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PRAISE FOR FOLLY PARK






“Temple Preston’s beloved ancestral plantation harbors evil secrets. When faced with the sins of its past, will she set the story straight—at any cost? Folly Park spins a haunting tale of a struggle for integrity in the face of familial corruption. Timely, engaging, and evocative.”


—ADELE HOLMES, author of Winter’s Reckoning


“Are we ever able to escape our past? Should we be allowed to? At once a work of superbly accurate historical fiction and a commentary on today’s clash over the place of historic monuments and rhetoric surrounding race and slavery, Folly Park is a gripping, good read.”


—L. DIANE BARNES, historian and associate editor of the Frederick Douglass Papers


“In this fast-paced and suspenseful novel, a daughter of the white southern aristocracy veers between accountability and nostalgia as she struggles to become an agent of social change. Especially vivid is Temple’s developing alliance with Vee, a Black researcher whose findings threaten to unseat Temple’s idols and to place both young women on surprising common ground.”


—WENDY SANFORD, author of These Walls Between Us: A Memoir of Friendship Across Race and Class


“Hackford’s writing is crisp and poignant. It also avoids the didactic inclination to steep the reader in facile lessons about racial justice and harmony. Rather, she artfully conveys a compelling drama and allows the philosophical themes to develop organically. The result is a powerful novel, as affecting as it is provocative. Thoughtfully reconsiders a chapter of the nation’s fraught racial history.”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS
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To my dad, whose boundless curiosity first inspired me to explore the past









Nations reel and stagger on their way;


they make hideous mistakes;


they commit frightful wrongs;


they do great and beautiful things.


And shall we not best guide humanity


by telling the truth about all this,


so far as the truth is ascertainable?


—W.E.B. DU BOIS, Black Reconstruction in America, 1860–1880












CHAPTER ONE





A plain, flat package had appeared on the dressing table in the dank basement room where the speakers waited before they were called to the stage. Inside, Temple Preston found an advance copy of a new book. It had a catchy title, and the back cover promised “a tell-all tale unearthing the scandalous past of a prominent Southern family.” That family was hers, and she was the one who had released its ugly secrets. The time had come for her to make a choice—reject her heritage or be complicit in the enduring evils spawned from the deeds of her ancestors.


But there were consequences for challenging power and privilege. The price Temple paid was the loss of the place she loved most in the world.


IT BEGAN WITH AN EXPLOSION. Seconds later, the shriek of Folly Park’s security alarm sent the dog darting into the closet as Temple scrambled out of bed. Jamming on tennis shoes, she sprinted up the gravel drive, praying the historic home that had been in her family for over two hundred years had not been damaged. Workers were blasting through rock to build a lake for a new golf course nearby, and for three days tremors had triggered the alarm.


The noise stopped abruptly as Temple opened the back door of the mansion, the sudden silence fizzing in her ears. She was just in time to see Al, Folly Park’s groundskeeper, stretched to his full height, lowering the golf club he’d used to beat the alarm into submission. He could have climbed the ladder that leaned against the wall and flipped the manual switch, as Temple had pointed out yesterday. But although she was his supervisor, Al often ignored her suggestions. Temple told herself she didn’t push it because Al had worked at Folly Park for so long and their friendship stretched back to her childhood. The real reason was because her people had once owned his people, and it troubled her deeply.


As they surveyed the ceiling where a jagged crack had appeared, a second blast rumbled in the distance. The crack split wide, and chunks of plaster came down in a flurry of dust. Something struck Temple above her left eye just as Al shouted, “Watch out!” and pushed her to the floor.


When the dust settled, Al helped Temple up. “You’re bleeding,” he said.


Pain throbbed in her forehead, and Temple’s fingers came away spotted with blood. But she was only interested in what had hit her—a tin box about the size of a hardcover book. She pushed the debris aside as tiny stars sparked in her peripheral vision.


Al tugged a faded blue bandanna from the pocket of his khaki pants. “Let me check out that cut.”


“I’m fine.” Temple straightened up with her prize. “Look at this!” Al hovered over her shoulder as she pried open the box. Inside was a hinged case and a leather-bound book.


The case contained a framed ambrotype photograph. Temple immediately recognized two of the five people in it—General Thomas Temple Smith and his wife, Carolina, who were both tangled in her lineage. In the photo, likely taken just before he went off to fight, the general stood on the wide veranda of Folly Park in his Confederate uniform with Carolina seated in front of him. Beside her was another woman Temple could not identify. Nor could she name the dark-skinned man and a pretty girl at the edge of the frame, who were likely enslaved.


The unknown woman on the veranda looked about the same age as Carolina, who was nineteen when the Civil War began. Smooth dark hair framed an angular face, and her light eyes—probably blue—were intense in the black-and-white photo. Oddly, the general’s hand rested on her shoulder rather than his wife’s. And Carolina was leaning to touch the stranger’s hands where they were bunched into fists on her lap. Easing the photograph from the frame, Temple turned it over to find only the date—June 17, 1861—scrawled on the back.


“Who’s that sitting by Carolina?” Al asked.


“I don’t know.”


“Seriously?”


Since her grandfather died last year, Temple was the resident expert on Folly Park’s long history, and the Civil War period was her specialty. She believed she knew all the important people in the general’s life and most of the minor characters too. But this woman, clearly on intimate terms with the master and mistress of Folly Park on the very eve of the war, was unfamiliar to her.


Returning the photograph to the box, Temple opened the small book. It appeared to be a diary, but no name was written on the flyleaf. The first entry was headed, “Thursday, August 30, 1859,” in an even, legible script.


Temple read, “I have resolved to record in this little book—an engagement gift from Mother—my daily skirmishes with self-improvement. There is, Mother assures me, much to be done to prepare me to be a wife.”


Carolina had married the general in May 1859, Temple recalled, so this was not her diary. Did it belong to the stranger in the photograph?


“I wonder who hid this.” Temple peered up at the hole. “The ceiling was damaged during the Civil War, so I suppose the box could have been sealed in when it was repaired.”


“It’s probably been weak ever since.” Al poked a text into his cell phone with his forefinger. “I’ll get a structural engineer to check things out. We can’t afford to have it collapse on a bunch of tourists.”


“We’re supposed to call them guests, not tourists,” Temple said. It was one of the many pointless changes Stuart Sprigg had made since coming on board. “We also can’t afford to fix the hole.”


“Sue the developers doing the blasting. Greedy crooks.”


Al’s habitual assumption of bad motives often had the perverse effect of making Temple defend people she didn’t even know. “I suppose you can’t really blame them for buying land people are willing to sell.”


“Yes, I can. These new developments are making everything so expensive folks can hardly afford to live in their hometown.”


Temple’s own family had struggled to hang on to Folly Park. By any measure they were highly privileged, but her maternal grandfather, Chauncey Temple Smith, had inherited a quagmire of debt accumulated over generations. He had been forced to sell the estate to the nearby town of Preston’s Mill, which allowed him to remain living on the second floor of the mansion while it operated the place as a tourist attraction. Unfortunately, the house’s well-preserved appearance masked an advanced termite infestation, and the red brick sometimes crumbled when touched. Much of the foundation was shored up by I-beams, and the roof needed a complete overhaul. Temple’s grandfather had wanted her to watch over the house, somehow regain ownership, and restore it fully. But it seemed like every chance was snatched away like a dollar bill in a wayward breeze.


“I’ll try to get some compensation for repairs,” Temple said.


“Should I tell Sprigg what happened?” Al had a mischievous glint in his eye. He liked to stir up their excitable new director.


“No, I will,” Temple said hastily. “After I talk to the developers. And please don’t say anything about the box until I can do some research.” The strange woman in the photograph made her vaguely uneasy.


Al nodded, and a chunk of debris fell from his grizzled head. His brown face was caked with white plaster dust, and he snorted when he caught sight of himself in the beveled mirror on the wall. “Look at me. I could pass for White with the tourists.”


“Guests,” Temple said absently as she started down the hall.


OPENING THE FRONT DOOR, TEMPLE stepped out on to the wide, white-columned veranda—the same one from the photograph in the box she held. She had passed many quiet evenings here with her grandfather, who looked like he belonged to another century with his trim beard, string tie, and crisp white shirt. When he rolled up his sleeves and played old Southern ballads on his violin, she imagined the ghosts of long-gowned women and men in tall boots strolling in the shadows under the trees. But the spring foliage of the massive oaks on the front lawn seemed sparse this year, and Temple supposed they were nearing the end of their natural lives. They were already ancient by the time her great-grandfather inherited Folly Park in 1934.


Although the house tour covered the family history from colonial times to the present, Folly Park was a tourist attraction because of General Smith. He was one of the most effective cavalry commanders in the Confederate army, but in September 1863, his brigade had been defeated in the meadow below Folly Park. The night before, the general himself was accidentally killed by his own sentry while sneaking back into camp.


Whether or not the general had gone to see the Union commander and betrayed his men in a deal to save Folly Park was an enduring mystery for historians, but most people in the nearby town of Preston’s Mill never questioned his loyalty to the South. They believed the general had been on a reconnaissance mission.


On long, drowsy Saturday afternoons when Temple was young, her grandfather had taken her and her brothers to the battlefield to search for bullets and other artifacts. Harry, the eldest, spent most of his time under a shady tree joking with the other treasure hunters when they took a break. Temple’s younger brother, Beau, hunted field mice, which he killed with deliberate purpose when he could catch them. Occasionally, one of the treasure hunters, slowly uncoiling his back, would catch sight of Beau stalking his prey in the distance and remark benignly, “There’s something wrong with that boy.”


Temple shadowed her grandfather, absorbing his tales of the general’s exploits and the old days at Folly Park, while the red dirt worked its way under her fingernails and into the sweaty creases behind her knees. She was seven years old the day she caught on that her favorite characters in her grandfather’s stories—the “aunts” and “uncles” with the funny names and sassy attitudes—were Black people who lived with but weren’t related to their White ancestors. She pressed her grandfather for more information, and he provided an explanation of slavery he probably felt was suitable for a child: people who came from Africa were given food, clothes, and houses for their whole lives in return for their work. But Temple sensed there was something wrong about it all, and she felt as if she’d somehow let down her beloved aunts and uncles just by being herself.


The front door squealed open, and Al emerged, swatting plaster dust from his arms. “What are you still doing here?”


Temple gestured at the lush lawn sloping down to a green river that curved through blue hills toward the distant Atlantic. “I love this view. It never changes.”


Al seemed about to say something, but just then his wife appeared at the edge of the drive. “Look at you two! You’re filthy!”


A sturdy, cheerful woman with a tawny complexion and a dash of freckles across her nose, Betty Jean ran the ticket office at Folly Park. Today, she had braided her hair in cornrows finished off with orange beads, and she was wearing a hot-pink blouse and black-and-yellow-polka-dot pants. Temple smiled. Betty Jean’s colorful clothes were a sore spot with the new director. When Stuart told her she looked unprofessional, she remarked that in her experience only unhappy people were offended by bright colors.


“I’m happy,” he’d said peevishly.


Betty Jean came closer, squinting, and Temple casually moved the box behind her back.


“What did you do to your face, honey?”


Al told Betty Jean about the ceiling while she fished a Kleenex from a capacious woven bag and wetted it on her tongue.


Temple knew it would be pointless to struggle, so she meekly submitted to Betty Jean’s ministrations. In any case, she liked the way Betty Jean held her chin firmly while she dabbed at the cut, face puckered with concentrated concern. It reminded Temple of her mother.


A button pinned to Betty Jean’s blouse read VOTE POE FOR MAYOR. Temple was interested to learn that Frank Poe was running in the special election. He was a public defender whose wife ran an organic farm on land that had been in Frank’s family since Reconstruction.


“Put antibiotic cream on it,” Betty Jean instructed as she let Temple loose.


“I will. Thanks.” Temple turned to Al. “Can you please clean up the mess from the ceiling?”


Al drooped his shoulders and shuffled his feet. He whined in a falsetto voice, “Yes, Missus, I gets right on dat. Don’ hit me, Missus! Don’ whip yo’ faithful darky.”


As usual, Temple’s cheeks flushed at this routine. “Very funny. Cut it out.”


“Yes, Missus.” Grinning, Al went back inside the mansion.


TEMPLE CROSSED THE GRAVEL DRIVE and peeled her soggy newspaper off the doormat. A thin local daily, the Preston’s Mill Progress invariably ended up soaked by the morning dew. Chick, her fifty-pound mutt, was pushing a bulge into the screen door with his nose, and Temple let him out for a run. In the bathroom mirror, she examined the gash on her forehead and the beginnings of a bruise around her right eye. She had literally been beaten up by a house.


After a quick shower, Temple went into her bedroom and carefully eased out her dresser drawers so she wouldn’t disturb the haphazard pile of paper stacked on top. The only mess in her tidy house, this was her dissertation, which she was supposed to be turning into a book. She had a contract with an academic publisher who wanted the complete manuscript at the end of the summer, but even though she was grateful to have such an opportunity, Temple just couldn’t make herself work on it. At some point, a mouse had chewed through a good portion of the bottom margin, and she imagined its nest lined with her footnotes. It seemed as good a use for them as any.


When Temple entered the detached kitchen building where the offices were located, Martha silently handed over a handful of message slips. The star of her church choir, Martha abstained from speaking before ten o’clock because she believed morning air harmed the vocal cords. Stuart Spriggs’s office door was closed, but Temple could hear him braying into the telephone. He seemed to think talking loudly made him sound confident.


The phone messages were all from Temple’s brother Beau. He called her at work whenever she didn’t answer her cell phone, refusing to leave a voicemail or text. Like their father, who believed information was power, he preferred to keep her guessing. Temple tossed the messages into the recycle bin and took the tin box from her work bag.


Carefully leafing through the diary, she found a letter slotted between the pages. The address was written in blotchy ink: Miss Jane Elliot to the care of Mr. John Elliot, Boston, Massachusetts. The wax seal was broken.




Folly Park, 6th Nov. 1859


Dear Jane,


How do I begin when I have not sent a Word in six long Years? That it was I who was too Idle to keep up a Correspondance does not surprize either of us I am sure dear Cousin—But I know you will not Condem me so true and Constant as you are and so I beg you to come to me. I need your Friendship & Councill despertly—I am married now and I have displeased my husband [image: images] But the story will keep for when I see you. We are very [image: images] Rich so do not let the Expence must not prevent you. I enclose Banknotes. You must come to me at once dearest Jane.


Your,


Carolina





Temple remembered the general had an aunt who married a man from Boston, likely the John Elliot on the envelope. His daughter Jane would have been a first cousin to both Carolina and the general because they were first cousins themselves. Temple wondered if the reference to displeasing her husband referred to long-standing rumors about an affair Carolina had with a neighbor resulting in a duel. All her sympathy lay with the general, as she had never felt much interest in Carolina. But the loneliness in the letter was palpable.


Temple took the photograph out of the box, wondering if the woman seated between Thomas and Carolina was Jane Elliot. She flipped through the diary until she found an entry with the same date that was written on the back of the photo.




June 17, 1861


A photograph was taken of us today by a callow youth traveling about the country with his contraption. Thomas and Carolina thought it just the thing to divert me on my first day out of bed in a week. I was so distressed by Thomas’s insistence that I consider returning to Boston I had made myself ill. I am appalled by my weakness! When he is going off to fight and perhaps might be injured or—but I will not write it, or even think it.


The young man posed us on the veranda—Thomas tall and smart in his new uniform, Carolina beautiful as ever. I did not want to be in the photograph—I would mar any portrait with my plain face—but they insisted. Then the youth inquired if we should like to include any favored servants, and Carolina summoned King and Jewel.


All the while he set up his camera, the young man talked of his ambition to make a name for himself by taking scenes of the war. I asked if he would peddle pictures of men and boys dead and dying and seek to profit from horror and bloodshed. When he said indeed he hoped he would profit, I told him he was no better than a vulture. He retorted that even vultures are obliged to eat. Disgusted, I made to move away, but Carolina took my hand and Thomas said we must all seize opportunity wherever we may find it. The youth grinned boldly and said this was indeed true, as he himself was not favored to have been born into wealth. Thomas replied that, just as a person may not be all he seems, the appearance of riches may be deceiving. The youth declared he would call the picture “Portrait of a Poor Planter on His Porch.” He was shockingly insolent! But Thomas’s hand upon my shoulder trembled with suppressed laughter.





Thrilled to discover the stranger’s identity, Temple looked at the photo again. Jane was at Folly Park in the spring of 1861, when the photograph was taken, and her diary had been hidden in the ceiling during the Civil War. She probably came south after she received Carolina’s letter in 1859 and never left. King must be the name of the enslaved man in the photo and Jewel the pretty girl. There might be information about them in the archives.


Temple turned eagerly to the beginning of the diary to read as much as she could before the staff meeting … and was soon bored. Illness had kept Jane confined to her bed for months. She wrote brief summaries of the “improving reading” her mother had assigned and lamented that visits from her fiancé were prohibited. Finally permitted to go downstairs in September, ensuing entries described Jane’s mind-numbing routine of studying, needlework, and practicing the harpsichord. Drama was rare, centered on disagreements with a brother named William and the youthful antics of another brother named Benjamin. A few passages described the family’s divided reactions to the news of John Brown’s failed raid on the federal arsenal at Harper’s Ferry. William thought him a hero for attempting to free the slaves. Jane’s father believed he was a lunatic for planning a race war. Jane did not record her own thoughts, and there followed more dull entries. Temple yawned.


Then she discovered a passage that changed everything.




October 25, 1859


I am a coward. That is the truth, though it is painful to see it in black ink on this staring white page. It is so bald a truth! Even the word itself looks weak and craven—the “c” curled over the defenseless “o,” the “w” like a stammer, the long neck of the “d” peeping up as if to see if all is safe. Oh, I do despise myself! I have always suspected I might not be brave and steadfast in a crisis, and now it is proved with certainty!


Yesterday, I left Stringfellow’s shop on foot and unescorted. Benjamin had not yet come with the carriage, and I was late returning home to help Mother with her tea for the Ladies’ Committee. It began to rain when I had gone barely half the distance—sheets of water that made the cobbles steam so it looked as if fog had rolled in from the sea. I was nearly run down crossing the street, and the hostler shouted and shook his fist. I hurried into the alley not far from our house—the quickest way and free of traffic. I came upon them suddenly.


They were struggling there in the alley. The man—stocky and bearded with a low-slouched hat—had got hold of his opponent’s hair and had borne her—for it was a woman, a Negro woman—to the ground at his feet. I could see the blood streaming from her scalp—bright scarlet on her brown face. She screamed to me for help. But he, half-turning, saw instantly that I would do nothing. I stood hand to mouth, umbrella dropped at my side, frozen and useless as a stone image. The woman reared suddenly up from the ground with a knife in her hand she must have drawn from her abuser’s boot. With an oath, he released her and turned his palms up in surrender, but she lunged for him, slashing. He backed away and slipped and went down heavily in the mud at my feet. She turned and ran, disappearing down the alley in the rain, like a ghost into shadow. The man glared at me wrathfully as I stood gasping for breath. They tell me that my two rescuers caught me as I fell, senseless.


Mother says I was carried into the midst of the women of the Anti-Slavery Society so pale and still she thought I was dead. The men who had come to my aid told everyone I had single-handedly prevented a slave woman from falling into the hands of a slavecatcher—holding him at bay while she escaped. I was put to bed—where I am now—urged to rest by Father before the doctor comes again to see me, though I have said many times over that I am quite well. Father has never before visited me in my bedchamber—not even when I nearly died of the influenza as a child, nor when I was so ill this summer past. And I had not the courage to tell him I did nothing as the slave woman saved herself.





Cousin Jane was an abolitionist. Temple’s heart raced. A woman dedicated to the cause of freeing slaves had come to Folly Park Plantation. With the country on the brink of a vicious Civil War fought over slavery, she sat for a photo with her Southern cousins.


How could the general allow an abolitionist to stay in his home? Temple wondered. Did he support the cause? Suddenly, she remembered a letter from the general to a West Point classmate describing slavery as a “maggot gnawing at the liver of the South.” What if he acted on his beliefs and betrayed the Confederacy? What would it mean for Folly Park?


Temple looked out the window where the corner of the mansion shone bright in the morning sun. The handmade red-clay bricks were the color of the earth from which they had been formed, as if the house had grown out of the land like a living thing. At that moment, another blast rumbled in the distance, and a mug holding pens and pencils jittered across the desk. On the wall opposite, an old, framed photograph of Folly Park crashed to the floor, the glass shattering.












CHAPTER TWO





Temple hesitated in the doorway, looking down at her phone. Beau was calling again. Martha’s striking, amber-colored eyes glared from behind the reception desk. Clearly, she was tired of taking down his messages.


“He probably just wants to borrow Chick again,” Temple said. “He calls him ‘babe bait.’”


Martha intensified the power of her glare by raising her dark brows in line with the blunt edge of her dark bangs. Defeated, Temple answered the phone.


“Temp! Why didn’t you call me back?” Beau’s voice boomed as if he had to make himself heard the length of a football field. “I need you to step up! I’m gonna run for mayor of Preston’s Mill, and Dad says we’ve got to get my campaign rolling ASAP to whip that joker Poe.”


Temple stepped outside so Martha wouldn’t overhear. “Are you serious? You’re running in the special election?”


Beau made the sharp barking noise that passed for laughter with him. “Of course I’m serious. You’re the one who’s always telling me I don’t have a sense of humor.”


“But you don’t even live in Preston’s Mill.”


“Actually, I do. They gerrymandered the district a while back.”


“You’ve barely started your career.” Beau was only two years out of law school. If he had a normal allotment of humility, Temple thought, he’d realize he’s not qualified to be mayor.


“How hard can it be? Dad says I’m ready.”


“Well, I’m sorry, but I can’t help you.”


“Are you kidding? Come on! You don’t have to babysit that run-down crapbox twenty-four/seven.”


“Excuse me. I shouldn’t have said I can’t help when I meant I won’t.”


“Why the hell not?” Beau sounded hurt as well as annoyed. “You did it for Harry.”


“That’s why. I’ll never be a part of another campaign Dad’s involved in.”


Beau let out a hissing breath. “Don’t be so melodramatic. Harry didn’t die because of Dad.”


Temple said nothing.


“You might want to reconsider,” Beau said coldly. “The mayor gets an automatic seat on Folly Park’s board.”


Temple had forgotten about that stipulation in the town’s bylaws. But she said, “So what?”


“Frank’s Black.”


“And?”


“He won’t fit in too well with the rest of your trustees. And his whole platform is about racial justice, whatever that means.”


“Well, I happen to support racial justice,” Temple snapped and hung up. She shoved the phone into her pocket and stalked down the brick-paved path into the park.


Temple barely noticed the decaying follies as she passed them. She dreaded what was coming after Beau reported back to their father. When stamped with the name of four very old Virginia families at birth, as she was, there were certain expectations. You were supposed to honor the lineage by conducting yourself with dignity, preserving wealth and accumulating more, successfully pursuing an acceptable career after attending an elite university, and marrying a person with a similar pedigree. Above all, you must display unwavering loyalty to your family. There would be consequences for breaking the code, especially for someone named Temple Tayloe Smith Preston. Her father, a judge by inclination as well as profession, would be seriously displeased she had refused to help her brother. She felt a familiar knot of tension settle into the pit of her stomach.


To calm her racing thoughts, Temple took a deep breath and looked around. Al had cut the grass in the park into a smooth, green fairway again. He liked to practice his golf shots after closing hours. It wasn’t authentic to the historical period, but she appreciated the park’s well-groomed appearance. By contrast, the kitchen garden, planted with herbs and heirloom vegetables, looked neglected. At that moment, another blast thundered in the distance and rumbled under her feet, setting the limp leaves trembling.


EVERYONE ELSE WAS ALREADY assembled in the old icehouse when Temple arrived for the staff meeting—all but Betty Jean, on duty in the ticket office. Martha, Al, and the head tour guides, Fred and Flora, sat on discarded office chairs banished to the conference room because they could no longer be adjusted. Pitching left or right or forward or backward at a variety of heights, they resembled rafters on a wild river.


Temple slid into a seat near the door, and a moment later Stuart bustled in. His round baby face turned red as he pumped the lever on the side of the chair in vain. He finally gave up and tucked his leg under himself to gain some height.


“Okay, team, let’s kick this meeting off!” Stuart bawled, purposely startling Flora out of a catnap. Yawning into the back of her hand, she patted her corkscrew curls and fluffed the skirt of her antebellum gown, one of a seemingly endless supply of period clothing she insisted on wearing to work.


Stuart placed his palms on either side of his printed agenda with a habitual grimace intended to push his glasses farther up on his nose without having to use his hands. Temple mentally called it a “squinch.”


“I’ve only got ten minutes,” Stuart said. “Hunt just called and asked me to meet him at the club.”


The way Stuart was always dropping the trustees’ names got on Temple’s nerves. The richer and more influential they were, the more Stuart shortened their names, as if to create an illusion of intimacy. Jonathan Winter, who owned a chain of hardware stores, was always “Mr. Jonathan Winter.” But former state senator Thomas McCrae was “Tom McCrae,” and the chairman of the board, Hunter Glass, was “Hunt.”


“First bullet point,” Stuart said, smoothing his tie over his small potbelly. “The kudzu infestation. Where are we on that, Gardens and Grounds?” Stuart liked to pretend his staff was larger than it was by referring to everyone by the name of their department.


Al leaned in, fingers spread wide on the table, and said dramatically, “The kudzu is completely out of control. Did you know it can grow four feet overnight?”


“Four feet a night!” Stuart’s muddy brown eyes popped behind his glasses. “We can’t have that! Something has to be done!”


Al winked at Temple. “I’ll put up a fight. Mow where I can and try to kill it with an herbicide.”


Stuart bobbed his head energetically. “Okay, good.” He clapped his hands twice. “Bullet point two, Curatorial Department, has our CIP for the SHB been completed yet?”


Stuart’s acronyms always confused everyone, so Temple said slowly, “The comprehensive interpretive plan for the State Historical Bureau will be submitted tomorrow. I’ve shown a draft to Hugh Fox, and he thinks we have a good chance of getting accredited this year.”


“Hugh Fox? The director over at Cleveland Hill?” Stuart’s voice rose.


“Hugh knows people on the Bureau,” Temple said, realizing her mistake too late. “He’s an old family friend.”


“You can’t go sharing confidential stuff with a rival historic home! And I don’t care if your ancestors came over on the Mayflower together—leave the networking to me. I’m the one with the MBA!” Stuart squinched belligerently. “What happened to you anyway? What’s wrong with your face?”


Before Temple could answer, the door squeaked open, and a young woman stepped into the room. “Excuse me? The lady in the ticket office directed me here. I’m the new summer intern.”


In the morning’s excitement, Temple had forgotten about the internship she’d arranged months ago at the behest of her adviser at the university. With everyone else, she stared in surprise. The newcomer certainly did not fit the mold of the interns Dr. Belcher usually pawned off on Folly Park—slovenly, indolent young men. White men.


The young woman had a light-brown complexion, and tight black curls framed her attractive face. Her hazel eyes were bright behind large, blue-rimmed glasses. Slender and of medium height, she was probably in her mid-twenties, dressed neatly in jeans and a printed blouse. An army-green backpack hung from one shoulder.


The silence had stretched long. “Am I in the right place?” the young woman asked.


Al snorted. “I doubt it.”


Temple stood up. “Hi, I’m Temple Preston. Dr. Belcher sent you?”


“Yes. I’m Vee.” She gave a small wave.


“Okay, Vee, you’ll be sharing Temple’s office, and she’ll show you the ropes.” Stuart scooped up his notepad and trotted around the table. From the doorway he called, “By the way, I’ve reviewed the numbers, and you all can forget about that pay increase Tate promised before he retired. Sorry!”


Stuart vanished. It was amazing that someone with his squat figure and stubby legs could move so fast, Temple thought, as everyone stared at each other in dismay. No one had gotten a raise in four years.


“You’ll talk to him, won’t you, Temple?” Fred asked.


The others looked at her hopefully. Because of her family connection to the house and personal relationships with the trustees, they persisted in believing Temple had some sort of pull with the new director, despite a complete lack of evidence. She doubted she could change Stuart’s mind but promised to do what she could, and after briefly introducing themselves to Vee they left, their fading voices a discontented murmur.


“Sorry about that,” Temple said. “It’s been a strange morning.”


“I thought maybe you forgot I was coming,” Vee said. “But then I realized I introduced myself with my nickname. Evelyn Williams is my full name.”


Relieved that Vee had come up with a plausible explanation for her awkward reception, Temple made a noncommittal noise. But her sense of relief didn’t last long. She thought Vee looked a little disappointed as she scanned the dingy room. And when Vee’s keen gaze returned to her, Temple felt suddenly conscious of her wrinkled khakis and faded red polo shirt with the Folly Park logo. Resisting a strong urge to fiddle with the bandage on her forehead, she cleared her throat. “Dr. Belcher seemed eager to have you here this summer. Are you studying under him?”


Vee shook her head. “Military history isn’t my area. I thought Dr. Belcher would have told you I’m here to research Carolina Smith. I’m working on an article for the American History Journal.”


“He didn’t mention it.” Temple’s discomfort gave way to pity. Every graduate student was working on an article for the prestigious journal. Publication guaranteed a job in a very competitive and uncertain field. But she doubted any piece about the general’s wife could meet the journal’s high standards. It would be kind to let Vee down gently. “Honestly, I’m surprised Dr. Belcher would support a project on Carolina. He refers to her as ‘General Smith’s unfortunate connection.’”


Vee shifted her backpack. “I’ve actually never met him. He got me this job as a favor to my adviser, Dr. Carmen Flores.”


Carmen Flores was a rising star at Harvard, shaking up the field with her groundbreaking work on multidimensional identity. Temple was surprised—and impressed.


“I wanted to search your archives, and Dr. Flores fixed it up with Dr. Belcher. They met at a conference a few months ago, and she said he owed her.”


Temple could imagine exactly what kind of situation would make Dr. Belcher owe Dr. Flores—he was notorious for hitting on every woman he met. Thankfully, he’d never tried it on Temple. The fact that she was a military historian seemed to cancel out her gender.


“I see,” Temple said. “I know Dr. Belcher well. He was the chair of my dissertation committee.”


“He told me. He said your application of organizational behavioral theory to social and cultural aspects of military camp life during the Civil War was brilliant.”


Temple wondered if Vee was flattering her. Dr. Belcher had not been enthusiastic about her dissertation, and sometimes she doubted he’d even read her drafts. “Well, welcome to Folly Park,” she said. “Let me show you around.”


As they walked up the drive, Temple pointed out various points of interest, such as the 150-year-old espaliered pear trees growing in the kitchen garden, the wooden-chimneyed washhouse, and the murky carp pond. One of her nineteenth-century ancestors had flung himself into it to extinguish his beard after it caught on fire from a poorly rolled cigarillo.


“What made you want to research Carolina?” Temple asked as they passed the old well. Filled in during the Civil War, it was now a grassy mound blanketed with creeping myrtle.


“I discovered something in connection with my dissertation topic.”


Temple’s phone buzzed with a text from Al. The structural engineer had completed his assessment and signed off on opening for visitors, but he insisted on talking to her before he left. “I’ve got to see somebody at the house,” she said to Vee. “Why don’t you come along?”


They took a shortcut through a brick tunnel running between the detached kitchen and the mansion. It was called the Whistling Walk because the slaves were required to whistle as they carried trays to the dining room so their mistress would know they weren’t eating any of the White family’s food. In the dim light, Temple glanced sideways at Vee. “What’s your dissertation about?”


“Nineteenth-century Blacks passing as White. I’ve been tracing the history of a Boston family, the Stannards, who helped dozens of people cross the color line. They were prominent in the antislavery movement before the Civil War.”


“That’s interesting. But what’s the connection to Folly Park?”


Vee hesitated for a moment. “In December 1884, one of the Stannard sons recorded in his journal that they’d taken in a biracial man named Robert Smith—they called him a mulatto. His mother owned a plantation in Virginia, and she sent him to the Stannards the day he turned twenty-one. Robert reported that his most useful skills were hunting, fishing, and mathematics. To pay his expenses until he could find a job, he’d brought a family heirloom—a gold ring carved with a two-faced head with emerald eyes.”


Temple stopped abruptly. “What?”


“Robert told the Stannards he came from a place called Folly Park. I think his parents were Carolina Smith and an enslaved man.”


Temple stared at her new intern in shock.


As if to forestall argument, Vee quickly laid out her theory. “Because Robert’s mother was White, his father had to have been Black and probably enslaved since Robert was born during the Civil War.”


“Let’s continue this in the light,” Temple muttered. She needed time to think.


When they reached the end of the tunnel, Temple cautiously pushed open the secret door into the dining room. Once, Al had popped carelessly into the midst of a group of seniors and nearly given them a collective heart attack. This time, the room was empty. Just beyond the doorway, Fred was giving a tour in the high-ceilinged entrance hall. “We’ll just wait a minute until they pass through,” Temple whispered.


Fred waved when he spotted them and continued his spiel without missing a beat. “After his entire family perished in a yellow fever epidemic, sixteen-year-old Thomas left his plantation home in Louisiana. He came to Folly Park to live with his uncle James, a widower with no children.…”


“Why is it called ‘Folly Park’?” asked a woman. Her husband was trying to keep their squirming little boy under control.


“That’s a good question.” Fred beamed, as if he did not hear the same query every day. “In the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, it became popular for wealthy people to construct romantic ruined castles, towers, pyramids, and other whimsical or symbolic creations in their gardens. They were called follies. You will see that in the garden, or park, there are a number of these playful structures. The house takes its name from them.”


“If I was rich, I wouldn’t blow my money on a fake castle. I’d buy a real one,” the man scoffed, looking up at Fred. Taking advantage of his father’s slackened grip, the little boy twisted away and bolted into the library.


“We’ll continue our tour this way,” Fred called as he hurried after the boy.


“We can go now,” Temple said to Vee, heading toward the back hall. “What you’ve told me is interesting, but Carolina never had a child.”


“How can you be sure? She probably would have tried to keep an out-of-wedlock baby a secret.”


“Or maybe she wasn’t the mother. This Robert Smith character could have been lying, trying to slander the general.” Temple’s tone was sharper than she intended.


Vee looked taken aback. “But the Stannards kept everything secret in order to protect the new identities of the people they helped. Robert Smith had nothing to gain by lying.”


“Look, I don’t think you should try to turn Carolina into some racially progressive heroine.” The conversation was making Temple very uneasy. She dragged a skeleton out of the closet to help her head Vee off. “She was addicted to laudanum—opium. And she was born and raised in the South and the mistress of a plantation. It’s really hard to believe she had a child by an enslaved man.” Temple chose not to mention the rumors about Carolina’s infidelity, which would give credence to Vee’s theory, or her discovery that very day of an abolitionist cousin.


“I understand this is hard to take in,” Vee said with a strained smile. “But mixed-race children on Southern plantations weren’t exactly uncommon.”


“Sure, because of the men. I’m not saying that White women and Black men never had sex, but women of Carolina’s class didn’t have much freedom or privacy. And besides, how would she have known to send this young man to the Stannards?”


“She probably met someone who knew them. Maybe someone from Boston.”


Temple wondered if Jane Elliot had told Carolina about the Stannards during her time at Folly Park. Deep in her historian’s heart, curiosity stirred before anxiety crushed it with a vengeance. She wasn’t ready to talk about the diary.


“What about the ring Robert brought with him?” Vee asked. “Do you know anything about a ring of that description?”


Temple did, and it bothered her. She couldn’t think of an explanation for how the Folly Park ring had ended up with a biracial man in Boston. “Al’s waiting,” she said, avoiding Vee’s question.


AL STOOD UNDER THE HOLE in the ceiling with a bored expression as the structural engineer droned on. As soon as Temple and Vee arrived, he hurried away like a kid let out for recess. But Temple saw him turn and glance back at Vee with a flat, appraising look.


The engineer greeted Temple glumly and seemed reluctant to admit the house was safe, tacking on an ominous “for now.” He felt compelled, he said, to point out some issues that were likely to become serious problems. Temple already knew about those, and they depressed her, so she gave him only half her attention. Instead, she wondered if her new intern’s fantastic story could possibly be true.


Glancing at Vee, Temple saw her peer closely at a framed sampler of Folly Park embroidered in the early nineteenth century. Poorly executed, it was an attempt to depict the mansion perched on its hill overlooking the river. Three misshapen figures, their faces and bodies fashioned from clumps of black thread, were laboring in a field, watched over by a white clump holding a whip. HEAVEN ON EARTH arced across the blue sky.


The sampler had hung in the back hall for so long Temple never noticed it, but she saw Vee’s lip curl with disgust and realized with sudden horror how offensive it must seem to her. Face flushing, Temple quickly looked away before Vee caught her staring. The engineer was startled by her sudden attentiveness.


With a promise to email his full report, the engineer finally left. Standing under the gaping hole, Temple felt an urge to duck her head, as if something else might fall. And she wanted to get Vee away from the sampler. “You mentioned a ring,” she said. “Come with me.”


In the parlor, Temple pointed to a life-size portrait of the general’s grandfather, Commodore J. T. Smith. It dated from 1793, soon after the mansion had been completed. In the background were the follies: a pyramid that was now a pile of rubble, a stone bridge, and a rustic mill symbolizing the virtues of country life. The castle folly was missing—it had been built later to hide the expanding slave quarters from sight of the house. Pink-cheeked and bewigged, in a blue velvet suit with a lace cravat, the commodore rested his hand on the head of an enslaved boy, whose eyes rolled up at his master in a servile expression. On that hand, the commodore wore a gold ring depicting the two-faced head of the Roman god Janus. The eyes were green emeralds.


“The ring is one of a kind,” Temple said. “The commodore commissioned it after he made a fortune during the Revolutionary War. He posed as a British loyalist while running guns to the patriots. That’s why it has two faces—it represents duplicity. The ring was passed on to James Smith Jr., the general’s uncle, but it was stolen in the 1830s.”


“How do you know it was stolen?” Vee’s eyes were bright behind her glasses.


“James’s wife wrote about it in a letter to her sister.”


“But it must have stayed at Folly Park all along for Carolina to be able to give it to her son fifty years later.”


“If he was her son. Please don’t tell anyone else about your theory until we can verify it. This kind of thing has to be handled carefully.”


“Of course. I’m not trying to start trouble,” Vee said quickly. “I don’t have some hidden agenda to embarrass Folly Park.”


“That never crossed my mind.” Temple wondered if she’d been stupid that it hadn’t. She pointed to another portrait. “That’s Carolina.”


Reclining on a chaise in a lavender gown, blue eyes half shut, Carolina’s blond hair was piled high on her head, and a fan dangled from one slender hand. On the three-legged table by her side was a sliced lemon, supposedly representing how things that looked attractive on the outside could be bitter on the inside, and behind her a dead finch lay on its back inside a gilded cage. The motifs made Temple curious about how the artist and Carolina had gotten along.


“She looks sad,” Vee said.


Temple thought Carolina looked sulky and spoiled.


Vee turned to Temple’s favorite portrait of General Smith. Swarthy, dark-eyed, and handsome, he was posed amid books and scientific instruments, rather than hunting dogs and horses, like most men of his era. He held a human skull in one hand and an hourglass in the other, reminders of the fragility of human life. Temple thought Thomas looked serious and wise beyond his twenty-one years. As a kid, she’d had a crush on him. Her brothers knew it and had teased her mercilessly. It was hard to retaliate—she did indeed want to go back in time and marry him.


“He looks intimidating.”


Vee seemed to be implying that Thomas had driven his wife into another man’s arms. “You know, there were other women at Folly Park,” Temple said. “Maybe one of the slaves got pregnant by a White man. That wasn’t exactly unusual, as you pointed out.”


Vee pursed her lips and looked away. She probably thinks I don’t want to learn the truth about Carolina’s alleged baby, Temple thought. Vee was right, sort of, Temple conceded. Publicity about Folly Park was exactly what she didn’t need right now. She made an effort to sound reasonable. “Maybe Carolina adopted one of her ex-slaves’s children after its mother died. There are other explanations you should consider.”


“Sure. But can I see that letter about the ring being stolen?”


“Maybe later. I have to get some work done, and you need to be trained on the house tour. I’ll take you to the ticket office, and you can shadow Flora.”


Outside, the family from Fred’s tour was heading toward the park. The boy looked up at Vee. “Are you a slave?”


There was a shocked silence. Then the mother hushed the boy while the father turned red and coughed.


Temple knelt in front of the child. “We don’t have slaves anymore. Slavery was bad.” As the family hurried away, she turned to Vee. “I’m so sorry.”


Vee’s face was closed and remote. “You can leave me here. I’ll find my way.”
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