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A long time ago, when I was a history major at Furman University in South Carolina, my dad told me, “Son, you can’t make a living.with a history major.”

Well, to some extent, he was right. Yet if I hadn’t majored in history, I don’t think I ever could have written a story like the one you’ll find here. Being a history major gave me an interest in the large canvas of the human story, and that interest in the human story keeps me ever curious. It seems to me that without that curiosity, life gets pretty dull. With it, however, life takes on rich meaning.

So I dedicate this series to all the history majors out there. Maybe you can’t make a living with it, but perhaps you can make your life and the lives of those around you a little bit fuller, more colorful, more worth living.
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Although this is a work of fiction, the social culture of the South Carolina lowland rice plantations just before, during, and after the Civil War certainly wasn’t fictitious. The men and women—both black and white—of this time and place lived the lifestyle reflected in the pages of the Southern Tides trilogy. Books such as South Carolina: A History by Walter B. Edgar, Mary’s World by Richard N. Cote, An Antebellum Plantation Household by Anne Sinkler LeClercq, The History of Beaufort County by Lawrence S. Rowland, Alexander Moore, and George Rogers Jr., Roll Jordan Roll: The World the Slaves Made by Eugene Genovese, Within the Plantation Household: Black and White Women of the Old South by Elizabeth FoxGenovese, Them Dark Days: Slavery in the American Rice Swamps by William Dusinberre, A Diary from Dixie by Mary Boykin Chestnut, Richmond Burning by Nelson Lankford, The Civil War in the Carolinas by Dan L. Morrill, Gentleman and Soldier by Edward G. Longacre, and The Life of Johnny Reb by Belle Irvin Wiley gave me both information and context for the telling of these stories. Any historical inaccuracies in these pages reflect on my failings, not those of these eminent researchers and writers.

In addition to the books that gave me confidence I was telling the story correctly, I also need to acknowledge the men and women at Howard Publishing for their enthusiasm for this project, especially Philis Boultinghouse. Ramona Tucker, editor, also deserves appreciation for her diligent approach and eager attention to detail and schedule. Her sharp eye made this work better.

Finally, as always, I express gratitude to my wife, Melody. She keeps the world around me humming so I can have the time to do fun things— like sit down to read, research, and then write the stories of the people you’ll find in these pages.



Note to the Reader
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The Civil War years were tumultuous ones for the South, years that changed life for everyone, slave and plantation owner alike. Old institutions crumbled, and the system that had kept everyone—socialite, poor white, and servant—in their places disappeared.

In the effort to accurately reflect the time frame in which this historical fiction is set, I have used certain terms that are offensive to me, personally, and that aren’t reflective of modern speech and attitudes. Particularly is this true in reference to the men and women held in slavery on the plantations depicted in this novel. Please know that when terms like darky, blackey, coloreds, and Negro are used, they are reflective of this time period and not meant as any offense to today’s African-American community. Other terms that referred to the slaves, among them the most offensive, are not used in spite of their common uses in the years written about in this project.

Thankfully for all of us, the evil of slavery in our country disappeared as a result of the Civil War, and many of the unfortunate racial terms and attitudes associated with it began to disappear from the American scene. There is no way to estimate—or apologize for—the physical, emotional, and spiritual damage inflicted upon generations of African-Americans through the travesty of slavery. The truths of God teach us that all people are equal, regardless of racial status. May the day hasten to come when we all fulfill God’s will in this crucial arena of human relationship.

GARY E. PARKER


Part One

Does the road wind uphill all the way?

Yes, to the very end.

Will the day’s journey take the whole long day?

From morn to night, my friend.

—CHRISTINA GEORGINA ROSSETTI




Chapter One
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The Oak Plantation, May 1861

Dark still blanketed the South Carolina coastland on the morning that Trenton Tessier decided he had no choice but to take his revenge against the man who had stolen the woman he loved. His face soured by hours of drinking and a night without sleep, Trenton now slouched in a black leather chair by the stone fireplace in his second-floor bedroom.

“Josh Cain,” he muttered, his tongue thick with the whiskey. “He took Camellia from me. I gave her a proposal of marriage, but she refused. It’s Cain’s fault. I will have my vengeance.”

Trenton’s brother, Calvin, younger by five years, sat in a matching chair across from him. “You’re in no shape to avenge anything,” said Calvin, gesturing toward the wooden peg that started at Trenton’s right knee and ran to the floor. “You’re barely a month past the day you lost … since you were shot.”

Trenton took a sip from the silver flask he held and raised up slightly. A man of thin shoulders and short-cropped brown hair, he wore pleated, tan riding pants and a white shirt with a ruffle at the neck. He lifted one of the crutches that lay in his lap and aimed it at a roll-top desk across the room. “Hand me my pistols,” he ordered. “Josh Cain stole what belongs to me. My honor is at stake.”

“Your honor almost got you killed,” Calvin replied.

“Better death than this!” Trenton pointed to his stump. “I’m a laughingstock! The fine Master Trenton Tessier, educated in the best schools the South can offer; heir to The Oak, finest plantation in the lowlands; a man of the highest social station—none of it matters now! Get me the pistols or get out!”

“You’re drunk and crazy from not sleeping,” argued the freckled Calvin, obviously trying to calm his brother’s rage. “Cain is unconscious … in no shape to face you.”

“I’m not worried about Cain’s condition.”

“You’d murder him?”

Trenton dropped his eyes, and his head cleared some. Could he go through with this? Had he sunk so low as to harm a man who couldn’t defend himself? Part of him knew this was wrong; maybe he should let it pass.

Trenton took another sip of the whiskey and glanced down at his peg leg again. His eyes blazed as his resolve returned. “Cain deserves it, for what he did to me.”

Calvin stood, moved over, and put a hand on Trenton’s shoulder. “If you want to shoot somebody, it ought to be Hampton York,” Calvin claimed. “He’s the one who shot you in the leg.”

Trenton glared at Calvin, who was the spitting image of their dead father. With his blocky legs and chest, wide hands and feet, thick jowls and thin hair, Calvin wasn’t especially handsome. But he was powerful. If it came to a physical battle right now, Calvin could probably best him—a fact Trenton disliked immensely.

Striking like a mad snake, Trenton jerked Calvin’s hand from his shoulder and bent his fingers backward. “You plan on challenging me on this?” Trenton growled.

Calvin’s mouth twitched in pain. He eyed Trenton as if he wanted to kill him.

Trenton held his brother’s fingers for another minute, then let them go. “Just get me the pistols,” he said again.

Calvin stretched his fingers as Trenton took another drink from the flask. He wondered how much longer he could keep Calvin under his control. Every younger brother eventually tested the elder. Was this the time for him and Calvin?

Although his eyes stayed angry, Calvin finally eased across to the desk and pulled the pistols from the top drawer. Grunting with effort, Trenton stood, tucked the flask in his coat, arranged the crutches under his arms, and took the pistols. “Now, hand me my coat,” he instructed, arranging the pistols in his waistband.

Calvin stepped to a closet, removed a thigh-length black coat, and handed it to Trenton.

Now fully dressed, Trenton stood before the full-length mirror by his bed and stared at his stump. A set of pins held his pants leg in place in a neat fold just above the wooden peg. Underneath the pants the wound oozed a light but steady flow of foul discharge that required constant cleaning. Trenton ground his teeth against the weakness his leg caused him. He was a cripple!

Every night since the duel, he’d prayed, as best as he knew how, that when he woke in the morning, he’d find losing his leg all a terrible nightmare of pain and humiliation, unlike anything a man of his station ought to have to bear. But every morning when he opened his eyes and reached down, he found nothing but air where bone, blood, and skin should have been.

“How do you plan to get to Mr. Cain’s house?” asked Calvin. “It’s half a mile from the manse.”

“I’ll walk,” said Trenton.

“On crutches?”

“Josh Cain took Camellia from me. How far I have to walk to kill him is of little consequence,” Trenton fired back.

When Calvin wiped his palms on his pants, Trenton stared closely at his brother. He saw fear in Calvin’s eyes. “You have no part in this, so don’t let it rest on your conscience.”

“It’s not my conscience I fear for … it’s you.”

Trenton patted Calvin’s back. “Your concern touches me.”

“Captain York will come after you when Cain is dead,” Calvin said.

“I expect so.”

“You want him to come, don’t you?”

“Yes. He, too, owes me a debt that only his death will pay.”

“Your duel with York followed the code. You took your shot but missed. Maybe you should accept that and leave things alone.”

“York knew I had never dueled,” Trenton claimed. “He took advantage of my inexperience.”

“He let you have the first shot,” argued Calvin.

“OK!” snapped Trenton. “I missed! And I have cursed myself a thousand times for it. Then York shot me in the knee.”

“Then you shot Josh Cain,” said Calvin, his voice low and quiet, a hint of accusation in it.

“That was an accident, and you know it! You gave me your pistol; I shot at York but hit Cain.”

Trenton grabbed his flask and swilled down a full swallow, hoping the liquor would jolt him into action. No matter how much he hated Josh Cain, Trenton Tessier had never killed a man, so it would take some doing to follow through.

He glanced hurriedly around the room. His portrait, painted by one of the finest artists in Charleston, hung over his bed. A hand-woven, multicolored Oriental rug lay at the bed’s foot. A basin and pitcher of water sat on a nightstand by the bed. From the ceiling hung a chandelier, its sparkling glass shining from the light of many candles. Would all of this look different when he returned from killing Cain? So what if it did? None of it meant anything anymore. Without Camellia, without his leg, without his honor, who cared what he possessed?

“Mother will not approve of this,” said Calvin, interrupting Trenton’s thoughts.

Trenton snickered at his brother’s efforts to dissuade him. “The great Katherine Tessier!” He chuckled. “For years she paid little attention to me. Left my raising to a darky mammy while she spent her time in Charleston. Mother cared for nothing but her parties, her laudanum, her fine clothes, and fancy furnishings.”

His voice dropped, and a hint of sadness edged in. “Only after Father’s death, only after I became the heir of The Oak did she bother to get involved in my life. I care nothing about her approval.”

“She loves you, Trenton.”

Trenton laughed, but it held no joy. “If she loved me, she would never have accepted Hampton York’s marriage proposal—forcing me to challenge him to a duel for his insult.”

“She had no choice,” said Calvin. “He has money she needs to keep The Oak from the hands of the bankers.”

“York is the overseer here! She might as well mate with a darky.”

“Do you think killing Cain will end plans for the wedding? Is that what’s pushing you?”

“It would be a bonus, yes. York stole his money from us.”

“He says not.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“What will happen to The Oak if Mother doesn’t marry York?”

“We’re going to war, so who knows? Either way I don’t need York to save The Oak. If Cain’s death causes him to withdraw his proposal, then I’ll have killed two birds with one stone.” Trenton smiled at the notion and took a drink to celebrate it.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” asked Calvin, his voice halting.

Trenton lifted a crutch, pushed it hard against his brother’s chest, and backed him up against the wall. Trenton’s eyes narrowed, and a dark stare came into them—cold and unfeeling. “I know what you’re doing,” he hissed. “All these questions—slowing me down, hoping I’ll change my mind. But I am the eldest son, cripple or not. I decide my destiny. Not you, not Mother. And you best not forget that.”

Calvin’s eyes met Trenton’s for a few seconds, then broke away. “Forgive me,” Calvin whispered, his eyes suddenly filled with tears. “But Cain is a helpless man. I see no honor in harming him.”

Trenton eased the crutch to Calvin’s chin and tipped it up so he could see into his brother’s eyes. “I want you to understand,” Trenton soothed. “I love Camellia, and I want her as my wife. But she says she loves Josh Cain. Of course she doesn’t. How could she? But as long as he’s alive, she won’t come to me.”

“I still think it’s wrong.”

Trenton lowered his crutch to the floor. “Who’s to say what is wrong … and what is right? Cain will probably die anyway from the bullet I already put in him. I’m simply speeding up his passage.”

Calvin wiped his eyes.

“I’ll return soon,” said Trenton.

“I wish you wouldn’t do this.”

Ignoring his brother, Trenton headed to the door. “I should return within the hour. Then it will be over.”

“I expect it’s just beginning,” whispered Calvin.

Trenton took another drink and hobbled out, his chin set. In his heart, though, he figured Calvin had it right: what he did next would determine his fate—and that of everyone around him—for years to come.
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Up and out before anyone else as usual, Captain Hampton York stood on the front porch of the shed by The Oak’s main barn, pulled out the day’s first chew of tobacco, and bit off a plug. Although he looked forward to his marriage to Mrs. Tessier so he could put his belongings in the fancy study with all the bookshelves in the manse, he hadn’t done that just yet. No reason to seem too anxious, he figured. Even if he’d dreamed of achieving a station like that all his life, a man ought not to get giddy and lose his dignity.

He chewed hard on the tobacco for a couple of minutes, then spat on the ground. Although his marriage to the widow Katherine Tessier had been postponed for a few weeks due to Josh’s unfortunate injury in the duel, they’d now decided to go through with it at the end of the week. A thin smile played on his bearded face. Who would ever have figured on that? Not many folks, that was for sure. Of course, he’d studied on the possibility for a long time, measuring exactly when and how to offer her his proposal.

Pleased with his achievement, York shoved his hands into his pants pockets, a plain pair of wool britches with worn spots on the cuffs. He’d start dressing better real soon, he decided, just as quickly as he could get to Charleston and buy some fresh outfits. The new head of The Oak ought not to look like an overseer, no matter that he’d worked as that for right near to sixteen years.

York heard feet moving. He turned swiftly and saw Ruby, one of the house hands as she stepped to the porch, a tin cup in her hands.

“I got your coffee,” said Ruby, handing him the cup like she did every morning.

York took it without speaking.

“Here’s a ham biscuit too,” said Ruby.

York accepted the biscuit but didn’t eat it yet.

“How’s Mr. Josh?” asked Ruby. “I had no chance to go see him yesterday.”

“About the same,” said York.

“We’re all mighty worried about him.”

York stared at Ruby. Although she’d worked on The Oak for two and a half years and brought him coffee every morning, he didn’t really know her. Not that anybody expected an overseer to really know his darkies. But Ruby and his girl, Camellia, had become friends since he’d purchased Ruby for the Tessiers at the Charleston auction in the fall of 1858. Smart as a whip and taught her letters by the daughter of her former master, Ruby had actually helped Camellia learn to read and write. He’d paid eighteen hundred dollars of Mr. Tessier’s money for her, the highest price he’d ever spent on a darky.

York rubbed his beard. Mr. Tessier had liked his housemaids handsome, and Ruby was as pretty as any he’d ever seen. She stood tall for a woman and had a curvy figure. Her skin was a light butterscotch, her wavy hair straighter than most of her kind. Although trained for cooking, cleaning, sewing, and tending children, her brown eyes showed smarts far beyond those simple tasks.

“Would you worry about me if I had taken the bullet?” York asked Ruby.

“That’s a peculiar question,” said Ruby. “You’re the overseer here—about to marry up with Mrs. Tessier. You don’t need anybody to worry about you.”

York looked out at The Oak, the finest rice plantation in the state. Over eighteen hundred of its almost three thousand acres were under planting, and over three hundred blacks labored on it every day. The Oak produced close to fifty thousand bushels of rice a year—over a million pounds. The plantation had its own mill, which brought in fifty to sixty thousand dollars a year. They didn’t just grow rice, but corn, oats, beans, and sweet ’taters too. At least 75 cows, about 60 horses, 150 cattle, maybe 70 hogs lived there. He’d run the whole place since 1844, except for the two years when he and Josh Cain had gone off to fight the Mexican War, and now, after his marriage to Mr. Tessier’s widow, he’d own it! Maybe Ruby was right—he didn’t need anybody to worry about him. Yet right now, for reasons he couldn’t explain, he wanted … well … something he’d rather not admit, not even to himself.

“Things are changin’, Ruby.”

She looked surprised. “You’re not usually such a talker. What’s in your head this morning ?”

York spat. “Why don’t people put the same store in me that they do Josh?”

Ruby chuckled. “You ought not ask a darky such a question.”

“No, I mean it. I want an honest answer.”

Ruby wiped her hands on her apron. “You know why,” she said cautiously. “Mr. Josh treats folks real nice, no matter who they are. You got more hard edges, especially when somebody gets in the way of something you want.”

“I ain’t arguin’ any of that,” said York.

“When are you moving into the manse?” asked Ruby, obviously wanting to move away from such intimate talk.

“Not until the nuptials,” said York, letting it go. “No reason to act like a hound dog that ain’t ever sniffed a live rabbit. A man got his pride; don’t want to seem too eager.”

Ruby laughed.

York stared toward the manse, a good rock’s throw away from the shed. Standing on four-foot-high stone pillars, the stately two-story white house had four columns on the front. Porches wrapped both the front and back of the house. An oak tree, at least a hundred years old and so wide it took several people to wrap their arms around it, stood to the right of the front porch. The plantation had taken its name from the moss-draped oak.

About a half mile to the left of the manse, snaking its way toward the Atlantic Ocean, the slow-moving Conwilla River created the current that made rice growing possible. A gravel drive, bordered on both sides by twenty-five more oaks, connected about a quarter mile away to a wide dirt road that ran from Beaufort to Charleston.

“I ought to be the one that got shot,” claimed York. “Josh threw his body between me and that bullet.”

“Mr. Josh got a good heart,” said Ruby. “Everybody says it.”

“The best.” York stared down at the dirt, drier than normal in the spring.

“You leaving us after the wedding?” asked Ruby. “Going off to fight?”

“I got no choice,” said York. “The Yankees will come after us for sure now that we got the war declared.”

“You expect them to get down here?”

“If they can, they will. They’ll take our homes, all we own. A man’s got to fight to protect what’s his.”

Ruby raised her eyebrows. York noted her stare and knew what lay behind it. Ruby had run away a few months ago, and he felt sure she’d head off again if she got any whiff—even a little one—that the Yankees were close enough for her to reach them before getting caught.

“I got me a baby up in Virginia,” said Ruby, telling him things he already knew. “Theo. You reckon I ought to fight to get him back?”

“Don’t ask me that kind of question,” York fired back. “I got no control over the ways things are. They was this way before I was born, and they’ll be this way when I’m under six feet of dirt.”

“Not if the Yankees win.”

York glared at her. “You best not forget yourself. No matter that Camellia puts a lot of store in you.”

From the look in Ruby’s eyes, the message had been clear. She tucked a stray hair behind her ear.

York glanced away. “Guess I’ll go see Josh before the day starts.”

“You go see him every morning.”

“He’s a lot different than me, but he’s still my brother—half at least.”

“Different mamas made you that way, I guess,” she commented quietly.

Suddenly York wanted Ruby to understand him. Maybe it was the war; or the fact that Josh had taken a bullet meant for him; or his upcoming marriage to a woman he didn’t truly love; or the fact that his daughter, Camellia, had just recently learned he wasn’t her real pa. Who knew what it was? But inside he felt a little shaky, like the ground had just squirmed and the movement left him unsteady on his feet. “You think I’m mean, don’t you?” he asked Ruby.

When Ruby kept quiet, York understood. A darky didn’t talk straight about such a thing to a white boss. “I know I am,” he said, taking her off the spot. “And Mr. Cain is kind.”

“He’s got the Lord in him,” said Ruby.

York grunted. “The Lord never did much good for me—you either that I can see.”

“I don’t put any stock in the Lord myself. Just saying that Mr. Cain does, and he says that’s what makes him the man he is.”

“I figure we make ourselves what we are,” said York. “The Lord’s got no part in it.”

“You and me agree on that.”

York shrugged. “I ain’t made much of myself.”

“You’re doing all right,” said Ruby. “You’ll own this place soon enough.”

“But I’ve paid a high price for it.”

“We do what we have to do to get what we want.”

“That’s the truth.”

Ruby fell quiet again. A few seconds later, York handed his coffee cup to her and left without another word, his long strides moving off the porch and down the path to the house where Josh lived with his two children.
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Josh Cain lay on a single bed inside a plain wood house that sat in a group of three others just like it. A single oil lamp sat on a table by his head, its soft glow washing across his face. Josh’s beard—unshaven since the shooting—grew out in all directions, and his face seemed shrunken underneath it, the cheeks hollowed out from lack of food. His breath sounded shallow, like he had lungs the size of pecans. His hair, a sandy blond wavy mass, lay out on his pillow, its color darkened by the sweat pouring off his forehead faster than anyone could towel it off. He’d thrown the covers off, revealing a cloth bandage wrapped tightly around his chest. A spot as round as a saucer marked the bandage where the blood from the wound under it still seeped.

An old black woman lay on her side on the floor by his bed, her skinny legs tucked to her chin, her spriggy gray hair jumping out from all angles from under a green bandanna. Her lips were slightly crusty with the remains of the last snuff dip she’d enjoyed before she’d fallen asleep. A bucket of water sat by the woman’s head, and a damp white rag hung on a nail in the wall by the bucket.

Outside the window a dog barked. Josh stirred but didn’t wake. The woman snored lightly but didn’t move. A door squeaked from the rear of the house. Although it was early spring, the air in the bedroom felt moist and warm as the humidity off the nearby ocean seeped through the house.

Josh’s chest rose and fell, fast and thin, and he moaned slightly as he shifted in the sweat-soaked sheets. A soft thump sounded from near the back door, but not loud enough for anything but a cat to have noticed it. Another thump creaked through the wooden floors, then another and another. The old woman might as well have been dead.
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The door to Josh Cain’s bedroom eased open, and Trenton Tessier moved into the darkened room. A pistol hung in the front waistband of his pants, and his shirt gaped open at the neck. Trenton took a long drink from a whiskey bottle, then calmly returned it to his back pocket, eased the pistol out, and aimed it at the man on the bed.

“Wake up, Josh Cain!” Trenton growled.

The black woman woke with a jerk, her thin body jumping up as if stuck with a knife. “Master Tessier!” she stammered. “What you doin’ here so early?”

“Stay put, Stella, this is no concern of yours. Where are his brats?” Trenton pointed at Josh Cain.

“They stayin’ with Miss Camellia, so’s not to bother Mr. Cain with their noise.”

Trenton nodded. “Get out of here!” he commanded.

Stella eyed the pistol. “You thinkin’ on doin’ a bad thing. Best think that over twice.”

“Shut your mouth, old woman. I have no patience for any of your uppity ways.”

Stella’s stooped back straightened as much as possible. “I helped raise you, Master Trenton,” she said, her mouth tight. “Now you done gone and got drunk. That surely lead to trouble if you ain’t careful.”

“I told you to get out of here!”

Stella glanced at Cain, then back at Trenton. “Mr. Josh ain’t in no condition to fend for hisself,” she said, refusing to give up. “A man of your station don’t do harm to somebody that can’t stand up in their own defense.”

As Trenton adjusted his crutches, he felt Stella studying him.

“You be born to high privilege,” she whispered. “Got charm and fine manners, too, when you wants to use them.”

“What’s that brought me?” hissed Trenton.

“You got to answer that,” said Stella.

“Not much!”

“You got anger, that’s for sure, like a snake held by the tail by somebody teasin’ it.”

Trenton lowered the pistol for a second. “You have some nerve.”

“I know you,” she said calmly. “Since the day your mama give you birth over twenty-one years ago. You was a good boy, laughin’ a lot, some meanness, yeah, but boys be that way at times, like growlin’ pups that gets too full of themselves. But you ain’t a bad man, Master Tessier, least not yet. You don’t want to do this—not really—no matter how much you think this man done took from you.”

Trenton licked his lips, and his mouth tasted like sour whiskey. The smell of it filled the room.

“You gone end up like your daddy if you ain’t careful,” she continued. “A mean old drunk man, rich in land and darkies but plumb poor with friends and everythin’ that really matters.”

“Cain kept me from killing Hampton York. Took Camellia from me too; he owes me.”

Stella peered back at Cain.

“He’s not going to wake up,” said Trenton.

“Maybe not. He’s hangin’ between life and the grave.”

“I wish he was already dead; it’d save me from doing this.”

“You already shot him once,” Stella said. “Best leave him be now.”

“York should have killed me. Better a fate than this.” He pointed the pistol at his stump.

“He spared your mama the grief of a dead son,” Stella insisted. “Took aim at your knee instead of your head. Reckon you ought to give him some thanks for that.”

Trenton eyed her coldly. “York wanted my mother to marry him. That’s why he didn’t kill me.”

“Expect you be right about that,” said Stella. “They done worked things out between them, odd as that might seem to us. But either way, you be still breathin’. So best you leave it at that and get on with livin’.”

Trenton took a deep breath.

“You still got goodness in you,” offered Stella. “Yep, you done some rough things already, but you can’t do this to Mr. Cain. No man whose heart ain’t gone completely foul could do harm to another man laid out with a bullet in his chest.”

Trenton licked his lips, his mind swirling. Stella stayed still. Part of him wanted to shoot Josh Cain, while another half wanted to break down and cry and run from The Oak, never to return. He glanced around the room, and his eyes landed on a picture hanging on the wall by the bedside table. Stella also looked at the picture, and her eyes suddenly widened. Trenton stepped a pace closer and stared at the drawing. It showed a man and a woman walking on the beach, their backs to the viewer, the sun going down behind them. The images were soft, the work of a gentle hand, the forms indistinct yet somehow still real.

“What’s this?” asked Trenton.

“That be one of Mr. Cain’s pictures,” said Stella. “You know he do some hand drawin’s.”

“It’s them!” Trenton snarled. “Cain and Camellia! He drew it before … before she ever told me.” Rage, more murderous than he’d ever felt, rolled through his body.

“I think it’s Mr. Cain and his Mrs. Anna,” Stella argued. “Before she ever died.”

“That’s a lie!” growled Trenton. “It’s Cain and Camellia. He set his heart for her even when he knew I planned to wed her.”

“You be wrong!”

Trenton raised his pistol at Cain again. “Enough talk! Get out of here.”

“I ain’t goin’. I done told you that. You thinkin’ to do harm to Mr. Cain, you gone have to come through me.”

“I’d prefer not,” said Trenton. “But I’ll do what’s necessary to take my revenge.”

Stella stepped closer to him, her penny-colored eyes suddenly bright with anger. “I be over seventy years. Got my children grown and moved on. Death don’t hold no fright for me, so I ain’t scared of you either.”

Trenton’s face puffed up with fury, and he pointed the pistol at her. “You think I’m going to take this from you?”

Stella grabbed at his crutches, but before she could reach him, he swung his pistol. The barrel smacked across her chin, and she fell to the floor, a stream of blood immediately flowing from the wound. She reached for his good leg, but he jumped away, surprising himself with his quickness.

Stella’s eyes scanned the room. Knowing she was looking for a weapon, he clomped over and lifted his crutch like an ax. She grabbed the water bucket from the floor and threw it at his good leg. The bucket cracked into his knee, but he didn’t go down. He swung his crutch at her head, but she ducked and rolled away.

“Get out!” yelled Trenton. “Keep to your place!”

Stella rolled under the bed and crawled out the other side. Blood ran down her chin and into the front of her plain brown dress. “You ain’t gone kill him!” she shouted. “He’s probably gone die anyway, but it ain’t gone be at your hand!”

Trenton’s eyes blazed. “I’ll sell you as soon as this is finished!”

Stella glanced at Mr. Cain. He continued to lie still, totally unaware. Trenton smiled as he saw what Stella had mistakenly done. The bed now lay between them, and she couldn’t attack him again. He raised his pistol and aimed it at Cain.

“The law will come for you,” Stella threatened as she wiped blood off her chin. “I be the one to tell them what you done.”

Trenton set his crutches to free his right hand, reached to the back of his pants, and took out a second pistol. “He shot at me,” he said, relaxed now. “Easy enough to make it seem that way. Especially when I leave this weapon, already fired, in the hand of the dead man.”

“Why would Mr. Cain shoot at you?”

“Who knows? He’s been out of his head. I came by to check on him, good man that I am. He pulled a weapon on me, and I had to defend myself.”

“You got it all figured, don’t you?”

“It appears so.”

“But I will say different.”

He laughed harshly.

Stella hung her head. “The sheriff not gone take the word of a darky over yours.”

“You’re smart,” said Trenton. “Nobody ever said otherwise. Now, you can either go or stay—your choice.”

As Stella lifted her apron to her bleeding chin, Trenton realized the old woman still hadn’t given up. She’d try to figure another way to stop him. He’d have to act fast.

Trenton pulled back the hammer on the pistol. Just then Stella threw herself over the bed. He fired at her, but the shot missed, and she grabbed his left leg. He whacked her again with the pistol, this time behind her right ear. She yanked at his leg, and he fell over. Footsteps sounded loudly from the back of the house.

Who was it? Cain’s kids? Trenton hoped not; he didn’t want them mixed up in this! He kicked Stella. She dropped to the floor but then crawled at him again. Swinging a crutch, he caught her in the side of the head, and she crumpled over. A voice rang in the room, a full deep sound, and Trenton rolled over.

There, in the doorway, stood Hampton York, a pistol drawn. Trenton’s heart jumped, but he kept his head and aimed his gun at York.

“Step away!” York yelled.

Panting, Trenton pulled himself up and stared at York, at his tanned face and thick hands and shoulders.

York walked a couple of steps closer, his gait easy, like a racehorse sliding over the ground. A well-trimmed black beard covered his face, and his black hair fell over the collar of his tan shirt. A determined look filled his eyes.

Trenton’s blood ran cold. York had already bested him in one duel. Was he ready for another?

Trenton moved a pace away from the bed, his pistol still ready. “What are you doing here?”

“You know I rise early,” said York. “I came to check on Josh like I do every day. I heard a gunshot; that hurried me up some.”

“I came to finish what I started.” Trenton nodded toward Cain. “He’s about dead anyway.”

“If he dies, so be it. But you won’t have any hand in rushin’ that. Now, put down that gun.”

“You’re a fool!” shouted Trenton, gun still poised. “If he lives, he’ll marry your daughter. Is that what you want? He’s little more than a pauper, no way to provide her what she deserves.”

York nodded. “He ain’t rich, that’s true. But he’s a good man—somethin’ I can’t say about you … me either for that matter. He’ll love her pure and strong, there’s worthiness in that. Besides, she ain’t really my girl. I just got the chance to raise her, that’s all.”

“But I love her too,” argued Trenton. “And he’s the only thing standing between us. She can’t love him; she’s always loved me.”

York grunted. “You just want her. Like a man desirin’ a fancy horse. She’s beautiful but out of your reach, so you go for her even more. That ain’t the same as love. It’s selfishness, pure and simple.”

“So you’re the expert on love?”

“I ain’t no expert on much of nothin’. But I do know this: you ain’t sneakin’ in here to kill my brother when he’s still down from where you shot him in the first place. I’d say that’s lower than a dog, but that’s badmouthin’ the dog. So put away that pistol and get out of here. I’m weary of this talk.”

Trenton wiped sweat off his chin and kept looking harsh, but inside his gut he knew he was whipped. For the time being, he’d have to leave Josh Cain alone.

“Get his guns, Stella,” ordered York.

Stella moved to Trenton. He glared at her, but she took the pistols anyway. Mustering up what little dignity he had left, Trenton adjusted his crutches and moved slowly toward the door. “There’ll be another day,” he said softly.

York jumped at him like a mad bear. Before Trenton could react, York had grabbed him by the throat and held him still. Trenton’s face went white as York squeezed his flesh.

“I’m not a man to trifle with!” growled York. “Josh Cain is a far better man than me or you will ever dream of bein’ You and me have had our troubles in the past, and I can see where you might want to try me again. I expect that, figure it will come down to one of us dead one day—I reckon that’s best. But you listen to this and get it straight. You try again to do harm to Josh, and I won’t let you go. I’ll make sure you never see another sun come up. You hear that plain?”

Trenton’s eyes bulged with fury, but deciding to bide his time, he banked it down and nodded. York let go of his neck. Trenton brushed down his shirt and gradually caught his breath. But then, instead of slipping meekly away, he drew himself up to full height and eyed York.

“You forget yourself,” he whispered. “Until a few weeks ago, you were a hired hand—not much better than the darkies.”

“But now your mother is to be my bride,” sneered York. “And I’ll have more say over what happens here than anyone, even you!”

“You stole from us!”

York raised his pistol to his eye level. “I said get out!”

Trenton bit his lip. “I’m going. But know this. If I can’t have Camellia, nobody will.”

“I already said I ain’t goin’ to let you hurt my brother.”

“There are other ways to stop their love,” Tessier claimed. “I just have to figure them out.”

“Get out of here before I shoot out your other knee.”

“This isn’t finished,” said Trenton.

“It is for now.”

Trenton clomped out, his crutches heavy since he no longer cared that anyone heard him. One day, he promised himself, one day he’d take care of York and Cain. What a glorious day that would be.
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York put his pistol away and faced Stella. “How bad you hurt?”

“Not much,” she said, handing him Trenton’s pistols, then examining the blood on her apron where she’d wiped her chin. “Bleedin’ slowed most to nothin’. A bump or two on the head. But I’m a tough old gal, you know that.”

“I’ll get a doc to check on you if you need it.”

“I reckon I be OK.”

York nodded, moved to Josh, and stared down. “He sleep through the night?”

“Tossed and turned a lot.”

“When did Camellia leave him?”

“About half through the night.”

“She’s with Beth and Butler?”

“Yep, but comin’ back over later in the day.”

“Glad they’re all still asleep. No need to mix them up with any of this.”

“That be surely best.”

“Yep, so keep this quiet, all right? No use worry in’ Camellia or the children.”

“You be the boss, Captain.”

York put Trenton’s pistols in the waist of his pants, pulled a cut of tobacco from his pocket, and bit off a chew. “You figure Josh will die?”

Stella dabbed at her chin again. “I ain’t sure. But I expect we’ll know soon.”

York chewed his tobacco thoughtfully. “I don’t know how long I can stay here after I marry Mrs. Tessier. Now that South Carolina has gone and fired on Fort Sumter, I got no choice but to head out to fight,”

“When you figure to head off?”

“A few days after the nuptials.”

“Master Tessier gone stay here when you go?”

“I don’t know. He wants to go fight—every man his age does. But somebody has to stay and run The Oak. With his leg freshly cut on and all, he might stay back, least for a while.”

“That causes me some worry,” said Stella, frowning.

York faced her again. “Me too. If I ain’t here, who’s goin’ to protect Josh the next time Trenton comes after him?”

“It ain’t only Josh I fear for,” said Stella.

“You think he’d do harm to Camellia?”

“Master Tessier be a rough man. He figures he’s lost about everythin’ worth havin’. You marryin’ his ma and takin’ over as head of this place. Miss Camellia turnin’ down his proposal and declarin’ her love for Mr. Cain. Him a cripple, not able to go off to war and all the glory he figures come with that. Plus, now he be showin’ a real likin’ for whiskey, just like his dead pa. He gets liquored up, he might think the best way to keep Camellia from Josh Cain or somebody else is to … to …” She couldn’t finish the sentence.

“‘If I can’t have Camellia, nobody will,’” York claimed. “That’s what he said.”

Stella nodded. “We got to do somethin’ if you gone leave. Somethin’ to protect her and Mr. Cain.”

York walked to the window. The early morning light had begun to creep over the land. The year’s crop already lay planted, the soil covered by the fresh water from the Conwilla River, water pushed up by the ocean tides and dammed or freed by the dikes built by the darkies and managed by him and Josh.

Stella moved to him. “I ain’t nothin’ but a servant here, but I loves this place like it’s my own. All the people on it too … except for, I reckon, Trenton and his mama.”

York laughed. “You love me, too, Stella?”

Stella put a hand on his shoulder. “You be a troublesome man. Got a lot of barky edges on you. Drink too much, gamble a lot, used to chase after the women, get in more than your share of fights. But you raised Camellia; I got to give you that. And I love her most of all. So, yep, I reckon I got love for you.”

York sighed. “Not many would say that.”

“Don’t need many,” said Stella. “Just the right few.”

York looked back at Josh.

“What you gone do to protect Camellia, Captain York?” asked Stella.

York rubbed his beard. “I ain’t sure. But I will do somethin’, I can assure you of that.”


Chapter Two
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York stewed all morning about his next step. Should he keep Trenton Tessier’s effort to kill Josh quiet or seek advice from somebody else about how to keep Trenton from going after Josh again? But who could he tell? Other than Calvin and his son Johnny there weren’t any other white men on The Oak, True, he bossed a couple of other white laborers who lived elsewhere and worked for him, but they weren’t of high enough rank to talk to about this kind of thing. Josh had always been his ear for matters of a serious nature, and in spite of the fact that they didn’t always agree on a course of action after they’d talked, he could always count on Josh to tell it to him straight. One thing about Josh—a compass lived in the man’s heart, and that compass always pointed toward the truth, at least as he saw it.

York pondered on what he’d do if Josh died. He’d hurt more than a dog run over by a wagon, that was for sure. But then he’d have to pick up and go on. A man couldn’t let heartache keep him down, not even a heartache caused by the death of the only man he’d ever truly trusted, his only true friend in the whole world.

York considered going to Johnny to talk over his problem but decided against it. If Johnny learned of Trenton’s ill will toward Josh, he might just go after the young master of the plantation, and York knew his boy wasn’t ready for that kind of fight. Besides, that’s the last thing York needed—his last living son battling the son of the woman he planned to wed in a week.
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About midday York cut off a new chew of tobacco, stuck it in his cheek, and stood up at his tiny desk. Through the window he could see a bank of clouds hanging over The Oak, but even they couldn’t cover the beauty of the place. The last of the year’s azaleas still bloomed around the porch of the manse. Fresh green leaves blanketed the oak trees. Honeysuckle grew heavy already on the fence that surrounded the main section of the property. With a light breeze blowing through the low clouds, he could almost smell the salty ocean.

York moved to the porch, his mind unsettled. He couldn’t leave The Oak until he’d provided protection for Josh and Camellia. But how? What could he do? An idea flooded his head, and he knew then who he could ask. The one person with as practical a nature as his; one who’d do the best thing, even if it wasn’t necessarily the right thing.

Katherine Tessier.

York’s teeth worked his tobacco hard as he headed to the manse. Telling Lady Tessier about her boy’s cowardly act might cause some sparks to fly, but she might as well know it before something worse happened. One thing about Katherine—she kept a level head, never seemed to let something as silly as love or family knock her off the most appropriate course. She’d already shown that when it came to making choices. She always chose the logical thing, the course that made the best sense … not the one that made the most people happy.

As always, York took off his hat as he entered the manse. In spite of the fact that he’d live here in a week, the place still awed him some. He peered quickly around the entryway, as if expecting somebody to shoo him back out. He took a deep breath. Although he was soon to become master of The Oak, it didn’t seem right. He studied the fancy furnishings. A large table with a tall oblong mirror sat to his left. A staircase with a shiny wood rail hugged the wall to his right, disappearing into the heights of the second floor. A number of smooth rugs—most of them a shade of burgundy or gold—lay on the hardwood floor. The ceiling, cut with a circular pattern in the center, loomed at least sixteen feet overhead. About halfway up the wall to the ceiling hung a mammoth full-length portrait of Mr. Marshall Tessier. He wore a red jacket with a black collar and gold buttons and a laced white shirt, buttoned at the neck. Black pants and boots, clean enough to eat off of, glistened from the painting. A hound dog lay at his feet on a gold rug.

York reverently studied the picture. Mrs. Tessier had promised him that she’d take down her former husband’s portrait the morning of their nuptials. Then, as soon as they could get the artist from Charleston to do it, they’d get his portrait painted and hung in its place.

A smile crossed York’s face as he momentarily forgot his worry about Josh. He’d always wanted his picture in a house like this, had figured it about as high an honor as a man could get! Well, his day would come real soon!

Hat in hand, York left the entry and found his betrothed bride in the main parlor. Three Negroes stood around her, listening to their orders. Katherine pointed to this and that, her hands busy, her voice firm as she told the darkies what to do to prepare for the wedding guests.

Although still feeling out of place, York cleared his throat to get Mrs. Tessier’s attention. She turned to him, her face blank. He studied her features—her skin as white as flour in a skillet. She had brown eyes with thick brows that almost touched in the middle. A light mustache fanned out over her lip, but nobody could see it without looking real close. She was a touch thick at the waist and hips but not overly so. She certainly didn’t take his breath away when he saw her, but he’d seen much worse. Truth be told, she was slightly above ordinary—nothing more and nothing less. But he’d loved beautiful women before, and that had gotten him absolutely nothing. Maybe this way was better. Katherine had attractions other than a toss of a pretty head and a figure that made your head hurt. She owned The Oak, and he wanted her because he wanted the plantation. She wanted him for the money he had that would pay The Oak’s debt to the bankers in Charleston and keep it out of their hands. Not a bad trade; both got something they needed. So what if they had to marry each other to get it?

“You don’t usually visit me so early in the day,” said Mrs. Tessier, her tone showing surprise.

“I got things on my mind,” he said. “I figure it’s best to take them up with you. Alone.”

Mrs. Tessier waved her hand, and all of the darkies slipped quietly from the room.

“Not getting scared of marrying me, are you?” asked Mrs. Tessier.

York smiled. “No, I reckon I’ll go through with that.”

She pointed him to a chair and he took it. Then she perched on a spot across from him. He put his hat on his knee. “I don’t rightly know how to tell you this,” he started. “But I caught Mr. Trenton down at Josh Cain’s at dawn today. He didn’t go there to ask about Josh’s health.”

Mrs. Tessier fluffed the back of her hair. “I don’t understand.”

“Trenton went there to kill Josh.”

“He’d never do something like that. He’s got his honor.”

York pulled Trenton’s pistols from his pants. “You can give these back to him.”

Katherine took the guns as if accepting a pair of mad snakes. She held them by the tip of the barrels for a second, then laid them in her lap.

“He smacked Stella around some,” York said. “But I stopped him before he could do Josh harm.”

“You swore her to quiet?”

“I did.”

Mrs. Tessier clenched her hands on her knees. “He must have been liquored.”

“He was.”

“He gets angry when he drinks, just like his father did.”

“That can be a dangerous trait for a man.”

Mrs. Tessier stood, put the pistols on the fireplace mantel, then returned to her chair. “What are we going to do?”

“You need to talk to Trenton. Put some sense in his head.”

“He barely speaks to me,” she said. “He’s so set against our marriage.”

“Can’t blame him for that.”

She sighed. “He’s not coming to the ceremony. Swore he’d stay in Beaufort until it was over.”

“He figures I’m not worthy of you, like most everybody else.”

She smiled. “I don’t care about everybody else; neither do you. That’s at least one thing we have in common.”

“Not much else. It is a little loco how we came to our plans to marry.”

Mrs. Tessier nodded and York rubbed his beard as he recalled the recent past. Less than a month ago he’d been the overseer of The Oak—a fine job but not one of any social standing. But then, lo and behold, he decided to propose to the widow Tessier.

“In normal days you would have fired me from my labors here and sent me on my way for such an uppity notion,” he said.

“But since The Oak had fallen on hard times and I needed cash money and you had some, things took a different turn.”

York grinned. He’d come by his money in two ways—one Mrs. Tessier knew about, the other she suspected but couldn’t prove. First, he’d skimmed off the top of The Oak’s earnings for years. Second, he’d taken what he’d skimmed and placed it all on a stout black stallion during the Charleston horse races back in February. To his delight the stallion had won, and York’s wealth had swelled like a river after a week of spring rains.

“You took a different look at me when I showed up with twenty-seven thousand dollars,” he said. “Enough to keep The Oak out of the hands of the Charleston bankers.”

“Twenty-seven thousand was just about right.” She smiled in return. “Enough for me to swallow my pride, poke a stick in my own son’s eye, and say ‘yes’ to you.”

“We’ve shocked everybody, but I don’t care. We both get what we want. It’s a fair deal all the way around.”

She waved her hand. “Enough of that for now. What are we to do about Trenton?”

“He’s your son. Tell him to leave Josh alone. If he don’t, I’ll have to kill him this time.”

Her face became a grim stare. “I didn’t break our betrothal when you shot off his leg. But what kind of mother stays with a man who kills one of her sons?”

“I ain’t wantin’ to do it, let me make that clear. Just like with the duel. I had no choice in that.”

“Now Trenton is a cripple.”

“I spared his life once, but I won’t let him go after my only kin again.” York’s voice was hard, determined.

“But what can I do?”

York looked for a spittoon but saw none. “What about makin’ Trenton leave The Oak? Send him to Charleston.”

“He’s not healed enough. Besides, with the war coming and you leaving soon, I’ll need him to run this place.”

“Can’t Calvin do that?”

“If Trenton goes to war, Calvin will insist on going too,” she said. “That would leave me with nobody.”

“Can you run the place without them?”

“I doubt it. You know I’ve never done much around here. Don’t know that I can start now.”

“If this war goes on for long, both Calvin and Trenton will probably leave here. You got to realize that.”

“You figure Trenton can receive a commission?” she asked. “Even with his injury?”

“Don’t know—but either way, he likely won’t stay here unless it ends fast.”

“I’ll pray for it to end speedily.”

He grinned. “I didn’t know you was a woman of prayer.”

“When a mother is fearful for her children, she will resort to just about anything.”

“Then what do we do?” he asked.

“You think Mr. Cain will live? If not, we have nothing to worry about.”

“Who knows? But I don’t like the notion of leavin’ him here with Trenton if he’s still alive.”

Mrs. Tessier brushed back her hair. “Maybe there’s another way.”

“I’m all ears for ideas.”

“We need to go to Camellia. She’s what Trenton wants. And since we don’t know if Mr. Cain will live, perhaps we can persuade her to … you know … go back to Trenton. The two of them might still end up together. They planned that for so many years anyway. We could give her that option again.”

“But you fought their notions of marriage,” he said bluntly.

“True. But times are different now.”

“I don’t reckon Camellia will change her mind about Trenton, no matter what. Remember, he shot Josh.”

“That was an accident, and she knows it. Trenton is handsome, wealthy, and educated. She’d be fortunate to get him.”

“I reckon she’ll say no anyway. She’s right stubborn once she’s made up her mind.”

Mrs. Tessier wiped her face with a silk handkerchief. “If she says no, we’ll need to try something else.”

York rubbed his beard and weighed another idea. “Maybe we could send her off to Richmond. To her ma and pa.”

Mrs. Tessier’s eyes lit up. “I guess it was a surprise to you to hear from them.”

“Yep, Sharpton Hillard, their hired man, brought big news.”

“You thought her mother was dead all these years.”

He nodded.

“What does Camellia think of this news?”

“I can’t tell. We’ve talked little of it.”

“Does she want to meet them?”

“She’s not sure. I can see she’s got anger at them for not coming to her sooner. And I can understand that.”

Mrs. Tessier bit a fingernail. “Getting her to Richmond would solve many problems. Perhaps I can talk to her about it.”

“I suspect she won’t go anywhere as long as Josh is hangin’ between life and death.”

“I’ll convince her to listen to reason.”

“You think you’re the one to do that?”

She raised an eyebrow. “You think you’re better?”

“Not sayin’ that. But … well … I ain’t sure you have her respect.”

Katherine’s face clouded. “That’s unkind.”

York rubbed his hands on his pants. “I reckon it’s the truth though.”

“I’ll go to her anyway.”

“Do what you want.”

“If she won’t listen to me, we’ll have to take more drastic measures.”

“Like what?”

“I’m not sure, but I’ll think of something.”

York weighed her words, then thought of Stella’s fears that Trenton might come after Camellia. “You think Trenton would ever hurt Camellia?” he asked, deciding to put all the cards on the table.

Mrs. Tessier shrugged. “Why would he do that? He says he loves her.”

“He said if he couldn’t have her, nobody would.”

“He was just saving face. He’s not mean, not really.”

“His pa was pretty mean,” York said, choosing to say straight out what he feared, “He might end up like him.”

Mrs. Tessier’s eyes blazed. “Trenton’s not like his pa! Don’t ever say that again!”

“No offense meant,” he soothed. “Just wanted to say plain what was in my head. No matter that Camellia’s not my blood daughter; I won’t let anyone do her hurt, not even your son.”

“Of course not,” said Mrs. Tessier. “I only want what’s best for her, I assure you of that.”

York almost chuckled but held it back. From what he knew, Katherine Tessier wanted the best for only one person, and that was herself. He’d cast his lot with a spider, he realized, one as deadly as a black widow. He grinned and took her hand. Just the kind of woman he liked. Maybe even the kind he deserved.


Chapter Three
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The day turned muggy as it passed. The breeze that had cooled things in the morning dropped away by midafternoon and never returned. By the time the light had started to fade, everything felt soggy, like a blanket soaked in warm water. Sitting by Josh Cain’s bed, Camellia touched a wet cloth to his haggard face and hoped he’d live through another night. The way she saw it, every day he survived meant another day for him to get stronger. If he could only put a few more days between him and the morning Trenton shot him, he’d make it. “You best not die on me, Josh Cain,” she whispered. “Not before you know I love you.”

Josh didn’t respond. Camellia smoothed the hair away from his sweaty forehead and studied his face. Even ill and thin, he still looked handsome to her—his well-formed chin and high cheeks still visible, even if a shadow of what they had been. When opened, his blue eyes held a kindly look, as if a pool of gentle water lay behind them. His teeth were white and strong, with no sign of tobacco like most men she knew. And his speech—oh, how she loved to hear his speech. A man whose mama had taught him to read, he sounded so fine when he talked. Not that he put on airs or anything, but he spoke with a natural cleanness to his words, as if he wanted each one to stand out fresh by itself.

She sighed as she thought of all the qualities she loved about him. Nobody had ever made her feel like he did. Maybe best of all, Josh trusted the Lord like she did, read his Bible most every day, and tried to treat folks like he wanted them to treat him. Although she knew he’d argue with her and point out all his faults real fast, she saw him as just about perfect in almost everything a woman could want in a man. True, he had ten years on her in age, but what did that matter?

“It sure is a crazy world,” she said softly. “The man I figured on marrying ends up shooting the man I now know I love.”

Shaking her head at the irony, Camellia pulled back the sheet that covered Josh and checked his bandages. Although the doctor from Beaufort had dug out the bullet three weeks back, the hole needed lots more healing. Camellia eased the bandage off and examined the damaged skin under it. The wound looked less inflamed today than yesterday. She breathed a prayer of thanksgiving, and her heart raised a little lighter. Maybe Josh would live.

Camellia heard footsteps and turned to see Stella standing behind her. Stella had a swollen lip and a cut on her chin.

“What happened to you?” Camellia asked.

“I be an old woman,” said Stella. “Took me a fall earlier today, gouged a good hole in my face.”

“You all right?”

“I be tough as a piece of cowhide,” said Stella. “No bother about me. How Mr. Cain doin’?”

Satisfied that Stella was OK, Camellia turned back to Josh and dipped her cloth into the water bucket by the bed. “He stays restless. Moaning and tossing.”

“He did that last night. You been here the whole afternoon?”

“Yeah, I came midday to relieve Beth.”

“That child is growin’ into a fine young woman.”

Camellia smiled as she thought of Josh’s oldest—a girl nearly thirteen years old, with eyes as big and brown as a deer’s, hair the color of beach sand, and a body beginning to round out in ways that brought her a lot of attention the few times a year they took the buggy into Beaufort to shop or go to church. The beauty of her dead mama, Anna, showed up in Beth more and more every day. In addition to becoming handsome in body, Beth also showed strong character, taking on most of the care for her pa and brother, Butler. Trying to help, Camellia and Stella stayed with her as much as they could.

“I fear for Beth and Butler if …” Camellia couldn’t finish her sentence.

Stella put a hand on her shoulder. Camellia’s strength suddenlysagged; she felt like she wanted to cry. Worse than fearing for Beth and Butler, she was scared for herself if Josh didn’t make it. Although she’d known him for about seven years, she’d only realized in the last few weeks that she loved him. Those weeks had changed her life more than all the rest of her twenty-one years put together. Now, however, she faced the possibility of losing Josh before she could even tell him how she felt.

“Mr. Cain be a strong man,” said Stella. “The doctor says maybe the worst already behind him. The bullet be out, the bleedin’ be stopped, and most of his fever be gone. Mr. Josh come to any time now—you just watch and see.”

Camellia patted Stella’s hand. “What would I do without you?”

Stella stroked Camellia’s rich brown hair. “No need to worry about that. I ain’t goin’ nowhere.”

Camellia looked into her friend’s face. “You been with me as far back as my memory goes. Gave me a piece of peppermint the year I turned four. I never had any candy until then.”

“You the best white person I ever knowed,” said Stella. “When your ma ran off, your pa pretty much handed you to me, and I took to you real fast. My children were already gone by then, so I needed somebody to tend.”

“I was two when we came here,” said Camellia. “Almost four when Ma ran off. I don’t even remember her.”

Josh stirred and Camellia turned back to him. He looked so thin; the weight had dropped off his bones as if peeled away with a knife.

She leaned closer. “Josh,” she whispered. “I’m here. Stella too. We’re praying for you.”

She thought his eyes flickered, but they didn’t open.

“He talk any today?” asked Stella.

“No, but I think he’s sleeping better. Hope that’s a good sign.”

“Could be.”

Camellia wiped the cloth across Josh’s face again, then stood and motioned Stella out of the room and into the kitchen. “I need to get super on,” she said as they reached a small table in the center of the wood-floored room. “Beth and Butler will come in after dark.”

“Master York is keepin’ them busy.”

“In the manse, easy labor most of the time.”

“Your pa is a perplexion to me,” said Stella. “One time doin’ the wrong thing, the next time the right.”

Camellia nodded. With Hampton York, a person never could tell. York liked drinking and never met a card game, horse race, or cockfight he didn’t like. Plus, he tended to look out for his own interests more than anybody else’s. Yet he’d provided for her, even though he wasn’t really her pa, a fact she’d only recently found out.

“You know he’s not really my pa,” Camellia said.

“Everybody’s heard that news, child. Darkies talk, just like the white folks. I know that your mama is alive, that your pa ain’t the captain. ’Course I figured the last part of it a long time ago.”

“You did?”

Stella chuckled. “I knew him and your mama when they first showed up here—remember? Before your ma run off. Though they never said nothin’ about when they tied up with one another, I could tell she’d brought you into the bargain when they married.”

“You’re a smart woman, Stella.”

“I ain’t dumb, that’s for true.”

Camellia took a wet cloth and wiped off the table. Stella took a couple of big spoons from a drawer and set them on the table.

“I thought my mama died of the typhus,” said Camellia. “Pa thought it too. She’d sent him a letter, told him her days were numbered, even sent him that red dress and navy cape—you’ve seen me wear it.”

“She sent earrings too,” agreed Stella. “And a beat-up old Bible.”

“Pa said she never read it, guess she figured he might.”

“Reckon not,” said Stella. “It’s yours now.”

Camellia rubbed her eyes, still puzzled by all she’d learned over the last few weeks. “The typhus didn’t kill my ma after all. She and my real pa are prosperous people.”

“Captain York raised you like you was his own after she ran off,” marveled Stella. “Not always doin’ it right maybe, but he stayed steady with you. I got to give him credit for that, yes I do. He loves you, no doubt of it.”

Camellia pulled a pan from a nail on the wall and started spreading lard in it. Stella took cornmeal from a jar and poured it into a bowl.

“What do you think I should do about my folks?” asked Camellia. “They sent me five thousand dollars; want me to come meet them.”

Stella poured water into the bowl with the cornmeal. “That be hard to say. Five thousand dollars is a heap of cash.”

Camellia recalled the events that had unfolded in the last year and a half.

In mid-November 1859, a stranger named Sharpton Hillard had come from Richmond to tell York that a man who had been carrying five thousand dollars for Hillard’s employer was missing. Then in February, Hillard had visited The Oak again—this time to see Josh. Josh had told Hillard about the dead man he’d found at Mossy Bank Creek in November 1858 but, not wanting to get York in any trouble, hadn’t mentioned York’s presence.

On April 12, just before the duel at dawn, Hillard had come to Josh again, and both had told their stories. Hillard reported that Camellia’s folks had sent the man with the five thousand dollars almost three years earlier to find her and her brother, Chester. The money was an offering to them to show they loved them and wanted to see them. But the man bringing the money had been robbed and killed on the way to The Oak. To Camellia’s surprise she’d recently found out that York had the money; that he and Josh had found it with the dead man at a creek on the way home from Charleston. With no clue as to the origin or destination of the money, York had kept it in spite of Josh’s protests about finding the rightful owner.
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