the smell. In moments, a surgeon in grey was at her side, his brow already etched in apparent confusion. “I’m John Wilkes, surgeon-in-charge here. May I ask how you came to be here, and why?”

“I have a pass from General Winder,” she began, and handed it to him.

He held the paper in the dust-flecked light pouring through the window. “Sophie Kent? And the purpose of your visit is …”

“Bringing food and drink to the men.”

Daphne handed her the plate of ginger cakes and bottle of cold buttermilk, and Sophie offered them to Dr. Wilkes.

His eyes widened. “Smells heavenly, but these are much too rich for the men here. I’m afraid their reduced condition would never be able to digest them.”

Sophie shook her head. “They are for you, sir. A gift, for allowing us the privilege of serving. For the ill, we’ve brought soft bread, corn gruel, and chicken soup.”

“Truly?”

Daphne lifted the linen on her basket, and he peered inside.

“Manna from heaven. Yes, yes, we need all you can spare, and I thank you on their behalf. Dr. Lansing,” he called, then turned back to Sophie. “Dr. Caleb Lansing is an assistant surgeon captured at Chickamauga.”

“He’s a prisoner?”

“By night. By day, he works here in the hospital room. I’m spread quite thin, you see, and—ah yes, Dr. Lansing.” He turned to the Union doctor. “This is Sophie Kent, and she’s brought some food for the patients. I’d like you to oversee proper distribution, taking special diet considerations into account.”

A smile creased Dr. Lansing’s face as he bowed to her. “Pleased to meet you, Miss Kent. And you are?” He turned to Daphne.

Dr. Wilkes waved his hand. “A servant, clearly.”

“I’m quite sure servants—even slaves—have names, too. And I’d sincerely like to know yours.”

Daphne shifted her weight before sliding a glance to Sophie and back to the floor. “Daphne.”

He bowed to her, and Sophie’s breath caught at the gesture. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, ladies. Now let’s see what you’ve brought.”

While he inspected the basket, Dr. Wilkes took his leave. “Other hospitals await my services.”

Dr. Lansing swatted mosquitoes and flies from in front of his face. “Ladies, these men suffer from diarrhea, dysentery, typho-malaria, and simple, but fierce, hunger. They are absolutely wasting away. The quicker they eat, the bett—”

“Then let us feed them.” Sophie had not meant to interrupt.

He nodded, his grey eyes glinting like steel. “Did you happen to bring any spoons? Cups? It seems the Confederacy is plumb out of them.”

Daphne pulled a handful from the bottom of her basket.

“Voila!” Dr. Lansing cheered. “Very small portions, even if they say they are ravenously hungry and could eat a horse.” The rest of his instructions drilled into Sophie with a sense of urgency. If she could just help these men get well again, they could return to their regiments, or at least to their families one day.

But the men she fed looked more dead than alive. Large eyes, sunken cheeks, bones poking beneath almost translucent skin. Some tugged feebly at the remnants of their clothing to better cover themselves in a lady’s presence. Most of them didn’t bother.

The last patient Sophie came to expelled his dying breath as she tipped the first spoonful of gruel past his lips. With trembling fingers, she wiped the food from his face, then wrung her hands in her apron.

“Dr. Lansing.” Her voice was hoarse as she called for him. She stood, and the room swayed. Not trusting herself to speak, she simply pointed to the shell of the man who expired beneath her touch.

“Ah. I see.” He closed the body’s eyelids, and returned to Sophie, lines framing his careworn eyes.

“What’s going on?” she whispered. “I had no—no idea!”

Lansing nodded. “The worst cases are soldiers from Belle Isle, which has insufficient clothing, food, and shelter. The officers held here in Libby are better off, although still so hungry many are in a state of semi-starvation. By the time the poor fellows are brought from Belle Isle, they’re already past saving. Of the eighteen brought in last night, ten were dead this morning. Sims here—” He motioned to the soldier she’d failed to feed in time. “He makes the eleventh, just out of that batch. Fifty Union soldiers die per day here in Richmond.”

“Fifty? You’re sure?” Sophie asked.

“Quite.” He jabbed his finger toward the west wall. “There are five hundred men out there who should be in the hospital, but there isn’t room. The number of those who are becoming permanently broken down in their constitutions must be reckoned by thousands.” He shook his head, then offered a smile as Daphne came near. “Thank you both. I must get back. You still have the two loaves of bread I asked you to save?”

Daphne picked up the two baskets left on the floor. “Yessir.”

“Good. Break each of them into sections small enough to fit between prison bars. Wrap in this newsprint. Fold the paper so no bread shows through. When you leave, go west on Cary Street and amble down the length of the prison before going home. Time your steps so the sentinel has his back to you by the time you reach the western third of Libby. Be sure no one is watching. Walk close to the building, and let the paper-wrapped bread fall to the ground just outside the cellar window bars. Kick them in through the bars. Do not bend down. Walk at the pace of leisure, so your pace is not as noticeably altered. Do you understand?”

Sophie’s mind whirred as she searched his earnest, sun-browned face.

A patient’s groan claimed his attention. “You will,” he said over his shoulder, and returned to his patient’s side.

“What kind of sense does that make?” Daphne hissed. “You trust him, Miss Sophie?”

“There could be only one reason Dr. Lansing would ask us to kick bread into the cellar.”

Daphne shook her head. “Secrets spell trouble, and don’t we got enough of that already? Your pass says you can be here in this room. It don’t say nothin’ else.”

“I’m forbidden from entering the prison, yes. But General Winder didn’t say a word against kicking rubbish from the sidewalk alongside it.”

With nimble fingers, the women divided and wrapped the bread in paper until each small bundle resembled nothing more than crumpled wads of old news. News, ironically, which declared that whatever the Yankee prisoners got to eat was “more than they deserved.”

Outside, the few people on the street didn’t seem to notice yet another woman in mourning and a servant with market baskets. The sentinel neared, and Sophie nodded politely while Daphne tucked her head until their paths crossed and then separated. In ten more paces, they’d be at the barred cellar window.

“I’ll roll ’em down my skirt. You help me kick ’em in,” Daphne whispered, and Sophie nodded. Once they covered the bundles with their hems, no one would be able to see what their feet were doing anyway.

Still, Sophie’s middle fluttered. If they were caught, she might be able to talk her way out of it. If Daphne were caught, the punishment would be stripes. And it would be my fault, completely.

Five more paces.

Three.

Two.

“Halt!”

Sophie’s breath seized in her throat.

“That is—pardon me, Miss!”

“We’ve done nothing,” Sophie whispered to Daphne before facing her accuser.

“I believe you may have dropped something.” A Confederate officer doffed his kepi. Sunlight glanced off his chestnut hair.

Her back still toward the officer, Daphne whispered, “Go stall him.”

“Wait here, Daphne.” Sophie spoke loudly enough for all to hear as she leisurely strolled away, toward the man whose attention was fixed on her like a bead on his prey.

He was of average height, and his uniform, if it once fit him properly, bore evidence that he’d dropped ten pounds, perhaps, since he began service. His neatly trimmed beard and mustache disguised the angles of his face only slightly.

“Please do pardon me, Miss. I should not have shouted for your attention.”

Sophie smiled and swirled around him, so that as he turned to face her, his back was to Daphne. “It’s quite all right, I’m sure.”

“My manners are out of practice, yet another casualty of war.” He cleared his throat. “Does this belong to you?”

His blue eyes sought hers as he extended the black-edged handkerchief she must have dropped. Suppressing a sigh of relief, she inspected the ribbon trim and embroidery as much as she dared, to give Daphne more time at her task. “It does,” she said at length, and pressed it to her eyes, though they were as dry as the Sahara. “I’m sorry, the grief is very fresh.”

“Oh.” Clearly, the officer was ill at ease.

“But thank you just the same, Captain … is that right? I’m afraid I read Homer much better than I read shoulder straps.”

“Captain Lawrence Russell, Ordnance Bureau. I had some business at the James River Towing Company concerning a shipment of ore for Tredegar Iron Works.”

“And I am Sophie Kent. Charmed.” She curtsied, low and long, before lifting her face to his gaze once more.

“The pleasure is all mine, I’m sure. I’m sorry not to have met you under less trying circumstances. Your husband’s death—was it for Dixie?”

“What? Oh no, I’ve never married. It was my mother who passed.”

Something flickered in his eyes. “My deepest condolences. If she was anything like you, your father must be devastated.”

The compliment swirled in her middle, like indigestion. Despite being well past marrying age, Sophie had never played this game. Nor did she want to, not when more important matters begged for her attention.

Bending her lips in a smile, she stole another glance past him and found Daphne facing her now, her baskets resting on the sidewalk. “Please excuse me. Good day, Captain Russell.”

She felt his eyes on her back as she strode toward Daphne. The baskets were empty, save for the covered dishes, and not a newspaper in sight.

“Well done,” she told Daphne, and peeked at the cellar window. A colored man stood at the bars, one eye swollen shut, the other eye wide, his bread unwrapped and uneaten in his hand. He was looking at Daphne. “Do you know that man?”

Head bowed, Daphne shook her head. “Ain’t never seen him before.” But as they turned the corner onto Twentieth Street, he still clutched the prison bar with one hand, and the bread in the other, unblinking.








  
  
Chapter four



Libby Prison, Richmond, Virginia
Saturday, September 26, 1863

Flies droned and mosquitoes hummed in the cellar of Libby Prison, undulating between the growing stack of mottled-white corpses, and the bread in the filthy brown hands of those still alive. Abraham Jamison barely noticed. Not until the woman who kicked the bread through the bars rounded the corner, a white lady by her side. Her face—that honeyed tea complexion, those almond-shaped eyes, those smooth, broad cheeks, full lips—he knew that face. 

It’s the hunger. I’m seeing things. Turning his back to the outside world, he slid to the floor and devoured the bread. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to keep them alive another day, if the Rebel guards didn’t shoot them for sport first. His body still ached from the butt of the rifle that had hammered him for saying aloud that he was a freeman. The blows failed to produce a retraction. I am free, he told himself again, though the shadow of the prison bars lay on the floor, mocking him. Though his left eyelid still pulsed with pain and his ribs protested every breath, his soul, at least, was not in chains.

But he was living on borrowed time. Truth be told, Abraham was surprised he hadn’t been killed the moment he was captured. He’d been on his way from Florida to Pennsylvania for furlough, making his way to Bella, wearing his 54th Massachusetts regimental uniform. He was clearly a colored Union soldier, and Jefferson Davis had stated that captured Negro soldiers would be treated as runaway slaves, and their white officers executed. Yet here he festered, along with twenty other colored Union troops.

Yesterday, there had been twenty-one of them. Last week, twenty-five. Where the others had gone, no one knew. They just—disappeared. If Davis’s word held true, they’d been sold into permanent slavery. If they were lucky, they were already dead. Some of these men had been former slaves before fighting for the Union and knew the fate beyond the auction block. Others, like Abraham, had been born free. Were it not for the war, he never would have set his big toe south of the Mason-Dixon line. And now here he was, in captivity in the Confederate capital, wondering if this was purgatory to the hell of slavery that awaited.

The guards certainly treated them like slaves already. Black prisoners performed every menial task, from swabbing floors to emptying chamber pots to loading bodies onto a dead cart. For the most trivial breach—an insolent word, shuffling feet, a question—they were at risk of being stripped, tied to a barrel, and filleted open with a horsewhip or cat-o’-nine-tails. 

Leaning his head back against the wall, Abraham closed his eyes. His baritone voice reverberated through his chest as it rumbled from his lips. “Oh freedom, oh freedom, oh freedom over me.” Another voice joined his, then another. “And before I’ll be a slave, I’ll be buried in my grave, and go home to my Lord and be free.”

Soon, each man matched his voice to the chorus, either with words, or with the groans of spirits in the deepest distress. Urgency seeped from the words. The prospect of death, of meeting Jesus in eternal paradise, seemed far preferable, indeed, to bondage.

But if I die here, how will Bella get along? Thoughts of his wife crowded Abraham’s consciousness as he let his forehead drop to his knees. The squeak of cellar rats faded beneath the memory of her rich, alto voice. The woman who had kicked the bread in through the bars today had done so while humming a haunting tune. It was her voice he heard now, her skirts he saw swaying on the backs of his eyelids. 

Who was she? The question nagged, even in his sleep. In his dream, Abraham followed her, somehow drawn to her tragic posture. Head bowed, shoulders hunched, feet shuffling. Careful to never make eye contact with a white person. Obviously a slave.

Suddenly, she turned and looked him full in the eyes, and Abraham wrenched awake, gasping for air. Beneath that yellow head scarf was the face of his wife.


      [image: ]St. John’s Church, Richmond, Virginia
Sunday, September 27, 1863

In a rustle of black crepe, Sophie slipped into the pew box at St. John’s Church and greeted Mrs. Blair, who sat in front of her. This was not just where her family had worshiped ever since her father had moved to Richmond as a bachelor. This was Patrick Henry’s stage as he delivered his famous speech during the Second Virginia Convention, prior to the signing of the Declaration of Independence. She had learned the words well in grammar school, and never had forgotten the stirring conclusion.

Is life so dear, or peace so sweet, as to be purchased at the price of chains and slavery? Forbid it, Almighty God! I know not what course others may take; but as for me, give me liberty or give me death!

“Miss Kent?” A voice whispered from behind her. “Don’t turn around. Just listen.” Palms sticking to her gloves, Sophie remained still.

“My servant saw you leaving Libby Prison yesterday. My heart is true, as well. We are watched. Continue your work. Trust no one.”

Sophie gave no sign that she heard the words. Her blood turned to ice when she realized perhaps even this disembodied voice was not a friend.

“Deflect suspicion. We are watched. Do not greet me.”

Where the woman’s voice had just been, a chorus of whispers now filled Sophie’s ears. The ladies across the aisle may have been hard of hearing, but Sophie certainly wasn’t. They remarked on her presence after such a long absence, and set sail to the rumor that she had entered the “vile Yankee prison” yesterday. A retort formed on the tip of her tongue, but there it would stay.

After the closing prayer, Sophie exited through the church’s back door, grateful that her bonnet hid most parishioners from her view. She preferred to remain as anonymous as possible, and never more so than now.

Stepping into the sunshine, Sophie inhaled deeply, but humidity had thickened the air. A hot wind sloughed through treetops that bent as though sharing secrets among themselves. Her face tight with unease, Sophie could not get home fast enough.

“Miss Kent? Miss Sophie Kent?”

Surprise plucked her nerves, and she whirled toward the voice to find Captain Lawrence Russell striding over to greet her.

“Lawrence Russell. We met yesterday.”

Heads turned toward his commanding presence. Young belles in made-over gowns peeped up at him while their mothers nudged them closer. It was attention Sophie did not want, yet she could not break away.

“On Cary Street,” he pressed, “next to Libby Prison. Remember?”

All around her, eyebrows raised at the mention of the prison. All except for those belonging to Elizabeth Van Lew, a known Union sympathizer. When Elizabeth and her mother brought aid to prisoners at Ligon’s tobacco factory during the first summer of the war, they’d been virtually thrown into the stocks in the local paper. Elizabeth caught Sophie’s eye now and steadied her.

She fixed a smile on her face. “Of course I remember. You had business at the towing company. Checking on a delayed shipment of ore for Tredegar, correct?”

Faint lines fanned from his eyes. “So you were listening after all. Is your father here this morning?”

A sigh escaped her. She was as eager to leave as the captain seemed to detain her. “He worships elsewhere.”

“Ah. St. Paul’s?”

“Fort Delaware.”

He blanched. “How very hard.” Captain Russell’s voice dropped, his blue eyes softened in his chiseled face.

His sympathy touched something raw and painful, an abscess on her spirit she preferred to ignore. “Everyone has suffered in this war. Not just me.” Her gaze slid toward Mrs. Blair, who had paused to watch, as well.

The captain studied Sophie a heartbeat too long. “That does not erase your own pain, Miss Kent.”

She turned her head, furious that her eyes misted without her permission. “Good day to you.”

“Please, allow me to escort you home.”

Sophie had nothing more to say to a Confederate officer, especially one whose words brought tears to her eyes. She certainly didn’t feel compelled to lead him to her house. But, standing just to his side, Elizabeth Van Lew cocked one eyebrow, just slightly, and barely nodded. Whispers filled Sophie’s hesitation. Deflect suspicion, she heard again, and realized the voice had belonged to Elizabeth.

Sophie met Captain Russell’s gaze. With Elizabeth, Mrs. Blair, and a handful of the church’s most prolific busybodies watching, her excuses dissolved. “If you’re sure it’s no trouble.”

“On the contrary, nothing would give me more pleasure.”

Sophie nodded, and noticed the ghost of a smile on Elizabeth’s thin lips. Even Mrs. Blair nodded slightly. Captain Russell guided her out of the churchyard, and stares fell away while women resumed their conversations.

As they descended from the church’s bluff down the hill, horses stepped to the ringing of church bells, and carriages rumbled down Church Hill’s considerable grade. Finials and lampposts pointed to clouds tufting the sky, like cotton ready to be spun. Negroes in threadbare Sunday finery dipped into the street, yielding the sidewalk to Sophie and Captain Russell until they passed.

Beside her, Captain Russell matched her pace, his face tight. “I do wish there was something I could do.” A humid gust from the South brought the brackish smell of the James wafting over them.

“I cannot think why you’d feel an obligation. I’m a stranger.”

“A wrong that must be righted.” His eyes sparkled. “And you are a woman in need, and I am a gentleman, or so I’d like to think.”

A laugh broke from her lips. “There are needy women enough in Richmond, Captain, if that is what you seek.”

“Not exactly.” He laughed with her. “Tell me, what is it that you seek?”

“Pardon me?”

“You look everywhere but in my eyes. It’s as though you’re on picket duty.”

A nervous smile parted her lips as she snapped her attention back to him, until she could bear his penetrating gaze no longer. Whether he was teasing or in earnest, his eyes sent a charge down her spine. “Let’s turn here, shall we? My house isn’t far.”

They turned east onto Franklin at Twenty-fifth, where the road slanted uphill once more. Sunlight streamed through the linden trees and live oaks and landed in lacework on the ground. In just two more blocks, she’d be home.

“What are you looking for?” he prodded.

Something uncurled inside her. Resolution, perhaps, or—“Purpose. I’m looking for my purpose, my place in this miserable mess of a war.” In truth, she’d found it already.

Captain Russell frowned. “The woman’s place is in the home. There is purpose in that, Miss Kent, even—and especially, I would say—in times of war.”

“My home is a shell. Those walls hold nothing for me but memories now.”

“But do you knit? Sew? Spin or weave?”

“I can knit, but never learned to sew, spin, or weave. Daddy wouldn’t hear of it, that sort of work being ‘slave labor.’ I can embroider, but of what use is decoration now?”

“‘A thing of beauty is a joy forever.’ More important now than ever, to my thinking.”

She shook her head at his teasing tone. “I will not be useless anymore.”

“Is your purpose really so elusive?”

A wry smile tilting her lips, she fixed her gaze straight ahead. “I do believe I’m gaining on it.” At the bottom of the hill lay the James River and its surrounding factories, where sea gulls squawked, and the air smelled of canal water and tobacco dust. Where prisoners languished for want of human kindness.

“Libby? The prison where—” His gait hitched. Eyes flashed. “The prison where we met.”

“I was in the prison’s hospital room only,” she corrected.

Slowly, he released a long breath. “Of course, I understand your feminine impulse to help those in need.”

“Doing to others as you’d have them do unto you is a tenet of the Christian faith, and one that I desperately hope the women of the North feel as compelled to follow as I do.”

Comprehension lit his eyes. “For your father’s sake.” Dappled sunlight danced across his shoulders.

“Yes.” She had not meant for it to sound so much like a hiss. “For humanity’s sake.”

“And does your instinct to aid your fellow man extend to the patients in grey as well?”

“I want no man to suffer. But I go where the need is the greatest. Tell me, how many women do you suppose already tend the Rebel wounded? And how much help do you suppose the Union wounded receive here in the Confederate capital?”

Their footsteps marked time in the silence that dropped between them. It occurred to Sophie that as an officer in the Ordnance Bureau, Captain Russell oversaw the production of weapons that reduced so many soldiers into patients—or corpses—in the first place. Relief expanded in her chest as they neared Franklin Street. In mere moments, their sparring would end.

“That’s my home.” She nodded toward the corner, and hoped he would take his leave graciously.

His eyes narrowed. “Do you know that fellow?”

A man’s lanky shadow flitted from between the columns of her porch. In the same instant Sophie saw him, he was already gone, a mirage in broad daylight. She felt the color leech from her face as she shook her head, speechless.

“Halt!” Captain Russell barked, and took off after the man, dust rising from the dirt road in his wake. The gate to her property, left open by the intruder, creaked on its hinges as the captain barreled through it after him.

Sophie crossed the street and slipped through the gate, as well, then latched it firmly behind her before crossing the short distance to her porch. Stuck in the front door, flapping erratically in the wind, was a brown scrap of paper. With trembling hands, she caught it. The words scrawled inside stole her breath.

Her thoughts still tangling in the dreadful script, Sophie stuffed the note up her sleeve as Captain Russell bounded up the porch. She could barely hear his voice between the drumbeats of her heart.

No sign, she watched him say. Shall I tarry with you? The words curled off his lips and dangled in the space between them, waiting. Miss Kent? But her thoughts were absorbed by the note now branding the inside of her wrist. “Miss Kent?”

She shook her head to clear it. The captain’s eyes probed hers as he leaned toward her, and she suddenly worried he would take her hand if she remained silent. “No, thank you,” burst from her. Slowing her speech to a more gracious drawl, she managed to dismiss him with assurances that she’d have Fischer keep a sharp lookout, and that Captain Russell may call on her again. He bowed and took his leave.

With barely a tremor, Sophie let herself into her house and locked the door. Her heels clicked on the hardwood floor of the entrance hall as she passed between the classical bronze statues depicting Venus and Mars. Each echoing footstep magnified the emptiness yawning around her. Drawn by warm voices and the smell of hot bean soup, Sophie swept out the rear door, all the way to the detached kitchen.

Rachel and Emiline, the head housekeeper’s daughters, sat on the stoop, shelling peas into their aprons. “Miss Sophie? You needin’ anything?”

She told them she didn’t, and stepped into the dark, stuffy kitchen. “Smells wonderful, Pearl,” she heard herself say, and strode directly to the stone fireplace. With the slightest flick of her wrist, she sent the stranger’s note into the fire licking at the pot. The edges blackened and crumbled, but the words stayed with her, like the eye’s long memory of flame.


Yankee lover, all alone
You’re still made of flesh and bone.
Daddy’s gone and Mommy’s dead,
Turn your aid to Rebs instead.


Beneath the rhyming lines was written: Big houses still burn. Watch yours!

Sophie was not under the authority of a husband, or a suitor, or her father. She would not be bullied by an unsigned note when she had done no wrong.
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