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​Prologue: Winds of Change


It behooves every man who values liberty of conscience  to revisit invasions of it with others, or their case may, by a change of circumstances, become his own.

~Thomas Jefferson

AUGUST 1860

RICHMOND, VIRGINIA

The relentless August heat presses in on me despite the brisk pace I set toward Butterfield’s Law Office, where Father attends business with Uncle William. It is an event I’m told a young lady, such as myself, has no business attending. However, buttons, ribbons, and notions at the fabric shop can only hold a girl’s attention for so long, and if they expect me to languish in this stifling air, thick with the stench of rotting fish, then they thought wrong. Even the James River—usually a reliable source of cool whispers—seems to hold its breath, its breeze choked by the late summer languor. 

Irritation gnaws at me as I press my lavender-scented handkerchief to my nose, its fragrance a feeble shield against the foul air. Perspiration beads on my brow, soaking the crisp edges of this once-white cotton square, each drop a tiny reminder of the impatience steaming within. Alas, my march up the street ceases as I spot the rich oak door and pass through its archway into the dimly lit hallway. 

Though the walls guard me from the onslaught of Richmond, Virginia’s miasma, I find I cannot fully escape the sounds. Through the blinded windows, the city provides a muted backdrop of horses’ hooves clopping on the cobblestone and the distant shouts of a hawker echoing off the brick facades of the buildings beyond. I work to stamp this out with each step up the stairs, and then the voice of someone far closer catches my attention from a near-closed door just beyond. 

Dare I pry? 

The stomping of my shoes weakens to the brushing of tipping and toeing as I near the door. The only other sounds to accompany my movement is the wind tap dancing a lonely rhythm against the blinds and the voices of the men behind the door. 

I peek through the crack and am greeted first by the familiar whisper of cigar smoke, earthy and pungent. It curls through the room, showing off the various books on law lining the lawyer’s shelves, while acting as a silent barrier between those in the room and the stench of reality outside. Attorney Butterfield is shuffling paper and the deep muffled voices of quiet disagreement sound from my father and Uncle William, who sit on the other side of the large oak table.

They expect me to be invisible right now, and so invisible I shall remain, unlike the fly that buzzes around Attorney Butterfield’s glistening bald head. Had I not wanted to purchase these notions, buttons, and ribbons, I’d be home right now enjoying the whispering pines and savory smells of the smokehouse. This blatant abandonment tests my obedience toward the men inside who now decide what will become of my life and so many more. 

“Are you ready to sign the transfer contract?” the soft middled Attorney Butterfield inquires, his voice laced with trepidation. His clear blue eyes, head—shiny and hairless save for that abominable fly—and thin twitchy lips remind me of an old bullfrog from our pond, alert and nervous. Sweat glistens on his ruddy forehead, trickling down his hot red cheeks. He mops the rivulet with a damp handkerchief. Father and Uncle William, seated across from him, grow quiet as their heads bow to scrutinize the fine print of their respective contracts. 

Unfazed by these oppressive temperatures, Father’s broad, muscular shoulders, a testament to his love for the land, exude both ease and vigilance. Deep-set brown eyes carry the weight of ancestral history, a constant reminder of his duty. Sun weathered skin and lines earned through honest work imprint his face. 

In contrast to his brother, my Uncle William is a short-fused powder keg ready to explode. His face is flushed, his jaw is clenched beneath his tightly cropped beard, and his dark eyes remain narrow and on the lookout for foul play with a focus on how he can get his way—betraying the simmering tension within. I think such an expression makes him look like the snake he truly is—if snakes had arms. Uncle William’s arms are aggressively folded, wrinkling the tailored suit he never shuts his mouth about. In this way, he holds his hands—uncalloused and unaccustomed to matters that rise beyond trivial—close to his chest. 

As the attorney’s question hangs in the air, my father, Jacob Prescott, raises his head. His gaze bores into his brother’s with unspoken animosity. “Where are the provisions for the Blackwell family?”

Uncle William’s lips curl into a sneer; his eyes flash with contempt. “Don’t worry, Jake”—sarcasm drips from my father’s nickname—“I promised to keep your niggers until next spring and release them with the five hundred dollar pay as you promised.”

Father’s chair rips over the floorboards as he comes to his feet, shoulders broadening as his shadow stretches over the table, stealing the light reflecting in his little brother’s eyes. “Call me Jake again or disrespect the Blackwells with that sort of talk and this deal is off!” His voice thunders through the room; his finger points at my uncle to drill the promise home. 

“Remember, I hold the manumission papers,” Father continues, voice hard as steel. “If you don’t treat them with the respect they deserve, I’ll take them with me, and you’ll be left to the spring planting alone.” 

As the words ricochet through the crack in the door, a desperate gasp is trapped between my fingers as my hand springs to my mouth. A torrent of sweat courses down my back. The verbal onslaught scalds my skin. Gooseflesh rises, an icy counterpoint to the raging wildfire of words and threats that seize my ears. In my sixteen years, I have never witnessed such a brewing cauldron of bubbling anger from my father spilling over on my uncle. 

The pyre burns, ignited by blood ties and birthright, flames fanned by the dry winds of their own self-righteousness. Fueled by unvoiced resentments, the shadow of favoritism, and threatened legacies, anger kindles within both brothers. 

Thankful for my invisibility, I feel like a fledgling house sparrow caught in the winds of their fiery passion. My heart is hammering, desperate for me to fly out of earshot, but I am trapped, praying for rain to extinguish the flames and too curious to abandon my post. 

The air in the room hangs heavier between Uncle William and Father, their eyes locked in a silent duel. 

William lets out a long, exasperated sigh. “A promise is a promise. The Blackwells will be on their way as soon as the crops are in.” With a glance, he catches Father’s raised eyebrow and continues, his voice cracking slightly. “With the five hundred dollars you—I mean, I—by contract promised them.” 

Easing into the shadows, I observe Uncle’s arms uncoil, and his knuckles whiten against the worn chair arms, fingers tapping out a frustrated rhythm—a silent drumbeat beneath the escalating pressure. His vow casts a leaden weight across his face. Uncle William knows what we all know—that his words, though reluctant, ensnare him in a delicate position crafted by my father, akin to a serpent cornered in a chicken coop.

My heart hammers against my ribs, echoing the frenzied beat of Uncle’s fingers. Just uttering Jim Blackwell’s name is the bitterest pill for my uncle. Big Jim is the lifeblood of the family land, providing the Prescotts with indispensable guidance through his calloused hands and weathered wisdom. Without Big Jim’s insights, Uncle William is a captain adrift at sea—uncertain of the currents, unable to navigate the land to its full potential. Big Jim serves as the compass to my uncle’s aspirations, steering him toward the realization of dreams for profit. 

A flicker of hope ignites in Uncle William’s eyes, then dims. He runs his hands through his hair, his shoulders relax—an unmistakable sign he’s contemplating something. Did he find a loophole to escape his forced vow? 

A breath hitches in my throat, the room shrinking to the space between his lips and my straining ears. He rises from his own chair, attempting to match my father’s height—his back straight and his face shifting into a mask of confidence. Just as he opens his mouth—

Attorney Butterfield’s voice adds a jarring note to this pause of uncertainty. “I will draft the addendum with consideration of the Blackwells and have it to you by week’s end if that is suitable for all parties involved?” His offer is displayed by his sausage finger, after flipping a page on my father’s copy. “But aside from that matter, do you want to sign the agreed section today?” Butterfield’s request hangs in the air once more. The silence stretches on, punctuated only by the ticking of the grandfather clock in the corner of the room. 

Uncle William and Father’s eyes make no shift of recognition, still locked in battle, calculating their next move like chess players in a game of life and death.

Father breaks the deadlock. 

I wonder who ended up with checkmate.

“I’ll sign the document when I’m satisfied with the addendum,” Father says curtly. “Not a moment sooner.” 

Father pivots on his heel, and I turn on the ball of one foot. Father strides out of the room, as I hurry to stand against the wall. An innocent bystander, as far as anyone is concerned, but that doesn’t stop the prickle of guilt from dancing across my skin. 

A hand clasps my shoulder, and I jump!

Father, the anger in his eyes dwindling to embers yet still smoldering with frustration, says, “Let’s go, we’re in for a storm.”
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​A Long Way from Home


There is no sanctuary of virtue like home.

~Edward Everett

SEPTEMBER 1860

PRESCOTT PLANTATION, VIRGINIA

Dipping the pen into the ink, never minding the drops splattering across the page, I hold my breath in a desperate attempt to keep the dream foremost in my mind. Letters, in less than perfect penmanship, scribble the moments down before the nighttime vision flees back into my subconscious, lost forever. 

September 16, 1860

A storm is coming, first spoken of in Father’s words, and now within my dreams. A storm I cannot see as thunder booms from beyond and carries trouble not unlike the waves that crash upon a rocky shore. A fi gure stood. He said things. Things I wish I understood. There was no time to ask. Oh, how I wish I could ask. Things I wanted to know, things I need to know. Things interrupted by the bellow of my father ...

“Emilie, we need to go!”

“One moment!” I dip the pen once more, black ink leaving a trail across my nightgown.

But the thing is, it showed me things in symbols, like a puzzle ...“Emilie Kathryn Prescott! I will leave you here if you are not in that wagon on time!” My father’s voice matches the booming fist against the vibrating oak door.

A click, a creak, the door opens, and I turn to see Lucy, my lady’s maid, bustle in with a pitcher of water and an armful of towels. She sets the pitcher aside on my desk, plucking the pen from my hand, and ushers me behind the dressing screen.

“Close the door, Millie!” Lucy orders. Millie, another of the housemaids, must have followed in close behind her. She always tends to the shadows of Lucy’s needs. A creak, a click, with a firm push the door closes, muffling my father’s voice as he continues barking orders to Amos and Simon to load my bed onto the wagon. 

“We ... train ... catch ... -day!” Father’s voice fades away, unperturbed by the closed door as his hurried footsteps descend the stairs.

Behind the screen, Lucy hands me a warm cloth to wipe my face, an action for which I have depended on her since I was eleven. Ah, the smell of rose water. How delightful. I am ever grateful for my father’s unwavering senses and his refusal to sell her after her parents died of that awful yellow fever. The mere thought of my family coming down with such an illness is enough to bring back the dread of that dream. Gooseflesh ripples down my arms as the morning breeze tickles over my skin while Lucy strips away the sticky nightgown. Up and over my head, it is replaced with a crisp, cool chemise. She continues to dress me silently. Her nimble fingers fasten my stockings, shoes, and stays with deft, quick pulls at the laces. Petticoats, skirts, and top follow in quick succession. 

She hands me a thin brush, which I take, and then she presents the tooth powder before her free hand grabs the peppermint water. With a dip of the brush in the water followed by a dab into the powder, I proceed to scrub and rub my ivory whites clean. A gulp of peppermint water, a swash, a swirl, and a spit into the standing wash basin. The mint is cool, refreshing my senses and placing me firmly back into reality as the dream dissipates into a distant memory. 

A tip and a tap sound at the door.

“Let them in. She’s decent,” Lucy says to Millie.

Slipping out from behind the screen, seating myself at the small table, I let Lucy attend to my toilette. The door creaks open. Amos and Simon enter, their eyes averted as they focus on the task of dismantling my bed. Within minutes, my room of sixteen years stands vacant—save for my carpet bag, its contents ready for the journey ahead. The subdued mood of this morning is deafening, punctuated by the echoing click of Millie’s shoes as she makes her way out of the room. 

The vanity mirror reflects a stranger, a porcelain doll with auburn hair framing eyes that threaten to spill tears, as the realization settles in: This is my last dressing with Lucy. I clench my jaw, squeezing back the surge of brewing emotion into a tight knot. Each brush stroke, each pull, feels like a tug on my very soul. Poise and propriety—they chant in my head, a mantra against the building wave. A lady, they whisper, must contain her emotions, even when leaving shreds of her heart behind. 

Lucy’s reflection in the vanity mirror shows her dark, flawless complexion. Her delicate features exude an air of grace, complemented by the lingering fragrance of rose that clings to her clothing. Her large dark eyes hold much sadness today. Will she miss me?

“Chin up, Miss Emilie.” Her eyes are full of knowing sorrow. “Strength is not the absence of tears, but the grace to shed them when no one’s watching, or so my mama would say.” Her eyes return to her work, a faint sniff to keep her own poise in check.

Our relationship is confined to the boundaries of mistress and maid, a chasm that separates our social stations. Yet in intimate moments like this, I wonder if a friendship could blossom, bridging the gap between our worlds.

Just then, the strange banging cadence returns, bringing back the memories of the driftwood in my dream.

“What is that noise?” 

“The men are loading the wagons, Miss Emilie.”

“No, no, the one from my dream.”

As Lucy fastens the fancy netting of my snood, securing my unruly hair with a discreet wink, she announces, “Them dreams don’t know nothing about reality, Miss Emilie.” Finishing my hair, she adds, “There! You’re pretty as a bit of paint on a dry bit of wall.”

“Thank you, Lucy.” 

“Oh, there ain’t nothing to it, Miss Emilie, and there won’t be nothing to it come tomorrow either,” Lucy replies, her tone brisk but her words heavy. A simple sigh follows, sweeping aside the weight of the matter. “Martha is holding breakfast for you. Hurry on, Miss Emilie, no time to dally with the dilly today.”

Lucy gathers the pitcher and towels and exits the room. Her parting words hang in the air, a poignant farewell to the familiar confines of my childhood home, a reminder of the day’s relentless pace and the storm of change that may be heading my way.
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STILL UNDER THE SPELL of last night’s dream, I can’t resist the need to continue writing down its vivid scenes. The haunting figure that beckons to me, the love that lingers like sweet apple blossoms on my nose, the ominous rumble of a storm echoing in my mind. An escaping growl announces my stomach is ready for breakfast.

Down the stairs I tread, a waltz through the dining room, a skip out the walkway to the kitchen. My nose twitches, drawn in by the salty smoked bacon, the comforting warmth of yeasty dough, and the sugary halo of deep rich molasses. A trinity of scents paints memories on my tongue, each crumb hosts a portal of memory: stolen sips of batter, afternoons kneading beside Martha, the golden joy of the oven’s embrace. The symphony of aromas stirs a warm tide of nostalgia, washing away the last fragile wisps of the dream.

Pausing at the kitchen door, I overhear a conversation between my mother and Martha.

“Next summer, we will meet you in Gettysburg.” My mother, Julia Prescott, draws a shaky breath before she continues. “Jacob will be thrilled to introduce you to the freed population there.” Optimism brims in her words while a hint of sorrow frays the laces of her delicate voice.

“Come now, Mistress Julia, dry those tears! We’ll manage here just fine; it’s only a temporary separation. No need for all this sadness,” says Martha, attempting to dispel the melancholy in the room. “We will be all right here; it’s only for a season.”

“I know, I know. I miss you already,” Mother responds, blinking away the tears forming at the corners of her eyes. “But promise me when we get to Gettysburg, we will do away with all these formalities and you’ll call me Julia?”

Martha hands mother a towel-covered basket. “Here, this will keep your bellies full—got some of them gingerbread cakes Mr. Jacob likes so much.” Martha’s warm chuckle sparks a smile from my mother.

“Thank you. If you happen upon Emilie, will you hurry her along? 

She’s always late.”

“That girl was late to her own birth, if I remember rightly,” Martha recalls. The women share a moment of intimate laughter. “I’ll make sure she’s on time,” Martha promises with a twinkle in her eye, sealing the camaraderie between them.

“Well, I find that highly unlikely,” I say as I push past the door, breezing into the warmed hearth of our soon-to-be former home. I settle down at the rough worktable. Even its familiar splinters do not detract from how much I will miss it, or the heavy drumming of pots and pans, or Martha’s warm buttermilk biscuits. My mouth waters as my eyes turn to the plate of fresh bread slathered in butter.

“Well, Little-Miss-On-Time, your breakfast is getting cold. Lucky for you, I just pulled those from the oven.”

I look up to her with a smirk, and she welcomes my day with a warm smile.

The savory aroma of the bacon to my left mingles with the symphony of smells filling the kitchen—smoke from a bouquet of wood and the faint sweetness of lingering molasses.

My stomach rumbles for me to start creating a mouthful of bliss: warm biscuit, cold bacon, and a bite of heaven. Butter drips between my fingers, and the flaky morsel satisfies my senses. “Martha, I hope 

I can make these as good as yours.”

“It’s simple really, cut the lard into the flour, and don’t overwork the dough like you do my patience. Turns out flaky every time.” Martha’s wisdom carries a legacy of shared kitchen memories, including my giggles spilling forth at this moment.

“Did you pack the receipt book we made?”

I think back to that old leather-bound book, splattered in lard, dusted in flour, recipes bursting from the binding. Its pages are a culmination of my mother’s insistence on a woman’s education in family traditions, and it evokes my childhood all in one glorious tome. I nod.

“That syrup glue your gums together, child? I asked you a question.”

“Yes, ma’am. I put it in my travel bag last night to keep it safe.”

Licking the butter from my fingers, I lean over to open my bag—

“I know you’re not about to touch that bag with those nasty fingers. Here, use this towel. Lord knows I raised you better.”

I pluck the towel from the air as it flies like a wayward ghost that has the texture of tough love. I wipe my fingers carefully and fold it neatly, setting it beside my plate. The feeling of Martha’s eyes hammering in the back of my head dissipate. Still, I hesitate for a moment, just to make sure, before reaching into my bag. From it I pull the book, pen, and ink pot. A few minutes and a dip of the pen later, I begin to jot down scattered notes about my dream.

In the background, I hear Martha humming her usual tune as she washes dishes and pulls heavy cast iron from the fire. Focusing on my work, the blank pages and a fresh leather scent different from the stained rose water paper of my own diary catches my attention.

I look up.

A leather-bound book rests to my left.

I pick it up.

“Oh,” I say. “Did you get this for me?”

“Do chickens lay eggs? Of course we got it for you. How else you going to remember all your ventures and share all your greasy-finger details with me?”

My breath catches as I open the book, leather thick and cool against my fingers, whispering of sacrifice. Deep brown, unmarred by time, it bears the delicate kiss of flowers, each petal glinting with gold leaf like smuggled sunshine. Inside, the pages lie crisp and strong, ready to hold the weight of my life—stories whispered, and secrets screamed. A brass clasp, gleaming like a fallen star, waits to thread the leather tail, securing my thoughts within.

Gratitude: heavy and warm, blossoming in my chest, tangled with the prickly vine of guilt. Father’s face, etched with disapproval, flashes in my mind—the scowl he’d wear if I dared ask for such a treasure. This isn’t just a book, it is a token of love that will hold my life, my future, and my dreams. My heart aches with the knowledge of its cost in several trades from handmade goods, yet I appreciate the love and sacrifice made to obtain this unique luxury.

“Thank you, but you shouldn’t have.”

“You’re not telling me what to do, are you, Little Miss?” “Is Seth still teaching you about words?” I ask, lowering my voice.

“I only know some,” Martha says, no louder than a whisper.

“I’ll teach you more when you come next spring. We’ll get them from this very book,” I say, tapping the top of the book only to notice greasy prints on the hard leather cover. My hand goes to reach—

“Child, I know you not about to reach for that dirty rag you just wiped your greasy fingers on. I know the good Lord gave you more sense than salt in a thimble. Dear Lord, I know—”

“Amen!” I say before she can get the holy rolling.

My eyes cross paths with Martha’s just as she turns to look at me. She licks the scowl off her lips as her temper melts like butter. The words to follow are a salve to the pain that coats my heart. “I’m going to miss you, Little Miss.”

“What am I going to do without your sunshine when it rains?”

“Well, that’s what them words are for, ain’t it? You put them out like letters. I am sure someone with your good learning can make sense of that.”

Martha wipes her hands on her apron, then hastily pulls a small decorative bottle of perfume from her pocket. “And here’s this, too, so you don’t go around smelling like a farm girl. Ain’t no husband want you then. And Lord knows we can’t have you a spinster.”

“I don’t need a husband. Husbands and children can wait, as I have more important things to do.”

Martha’s smile stains the windows to my soul as she wordlessly walks over and, with the tenderness of more than a friend, gathers my belongings from the table and my hands and places them in my bag. A thumb to the tongue, she brushes the grease from my cheek, and kisses the top of my head. “I promised your mother you would get out to the wagons on time.”

My arms fold around her, and I hug my world, my childhood, and my surrogate mother in one single embrace.

She hugs me back, kisses the top of my head, and puts her hands on the ruffled shoulders of my brown-checked travel dress. “Little Miss, those bony shoulders need covering, lest your father cry louder than a rooster come early morning.” I blink.

My eyes widen.

“My shawl! I almost forgot it ...” One last look at Martha.

I rush from the kitchen.

Pause just beyond the threshold.

Turn back to yell my thanks, amble through the foyer, gallop past the dining room, and burst into the parlor—I left it, where?

Memories surge like a tide as I stand in the threshold. The hush of the stately room now bears witness to the weight of time. The heavy furniture lines the space, inviting guests to sit for a while. In the corner, the piano stands stoic, holding the whispered notes of distant memories from when I played Beethoven and Mozart for hours on end. The echoes of my grandmother’s laughter and encouragement follow with the gentle sway of her rocking chair. Now only specks of dust, shimmering in the morning light, linger in the air.

And in this silent moment, a vivid memory emerges juxtaposed against the serene setting—the image of her casket surrounded by flowers, the mourners’ quiet tears. They haunt me. The parlor is draped in the bittersweet fabric of my past. No shawl of the present resides here.

“Emilie!” my father’s voice calls from the entryway. Come to think of it, his voice does have a bit of a cluck.

“Emilie!” he repeats.

His demanding crow cracks open a dam of panic within me. Where’s the shawl? My memory of it remains stubbornly blank. Bunching my skirt in my fists, I fly up the stairs, skipping two at a time, my heart a hummingbird trapped behind my ribs.

At the top of the landing, each doorway is a silent taunt. The nursery is empty, sunlight painting stripes across the bare crib. Parents’ old room, bed undisturbed, his shaving strop hangs limp near the wash basin. I fling open the doors, logic drowned by the rising wave of desperation. Just as I left it, the barren room sits stoic and pensive, curtains billowing like ghosts in the wind, birds outside chirping their oblivious melodies. One last hope, the wardrobe—I rip open the doors, its cavernous depths echoing a hollow Not here, Emilie, hurry!

My pulse quickens as I have pressed the limits of my tardiness. Quickening my steps to the window at the end of the hall. Peering out the stained glass, the scene below unfolds. Simon and Amos wrestle with knotted ropes securing the last of our meager belongings. Father’s scowling face eyes his pocket watch; it ticks out my dwindling seconds. Uncle William, an impatient hornet buzzing, shouts orders at the lingering servants. Mother, oblivious to the mounting stress, engages in casual conversation with Miss Maisy, our gardener and one of the laundresses. One detail ignites a spark of hope—the teams remain unhitched!

“Little Miss, do you think they are waiting for the cows or waiting on you? I reckon a few more minutes the cows been home, packed up their milk, and showed up for the wagon first.” She places her hands on my shoulders, drawing my attention to her. Martha’s voice, soft yet firm, reminds me the time to leave is near. Her reassuring hands turn me about and nudge me toward the proper path to my family, not directly out the window.

Hands that are powerful enough to knead bread, yet equally gentle to coax newborns into the world, including my brothers and me. Hands that I will not feel again for what seems like will be forever. The reality of my leaving suddenly hits me like a wave. The finality seizes my body, causing a knot in my stomach that refuses to dissipate.

My throat tightens as tears blur and spill from my eyes. My stomach lurches and my feet won’t carry me any farther. I can’t turn my back and leave like this. My body shifts about, and I turn to close the distance that Martha insists stays between us.

“I wish you would come with us now.” My words are muffled by the crease of her warm fabric. The smell of comfort, safety, and what must be a bucket of lard. “This doesn’t have to be—you can come now. You can be free; you can help me with all my important things, and I can be the one that teaches you—”

“Hush now, Little Miss, no one’s got time for that foolishness. We promised your Pa we would see your uncle through the growing season and if anything, us Blackwells keep to our word. Mr. Jacob gave Big Jim our freedom papers. Freedom we’ll be tasting just as the crops be jumping. Now you go on, we’ll see you next year. Go on.”

As Martha turns my form around yet again, she gives me a gentle push, ushering me back toward the stairs. I don’t see it, but I think I can hear it. The whisper of a bit back sob. 

For once I disobey her direct orders and turn back to see her retrieve a handkerchief from her apron pocket, a wrinkled scrap from one of my old aprons. It may lack the crisp whiteness of my own, but its value is immeasurable knowing it’s hers now.

Martha forces optimism like a ray of sunshine. Numbly, I nod, tears uncontrollably streaming down my cheeks.

“I love you, Martha.” The break in my voice reminds me of the crack in my resolve back when a terrified three-year-old me stood lost and alone facing my first thunderstorm. Martha had scooped me out of my bed back then, but she would scoop no more in the year ahead.

With a wink and a smile that would brighten midnight, she replies, “You know I do too.

“Remember, child, life is full of twists and turns. You gots to keep your heart open for all the possibilities. Don’t let me be the one to hold you back.”

Thankfully, the distance between me and the front door gives me time to rein in my emotions before confronting a yard full of people. My shawl lies neatly folded on the foyer table, waiting for me. Who knew fabric could be so judgmental? Stopping at the foyer mirror, I set the fabric straight as I drape it over my shoulders, pull on my straw hat, and wrestle to tuck in the flyaway ends of my hair as I secure them into the snood and fasten it all down with two hat pins. I force a brave smile in the mirror—it reflects pretend confidence back at me.

“Emilie!”

“Coming!”
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​Family Ties


In every conceivable manner,

the family is a link to our past,

a bridge to our future.

~Alex Haley

SEPTEMBER 1860

PRESCOTT PLANTATION, VIRGINIA

The door closes and the latch falls shut, securing the old memories behind. Emerging into the brazen sunlight, I blink at the unexpected chaos sprawling before me. The carriage path, usually a scene of sedate order, is a whirlwind of people with wagons lined up and not a single horse in sight. There is a lingering hope that I might steal away to find Seth and Big Jim for a final farewell.

Why does departure feel like a bittersweet tug of war within my soul? Beyond these pines, a foreign world beckons to me, full of risks and maybe rewards? Did Odysseus ever feel so uncertain under such tumultuous times?

A clod of earth whizzes past my ear, narrowly missing my cheek. But I am not spared a second time as another clump of soil pelts my right shoulder. Dirt tumbles down my sleeve, leaving a trail of dust on my dress. Before I can even react, another missile knocks my hat forward, despite the pins anchoring it in place.

I whirl around, my irritation bubbling over.

My second oldest brother, a mischievous grin plastered on his face, eyes me with glee.

Familiar hay clings to his clothes, a comforting scent that belies the shadows playing around his sun-tanned face. hazel eyes, both playful and enigmatic, crinkle with amusement as he leans in, a question mark carved in his brow. Henry’s hands, strong and rough from handling reins and ropes alike, rest on my shoulders. Their grip grounds me while the shadow he casts before us whispers of secrets brothers keep from their sisters.

“Dammit Henry, what are you doing?” I sigh, feigning exasperation even as a smile tugs at the corners of my mouth.

“Don’t let Mother hear you say that.” His grin widens, a triumphant glint in his eyes. “Where you sneakin’ off to?”

“One last goodbye to Big Jim and Seth.” Pulling away from him, I start down the path leading to the slaves’ quarters. It’s dusty but worn smooth by countless footsteps.

“You won’t make it,” Henry calls after me, his smugness tinged with a sliver of concern. “They’re in the drying barn, and if you don’t hurry back, you’ll be stuck here with Uncle William and Aunt Jenny, and we both know they’ll have you in a convent before Friday.”

He is not wrong about our aunt and uncle; their disapproval of my independent spirit is a constant thorn in my side. Still, Henry’s words are an unwelcome reminder of my predicament as he always manages to burrow into my business like a tick under my skin.

Turning back, I counter, “The team isn’t hitched yet. I can make it in time.”

Henry’s brows furrow. “No, you can’t. I was just in the barn; they’re coming out now. That’s at least a ten-minute walk, who knows where in God’s green country they are now?”

I sigh, and just as grandfather used to say, I am the unfortunate dog, unable to shake him off.

Yet, I notice his smile fades as his words leave no room for argument. My mischievous brother, the source of constant annoyance, is now a pillar of support, as he too feels our impending separation from home.

“Oh, all right.” I turn back, deflated.

“You said your goodbyes yesterday. Keep saying them and they will no longer be goodbyes.” Henry throws an arm around my shoulder, so Mother doesn’t see the mess he’s made on my once clean clothes.

“I know, it’s just—”

“It’s just hard to let go. I know. But Martha is strong and Big Jim is—um, well–big. They will be all right, Em.” My brother’s voice is softer than usual. “Besides, Father did everything to secure their freedom, except take them with us today, and it was Big Jim’s idea to stay behind anyway. Though I’ll never understand why.”

The familiar banter and playful jabs between Henry and me are a beacon of normalcy amidst the disorientating swirl of change and remind me that not everything will be lost. As we approach the wagons, the familiar drawl of Uncle William and my eldest brother, Aaron, rise in debate, their voices locked in the familiar controversy of looming change. A wry smile flickers on my lips. Not everything will be missed.

Uncle William, red-faced and resolute, punctuates his statement. “Breckinridge best take the day in November, or there will be secession in the South!”

Ah yes, the Richmond newspapers have been all in an uproar about the upcoming election between Douglas, Breckenridge, Bell, and—most controversial according to the Richmond papers—Lincoln.

Aaron, ever the voice of reason, counters in measured tones, “It depends on how each state votes. We need a good turnout to defeat Douglas and Lincoln.”

Well, there, he said it—Lincoln, painted as a radical Northerner in the Richmond papers,  whose platform boasts he is firmly against slavery.

Uncle William’s jaw hardens with disgust at the mere mention of Lincoln, a means of great amusement for me despite its predictability, until he speaks. “He is tying our hands, between the taxes and restricting slavery in the new territories. We are going to lose our farms; Breckenridge must win.”

The debate wears on, which I tune out as I take notice of Aaron holding Starlight’s reins. The mare tosses her head in reaction to each throw of my uncle’s hands. Is he trying to take flight? Granted all his flapping will in no way deter the steady logic of my brother in this debate. Then again, if by some miracle he did manage to take to the air, Aunt Jenny, a silent but reluctant sentinel, will no doubt keep him grounded given how she clings to him and his every need. Her eyes betray boredom and annoyance with her husband’s squawking, but she doesn’t bother herself with interrupting them. Aunt Jenny has never concerned herself with the newspapers the way I do, and I’m smart enough to know this prattle between uncle and brother is pointless.

Uncle William announces, “If this election goes the wrong way, I will secede in a heartbeat along with the other Southern states.”


Pointless until now.

My mouth starts to open.



But Aaron’s words cut through the tension before my own opinion can be voiced. “Let’s see who wins first.”

I close my mouth, remembering if I dare to reiterate what the Richmond paper stated about this subject, Uncle William will know his attempts to hide the papers from me were futile. I’m in no mood for more looks of reproach from him or my leech of an aunt.

Uncle William says, “Sitting around doesn’t change men. You must persuade them, bend them, make them think as you do. 

Didn’t they teach you that in law school?”

“They did, but if the North continues to raise prices of finished goods and demand our raw materials be given at dirt cheap prices, then I’m afraid we’ll be too poor to afford any of it,” says Aaron.

Uncle William is quick to add, “The reputation of Virginia tobacco is strong, best in the world even. If the North doesn’t wish to reconsider how they deal with the raw materials provided by the South, then we will simply sell to England, France, and the rest of the world; federal taxes be damned.”

Uncle’s face flushes deeper shade of red, as his rant continues.

Aaron’s hand goes to stroke Starlight’s neck. “Well, you had best figure something out. The plantation’s profit is the least of our worries if Lincoln gets the election. People are struggling to afford a means to live given the cost of staples, and the southern people depend on legacies such as ours to stimulate the economy. “

“Yankee bastards and their greed—they have no right to raise the price of slave cloth when we are the ones providing the raw goods to make it. If it goes up any higher, I dare say we’ll have to resort to our suits being tailored from it and pray for longer summers and milder winters for the sake of our property.” For all his blustering, the veins in Uncle William’s temples appear to pop out again.

Just then, Aunt Jenny yawns loudly. Starlight follows, and for a moment I see a similarity in them that goes beyond action— long drawn-out faces, big front teeth. The only difference is Aunt Jenny can say something if she dares. Her barely concealed disdain for the conversation momentarily draws attention away from the heated argument. Both Aaron and Uncle notice those around them. Me standing tight lipped, the horse—I mean my aunt—and Henry using my clean shoulder as a pillow and sponge for his drool.

“Ah Emilie, we were worried we would have to leave you behind. Though it’s a shame you found Henry.” Aaron holds my satchel open so I can retrieve my riding gloves.

Henry raises his head in alarm, wiping the spittle from his mouth. “Hey, you can’t leave me here.”

“We can if you don’t make yourself useful.” Aaron fastens the latch of my travel bag and then shoves it at Henry. “Now go load this up with yourself on the wagons.”

Henry grunts at the weight of my bag. “What did you pack in here, Em?”

“Half the plantation I imagine,” says Aaron.

“You two are insufferable, not that I would dream of taking either of your rooms if I stayed here or managed to shove the contents of both into my bag. Besides, Gettysburg is full of great opportunities for me. Opportunities that could be lost if I don’t have everything I need.”

“Opportunities for a husband, I hope.” Aunt Jenny’s forced smile is her dismal attempt to make light conversation.

Willing myself not to roll my eyes at her absurdity, I say politely to appease her, “I will send you an invitation if that happens, Aunt Jenny.”

“A Northern boy, no doubt. He’ll not be welcome here.” Uncle William’s cold, vacant statement is his last attempt to upset me.

Ignoring him, I mount Starlight only to have Aunt Jenny let out a gasp. Now what? I look in her direction. Her piercing blue eyes are wide with disapproval.

“Emilie! Side-saddle is preferred for genteel ladies!” Aunt Jenny’s voice is as sharp as the obsidian brooch adorning her black dress. No doubt she is still in mourning over the death of fun.

I meet her gaze unflinching, a spark of defiance dancing in my eyes. “Aunt Jenny,” I begin, “I cannot afford to be genteel in this terrain. If I am to ever catch a husband, I must be alive to do so 

and capable of running him down.”

Aaron clears his throat, shifting uncomfortably.

Henry ducks away with my travel bag to avoid a pending confrontation.

Uncle William grumbles under his breath, a low rumble that speaks volumes.

But Aunt Jenny uses the awkward silence like a weapon. “But a lady’s reputation—”

“Is not dependent on the position of one’s legs upon a horse,” I retort, unafraid of her being aghast. “My reputation will be built on my own merits.”

With that, I urge Starlight forward, leading the way ahead of the wagons. The silence behind me is broken only by the rhythmic clip-clop of hooves and the rustle of leaves in the autumn wind.

As I ride, the crisp air fills my lungs, carrying with it the scent of freedom and possibility. I feel a new sense of liberation, a young woman on the cusp of a new adventure, and I won’t let anyone dictate my fate.
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​Richmond to Gettysburg


Don’t listen to what they say. Go see.

~Chinese Proverb

SEPTEMBER 1860

RICHMOND, VIRGINIA

We leave the verdant embrace of the plantation pines as we turn onto Plank Road. Starlight’s hooves drum a familiar rhythm on the well-worn path. Once upon a time, it led to childhood adventures of treasures found in local shops. Now, it leads to a journey of a different magnitude—one fueled by purpose and hope.

The crisp dawn air gives way to the warmth of the afternoon. The sun, though still potent, lacks the searing intensity of its summer counterpart as August heat surrenders to the gentle embrace of September. This makes our journey considerably more comfortable.

The plantation fades into the distance, and a sense of calm washes over me, dispelling some of the fear that clings to me. The wind whispers through the fields, carrying conversations I long to decipher. Starlight’s chestnut ears swivel, attuned to the symphony of nature as we lead the wagons toward Richmond.

As we draw nearer to the hustle and bustle of the city, houses and buildings sprout from the landscape without preamble, causing my mare’s ears to twitch nervously, alert to the discordance of the streets ahead. I give her a reassuring stroke on her neck as civilization arrives in view quite abruptly.

The world explodes around us—snorting horses, creaking wagons, and shouting vendors. Starlight dances beneath me, her nostrils flaring at the offending, unfamiliar scents of industry. My fingers on the reins feel useless as I attempt to anchor her rising anxiety. Her hooves, a frantic drumbeat against the cobblestone, mirror the rising panic in my chest. The words of my riding instructor, Limerick, echo through my mind. Sit deep, heels down, breathe. If you’re calm, she’ll calm. “Steady, girl.”

However, our anxieties play off one another. Me over her. Her over everything else. Fighting her is more of a headache than I can handle, and I decide to surrender. With a pull of my inside rein, I steer her about, back to the solace of the wagons that once trailed behind. Dismounting her, I remove her bridle and hook her halter to a lead rope hanging off the caboose of our entourage. She in turn lips the sturdy oak of the cart in hopes it may gift her grain or hay and snorts her disproval when it doesn’t, but her preoccupation with her stomach calms the waves of nausea within mine. Now, I can at least take in the sights and sounds around us.

The train station presents a monstrous black beast of iron and steel, bellowing a challenge from across the rail yard. Starlight whinnies, a sharp cry against the cacophony of the city. The air is thick with wood smoke and the oily reek of progress. Steel tracks stretch like iron veins, beckoning to destinations lost in a hazy distance.

We witness the sights, sounds, and mixed colors of all humanity. Melodies of foreign languages weave through the air punctuated by the staccato of hurried footsteps. The symphony of street noises, of carriage wheels thundering on cobblestone, a rhythmic undercurrent of the bassy thrum of distant rails.

Together Starlight and I stand alone, two islands of unease against the swirling world around us. Her tremors subside, replaced by a watchful stillness as our caravan draws to a halt. In that moment, with her warm shoulder against my own, I find courage in the face of these new surroundings.

Father and Aaron pass the reins of their respective teams to Mother and Henry. Meanwhile, I perch myself up front beside Henry, and together we drink in the weird elixir life has to offer our senses.

Ladies adorned in silks and brocades, their jewels glittering like constellations in the afternoon light, jostle with plain-clothed women, their headscarves vibrant against the muted tones of their attire. Children, from cherubic toddlers to mischievous brats not quite in their teens—their faces a mix of excitement and apprehension—trot alongside their parents.

Henry nudges me. “Look, a pickpocket.”

I see a young boy slide past an older gentleman, patting him on the shoulder with one hand while slipping his other hand inside the man’s coat. A blink later and the boy vanishes back into the crowd.

“Looks like that one is going to an opera.”  I use an index finger to turn his face toward an overdressed woman in lace, beads, and feathers.

Henry laughs. “No, Em, that’s a prostitute.”

“What? How do you know? Where is she going dressed like that?”

A burst of laughter escapes him as I gasp, red-faced, trying to shake the crass words from my mind.

“Probably to the nearest hotel to make that man’s dreams come true.” I feel him nudge me with his knee, his body trembling with amusement.

Two figures emerge from the station.

“There they are.” I point to Aaron and Father, who holds several pieces of white paper—the bits not stowed in his grip fluttering in an unforgiving wind. They walk toward us, and upon their arrival Father greets us with a long list of instructions.

“Boys, we have two hours to feed and load the animals. Then we need to ...” Father carries on with the list as I begin to worry.

Unable to wait for him to finish, I interrupt. “What about Starlight?”

Father’s gaze meets mine. “Starlight will be loaded with the rest of the team. Everything must stay together for easy transfer between trains.”

My heart clenches at his words. I know he’s right, but the thought of entrusting my beloved horse to a stranger makes me nervous.

“How about I load her?” I ask, adding, “I don’t trust her with strangers.”

Father’s brow furrows.

But dismissing the silent warning, I press on. “She’s more comfortable with me. It’s for ease of loading. I’ll get her tucked in with a double bedding of straw and plenty of hay and—”
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“No Emilie, it’s not safe for you. The horse will be all right with me,” says Father. His decree leaves no room for argument. With a quiet sigh, I step off the wagon, untether my beloved friend, and hand her lead to Father. My fingers linger on the worn lead rope as it slips from my grasp, and I pat her neck, reassuring both of us that our separation is temporary.

The platform hums with a strange emptiness, as the echoes of another departed train hover like ghosts in the smoky air. Mother and I sit nestled on a bench, adrift in a sea of anxiety and impatience waiting for the men to return. The residual weight of what we left behind persistently presses on me. Are we doing the right thing? The plantation, our home for generations, now stands poised on the precipice of change, handed over to my uncle with a handshake and a sigh of resignation.

“I worry Father’s decision is the wrong one,” I whisper against the evening breeze.

Mother’s breath escapes in a soft sigh. “It is a choice, my darling, as bitter as chicory. Your father cannot hold onto the land while clinging to his conscience. Uncle William, for all his faults, will keep the fields green and the family legacy strong, even if it comes at a cost we cannot stomach.”

“But leaving feels like a betrayal.” My voice chokes, my cheeks feel as though they are in a permanent state of flush, and my eyes fill to the rim with fresh tears ready to flow.

Mother’s hand rests on mine, her touch is a beacon of quiet strength calming my emotional storm. “It is why we chose to keep the land in the family and walk away. We choose a different path, one where we can do what’s right in our hearts to soothe our aching souls. The whispers and shunning are proof our community no longer holds a place for us. The isolation will slowly kill us if we stay.”

My fists clench beneath her steady hand. “But I can’t bear turning our backs, knowing he’ll buy and sell lives like cattle.”

“Nor can I. That’s why we’re starting anew, removing ourselves from an inhumane system. No more scornful glances for treating humans with respect. Just us, building our home within a community where we can be ourselves and you can follow your dreams.”

The glimmer in her eyes, a spark of independence, refuses to be extinguished.

“Do you think slavery will end soon?” I whisper, the question, 

a fragile butterfly against the bars of our reality.

The bittersweet smile curves her lips. “I wish I had an answer. We are women, expected to tend gardens and nurture children, not uproot mountains. But remember, even a whisper can echo across a valley, and sometimes even the smallest bloom can break through the most worn cobblestone.”

We sit in silence for a while watching the world spin around us, the train tracks stretching off into the unknown. The sight makes my blood pump with fresh anxieties and possibilities.

“Are you excited, Mother?” I exchange worry for hope.

A genuine, soft laugh bubbles up from her chest. “Excited? 

Oh yes.”

“Why? Don’t you like our life?”

Mother takes my hand. “I love it, but I crave the independence of my girlhood. Doing it all myself.”

“All the cleaning, cooking, managing a garden and house? Sounds exhausting.”

Her voice dips into a conspiratorial whisper, and I lean closer, drawn into the secret pact we are forging. “The pride in tending a good home and raising a healthy family is worth it, Em. Besides, we’ll make Martha proud.”

A smile beams from my face. Just the mention of Martha being proud of us is like finding the perfect rose, priceless confirmation of all our efforts.

“You’re right. We’ll make her proud, manage it flawlessly. After all, if she can do it, then we can too. Oh, I can’t wait to see her next year, not as servant, but as friend and sister.” A smile breaks through, and with it, peace against the uncertainties that lie beyond.

Martha spent years tending our hearth and our hearts as the silent keeper of dreams and anxieties. Now, freedom beckons them to a home of their own with a roof for their own dreams to breathe. Moving, no matter the distance, makes it worth it if it means giving them a taste of liberty.

The setting sun casts long shadows across the platform, painting the world in hues of orange and gold. In the distance, the wail of a train whistle echoes, a haunting melody of farewell and a challenge to explore the great beyond. I meet my mother’s gaze, a silent pact forged by our shared grief and hope. We are leaving behind the ghosts of the past, embracing the uncertainty of our future with a quiet determination of women who know our worth, our voice, and the strength of our hands.

The men return with dust settling in the creases of their clothes, painting their faces with the grime of their tasks. Henry’s brow glistens with sweat, a bead poised over his eye like a mischievous insect. Mother, calm as ever, hands us each an apple to tide us over as we are about to get on the train.

“Don’t eat too fast, you never know how travel will disagree with your stomach.” Mother’s warning forces me to slow down and chew thoughtfully, despite my stomach wanting more.
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THE PLATFORM FILLS with a crowd of frenzied passengers. Porters, laden with mountains of luggage, weave carts through the kaleidoscope of impatient travelers. The air thickens with anticipation and the acrid tang of wood smoke billows from the engines with the promise of departure.

The crowd pulses around me, a chaotic swirl of bodies and bags. The train looms before me, a behemoth of iron and soot, its black smoke staining the twilight sky. My heart quickens in my chest as I face the impossibly high step, the gateway to my unknown adventure.

A weathered hand grasps mine, calloused fingers offering a steady grip and a smile etched in sun-bronzed skin. I turn to look at the figure.

“Safe travels, miss.” The porter’s voice is tinged with pipe tobacco and the distant echoes of countless journeys.

“Thank you, sir.” The warmth of his hand lets go as I am presented with a narrow claustrophobic aisle, the road to my seat. My feet trip over bags and the disapproving stares of fellow passengers’ glares as I make my way to the small oasis. Relief floods me as I sink into the rough worn cushioned bench and feel the cool night air seep through the open window beside me. 

“Emilie, close that window.” Mother’s voice cuts through the noise swirling around us. “You’ll be bathed in soot before we leave the station.” She works to transform the two bench seats into a haven for the night.

Henry stows our belongings in the overhead hatch, his eyes yearning to join the men as they retreat to the smoking car.

Father, his hand on Mother’s shoulder as she rises from her task, winks at me. “Aaron and I will be in the smoking car to listen to the latest news.”

“You mean gossip,” says Mother.

He squeezes her shoulder and smirks. “Our business is more important than gossip, my dear.”

Mother rolls her eyes and bats his hand away, which all surmounts to rich laughter echoing down the aisle as Father takes his leave.

I watch as Henry rises to follow him, only for Aaron’s large hand to block his advance.

The boys exchange glares, but Aaron’s words beat our brother to the punch. “Someone has to look after the ladies, wouldn’t you agree?”

A little push and Henry falls back into a seat, crestfallen as Aaron disappears into the congested aisle.
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MOTHER’S KNITTING NEEDLES, a rhythmic counterpoint to the train’s lullaby, become a fortress of calm amidst the close confines of the rail car. Henry, still brooding, hides behind his cap, while I, armed with a journal and pen, seek refuge in the inkwell of words.

September 16, 1860

Today is a day of goodbyes and sadness. Now that I am on the train, I feel better untied from emotions back home. I can safely tuck away these memories. Train travel is so much about hurry and wait; the congestion of people, new sights, new sounds and smells, it’s all overwhelming. I sit here as the darkness sets in wondering what our new place will look like. When will I get to start school? Will I make friends?

“Emilie, put your things away. You will strain your eyes writing in the dark,” says Mother. Heeding her warning, I cork the ink, cover the nib, dry the page, close the book, and tuck it safe into my travel bag. Sliding the bag under my feet, I press my head on the cool glass of the window to watch the landscape whiz by.

The twilight sky fades to indigo with freckles of bright stars. The train’s mournful whistle echoes through the night air. Inside, the rhythmic rattle of wheels weaves a hypnotic lullaby. Passengers, lulled by the gentle rocking, gradually succumb to sleep. Heavy eyelids flutter down, soft snores and sighs blend into a chorus of slumber. The lullaby soon works its magic on me as my eyes flutter closed.
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THE WEIGHT OF MY BROTHERS’ slumbering bodies pressing against me, I awaken not only to Aaron’s bad breath as his arm cradles my head—which he uses for a pillow—but Henry’s snores, a rhythmic wheeze that fills my right ear. Mother and Father whisper in hushed tones while seated across from us.

“Where are we?” I croak, my voice raw with sleep and as dry as summer cotton. 

“We are in Alexandria. We stay until Baltimore. Go back to sleep,” says Father.

“Why are we switching trains?” The realization suddenly dawns on me.

“Different tracks, something about gauges,” my father explains, his voice ever patient. “Sleep, Em, we’ll talk later.” Despite my blurry vision I sense a wink, and I settle my head back in the crook of Aaron’s arm, drawn back into the embrace of sleep.

The sun, a dusty intruder, pushes through the soot-streaked window, heralding a new day. We disembark, grabbing a quick breakfast and tending to our needs before rushing onto our final train to Hanover.

The last five hours of the journey stretch before me like a weary road, the train’s rattle a monotonous dirge. Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss, a tragic melody mirroring the rails’ melancholic rhythm, devours my attention. Restless after a time, I begin to pace the narrow aisle before finally succumbing to a nap from boredom.

An alarm blares. “Wake up!”

A violent jolt and I jump. “Wh-what? Huh? Who?”

Oh. Aaron’s face is inches away from mine.

Realizing it is a false alarm, my body relaxes back into the subtle embrace of sleep, and I do my best to shake it off with a stretch, grabbing Henry’s shirt in the process. 

Fingernails claw into the fabric while my half-shut eyes try to blink away the cobwebs.

“Ow! Em, I’m not a mattress!”

“Close enough,” I say, smacking my lips before my nose begins to scrunch.

The familiar stench of unwashed bodies, stale tobacco, and heavy perfume assaults my senses. The train, a claustrophobic chamber, pulses with the shift of people and luggage who overflow into our compartment from the aisle.

“We are almost there,” Henry announces, his tousled hair reflecting his waning enthusiasm for train travel. “Finally, off this rocking bucket of bolts.”

Mother, her face etched with exhaustion, tidies her disheveled hair. “Pack your bags, don’t leave anything behind.”

Aaron and Father begin their swim through the sea of people. Henry gathers our bags, leaving Mother and I with our small reticules for shopping.

The train screeches to a halt. The station, a brick and stone beacon, welcomes us with its platform. The crowd, a heaving tide, surges around us—families reuniting in a flurry of waves and handkerchiefs.

However, no one awaits our arrival. The realization swells up within me, leaving me adrift in a sea of strangers. My vision tunnels, shrinking to the frantic search for Mother’s familiar messy bun or her brown and green shawl. But every face I meet is foreign, their smiles mocking the panic about to crest my lips.

A light touch to the shoulder, a grasp of my hand. Mother’s embrace anchors me, guiding us through the ripples of town folk and into the bustling street.

“The shops are this way,” she announces, her voice a lifeline in this new world.

The town unfolds before us, a merger of roads in all directions. Shops sit on every corner. A hotel in front of me, merchant stores to the right and left of me. Their windows host an array of menswear, jewelry, and grocery provisions. We head toward the grocer; the name Boyer & Sons is scrolled in the front window.

Mother pushes open the door jing-ah-ling-ah-ling. My gaze floats to the top of the door, taking note of the bell. That must get annoying. I try to softly close the door behind me so as not to cause further assumed irritation.

“Good day, ladies.” The man behind the counter casts curious eyes our way. His long mustache, red cheeks, and green hues capture my attention. “May I help you find something?”

I glance at Mother as she shows him her list, and they move off in another direction. My eyes wander to a newspaper on the counter: The Compiler, dated Monday, September 17, 1860. Oh, right, it’s my birthday today. I almost forgot, and from the looks of things—I glance over to Mother—they forgot too.

Drawn toward the paper, I discreetly turn the pages, scanning the columns of ads, court orders, and auctions. There it is—an advertisement for the Female Institute, Winter Session starting in October! An audible gasp escapes me before I can press my lips together to stifle the sound. A women’s school! I thought I would have to attend a public school. My finger remains on the announcement, and my excitement can’t help but bubble over with my delight.

“Aren’t you a little too old for schooling?” I look up to see a woman who I presume is the shopkeeper’s wife. She looks similar to her husband. Except instead of green eyes, hers are a clear blue, framed by wisps of hair the tone of wood with the faintest touch of ash giving color to her wisdom.

I offer a hopeful smile and say, “Yes ma’am, I am going to be a teacher.”

Her raised eyebrows add a touch of suspicion as her clearwaters drink me in from head to whatever is still visible above the counter. “Well then, you have two choices, the one your finger is on or the public school. The second is a fine institution of education, particularly for those of meager means like backwater hill folk. Have you seen their ad?”

This woman’s words do not strike upon deaf ears, but they do strike me dumb.

“Would you like to purchase a paper, miss?”

I fetch the coins from my reticule. “Yes ... please, ma’am.”

As I deposit the coins into her hand, she assails me with a swift succession of inquiries, taking me once again unaware. “Just off the train? I suppose you are visiting family here?” “Yes ma’am.” I nod my head.

She grimaces.

Did I say something to offend?

“Settling for good?”

“Well, my father thought it was nice enough ...?” “Nice, enough?” She draws in a sharp inhale.

“Better than where we came from?” I bite my lip. Is there any hope of appeasing her?

“Well, of course, though where are you from exactly?” Leaning over the counter to study me, those blue eyes like icicles penetrate mine, demanding and unforgiving no matter the answers I provide. If she were any closer, I know her breath would feel hot and wet. Her heavy breathing matches her demanding tone, like a rabid dog, but would it smell the same? My nose wrinkles. 

Oh wait, she asked a question, uhm ...

“R-Richmond, ma’am.” The words trip out of my mouth. “We just moved here from Virginia.”

Befuddled, I struggle to understand both what is going on and why?

“Well, no wonder.” She cocks her head to one side, still glaring at me with the intensity of a blizzard in January.

Then, a light, if by some miracle, flickers in her eyes.

A revelation? My salvation from this conversation?

“Southerner, huh? This paper may not suit your views, but we offer another one. It doesn’t come out until tomorrow.”

Pulling the paper closer, I say, “That’s all right, I will take this one for now, miss ... ma’am?”

I thank her, my tongue numbed by the two little words, before I attempt to fade from the counter. Mother approaches her next with the goods, followed by the store owner. They carry on a pleasant conversation while I watch, still out of sorts from my unexpected interrogation.

When it comes time to leave the store, I wonder how it is that she feels so content and happy while I am feeling ... How dare someone do that to a perfect stranger? I will never visit this place again! She makes me so ... so ... so angry!

Outside the shop, the crowd thins out, leaving an occasional passerby, yet the tension lingers within and unnerves me.

“Weren’t they pleasant people?” Mother casts me an inquisitive look. “What’s vexing you?”

“Nice enough,” I reply, but the hollowness in my tone betrays the truth. “I doubt we’ll be sharing tea anytime soon.”

“Emilie Kathryn, what’s gotten into you?” Her tone, shifting to sharp disapproval, pulls me back to reality.

“I was courteous and amiable, but she questioned me as if I were a criminal. That woman was downright rude!” My retort carries more volume than intended. I simply cannot fathom the audacity to interrogate me in such a manner.

I begin to mount a defense to the judge, jury, and executioner walking beside me when I see her raise her chin and shake her head. Her knowing revelation halts me in my tracks.

But I haven’t even had a chance to plead my case! Is there no justice in the world?

“Your accent must have unsettled her. Folks from small towns are wary of strangers,” Mother explains, as if it should have been evident to me. Yet, her composed methodical tone irks me. Not that this stops her.

“Remember, you are a stranger here. They’ll warm up to you eventually, but until this community understands your intentions, you must show them respect.” Her hand gestures to wave away my frustration, but then she makes an abrupt stop.

But why?

“But,” she begins, pausing for emphasis.

But what?

“Your poor attitude won’t aid in that.”

My jaw drops and a pout begins to scribble across my brow. Her words sting me. Never in all my days did I think she would play the role of angry bee in my bonnet! Mother always gets in the final say, and just like that, the problem is buttoned up and concluded, in her mind, at least. We walk in silence, leaving me to ponder this alleged accent.

I don’t have an accent. If I did, no one ever pointed it out before. Do I try to cover it or hope they’ll get used to it? This isn’t going to stop me now.

I turn back toward the store. Perhaps I am overreacting. The door sign is flipped from open to closed. It feels like an ominous omen. The shade snaps shut. Yes, it all points to the fact that this endeavor will prove more challenging than I can imagine. A shiver runs down my spine, signaling the beginning of many unforeseen challenges and mysteries on a path I can neither recognize nor fathom.

The wagons are waiting when we arrive back at the railway station. Happy to see Starlight again, I pet her neck and whisper apologies for the train ride to her. She nuzzles me in search of some reward for all her suffering, not listening when I tell her I have nothing on hand. At least this exchange distracts her from Father as he tacks her up for me, but I can’t help but feel judged when it is a bit and not a carrot pressed past her lips. Perhaps this is her reason for startling disagreement when I go to mount her? Maybe I should give her time to settle after such a trip. I dismount and remove her bridle, tying her to the back of the wagon.

“We will ride later, once you stop feeling like everything is about to kill you,” I say before climbing into the wagon, and we head out toward our new home on Table Rock Road.
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​New Neighbors


Home is a place not only of strong

affection  but of entirely unreserved:

it is life’s undress rehearsal,

its backroom, its dressing room.

~Harriet Beecher Stowe

SEPTEMBER 1860

GETTYSBURG, PENNSYLVANIA

The wagon creaks and groans as we travel toward our new house. Anticipation flutters in my chest as we turn onto the drive. The trees transform into a tunnel of crimson, gold, and green, their leaves blushing with the last gasp of autumn. They rustle with whispered secrets in the wind—a welcome or a warning?

I crane my neck, peering over my parents’ shoulders, steadying myself, concentrating on a wisp of smoke dancing from the chimney of the two-story house coming into view. My breath catches in my throat. Is that it? Why is there ...

“Are you sure this is the right place?” 

My father’s shoulder twitches ever so slightly under my hand.

Mother’s head snaps around, and her eyes flicker with irritation. “I think your father knows which house we own, Emilie.” 

Her reprimand makes me think I didn’t see it at all. My gaze returns to the chimney. I squint, willing the smoke to puff out of the brick top—still there.

I point to the roof as the clapboard home reveals itself to us. 

“Then why is there smoke coming from the chimney?”

My parents, in unison, turn their heads to each other, eyes wide. I feel Father’s shoulder tense.

“I guess we will find out, though Mr. Deardorf was supposed to be moved out by now.”

The wagon slows to a halt, and Father secures the brake while Aaron and Henry pull up next to us, looking around for any signs of occupancy.

So, I wasn’t the only one to see it.

“Aaron, you and Henry go check the barn. We might have company.”

Father’s orders set my brothers searching: in the barn, around the house. They disappear into the orchard while he approaches our new home and knocks ... opens the door ... then disappears inside.

Any word?

Mother and I wait, necks craned in his direction.

I see Father’s arm waving us into the house, and nudge Mother before we both scramble out of the wagon to explore our new home and admire more than just the surroundings. We step up under the small, covered porch, then over the threshold.

“There is no one here.” Father lifts the cover of a pot simmering on the stove. “Mm, chicken stew.”

“Then who left that?” Mother’s brow furrows. “You didn’t hire a servant, did you, Jacob?” Her eyes search his face for answers, her mouth turning down into a pout.

My father takes Mother’s hand. “No, Julia, but I did send a pigeon earlier to tell the chicken that if it wasn’t in this pot by the time we got here, I would give it a stern clucking-to.”

Mother playfully smacks his shoulder, and he pretends it actually hurts as she starts squawking, “I’m serious Jacob, you remember I can cook—right?”

“Well, I hope so, we just freed Martha. Now come, Julia. Consider it a blessing you don’t have to unpack and cook our first night here,” says Father, and the rest of their conversation occurs in silence. My parents have a way of communicating without words—with a look, it’s like they just know what the other is saying—simple smiles and meaningful glances.

The door bursts open and we all give a jump, but it’s just Henry—out of breath, leaning forward on his knees, as if he ran not just through the property but to Virginia and back as well.

“No one in the barn ... You should see it! There’s a workshop ...” Henry says.

Aaron, winded and holding his chest, comes up behind Henry. “I don’t think woodworking ... is the first thing ... on our minds, Henry. The farmstead ... Real swell, Father.”

Did Aaron just roll his eyes? I can’t help but smile as the conversation rambles on, but it doesn’t take long before my mind is split and then turns in full to the view of the room. Woodstove, cupboard, large seating area. The warm, savory smells of this sacred space. I breathe deep ... comforting.

The kitchen table is different from the one at home—well, our old home. It’s covered in a checkered tablecloth with a bouquet of flowers in the center. The flowers spill out of the top, and among the daisies are coneflowers, roses, and greens. Drawn to the white and yellow daisies, I move toward the table to pull the vase closer. The diamond-cut green glass feels sharp in my hands. Lovely ... And oh! What’s this?

Tucked deep into the arrangement is a small handwritten note. Plucking it from the bouquet, I open it, clear my throat, and wait for a lull ... then begin to read it aloud. 

“Welcome home. Mr. Halle will arrive later today with your chickens and to see how you are all getting on. Signed Mrs. H. Halle.”

An audible sigh of relief sounds in unison with a final note to this petite overture.

“Well, that solves our dilemma. Let’s get some of this unpacked. Jacob, you and the boys work on the beds. Emilie and I will unpack the kitchen.”

Father claps his hands. “Right, come on boys, you heard the woman. Let’s not give her bark time to become a bite.”

“Horses need beds too. How about I get the stalls ready instead?” Henry offers. “I’ll even turn the horses out to pasture when I’m done.”

“But you and Starlight don’t like each other,” I say and cannot help but arch a brow.

“No, no, she’s fine, but I’ll call on you if she gives me any trouble.” Henry’s hand is on the door, and he is pushing through the archway before anyone has a chance to tell him differently.

Not that this stops Father from trying. “When you finish, Aaron and I will need your help ...”

“Yes, sir,” Henry says as the door closes with a rattle behind him.

“Now why did he close the door?” asks Father.

“Because he wasn’t raised in a barn,” says Mother.

I bite my bottom lip to stifle my giggles as I watch the two exchange another look. Then, Mother briefly sticks out her tongue before Father gives her a wink.

“Someone ate her oats today. All right, Aaron and I will bring in some crates for you ladies to unpack.”

“Shut the door on your way out!” says Mother.

“What was that? You want me to put the crates in the barn?” asks Father as he heads out the door, and Aaron, who follows, closes it so quietly a church mouse might think there is company.

Mother and I laugh and turn to the cupboards.

I open one set of doors.

“They left dishes behind.” I point to the mismatched, chipped Wedgwood, and the bright pink lusterware. The glasses left behind have a fine layer of dirt coating them.

“Boil some water, wash off the dust, and we will see if we can use them.” The clink and clatter that follow tell me Mother’s up to her elbows in a barrel of kitchen goods and straw as the men make quick work of unloading the crates—the first of many crates, boxes, and barrels from the wagon.

Pulling the dishes out of the cupboard, stacking them near the wet sink, I turn to the stove, pick up the kettle, give it a small shake, and see water slosh out. It’s full. Using this I prime the pump to start the flow, then refill the kettle, and return it to the stove.

“I’m going to check the pantry,” I say as I wait for the water to heat. Tying back the old curtain, I step into the narrow closet-like room with shelves floor to ceiling. There are several jars of seeds for next spring’s planting, old pots and sealed crocks, all unlabeled and waiting to be opened. How will we know if they’ve gone bad? At least the membranes covering them are neatly tied off with twine. I lean forward and reach for one. “Oh, for the love ... Oh no ... Emilie!”

Almost ... there ... “What?”

Frozen with my hand on the jar, I turn my head to see what bee has got in Mother’s bonnet. She’s standing at the window near the sink, shaking her head.

“Go help your brother, Starlight is acting up.”

“Starlight? I think you mean Henry,” I say as I set the crock back on the shelf and head out the door, with perhaps a bit more stomp to my step than necessary, and a harder yank at the door than—No, the flair is necessary!

My eyes drink in the commotion of my brother trying to move Starlight with muscle instead of understanding. I can already feel my blood start to boil. What does he think he’s doing, pulling straight back on her lead? Starlight sits back, digs her hooves into the earth, throws her head up, and doesn’t give an inch. A thousand pounds of muscle and Henry really thinks he’ll win this tug of war? Unbelievable!

Aaron joins me on the porch. There has never been a dog to bark louder than the two of us as we shout orders to either one: “Starlight!” ... “Henry!” ... “Let go of her!” ... “She’ll rip your arm off.”

If one thing is to be said from this, both man and horse are stubborn!

Starlight stops pulling and figures she can run over my brother as Henry falls back, not expecting her to give up the tension.

“You stupid nag! Damn horse is trying to kill me!” Henry scrambles to get to his feet before Starlight’s four hooves become his destiny.

Stepping off the porch, I approach her from the side, so she can see me, recognize me, hear my apology, and know I will never let my big dumb brother ever—

Her eye is on me. Her ear is pricked toward me.

“Whoa girl ... 

Settle in ... Easy ...”

“Don’t baby the beast, Emilie, she is about to kill me!”

I pause and glare at Henry. “I’m trying to keep that from happening! If you had just treated her like the decent soul she is—!”

“If you’d train her—!”

“If you’d not pick a fight with her—!”

“If you—”

Starlight knocks Henry over with her shoulder just as he gets back up, and her lead rope rips through his hands as she turns and takes off. Her focus is on greener pastures. My focus is on Henry. Henry’s focus is on the rope he just let go of—Oh no! He let go of the rope!

My eyes rip away from my brother only to snag on the distant hindquarters of my mare fleeing up the driveway. What if she ends up lost? What if she goes hungry? What if I never see her again?

“Great! Now see what you’ve done!” I yell before storming off after my frightened mare. She’s lost and alone, she won’t know her way home, and now, I have to find her, all because I’m related to that ... that ... Oo, I will never forgive him! Bunching my skirts up in my fists, I begin to walk faster, kicking clods of dirt out of my way, grumbling under my breath—When I get back, he will hear my thunder! And this wagon better get out of my way too!

I march down the dirt path, never-minding the ambling of the dumb wagon with the ancient old man, the snot nosed brat, and Starlight—Starlight!?

Coming toward me is a wagon driven by an older man, and to his left walks a young boy, yes, but why is Starlight prancing beside that boy with her tail flagged? How did he get ahold of her lead? Why is she being so calm? Did he give her treats?

She looks up, my companion and dearest friend, ears forward, head up, and then she releases her anger with a snort. But I wasn’t the one who mishandled you, Starlight!

The boy strokes her again, encouraging her with words I cannot hear. She lowers her head, nuzzles him. Traitor ... Who does this boy think he is, anyway?

He can’t be more than ten or fourteen at the most. He’s easy with the lead, confident in his strides, but other than that, what does he have that I can’t provide?

“This one belongs to you, miss?” The middle-aged gentleman slows his team to greet me with a tilt of his head and a smile.

I blink away from my thoughts, look to the older gent and give a curt nod. “If she came running like her tail was on fire, then yes, she’s mine, and has always been mine, and will always be mine,” I say as my gaze wanders back over to whoever this little boy thinks he is.

“Is your father ... He’s expecting ...” The man asks my name or something or other.

“Yes, yes, I’m Emilie, and who might you be?” I say, still staring at this child, this toddler, who thinks he has God’s gift to tame wild creatures.

“Pleasure to meet you, miss. See you when you get back to the house,” the older man says, and I hear his wagon pull forward as he drives past.

The boy, this urchin, stands with Starlight. 

“Thank you,” I say and put my hand out to take her lead.

The boy pulls it back. “She ain’t calm enough yet miss.”

What did he just say to me? My eyes go wide, and I feel quite within my right to set the story straight. “I beg your pardon, but that is my horse, and you will give her back to me.”

His big brown eyes narrow as his brow furrows. He shakes his head, no. “Nah miss, you’ll get hurt, and that’s something Pa said I can’t allow, letting a girl get hurt.”

“I will not get hurt, she is my horse. By withholding her from me, you are no more than a thief!” I say and go to take the lead once more.

Again, he pulls the rope back and then eases right past me as Starlight follows with a snort. “Well, she ain’t really no one’s, miss, unless she gots papers. You gots papers for her, miss?”

Quickening my steps to catch up to them, I skip over all formality. “I do not need to give papers to a little rotten snot nosed boy who has taken my horse on my own property!”

“Name’s Billy Halle, miss, and I’m far from a boy, being all of ten, miss.”

His formality burns my pride, stinging like a slap. He not only implies I am much older, but his manners are impeccable.

“She might like you a bit more if you spoke softer, you know, but I imagine once we get to the barn, she’ll be calm enough.”

I do not need some brat telling me how to handle my mare.

We walk a few more steps. Billy continues talking to Starlight in that baby voice. She whickers and nuzzles him. My stomach knots. How could she do this to me?

“How’d you catch her? Sugar cubes, carrot?” I cross my arms, looking anywhere but at her, at him, at them. My best friend, today of all days, abandoning me.

“No, miss, she just slowed up at the end of the drive. Didn’t know where to turn, so I got hold of the rope. Now we’re best friends, which I don’t mind. She’s got speed and grace; you ever race her by chance?”

“No. And she’s not your best friend. She’s my best friend!” I yell, not that I mean to. He’s just a little boy, but she’s my horse, she’s my friend, she’s, he’s—I’m not sure when my arms uncross and my hands ball into fists. I just know one moment I am yelling at this kid, storming past him, and that traitor of a horse—

I pause only once when I hear him ask, “Does she always run off like that?”

“No! It’s my stupid brother’s doing!” I say, not even looking back at the pair of them.

I forge a trail down the path, only to see Henry up ahead.

“Hey Em, looks like the Halle boy can handle your horse.” 

“Much better than you, Henry.” 

“Yeah, they do make a good match. Heard his father asking if she’s for sale. We could certainly save a bundle on the hay.”

The cold hand of jealousy grips me around my throat, and I feel my own palms press against my brother, shoving him, a thud, a cloud of dust, a grunt, but I don’t look back. I can barely choke back the words of hate that scald my throat. This rot, this rage—it spreads itself through me. How dare they think they can buy her? How dare they think they can sell her? How dare she have more than one best friend! How dare Henry— I slam the door as I pass the threshold.

“Emilie, I need you to make biscuits. We have the whole Halle family joining us tonight.”

I head to the sink, grab the soap, grip the handle, and pump, pump, pump. The water spills forth. Wash, scrub, wash, flick the water off my hands, and where’s the towel?

“Emilie Kathryn, did you hear me?” Mother’s voice interrupts my thoughts.

“Yes. Make biscuits, and I’m making them, as you asked.”

There it is. Wet hands swoop in to snatch the towel off the peg. I rub my hands dry and ready myself to gather the ingredients, but Mother’s set everything out. Sprawled on the tabletop waiting for me. Flour, pearlash, skip the sugar, dash of salt, lard, egg, and ...

“Milk?” I turn to my mother, who hands me a pitcher.

“Mr. Halle delivered ... compliments of ... Halle ...”

I shrug. Pour the milk into the bowl, hear the wooden spoon knock about, hear Billy’s mistrust, hear Henry’s taunts—

His father asked to buy her ... She’s my best friend ... Does she always run off?—

The wooden spoon is useless. I roll up my sleeves, and these recollections push my fingers into the dough. I throw it on the table, slam it, punch it ... I knead out anger—How dare he— knead out audacity—Who does he think he is—knead out fear? ... I can’t lose Starlight ...

“Emilie! You knead that dough anymore and we will be eating bricks for dinner.” Mother’s reprimand pulls me from my pause, and a blink or two releases tears. She’s all I have left ... I stand over the dough gasping for air, my body overwhelmed with the onslaught of the last seventy-two hours. My hands hover above the delicate ingredients, ruined, destroyed.

“I can’t do this.” These words hardly sound like my own, but I know they are.

A hand embraces my shoulder. “Martha?” I turn and look, but it’s Mother. She holds no judgment, just pulls me into a hug. My dough-laden hands dare not touch her.

“What’s wrong? ... What’s happening? ... Do you feel homesick?”

Gulping, sniffing, my voice cracks.

“I-I can’t do this,” I say—more gulps and another sob. Mother steers me over to a chair, sets me firmly in it, and hands me a towel. Then she waits for me to gather my composure.

“Boys are stupid!” I blurt, and I’m not sure if whatever comes out next makes any sense but I still say it. “Henry hates Starlight. Those Halles want to take her from me because of that boy. She’s mine, Mother! I won’t let her go ever. I already had to let go of Martha and now the biscuits are ruined ... and ...and ...” Another wave of sobs rolls through me.

“Emilie, what is it?”

Sucking in another breath, I say, “And I don’t want to grow up. I don’t want to give up everything. This is the worst birthday—everyone’s forgotten me!”

Mother pulls me into another embrace. The comfort of her arms and the smell of her lavender perfume shut out the world around me, calming my soul, enveloping me into the sweet memories of life as a small child. The world has always been safe in her arms.

“We didn’t forget your birthday, Em.” Her voice brushes against my hair. “Now, how about you take a nap, hmm? Aaron and your father have already set up the beds.”

The tide of sobs recedes, and I shake my head and grasp onto her sleeves even tighter.

Behind me the door latch clicks.

“Where do you want—” Henry’s voice cuts through the tender moment.

I feel Mother’s arm motioning to him.

“What’s wrong with her? If anything, I’m the one who got pushed down in the dirt.” “Henry!” says Mother.

I hear Henry backing out of the room, announcing before he slips out, “All right, all right, just thought you’d like to know the rest of the Halles are here.”

Mother unclenches me from our embrace, smooths back my messy hair, and gives a warm smile. “Breathe. No one is going to sell Starlight.”

We each take a deep breath, nod at each other, and understand it is time to get back to work. She dries my tears with the corner of her apron, and I ruin her good work a moment later by dampening my face with cold water from the sink. It helps pull me back to reality and regain my frayed nerves.

Peering out the window, there is no sign of the Halles, so I figure they must be unhitching their wagon in the barn. Returning to the table, the biscuits wait for me. Thankfully, the dough isn’t as ruined as I thought.
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THE HALLE FAMILY IS a delightful bunch. Mrs. Halle, with her bright smiling eyes, has the patience of a saint as her brood of six children mill about with the needs and wants that come natural to young ones: the want of a snack, the need for the outhouse, the lack of ability to tie their shoes or lace their britches. I instantly admire Jane, the eldest girl who, although a year younger than Billy, helps her mother without Mrs. Halle having to say a thing. Her shy smile and large hazel eyes make her angelic. She minds her manners, but mostly minds her younger brothers ranging in age from about a year to eight years old. If one wants a snack, Jane gives an apple slice. While her mother ties the shoelaces of one, Jane is hand in hand with the toddler to the outhouse. Together, their tasks never cease, and their complaints never arise.

As for the boys, Little Joe as they like to call him is eight and is always trying to fit in with Billy and Mr. Halle. Sam is six and considers himself VanWyck’s guardian, and with good reason too—Van is always touching anything and everything. Lastly, infant Robert. What can I say? He is a baby with all the needs of a cute little bundle that somehow can stink up a whole room with the kick of a chubby leg.
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WE SET THE DINNER TABLE with a mix of old and new dishes. Dinner is a savory dance of soft delights. There are potatoes, flakes of onion, and long spears of green beans swimming past islands of round carrots. All of it floats in a golden gravy, releasing the fragrant herbs: thyme, rosemary, and a sweet hint of sage. The biscuits rise high with buttered peaks—steaming, warm, and inviting. I cannot wait to enjoy such a mouthwatering splendor.

Mr. Halle, Father, Aaron, and Henry sit at one end of the table, while Mother, Mrs. Halle, and I sit at the other end. The children are placed strategically between the adults with books stacked atop Sam and Van’s chairs. The boys are gleeful to be able to see over the table’s edge, reaching for things they shouldn’t touch. Thankfully, Mother moves the candles just past their fingertips, while Jane and Mrs. Halle settle the younger children to eat. Mrs. Halle picks up the knives at Sam and Van’s places before anyone but her can cut anything, and Jane fills their glasses with milk. Returning to her seat, Mrs. Halle sighs as she settles herself into her chair for a bite of cooled stew.

“They are good boys, most of the time,” she says, helping herself to a steaming biscuit.

“So much energy,” I say as I watch Sam put a green bean on the end of his spoon and launch it toward Billy to get his attention.

“Sam,” says Mrs. Halle.

Her level tone and stern eye gives cause for her husband to rest his hand on Sam’s shoulder as the men talk amongst themselves. A squeeze is all that is given as Mr. Halle neither breaks eye contact nor pauses his conversation with Aaron and my father. Sam shrinks back into his chair as giggles peal out of Little Van, but Billy makes a face at Sam—eliciting a missing-toothed grin back at his older brother.

Mr. Halle looks away from Aaron, clears his throat, and eyes each boy to settle them back into some semblance of proper manners.

Mother bites her lip, holding back her own giggle. “Boys will be boys. I miss mine being that little sometimes.”

“Plenty of dirt and discipline is required to grow this bunch into upstanding young men.” Mrs. Halle nods to the basket where a slumbering Robert lies sucking his thumb, content and undisturbed. “And we’ve still got one more to get through this stage.”

The conversation quiets, except for giggles erupting here and there at faces made between the Halle boys. We enjoy every morsel of dinner, filling our bellies and comforting our souls.

“So, what are the views of the North in this secession debate?” Aaron asks Mr. Halle.

My ears prick up. I think it is the way Aaron commands a room that grabs my attention.

“Our view is simple: We cannot afford to separate. Our country must stay whole to compete with the rest of the world.” Mr. Halle sets down his fork to pick up his glass.

“I agree about uniting as one country, but it sure feels like the government is coming down on the Southern states for having our own opinion about these matters.” Aaron mirrors Mr. Halle, his fork resting at the rim of his bowl as he picks up his glass of water.

Here he goes.

Enthralled, I pause with my glass to my lips.

“How so, Aaron?” asks Mr. Halle.

“I see it this way. The South’s land is more fertile, and the climate is better suited for the production of raw materials. So, it would make sense that the Northern states focus their resources on manufacturing. However, due to the dense population of voters in the North, they have a majority in Congress, whose interests and wealth only pertain to the North’s wellbeing and not the South. This has led to the allowance of manufacturers undercutting Southern sellers, and then raising the costs of finished goods that they know the South relies on and must buy.”

Mr. Halle nods. “There are a significant number of families still producing their own food, but what you say about many of ours being in manufacturing is true. Still, while the manufacturers might sell a few goods at higher costs, it is only so they can make sure that items like clothing, food, and their employees’ wages are met. Are you saying that plantations like the one in your family’s name can’t afford to spend a bit extra on the people whose lives you claim as property?” Mr. Halle asks, leaning forward with interest.

Aaron continues. “I’m saying that if Northern business owners proceed to try and squeeze blood out of a turnip, then soon they will have no turnip, as the South will buy and sell to those with deeper pockets across seas who understand fair business practices, rather than watch their economy come to a halt over the greed of their fellow countrymen. Northern businessmen undercut the South when buying our materials and then mark up the finished goods when selling the products back. The North seems to have forgotten that the South has both resources and land, so it falls on us to provide to the whole of this country. Your fellow man claims we are uncivilized, yet it would be a pity if we set a higher price on raw materials such as necessities for our own greed, wouldn’t you agree?” 

My gaze shifts to our guest. Your turn, Mr. Halle.

“Point taken; I work hard just to provide for my family. I don’t know how I would provide for more. Right, there is more to this.” Mr. Halle quiets, thinking.

“You’re correct,” Aaron says. “What frustrates Southerners most is the government’s refusal to create legislation that incorporates fair business practices into the sudden increase of industrialization. The North, who holds the seat of power in Congress, seems to think that our raw materials are beholden to their manufacturers first and foremost. However, if we were to let them have it their way, it would bankrupt the South. And because we refuse to yield and expose the soft underside of our bellies to their greed, they want to deny us a say in our own livelihoods and are trying to refuse the Southerners the rights that all states have had since the drafting of the Constitution.” 

So, this is how gentlemen settle an argument. Thank goodness Uncle William isn’t here. There would be yelling, red faces, and fencing with dinner knives by now.

“I see. Well, be that as it may, the elephant in the room, and a matter that weighs on the mind of many good Christians, is the issue of slavery. We have faced issues regarding finances and politics, but what about the human condition? What do you have to say about that?” Mr. Halle asks.

My eyes jerk over to Aaron but are snagged by Father’s interjection.

“Slavery was never a decision provided to the South. During the British colonization, they brought slavery of all kinds to our shores. It started with indentured servitude. People worked for nothing more than their right to live, either to pay off a debt or work off a prison sentence. After a time, however, indentured servants gained their freedom and blended into the established populace. However, they had no education, and their labor resulted in menial tasks assigned to what the British considered the working class of our society.

“As we all know, they were more interested in raping the colonies of their worth, rather than establishing prosperous entities with educated denizens who were not British. They didn’t wish to give us, the Colonists, the rights to our livelihood, so they came up with a better idea to keep power. They brought black slaves over, people easily distinguishable from the masses, and gave them what work indentured servants and other unskilled labor could do, and filled our churches with the gospel that told us it was their God-given right to do it.

“By the time the British left, slavery was woven so deeply in our faith, culture, and economy, that to free all of them as of now would mean once again the bankruptcy of the South, which a good majority would see as God’s damnation of them, rather than salvation for all.”

Father continues, “As for my family’s legacy, it isn’t easy managing four hundred acres of tobacco, corn, wheat, and animals without hands. I don’t condone slavery, but I also don’t have an answer to the economic and societal struggles negroes and whites alike could face if it all were to come to an abrupt halt.” Weariness surfaces on Father’s features, his lips thin and taut, his eyes lacking their usual sparkle.

“I see it as money and power with a blatant disregard for human life,” Mr. Halle says. “As a country, we cannot continue this institution. We have a whole freed black population here, who are making ends meet, but they deserve more, and rightfully so.” Mr. Halle swallows hard, twisting his own emotions into the very napkin he holds.

Father nods. “Slavery is a system that ignores a person’s basic human rights.” He pinches the bridge of his nose, revealing the worry in his eyes. “Most folks who own slaves just can’t see it anymore. They’ve convinced themselves it’s the way things have to be—economics, religion, and politics, all used as excuses. Trying to change their minds is a losing battle right now.” I know exactly who troubles him most—Uncle William.

My heart pounds with the vulnerability of similar emotions. Touched by the pain, I feel my eyes blink away the tears forming. Sure, Father did say most, but he might as well have said all—a majority my beloved kin and I will forever be judged by, regardless of our personal opinions. Mother pulls the glass from my lips, breaking a dam of pent-up emotion.

“If I may interject,” I hear myself say. When did I move to stand? Perhaps it doesn’t matter now that I am addressing the room. “I love our slaves like family. They helped bring me into this world, taught me to bake the biscuits you enjoy, and are just as much a part of me as the people you break bread with today. Yes, they are still bound, and yes, I see in their eyes a longing to determine their own destiny. But I didn’t enslave them, and I do not possess the right to free them. Still, I ask you men— who claim such responsibilities to our nation—who will provide them with the same liberties of freedom offered to you once they are citizens?

“We have raised generations who cannot read or write, do not possess property, or have skills beyond the work their masters have given them. Their masters cannot afford to pay them as of now, the current society doesn’t consider them as equals, and laws will not suddenly change this. No, I don’t condone slavery, but abandoning them in a fashion that leaves them unprepared to an even harsher fate, where they slave away for pennies to keep a roof over their head with no promise of food, medication, or education like the workers who reside under the yoke of manufacturing feels equally unjust, which is why there must be a better solution to all of this.”

“So, I implore you, Mr. Halle, instead of worrying over our slaves, perhaps you should petition your fellow Northerners to improve upon the rights that free men should already have. Unless you deny the poor condition of unskilled labor applied by Northern industrialization?”

My voice fades and silence falls over the room.

I am washed with the realization that I am breaking every rule of polite society: a woman speaking in mixed company—giving her opinion. My cheeks feel the heat of a crimson glow. The world spins. Confusing, damning, nauseating, choking me.

I see Henry covering his eyes.

Aaron smiling with pride.

My father’s stern look, and Mr. Halle’s—showing interest and yet concern.

Then I feel Mother’s hand on my arm calling me back. But we both know—it’s too late for that.

“Ex-excuse me,” I sputter, rushing from the room.

Over the rush in my ears, I hear Mrs. Halle say, “That girl has spirit,” but that is all, as I am soon out of the room and on the porch.

The rush of heat fills my body, dizzies my mind, and sends my thoughts whirling about—What if the Halles no longer respect our family views? I just ruined all my chances here. Wait until the rumors start now. No more teaching, just the life of a recluse spinster.

I sit down hard on the porch swing, breathing deep, trying to calm my nerves, and waiting for cold air to extinguish the rise of my embarrassment. Holding my tongue is not something I do easily. Our family is outspoken on most issues. I’ve listened to Aaron’s court speeches, and to Father’s lectures to my brothers on how to disagree without resulting in a duel. The only thing I tend to forget is that I am no more than a lady who must uphold different standards, standards I apparently forgot about tonight.

The rhythmic swinging grounds me back into my predicament. I must save face, ask for forgiveness, and show I am responsible for my actions. Besides, no one ever died of embarrassment, but I am willing to bet many have come pretty darn close.

After another moment, I pull myself off the swing, smooth down my skirt, tilt my chin in a demure fashion, and walk back into the house to make amends with our new neighbors and my parents.
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​Getting to Know You


The better part of one’s life

consists of his friendships.

~Abraham Lincoln

SEPTEMBER 1860

GETTYSBURG, PENSYLVANIA

Sunlight dapples the parlor floor, casting dust motes in a whirlwind around the towering crates that squat here like unwelcome guests. Wood smoke, aged paper, and forgotten memories hang in the air, thick enough to taste. Mother and I, like weary researchers, circle the crates, each one a portal brought forth from our old life in Virginia, now resting here in uneasy exile. Reaching into the half-empty wooden box at my feet, I push aside the packing straw, fingers tingling at the discovery of a paper package nestled within the box’s contents. Pulling it out, I unearth the brown paper package bound with twine. Underneath the faded wrapping lie three smooth leather books, each tied with a thin leather strap. I unlatch it and peek behind the cover of the book that rests on top. Inside, my mother’s neat script dances across the page, displaying perhaps a spider web of hopes, dreams, and a life chronicled before I ever existed. Anticipation thickens the air around me as I hold some part of her fragile and precious past in my hands.

My breath hitches, but then I manage to find my voice and say, “I don’t think you want these on the bookshelf.”

“Why not, what did you find?” Mother looks up from her own unpacking, turning toward me, her eyes widening at the set of books I am holding.

“From the looks of the handwriting, these belong to you.”

I can’t help but notice the soft light that sparks her eyes, and the sweet smile that collects on her lips before she says, “Oh, those are just scribblings of a young girl. I should probably get rid of them.”

“Get rid of them? But they’re treasures, a map to your past I want to discover. Tell me about them, please. When did you write these?”

“Let’s see, the tan one is the courtship with your father, the dark brown one is our early marriage, before Aaron was born, and the last one ... I think it ends around the time you were about two or ... three years old?”

“Why did you stop writing?”

“You asked as many questions when you were little as you do now, and answering all of them, along with having to raise a family ... 

Well, it leaves little time for writing.”

Fingering the tan journal, I bite my lip. The love story inside nudges me to ask. Do I dare? Looking up, I see Mother is watching me.

A knowing smile can be traced across her angelic features. “You want to read them, don’t you?”

“I—I couldn’t, these are your private thoughts. But if you don’t mind, if it’s all right with you, I swear not to tell a soul what resides within these precious folds.” I remember to breathe before bursting out. “Well, yes, of course! Oh, please! Oh, thank you! I’ve always wanted to hear about your love story. Is it romantic?” My face blushes pink, the subject so personal. Would I want anyone reading my diaries? Certainly not, but surely, I am my mother’s most trusted confidante.

Her hand reaches for the books as she stifles her own giggles and instead releases a tender sigh. Delicate fingers pass the pages from side to side. She hums. She smiles. She looks back to me with starlight in her eyes.

“Did you instantly fall in love with him?”

“No, that’s certainly not true, he pursued me for a good long while.”

“You told him no?” Hard to believe anyone would ever turn down Father.

“Em, your father was a plantation owner’s son. He had all the good things going for him. I was positive he did not want a poor farmgirl turned teacher. After all, he could have had any rich plantation owner’s daughter, combined their wealth, and the rest would have been history.”

Her face softens as I imagine the memories flickering through her mind, each hue echoing different moments of the courtship before my time. The corner of her mouth quirks upward, touched by the youthful naivete of her own doubts. Yet, under her laugh lines, I see the crack of vulnerability exposed; it echoes a familiar feeling of my own. Seeing her face flood with waning confidence makes me sad.

“He chose you,” I remind her.

“Yes, he did, Emilie. We chose each other. I mean, I did find him quite charming, despite his family’s reputation.” Her thumb on her left hand goes to the gold band on her ring finger, while the palm of her right hand caresses the spine of the diary. The thumb rotates the ring, as if turning back time and rewinding through her memories ... Mostly good by the look on her face, but still, what else is she not telling me?

“Will you tell me about it someday?” I ask, the question caught up in my breath.

“Oh, I am sure I told you our story many times already.”

“And I am sure I don’t know all there is to know.” I wink at her and there is no hiding my salacious grin. From my understanding, Mother had a great career with a family close to the plantation, and suddenly Father swept her off her feet and with it, her career went under the rug.

“All you need to know right now is that we were always determined to carve our own path. And while we have our battles, Em, there is never doubt in our ability to triumph. We chose each other, not for what we had, but for what we dreamed of building together.”

Her gaze meets mine again, steady and clear. “So, my dear, there will be plenty of time to tell you more as you grow into your own relationship with whoever the lucky suitor may be, but for now let’s clean this up. After all, you still have to drop off those cookies at the Halles’ this afternoon.”

Mother stands, her fingers rubbing the velvet smooth leather. I suck in a breath, feel my teeth graze my bottom lip. “Mother?” She turns to look up from the worn and weathered book.

“Please, don’t burn them. I’d like to tuck them away for that day when I need you close, and you’re—and you’re not near.”

She holds me in her gaze. Then looks to the books in her hands. A sigh. A smile ...

Finally, she speaks. “I will entrust these to you, but please do not read them until after you marry. It will mean more to you then. Do you promise?”

The warmth of her hands still lingers on the books as I take them from her, sealing the agreement between us. “I promise,” I say. “Oh, one more thing.” Mother’s steady brow arches.

“When should I ask Father about enrolling in school this fall?”

Mother sighs. “You should discuss it with him soon. Doesn’t the term start in a week or two?”

“Tonight then? After dinner, I mean.”

“I am sure that will be fine. Now, the cookies, Emilie.”
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STARLIGHT AND I RIDE up to the Halle farm with the fresh baked jumbles. It’s from an old recipe I pulled from my receipt book Martha ensured I brought with me. The cookies are twisted into heart shapes, smell of nutmeg and rosewater, and contain a secret spice passed down through many generations.

Settled a short distance from the road, the meandering drive of the Halle family rolls lazily between two unending fi elds leading to—emptiness? No children, laughing or squalling. Not even the sound of an axe chopping or a backdoor closing. Where is everyone? Ghosts appear to inhabit the porch’s rocking chairs, a soft creak from a steady breeze. I dismount and tie Starlight to a leaning fence post. Pulling the jumbles out of the saddlebag, I walk to the door.

Creak. The rockers greet me as they sway. It feels silly, but I wave to their unseen occupants, and they don’t seem to mind. Perhaps it is not the wind that whooshes through the outbuildings, howling in delight. Then again, perhaps my presence startles the leaves, rustling and then racing to destinations unknown, whispering goodbye before they have had the chance to say hello. The noises drown out what would otherwise be the deafening quiet of an unwelcome stillness.

“Hello?” My greeting falls into the grasp of the breeze. My knuckles echo against the weathered wood, three staccato beats followed by an aching pause. I lean back on my heels, waiting, confused, questioning. Where could you possibly hide six children?

“Anyone home?” I shout at the closed door staring back at me, the jumbles weighing heavier now, not that the rich dark wood cares about my aching arm.

The warm timbre of a voice, though, issues a response. “Can I help you?”

Ghosts are just flights of fancy, and doors don’t talk, Emilie! So that must mean ...

My heart ricochets about my chest as I spin like a top, meeting not just eyes, with an entire cosmos in their hazel depths, but a whole person, a whole man to accompany those hues reflecting mystery. His dark hair tumbles back from his bronzed brow. He is young, like me, his sleeves rolled high to reveal muscular sinew beneath a tan hide that begs to be traced. He wipes his hands on a handkerchief, the rough linen a stark contrast to the smooth skin beneath. His hand extends.

My hand hesitates at first and then finds his.

His calloused hand engulfs mine, the warmth seeping through my delicate limbs, as if kissed by sunlight. His thumb, a slow, deliberate whisper, traces a line down the back of my grasp sending shivers dancing up my arm. I fight back a gasp.

“Name’s Stephen Byrne,” he declares. His voice rumbles as rich as the earth after rain. “And you are?”

Our gazes lock, his smile widening as he turns my hand over. The air crackles, charged with the unspoken promise of what comes next. He bends down, leans over, his lips touching skin, turning me scarlet as he plants a searing kiss. My breath hitches, caught in the sudden intimacy, my brain fumbling for words that won’t come out.

The world tilts, my senses overloaded by the burn of his touch, yet the sweet scent of hay and horses clinging to him seems to keep me grounded in this moment shared between us.

He tilts his head, waiting, his eyes holding me captive.

“I-I’m ...” My mouth like a rusty hinge slowly opens, voice creaking out. “Emilie Prescott. N-nice to meet you.”

His hazel eyes root me to the spot, hold me, suspend me. I can’t look away, can’t break free from the sinew he’s woven around my hand, that singular smile knowing he’s grasped more than my flesh but my attention as well. This stranger, summoned by the autumn breeze, steals my breath, my words, and in that moment ...

Loose strands of auburn hair rustle around my crimson cheeks.

“Pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss Prescott. Are you here to call on Mrs. Halle?”

I blink. Open my mouth again. Close it. Cough. Yes, that’s it! “Yes, Yes, I have these for her.”

He lets go of my hand. It’s now cold, clammy, gross. My mind clears as I wipe it against my skirt.
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