







“Margaret.” He took a
deep breath.
“Will you marry me?”

“Yes,” she said softly, still in a daze. “Yes.”

A broad grin spread across his face, and his sun-bronzed cheeks flushed with delight. He leaned down to kiss her once more, but she halted him abruptly with her hand.

“Ash!”

He stopped, his countenance suddenly unreadable.

“What’s the date?” she asked.

His eyes narrowed as he stared over her shoulder, and again she was astonished by how magnificent he was, a face of hard and even planes but such expressive eyes and mouth.

“Let me see,” he muttered. “Today is Thursday, October 22, 1863.”

“Oh.” She swallowed, swaying slightly in his embrace.

“Is anything wrong?”

She closed her eyes for a few moments, then brightened and gazed straight into his face. “Ash! Your birthday is in three weeks.”

“Margaret,” he said softly. “I have to return to my command. Do you want to marry me now, or on my next …”

“Now,” she cut off his words, shudder coursing through her body. This birthday would be his last. For she knew that sometime next summer, General Ashton Powell Johnson, C.S.A., would be killed by one of General William T. Sherman’s crack sharpshooters.

Unless, of course, his wife could prevent it.…
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Dedication

To Allen and Seth, who endured weekends of third-rate movies so I could write this book

and to Aunt Grace, who had the forethought to save a bundle of yellowing letters from the trash can.


CHAPTER 1
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Although she had fallen into a deep sleep, an unpleasant odor assaulted Margaret Garnett’s nostrils. First, her nose twitched, then her mouth tugged into a grimace, and finally, her eyes opened, startled and blue.

Her face, even in distress, was more than pleasant. It was a wholesome face, slightly round, with neat features that were very close to pretty. She was not wearing makeup, but even without artificial enhancing Margaret had an all-American, Norman Rockwell sort of face. Her hair, light brown and straight, was cut into a sensible, no-nonsense page boy. She looked much younger than thirty, yet something in her eyes, a fleeting darkness that sometimes appeared, made her seem much older.

It had taken Margaret two full hours on the ancient bus to fall asleep, two long hours of trying to forget her ultimate destination, a place so remote and godforsaken that the only way to reach it was by car or by  Rebel Line bus. This was not a journey to be made impulsively. It took extensive planning, since even old Rebel Line would only venture there once a week. Weather permitting.

And the way Margaret had been feeling lately, with moods so bleak that other New Yorkers passing her on the street urged her to cheer up, she didn’t trust herself behind the wheel of a rental car. It would be too easy to turn around and flee—to do a simple U-turn back to Nashville, hand in the car keys at the airport, and catch the next plane back to New York.

The stench that awakened Margaret was more powerful now, an aroma of salt and grease and something indefinable and animal-like. She turned her head around, the little piece of paper towel clipped to the headrest sticking to her hair.

A man in the seat behind her, the one with the green mesh baseball hat and low-slung belt, was happily munching on something from a cellophane bag. It rattled every time he dipped his reddened, moist fingers into the bag to retrieve a morsel. Earlier on the trip Margaret had watched as he chewed tobacco, explaining the worn patch on the back pocket of his jeans. It was circular, the exact shape of the red tin of snuff. At the time she had been curious about the Royal Crown Cola bottle in his hand. It kept on getting fuller, a dark line rising to the bottle neck. Then she realized, with open-mouthed horror, that he was using the bottle as a cuspidor, spitting tobacco juice into it as he chewed. It was at that point she decided to find refuge in sleep.

He gave her a lopsided grin and held the bag in her direction. Margaret didn’t realize she had been staring at the man, but of course she had. Now she could see the writing on the bag—Uncle Bo’s Bar-be-que Flavor Pork Rinds. She shook her head and tried to smile, but only managed to bare her teeth. He shoved a  crackling mouthful into his grin and nodded toward the window.

“Pretty country,” he crunched.

Margaret glanced out of the window and had to admit he was right. They were beginning to wind up a twisty mountain road, and the ragged gray rock of the mountain was softened by patches of brilliantly colored flowers, wild and magnificent and unexpected. From the opposite window was a picture postcard view of the valley, the lush green of the grass, the weathered red of the rough-sided barns, vague outlines of split-rail fences marking property lines.

The bus groaned with the effort to climb the spiraling road, gears grinding madly with little result. They were traveling at a snail’s pace, with the grating commotion of Le Mans.

Before reaching this stretch of road they had passed rustic farms and small towns with names like Muggin’s Pass and Smileyville. It hardly seemed possible that this was the same America she had grown up in, the same country that had given the world New York and Chicago and San Francisco.

But this was different. This was the Deep South.

“Where you headed to?” It was the man with the green hat and pork rinds.

Margaret folded her hands on her lap and tried to sound cheerful. She was getting quite good at it, having had plenty of practice declaring her destination to her fellow graduate students at Columbia University in Manhattan.

“I am going to Magnolia University, a small, fully accredited liberal arts college located in the heart of the beautiful Smoky Mountains of Tennessee,” she replied.

“Hey, ain’t that something? So am I!” A fleck of pork product shot out of his mouth. Margaret tried to  keep her face blank, but a sudden thought pierced her tortured mind. What if this man was a student? Or a professor of English? Or even a dean?

“You a student?” he asked.

“No. I’m going to be an associate professor of English literature.”

He whistled, obviously impressed. This was the first positive response she’d had to her new position, and it was coming from a man with a mouth full of fried pig skin. Still, it was better than what she’d received from her pals at Columbia.

At first everyone thought she was joking, her peers who clutched envelopes containing plush job offers from Yale and Duke and Penn State. Margaret had been the star of her group, the only one whose doctoral dissertation was going to be published as a book. And this was her second Ph.D., the first being the one she earned right out of college in American history. That dissertation had also won praise. The topic had been on Sherman’s march through Georgia during the Civil War, as told from Sherman’s viewpoint. It, too, had been published, under the title He Did What He Had To.

Margaret’s only failing had been in her procrastinating. Sure, she could whip off a publishable paper in a matter of days, could write a master’s thesis in a few weeks. But when it came to real life, to balancing a checkbook or applying for a job, she was hopelessly, chronically late. When everyone else was applying for grants and teaching positions, Margaret ignored them, rationalizing that she wouldn’t need a job for a year, so why rush? There were books to be read, wonderful historical facts to learn. Why get all bogged down with the boring details of real life when you can revel in the past?

Then suddenly it was spring, and everyone else had jobs, and Margaret had nothing but a stack of student  loans to pay off and a forty-dollar advance from the university press that was publishing her dissertation.

A flurry of application writing was followed by a steady rain of carefully worded rejection letters, all stating that she would have been perfect, but the application arrived too late. All of the good positions were already filled.

So Margaret Garnett grabbed the only job she was offered at small Magnolia University. She knew the name of the school simply because it had been destroyed during the Civil War by a Union regiment from Massachusetts. As a native of Boston, Margaret had been especially proud to hail from the noble state that had tried to erase Magnolia University from the face of the earth. Unfortunately, they rebuilt.

It wasn’t that she hated Magnolia University for itself. She had never been there, had never even seen a photograph of the place. Until she applied for a job there, she had scarcely been aware of its existence.

But now everything had changed. Magnolia University was a physical symbol of her worst failings. She herself was to blame for her predicament, for she was the one who waited too long to send in the stupid paperwork. Clever Margaret, brilliant Margaret, was forced to call mediocre Magnolia her employer. Margaret, who had always scorned anything southern, would be sharing her hard-won northern knowledge with a bunch of kids from south of the Mason-Dixon.

It was so outrageous, so unthinkable, it was almost as if the Confederacy had decided to avenge itself after her glowing dissertation on General Sherman. If that was the case, the South truly had the last laugh.

“I’m a local,” said the man with the green hat, jolting Margaret out of her musings.

“A local what?” she asked without thinking. The man laughed, a deep chuckle that was, surprisingly, not unpleasant. 

“Just a local, born and raised in the town of Magnolia. My daddy and my daddy’s daddy worked here, and so do I, in the cafeteria.” He said this with such obvious pleasure and pride that Margaret smiled.

“It’s nice to meet you. I don’t know anyone yet, just some voices on the phone. My name’s Margaret Garnett.”

“Good to meet you, too. I’m O.B. Willy Thaw, but everyone around here just calls me Willy.”

“What an interesting name. What does the O.B. stand for?”

Again he laughed. “Don’t know. It’s been a family name for longer than anyone can remember, and my great-great-great whoever forgot to write it down. I suppose they never thought this far ahead. Anyway, we just ignore the O.B. most of the time.”

He crumpled the empty bag and stuffed it into his shirt pocket. Suddenly he stood up, touched the ceiling of the bus, and sat right back down. He saw the wary expression on Margaret’s face and raised his thick eyebrows.

“You probably wonder what I just did.”

Margaret nodded slightly, a little worried now. She wondered if he had a psychological disorder, a strange syndrome that might compel him to do weird things, like fondle bus ceilings or abuse small animals.

“I just put back my angel.”

Margaret’s back straightened, and she glanced over to the bus driver. Could she get his attention in a hurry if she needed to? The bus was almost empty, so her only hope was the driver.

“It’s a legend, you see,” Willy continued. “They say Magnolia is just like heaven, so you don’t need any special help from angels while you’re there. But when you leave those old stone gates, better grab your angel,  ’cause you might need it in the real world. So I just put back my angel, since we just passed the stone gates to Magnolia.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I’ve been doing it so long now, I don’t even think about it except when I’m with someone new to the mountain. It’s kind of a nice story, isn’t it?”

“Charming,” she replied, wondering what other little bits of fantasy awaited her. Perhaps they all believed the South won the Civil War or that Magnolia University was actually considered an adequate place of learning.

Willy pushed up his cap, revealing a deep, reddened crevice on his forehead where his cap had fit too snugly.

“Here we are, Miss Garnett,” he announced as the bus gave one last explosive rattle before wheezing to a halt.

With great apprehension, she turned her head to see out of the window, to view her new home. The other riders slumped off the bus, and Willy stood behind her, waiting for some sort of movement on her part. But Margaret was unable to move, transfixed by what she saw.

There seemed to be no actual town of Magnolia. In her mind she had pictured a little village of the Mayberry ilk, the only southern town she was familiar with, other than the nightmare hamlets created by William Faulkner and Flannery O’Connor. She had been secretly hoping for a Mayberry, a place with a wise and gentle sheriff and a large-bosomed Aunt Bea to bake lattice-topped pies.

Instead Margaret saw a store, a single store. The sign above it was hand-lettered, the first few words in red paint, the last in brown. It said Magnolia University Book Store/Post Office/Supermarket. In her mind she added, Bus Stop/International Airport/  Cultural Center, and when she saw a well-dressed young man exit the store eating a candy bar, she slapped on Restaurant.

Willy was still waiting, shifting his weight from one leg to another. So she stood up.

“Holy sh—uh, excuse me,” Willy stammered.

Margaret looked down at Willy, sympathetic and amused. The poor guy. Little did he know when he offered her the pork rinds that she was six feet tall.

One would think that when a woman reached her full height of six feet by the age of fourteen, she would be accustomed to gapes and stares. But Margaret had never really adjusted. Even at the age of thirty, there was a secret corner of her mind that was used exclusively for thoughts of what it would be like to measure in at five foot three.

And even after all the years of basketball jokes and total strangers cupping their hands to their ears and asking how the weather was up there, she was still at a loss for how to prepare people for the initial shock. Perhaps when Willy first offered her a tidbit from his bag, she should have declined with a sweet smile and an explanation. “Pork rinds? No, thank you. I’m six feet tall.”

When she accepted the job at Magnolia over the phone—there been no time for an exchange of formal letters—she should have said, “Although I’m clearly overqualified for the position of assistant professor of anything at your little school, I will gladly accept because I am six feet tall.” And when her last boyfriend dumped her for a diminutive cocktail waitress, Margaret—if she had any sense at all—should have been more understanding. “Of course, dear. It’s only natural that you would trade a two-year relationship based on mutual interests for a three-week fling with a girl who is almost half your age. Not to mention I’m six feet tall.” 

Willy, still gaping at Margaret, whistled through his teeth. “You sure are tall.” He shook his head. Margaret laughed at his refreshing honesty. Most people would look embarrassed, hem and haw, then change the topic when they first realized how tall she was.

Margaret handed Willy his luggage, which was hanging in an overhead mesh shelf. He thanked her, and she pulled down her own meager luggage, two duffel bags and a PBS tote filled with books. The rest of her possessions were being shipped in the mail. She was beginning to wonder if the postal service, which, according to their advertisements, could locate a tent in Nepal, would be able to find Magnolia.

Willy offered to escort her to her new home, a cottage named Rebel’s Retreat. She had a ten-month lease on the place for less money than the monthly rent for her apartment share at Columbia.

The bus screeched away the moment she stepped through the door, and she assumed the driver was as eager to leave Magnolia as Margaret was. The driver, however, did not have college loans to repay. He was a free man.

Since it was the end of August, a few students were milling about on campus. They were, without a doubt, the best-dressed group of college students she had ever seen. There were no torn jeans and bandannas, no pierced noses or leather jackets. At Columbia the students took pride in their grunge. This group looked like a Republican youth convention, or a retreat for unshakable Osmond fans. A vague fragrance of Ivory soap was detectable only when one of the students swept by.

Now that Margaret had a better view, she could also see that the university buildings were made of heavy Victorian stone, sprawling and squat at the same time. They were all of a uniform buff color, but each structure managed to maintain a unique character. 

“Excuse me, are you Dr. Margaret Garnett?” A slender, middle-aged man stood before her, delicate features behind round, horn-rimmed glasses. He wore a blue blazer, a button-down oxford shirt, and neatly pressed khaki slacks, the ensemble of favor, she surmised, judging from the other males on campus.

He was a few inches shorter than Margaret, and she noticed that he glanced involuntarily at her feet. It was a natural reaction, one she was used to. Men seemed to assume she was wearing either platform shoes or standing on a box when they first met her. She was, instead, wearing flats.

“Hello.” She extended her hand.

“Welcome to Magnolia. I’m Chester Dick—we spoke on the telephone. I’m the head of the English department.” They shook hands; his was a firm, dry grip. “I hope you had no trouble getting here. We’re famous for our fog, which sometimes isolates us. You missed real pea-souper by about twelve hours.” He seemed pleased by the foul weather, similar to the way New Yorkers boast about fending off muggers.

“No trouble at all, Dr. Dick.” She flushed when she said his name, like a gawky junior high student. Struggling to think of something to say, she turned to Willy, who was still standing next to her. “Oh, do you know Willy Thaw …”

“Of course,” he said jovially, clapping Willy on the shoulder. “How was your fishing trip, Willy? Did you catch the big one?”

“Nope, Dr. Dick.” Willy shrugged and held up his bag, and for the first time Margaret noticed a spreading wet stain seeping through the canvas. “But I gigged me a few frogs.”

“Mmmm.” Her new boss nodded sagely. “Good eating.”

Willy grinned. “Especially with Mama’s hot sauce. I tell you what—I’ll fix up a plate for you, Dr. Dick, but  don’t tell no one. I don’t have but two dozen legs, and you know how fast they go.”

“I’d appreciate that, Willy,” said Dr. Dick, genuinely pleased with the prospect of eating frog limbs. He then took Margaret’s luggage. “I’ll show you to Rebel’s Retreat. And Willy, we sure missed you in the cafeteria.”

Willy turned red with pleasure and winked at Margaret. “Good luck, ma’am.” And he lugged off.

“Willy’s a real character.” Dr. Dick smiled. “There are a lot of them around here.”

“I would imagine,” she replied, as noncommittal as possible.

After a short walk they were at the quadrangle, an impressive square surrounded by more stone buildings. “The stone is all from a nearby quarry in the valley. We only used local materials in building the campus. That’s why it’s almost impossible to tell if any given building was erected last week or in the last century.”

Margaret took in the sights with a mixture of surprise and irritation. There was no denying that the campus of Magnolia University was nothing short of magnificent. And it bothered her that a college with absolutely no academic reputation should be housed in such a glorious setting. The quadrangle was a stately fortress, no higher than three stories, anchored by a majestic bell tower. The solemn lines of the structures were tempered by lush bushes and brilliantly colored flower beds. The floral fragrance was clean and fresh as the warm breeze jostled the plants.

This was the ideal backdrop for a world-famous university. Oxford or Cambridge came to mind, yet this was a mountain in Tennessee. If there were any academic justice in this world, Magnolia’s campus would be made of corrugated tin lean-tos and rusting mobile homes jacked up on cinder blocks. 

Dr. Dick was watching Margaret, his eyes narrowing as he saw the play of emotions on her face. She was aware of his curiosity and offered him a completely artificial smile.

“How old are most of these buildings?” she asked, brightening into her best tourist impersonation.

“Most are from the late eighteen sixties or later. The university as well as the town of Magnolia were destroyed during the Civil War.” Although Margaret knew this, she felt suddenly, and ridiculously, guilty. She stared straight ahead as he continued.

“Only a few of the buildings around here date from antebellum times. You’re lucky, Dr. Garnett. Your new home is the oldest surviving structure on the campus.”

“Rebel’s Retreat?” Now Margaret was unintentionally fascinated.

“Yep. It was built by one of Magnolia’s original professors. He later became one of the South’s most prominent generals. Have you ever heard of Ashton Powell Johnson?”

Margaret thought for a few moments. In truth, her studies had centered on the North. She could rattle off the name of almost every general and high-ranking officer who served for Lincoln. By contrast, she spent little time and effort studying the Confederacy, only viewing the short-lived nation in terms of how it impacted the North. And she had been so focused on literature for the past few years, the names of famous battles and their heroes now seemed foreign and remote.

But everyone had heard of General Ashton Johnson, a commanding figure with the startling mixture of moderation and audacity. He had fought against Virginia’s succession, but once the deed was done, he became one of the Confederacy’s most daring leaders.  It was Johnson who came the closest to halting Sherman in Atlanta, and without Sherman’s victory in Atlanta, there would have been no March to the Sea. And without Sherman’s devastating march through Georgia, Margaret would have had to select another topic for her first dissertation.

Another by-product would have been the prolonging of the Civil War by another few years and, perhaps, a cost of life so great on both sides, the Union may have never recovered. With a nation so weakened by internal strife, the United States could have become an easy harvest for more powerful nations such as France or England.

Had the admittedly brave Ashton Johnson been successful, there might not be a United States of America.

“General Ashton Powell Johnson.” Margaret nodded. “He organized the Virginia cavalry, and only Sherman could stop him.”

“Sherman and two dozen Yankee sharpshooters,” corrected Dr. Dick, a thatch of his wispy brown hair ruffled by the wind.

“What was General Johnson of Virginia doing in Tennessee?” She tried to keep the tone light, noting the passion with which Dr. Dick had defended the general.

“He was trying to provide the South with a university based on his ideals of education. And it would have worked, too, had the war not pulled him back to Virginia. Who knows what Magnolia would have become if the general had survived the war?”

Margaret frowned, pondering the fate of a Confederate general. It was a compelling story, but common. The guy picked the wrong side to back, and that was his fault.

Now Union officers, that was a different matter. A topic she could warm to, those gallant men in blue.  Just the thought of how many northerners suffered misery and disease and death for the cause of justice was enough to bring tears to her eyes.

“Well, here we are.” Dr. Dick’s voice startled her for a moment, then she looked at where they were.

Before them was a good-size house, covered with vines and wisteria and a strange-looking, lovely climbing plant. The roof was gabled, and there was a long, wraparound porch, complete with a white gliding swing and dozens of potted plants, all in full bloom.

“This is it?” she gasped, stunned by the size and beauty of the so-called cottage. After sharing a two-bedroom flat with three other women for the past few years, Rebel’s Retreat was positively palatial.

Dr. Dick climbed the four steps to the porch and smiled at Margaret’s obvious pleasure. “I think you’ll like it here, Dr. Garnett. Everyone who passes even a single night at Rebel’s Retreat falls in love with it. Some say it’s the ghost of General Johnson that makes the guests feel so welcome. He’s the eternal host, you might say.”

“I was expecting a cottage, Dr. Dick, not an estate.”

He laughed and reached in his blazer pocket for the keys. “Well, it’s your home now. And by the way, please call me Chet. I’m fully aware that the name Dr. Dick is hell to utter with a straight face.”

Margaret beamed, comfortable for the first time since she accepted the job. “I’ll be glad to call you Chet, but only if you promise to call me Margaret. Somehow Dr. Garnett sounds too prim and spinsterish.”

They shook hands, both grinning, and he opened the door. She stepped into the front hall cautiously, as if afraid that the inside of the house could not possibly live up to the promise of the outside. Her eyes,  accustomed to the dazzling sunlight outside, slowly adjusted to the cool dark hallway, little spots dancing in front of her before she could finally see clearly. Chet crossed into a room to the left and threw open heavy velvet drapes, bathing the room in sunshine softened by the hedges outside.

The room, a large parlor, was filled with heavily carved Victorian furniture. It was a style she had always abhorred, preferring instead the simple, clean lines of earlier furniture. But this room was a revelation. Rather than emitting a feeling of self-conscious formality, every piece of furniture seemed to welcome, beckoning with soft chintz cushions and time-warmed wood.

There were two large sofas, both with darkly carved backs and brightened by fresh pillows scattered in the corners. A marble-topped table, slightly too high to be called a coffee table, stood between the sofas, offering an array of yellowing magazines and a selection of old beverage rings staining the marble, testimony that this was a table to be used, not just admired.

Bordering the room were a pair of wing chairs upholstered in a pale green brocade, both with footstools underneath, separated by a round, tilt-topped wine table. On the other side of the room was an enormous buffet with weirdly carved feet. Margaret noticed the legs of the buffet right away and moved closer to examine them.

They were cabriole legs with ball and claw feet. What made the feet so odd was that they were webbed like a duck’s feet, so realistically carved that it seemed as if the buffet could waddle away.

“This is great!” she exclaimed, touching the wood, almost expecting the claw to pull away at her prodding.

“Glad you like it,” said Chet. “It unnerves some  people. There’s a matching table in the dining room, but there wasn’t enough room for both the buffet and the table together. There used to be a dozen or so chairs to complete the set, but they disappeared years ago.”

“I’ve never seen anything like this.” Margaret straightened, shaking her head. “How could anyone not like them? They’re wonderful.”

“I think so, too. They’re from General Johnson’s estate. Apparently he had a somewhat quirky sense of humor, along with a rather fanciful idea of what a home should be. You’ll come across his stuff all over the campus. If it’s strange and funny, it’s bound to belong to the general.”

Margaret smiled. “What did his wife have to say about animal feet on the furniture?”

“Oh, he never married. The one true love of his life died a few months before he was killed.” He looked at the buffet with sympathy. Suddenly he brightened. “Anyway, I’ll let you settle in. There are two small bedrooms upstairs, you can take your pick.”

Chet walked toward the door, turning as he reached for the knob. “I almost forgot—there’s a reception tonight for new faculty members. It’s in Johnson Hall, the big building next to the bell tower on the quadrangle. It’s scheduled to begin at eight o’clock, but we’re pretty casual here. Drop by any time. And Margaret?”

“Yes?” She glanced up from the buffet table.

“We’re delighted to have you here at Magnolia. I’ll see you later.” He gave a little half wave and left.

An odd feeling came over her, a sense of vague guilt. It was the way one feels after trashing another person behind their back, only to discover that same person has heaped your name with praise. Magnolia was delighted to have her, and she was a nasty guest. 

Margaret went back into the hall to retrieve her bags, noting the lush Oriental carpeting as she walked through the parlor. It was slightly worn in spots, but still lovely and obviously very valuable.

Pausing in the hallway, something caught her eye—a glittering light. She turned and saw a mirror, her own face reflected through the age-spotted glass.

The mirror was utterly fantastic. At first it seemed to be a normal, if intricately carved mirror, the frame large and glossy with sweet-smelling wood polish. Upon closer examination the real design was revealed, and Margaret couldn’t help but laugh aloud.

The frame was one continuous bar scene, with comical figures leaning over the straight-edged wood in various states of intoxication. It reminded her of one of those riotous Hogarth paintings of peasants, every cluster of revelers was a self-contained vignette. Some were tipping drinks, others had their mouths wide open—and from the expression of the people beside them, they were singing loudly and off-key. A few men were slumped with tilted hats, and one woman, clearly of dubious virtue, had a shapely leg thrown over the bar.

“General Johnson—I love your taste in furniture!” she said. At once she stopped smiling and gazed at herself, a sadness creeping over her.

Odd. Of course she had not been thrilled with the idea of coming to Magnolia, but since meeting Chet and seeing her new home, her mind had been free of the depressing black thoughts that had been plaguing her for the past few weeks. Now she felt something more than self-pity. It was a sense of crushing sorrow, brief but almost unbearable.

In a moment the feeling was gone, evaporated as quickly as the morning dew. She looked more closely at her own face, surprised—in a detached way—at  how good she looked. In spite of her exhausting, emotionally draining journey, her blue eyes looked bright, her usually lank hair hung not in clumps but in gentle waves.

And strangely enough for Margaret, the thought of attending a reception that evening was not at all unappealing. 


CHAPTER 2
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Johnson Hall was easy to find. Not only was it exactly where Chet said it would be, but it was lit up like a Las Vegas casino; the sounds of laughter wafted over the quadrangle in stark contrast to the somber bearing of the bell tower.

Margaret paused for a moment before opening the heavy oak door, giving her loose hair a reassuring pat before entering the party. She hadn’t been sure what to wear, especially since the few people she had seen around the campus seemed to be dressed more formally than most weddings she had attended in Manhattan. What, she wondered, would they wear to a party if their everyday clothes were so stodgy? Tuxedos and ball gowns?

Playing it safe, she opted for a calf-length embroidered skirt she’d picked up in a Greenwich Village secondhand store and a jade-colored silk T-shirt. She sincerely hoped there wouldn’t be any more receptions for a while, for this was her one and only evening  outfit, and only one of two skirts. The rest of her wardrobe consisted of jeans and sneakers and rugby shirts. No one had ever accused Margaret of being a clotheshorse.

She even applied a touch of makeup for the occasion, something she rarely bothered with. It usually didn’t matter how her face looked once she stood up, but tonight, for some reason, she wanted to look her very best. Standing in front of the strange mirror at Rebel’s Retreat, fumbling with her ragtag assortment of drugstore cosmetics—all zippered into the same quilted makeup case she’d toted since high school, she felt an unfamiliar sense of excitement. This was going to be her real introduction to life at Magnolia University.

So why was she anxious? Earlier that day, on the creaking bus, she wanted nothing more than a oneway ticket back to New York City. Now she felt a weird, fluttery sensation in her stomach, as if she was about to meet someone very special.

Once she defined the feeling, she could almost laugh out loud. Imagine, six-foot-tall Margaret Garnett, Yankee through and through, finding romance in the hills of Tennessee. It was absolutely comical.

Still, she hadn’t been able to shake the notion. And as she clasped the oversize brass doorknob to enter Johnson Hall, her hand was shaking and her throat was suddenly very dry. Taking a deep, fortifying breath, she entered the building.

Bourbon. The moment she opened the door, the brackish scent of bourbon blew over her, tangy and brisk. The smell reminded her of a freshman dorm party or a bar at happy hour. She hated bourbon.

Breathing through her mouth, she scanned the room and was stunned by its size. The entire building was one single gallery, large and open, with a high  ceiling that arched in the center, held up by solid beams that made the ceiling look like an inverted ship’s bow. Lining the walls were elegant bookshelves packed with leather-bound volumes, hundreds, if not thousands, of them. There were a few oil paintings of stern-looking gentlemen, all in dark clothes and serious-looking poses. They looked damn proud to be hanging on the walls of Johnson Hall.

The crowd was conspicuously well-dressed, just as she had imagined they would be. The men wore blazers or suits, the women were clad in cocktail dresses of silk and pale chiffon. The crowd was older, most seemed to be about forty or fifty, although there was one man seated under a painting who appeared to be in his early hundreds.

A few people glanced at Margaret with fleeting smiles and a young man in a white apron raised his eyebrows and pointed to a gallon of Jim Beam. He was behind a card table, the makeshift bar, and was manfully plopping chunks of ice into plastic cups, adding a few splashes of water and generous glugs of Jim Beam, and placing them on the edge of the table. The moment they were deposited, a hand would pluck them away.

Margaret was suddenly aware that she was being watched, and felt that thrill of anticipation course through her, making her fingertips tingle and her stomach knot. She turned her head and saw a man—very tall and very handsome—staring at her. He nodded a silent greeting and walked toward her with long, graceful strides.

He was blond. That somehow surprised her. She had a small, ridiculous twinge of disappointment, and a ludicrous pang in the back of her mind—the small corner that harbored her girlish, romantic notions. She just wasn’t expecting a blond. Almost immediately she snapped to her senses. She was no starry-eyed  girl but a solid, well-educated woman of thirty. But still …

“Are you Margaret Garnett?” His voice was pleasant, perhaps a little too smooth. This was a man who was used to getting his way with women. She wondered how he knew her name, and had a momentary flash of the Magnolia University gossip mills spreading the news of the Yankee giantess stalking the campus.

“Yes, I’m Margaret Garnett.” Her voice was a little more frosty than she had intended, but it didn’t seem to put him off. He continued to smile.

“I’m Brad Skinner.” He shifted his bourbon into the other hand so he could shake her right hand. “You and I constitute the only new faculty members here. Welcome.”

She took his hand, uncertain. He continued to speak. “I guess we’re both after the same tenured English position, eh?”

“Huh?”

He laughed. “It’s Magnolia’s policy—for every tenured slot that becomes available, they hire two applicants and let them teach for a year or two. The winner gets the job.”

“I had no idea! That’s positively barbaric!” Margaret was truly stunned. Why hadn’t anyone told her this was only a trial position?

“That’s because these positions only open up about once every twenty years or so. See old Dr. Taylor over there?” He pointed to the ancient man on the chair. “He’s been teaching here for about sixty years. He’s an expert on the Civil War, or—as he calls it—the War of Northern Aggression.”

“An expert?” she harrumphed. “He probably fought in it.” She blushed, suddenly aware of how malicious she sounded, but Brad Skinner merely laughed. 

“Actually, his father was the one who saw active duty.”

“You’re kidding! His father was in the Civil War?”

“Absolutely. He was only a drummer boy, and married very very late in life, but it’s the truth.”

“Next you’re going to tell me that his father lives just over yonder.” She cocked her head, waiting for the answer.

“To tell you the truth, he’s buried just over yonder, in the Magnolia cemetery.”

“How do you know so much about Magnolia?”

“Ah. I’m an alumnus—college class of 1980.”

Great, she thought. Her only competition is with an alum of the school. Not that it really mattered, she shrugged.

“Can I get you a drink?” He placed his hand under her elbow and gestured toward the bar.

“Sure. Uh, do they have anything other than bourbon? Maybe some white wine?”

He grinned. “I wouldn’t bet on it, but I’ll check.”

And once again, she was standing by herself. She surveyed the crowd for Chet, but couldn’t find him. She wanted to ask him more about this tenure situation.

Her request for white wine had caused a commotion at the bar, and both Brad and the young bartender were looking under the card table, rooting through a cardboard carton that said Jim Beam in large red letters.

Suddenly, Margaret felt a chill run through her, as if a door opened and a gust of frigid wind swept through the room. But she hadn’t heard the heavy oak door open, and even if it had, it was a warm night. Her short-sleeve blouse had seemed too confining as she walked over from Rebel’s Retreat.

Her hands were trembling, and she clasped her arms together for comfort and warmth. No one else  seemed to notice anything, the party sounds remained the same, with the clinking of ice and disjointed giggles. There was a dry lump in her throat, and she could feel the downy hairs on the back of her neck bristle. There was someone behind her.

Slowly she spun around to face the person, but there was no one there. Then her eyes focused on an oil painting hanging on the wall. And against her will, she gasped.

It was a portrait of the most handsome man she had ever seen. He wasn’t simply good-looking, for a painting of a good-looking man can be found in any museum. This man was drop-dead spectacular.

Margaret walked toward the painting, her legs seeming to move involuntarily. The man in the painting seemed to watch her, an optical illusion that happens frequently, she thought. But this was different.

He was young, perhaps thirty or thirty-five, which immediately set him apart from the other paintings, all of white-haired gentlemen with musty gazes and blue-veined hands. No, this man was vital, alive. His clothing, a plain cravat peeking from billowing academic robes, was simple and seemed to be the style worn in the middle of the last century.

But his face—his expression—could have been painted last week. Instead of the self-conscious countenance worn by the other men, his face was amused, a slight smile playing under the light brown mustache. His eyes were an extraordinary hazel color, not really solid brown, but the artist had painted flecks of green in his eyes. The overall shape of his face was slightly square, and his features were regular enough to be called chiseled, but that couldn’t really describe his handsomeness. Perhaps it was his hair, slightly long and sun-streaked, that gave him such a modern look, or his sensual smile. 

Margaret stepped closer, her hands clenched. This was he, she thought. This is who she wanted to meet, who she had been looking for, the reason she wore makeup …

Then she began to laugh at herself, at the absurdity of her bizarre feelings. Margaret Garnett, six-foot-tall Yankee giantess, wears makeup for oil painting on Tennessee mountain. It was ludicrous, insane. Maybe the altitude had made her crazy. But still she couldn’t turn away from the painting, those compelling eyes, the smile.

“So I see you’ve met your host.” Brad Skinner was at her side, offering her a plastic cup with an inch of bright yellow liquor. “We’re in luck. There was some wine.”

Margaret took the glass mechanically, without taking her eyes from the painting. “Who is he?” Her voice sounded strange. She had been looking for some indication of who he was. Even the artist was anonymous—no signature in the corner to indicate who painted the piece.

“Don’t you know? That’s General Ashton Johnson, C.S.A., the builder and first occupant of Rebel’s Retreat …”

But Margaret didn’t hear any more. She simply dropped her plastic cup and ran for the nearest exit.

The courtyard offered no relief from the suffocating feeling that had so swiftly washed over her. It was too warm, too sticky. Even the foliage seemed to radiate heat.

Brad had not followed her outside, and the still-functioning part of her mind realized he must be wiping her spilled drink off the marble floor in Johnson Hall.

None of that mattered. The only thing that seemed important was that painting, or rather, the man in  the painting. Never had Margaret felt so completely drained, yet exhilarated. Part of her wanted to rejoice, to revel in the newly found sensation of finally falling in love. The other part of her was already laughing at those feelings with complete disdain. It was comical—Margaret Garnett falls in love with an oil painting of a dead man.

Just the thought, the disjointed knowledge that this man was dead, was almost overwhelming. But of course he was, for more than a century. Perhaps she simply felt this strange emotion for an equally dead artist, but even as the thought formed in her mind, she realized that was not the case. It was not an artist’s rendering that had caused this tumultuous effect. She was certain that it was the man himself. She had felt it earlier at Rebel’s Retreat, and now she knew why.

Suddenly her arm was touched, and she jumped. It was Brad Skinner, grinning at her as if her abrupt departure had been the most natural action in the world.

“You were right to run,” he murmured, casually wiping his lapel with a wadded-up napkin. It left streaks of white paper crumbs on the dark blue. “The wine ate through three layers of marble when it hit the floor, and there was a hole in the plastic cup. Take my advice—stick to bourbon. It’s safer.”

Still trembling, she managed to smile. “Sorry. I suddenly felt ill. I must be more exhausted than I realized.”

“It was the picture, wasn’t it?”

Margaret stared at him, her face blank. She didn’t want him to know how very right he was. “The picture?” Even to her own ears, she sounded inane.

“The portrait of Ashton Johnson. Women love it; they seem to find the old guy more fascinating than any of the living men in Magnolia.” He shrugged, carelessly tossing the napkin into the bushes. “Do you  know how demoralizing it is to have a dead Confederate as your competition?”

The party inside was still in full swing, but Margaret felt as if it had ended long ago. “I think I’ll go home now, uh, I mean back to Rebel’s Retreat.” She felt self-conscious in front of Brad, as if he knew how unnerved she really was.

“Would you like me to walk you back?” The offer was noble but halfhearted.

“No, but thank you. I’ll be fine.”

“Well, it was nice to meet you, Margaret. I’d better get back to the reception.” He motioned inside with a nod of his head. “I’ll explain to everyone that you’re exhausted from the trip. They’ll understand.” He smiled and ducked back into the hall. The courtyard was illuminated by light for the few seconds the door was ajar, and she could see the courtyard was open. The path that led her to Johnson Hall was visible from where she stood.

Before she left, she reached into the bushes for the napkin Brad had pitched earlier. For some reason she didn’t bother to analyze, the thought of trash outside Johnson Hall was particularly disturbing. 


CHAPTER 3
 [image: Image]


The next morning was a revelation to Margaret. To awake without the city sounds of bleating car horns, whining alarms, garbled curses, and the constant crunching of garbage trucks was an experience she had not enjoyed for twelve years. Twelve years.

She rubbed her eyes, willing the memories away, but they refused to vanish. It was a little over a dozen years earlier that her life had been forever changed, yet there were still times she was able to forget what had happened on that July day.

Hugging a pillow to her chest, Margaret fell back against the heavy mahogany headboard, heedless of the harsh sting when her head hit a sharp edge. The pain was good, reassuring. Because for so long she had felt only numbness.

It was the summer after she had graduated from high school, taking the Hawkins English Award and a partial scholarship to Columbia University. Her father  treated the whole family to a trip to Martha’s Vineyard.

For as long as Margaret could remember, she had wanted nothing more than to visit Martha’s Vineyard. She badgered her parents every spring, hoping against hope to talk them into vacationing on the island, but the answer was always the same.

“I’m sorry, Margaret.” Her dad would ruffle her hair affectionately. “It’s just too expensive. Maybe next year.”

This was the first family event that was completely Margaret’s doing. Without her years of begging, they never would have planned the trip. Without her pleas, her father would not have managed to find a place in the exclusive Gay Head section. The owners needed a spot in Boston for a week, and the Garnetts simply swapped homes with them. It was perfect.

And it was all to celebrate Margaret’s graduation from high school and her scholarship to Columbia.

Her brother and sister, both already out of college and working, came along as a surprise. She could still see the pleased grin on her mother’s face that evening during supper, toasting the Garnett clan with chipped glasses filled with bourbon. They had forgotten to buy wine, and the only liquor in the house was a half bottle of inferior bourbon left by the previous renters of the cottage. So they each took a few sips, her brother nudging her all through the seafood dinner, teasing her about the torments that awaited her at college. But she could tell he was proud of her. They were all proud of her.

Margaret never knew whether it was the fish or the bourbon that caused her to become so ill during the night. Since she’d only had a few sips, she assumed it was the fish, although no one else in the family got sick. It didn’t matter what caused her to stay in bed  the next day. The only thing that mattered was she was unable to go on the fishing trip. Her dad could rent the boat only for a day. With long faces and plenty of sunscreen, they left the next morning. Her mother wanted to stay with her, but Margaret insisted she go.

“Well,” her mother had said uncertainly, brushing a strand of hair off Margaret’s forehead.

“Come on, Mom. There’s plenty of ginger ale and crackers here for me. I’d rather be alone anyway …” Those words always came back to haunt her, but at the time—as they hung so innocently in the air—no one gave them a second thought.

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely. Just don’t expect me to eat the catch of the day.”

With that her family left. Her sister opened a window to let in some fresh air, and her brother tossed her a baseball cap. “Hold on to it for me, Sequoia. It’s a genuine Red Sox cap. Puke on it, and you’re dead meat.”

It was the last time, she recalled later, that anyone ever called her Sequoia, her family’s name for her once she reached her full height.

Margaret sat up in the bed, running her fingers through her tangled hair. It was never determined how exactly the little boat flipped over, or how her family, each member an expert swimmer, could have perished so swiftly. Her uncle, who became her guardian until she was twenty-one, launched an investigation, demanding answers that were better left unknown. Margaret didn’t care how they died, if there were enough life preservers, if they hit a rock or another vessel’s wake.

Instead of becoming her closest relative, her uncle became her most vivid reminder of the tragedy. And he could never forgive Margaret for not joining his  crusade. Her uncle wanted to sue everyone, to point accusing fingers at the entire state for the death of his brother and the family.

Margaret buried her grief in her studies, making friends slowly, delighting in English literature and history. Dwelling in the distant past became her refuge. Her uncle had been furious that she spent her small inheritance on education, then continued to study on loans and additional scholarships.

And now she was in Tennessee on a remote mountaintop. A wonderful fragrance filled her new room, subtle and green and fresh. It was late summer, and still this place smelled better than springtime.

She stood slowly, stretching, arching her back and extending her arms. She had slept surprisingly well after last night’s reception, slipping into the soft bed. It was an old piece with carvings of griffins and unicorns on the headboard. This was surely one of Ashton Johnson’s beds, strange and fanciful. Right before she fell asleep, she had a fleeting thought.

“I wonder,” she murmured aloud. “Did he actually sleep in this bed?”

And from some faraway place, perhaps a whimsical corner of her mind she hadn’t reached in over twelve years, she heard an answering voice, male and drowsy and touched with a southern drawl.

“Yes. But I do believe they have changed the linens since then.”

She managed to find some coffee in the old kitchen at Rebel’s Retreat, a discolored tin with a few scoopfuls of coffee so stale she doubted there was any caffeine left in the grounds. Using a tin stove-top coffee maker, she doubled the amount to compensate for the advanced age of the beans, and ended up with a cup of musty, elderly brew.

Padding around the kitchen, barefoot and in a  faded, crumpled sundress, Margaret explored the near-empty refrigerator shelves and the crooked drawers. There was a half bottle of Major Grey’s Chutney, the cap askew and caked with dried brown crust, and some pickled okra. The flatwear consisted of three bent-prong forks and a tarnished serving spoon. One shelf contained some mismatched plates, and another held a can of Le Sueur Peas and a sticky baby bottle nipple.

Somehow this struck Margaret as funny rather than sparking her fury. She was in a strange place, knew virtually no one, and had no idea what to expect, yet still she felt the unfamiliar stirrings of optimism. Before she had sought comfort in the vastness of New York City, where no one knew her past and there were no side glances at Margaret Garnett, survivor of the boat accident. Now she was in a small community where intimacy would be impossible to avoid. And she wasn’t terrified.

Perhaps this would be good for her, she mused, staring out the window at a beautiful drooping tree. Maybe this absurd place could herald a new beginning.

A sudden rap at the front door caused her to jump. It wasn’t a loud sound, simply unexpected in the vast quiet of the kitchen. As she walked to the door she couldn’t help but smile. It had been a long time since she had been comfortable with silence.

Peeking through the curtains, she saw a woman about her own age carrying a stack of papers with a white bag balanced on top. Without hesitation, she threw the door open.

“Hi,” said the young woman, pushing her sunglasses on top of her head. “I’m Emily Ryan, school librarian and fellow northerner. I’ve come to ease your culture shock.” 

Margaret laughed and let her in. “I hope those papers are crib sheets on how to decipher southern accents. Please, come in—and by the way, I’m Margaret Garnett.”

OEBPS/images/img01_1-5.png





OEBPS/images/img01_1-4.png
pocxeT sooKs.





OEBPS/images/img01_001.png







OEBPS/images/9781451604610_ci_std.png
POCKET BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney Tokyo Singapore







