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“In this stunning debut, Kathy Leonard Czepiel illuminates the sometimes heartbreaking choices women can face as they struggle to preserve their families, their marriages, their very sense of self.”


—LAUREN BELFER, bestselling author of
City of Light and A Fierce Radiance
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“[A Violet Season] is a wonderful and well-earned debut for a brand-new writer, and I so look forward to her next book.”


—ROBERT OLMSTEAD, author of The Coldest Night
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“The best historical fiction doesn’t bring the past to the reader but carries the reader into the past, to see it, touch it, smell it, live it. In A Violet Season Kathy Leonard Czepiel transplants her readers among the blooms at a turn-of-the-century violet farm in New York State, a captivatingly unique time and place, and teaches them how hardy a plant—and a woman—can be. Smell the violets with Joe Jacobs, and with Joe you will ‘hardly imagine anything wrong with the world.’ See Ida Fletcher’s pain—‘a great room with a cold floor and a light so bright it hurt to look,’ and you won’t be able to leave Ida’s side, through mistakes and accomplishments large and small.”


—SALLY GUNNING, author of The Rebellion of Jane Clarke
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“ A Violet Season by Kathy Leonard Czepiel is a moving and detailed look at the hopes and hardships women faced at the turn of the last century . . . fascinating . . . rich in historical detail.”


—TAYLOR POLITES, author of The Rebel Wife






“As a writer I say ‘kudos.’ As a reader I say ‘more!’”
—SALLY GUNNING, author of The Rebellion of Jane Clarke
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A MOTHER’S CHOICES IN A TIME OF CRISIS THREATEN THE ONE PERSON SHE MEANS TO PROTECT—HER ONLY DAUGHTER—AND FORCE HER TO MAKE THE BOLDEST MOVE OF HER LIFE.


The violet industry is booming in 1898, and a Hudson Valley farm owned by the Fletcher family is turning a generous profit for its two oldest brothers. But Ida Fletcher, married to the black sheep youngest brother, has taken up wet nursing to help pay the bills, and her daughter, Alice, has left school to work. As they risk losing their share of the farm, the two women make increasingly great sacrifices for their family’s survival, sacrifices that will set them against each other in a lifelong struggle for honesty and forgiveness. A Violet Season is the story of an unforgettable mother-daughter journey in a time when women were just waking to their own power and independence.
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“Combines searing realism with propulsive suspense.” —LAUREN BELFER, bestselling author of City of Light and A Fierce Radiance


“A Violet Season is the rare moment we hold history in our hands. A hundred years ago we loved and feared and we worked and tired as fiercely as we do today. . . . Fully imagined and a beautifully written book, the transport complete and unforgettable.” —ROBERT OLMSTEAD, author of The Coldest Night


“Hopeful, painful, and empowering. . . . Paints a delicate portrait of the ways women could support and sustain each other and their painful struggle for autonomy at a time when women had few rights.” —TAYLOR POLITES, author of The Rebel Wife
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For my parents, 
who told me I could write




 


My mother? Oh, dear. What do you want to know about my mother?


We’re interested in what life was like for women in Albany County dating as far back as memory takes us. You don’t mind if I tape this, do you?


 


No, that would be fine.


So, tell me a little bit about your mother.


 


I’m an old woman, and I still don’t know what to think of my mother.


—excerpt from an interview with Mrs. Alice Vreeland for
The Women of Albany County, July 6, 1972
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THE POUGHKEEPSIE DAILY EAGLE NEWS


 


April 22, 1898


 


WET NURSE—By a respectable woman with plenty of nourishment; a healthy baby to nurse at her own home. Mrs. Fletcher. Violet Ridge, Underwood, New York.
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The Mary Powell was due to leave Rondout Creek at half past five. From the barnyard, Ida watched the wagon carrying Alice and her cousins as it wobbled down the rain-rutted driveway on its way to the dock. Of the four girls, Alice was the tallest, but she wasn’t looking up like the others, who were straining to hear their aunt calling to them from the big porch. Instead, she slouched, her eyes on the wagon floor.


Ida raised her hand to wave, and milk pulsed into her corset pads. Grief lapped again at her feet.


Clinging heavily to her skirt, Jasper asked, “Susie?”


Ida set down her empty laundry basket and lifted him to her hip, though her breasts were firm and soaking, and she didn’t wish to hold him close. “Our Susie has gone home,” she told him, still watching as the team pulled the wagon left onto Dutch Lane, then tilted over the ridge toward the river.


“Susie,” Jasper said, gripping Ida’s shoulder, then squirming to get away. She set his feet on the ground.


“We’re going for a ride on a steamship!” she told him as he toddled away in search of the baby.


Susie was home with her own mother now, as Ida had always hoped she would be. Yet it was terrible to think they would never see her again—never see her wispy hair grow into thick curls, nor hear her babbling turn into language, nor discover what kind of a girl she would become. She had been Ida’s first nursling, a boarder of sorts. But Ida had surprised herself by falling in love with this one as hard as with her own babies. It was impossible, she knew now, to be responsible for the life of a child—for whether it might thrive or perish—and not to love it. Impossible for her, at least.


Frank would rail at her for this softness if she showed it. Wet nursing was a business, a way for her to help him keep up. Always, always, he was struggling to keep up, and she must do her part. Today that meant finishing the chores in time for his nephew Norris’s twenty-first birthday party and behaving at that party as if nothing were wrong, as if she were as confident of her position on this farm as her sisters-in-law. As if she, like Alice, weren’t always tense with watching and waiting.


Ida carried her basket to the line where Susie’s sheets and Jasper’s bibs and her own cotton nursing pads had dried in the sun. As she pulled the wooden pins from the stiff laundry, she could see her sister-in-law Frances up on her porch in a feathered hat, directing the loading of another wagon with crates of party supplies: satin streamers and paper lanterns and floral centerpieces made from Frances’s cutting garden, for the violets were out of season. From down here, only the staccato delivery of her words could be heard, but Ida knew just how she was speaking to the poor driver, just as she herself would be spoken to later, no doubt.


Within the hour, Ida was dressed in her striped shirtwaist and Sunday skirt, with clean padding in her corset, and Jasper on her lap in his coverall suit. The older children had all gone ahead, and now the women followed: Ida with her other sister-in-law, Harriet, in the back of the phaeton, and Frances in front with the driver, fussing with her gloves. In the small pasture, the milk cow and her pregnant daughter stood with their haunches to them, heads in the dewy grass.


“The steamship should be lovely,” Harriet said.


“Yes, indeed,” Ida said, and was surprised to feel a rush of anticipation, for unlike Frances and Harriet, who frequently took a steamer down the Hudson River to the city, she had not ridden a steamship since her girlhood up in Albany.


In fact, all of Ida’s recriminations were forgotten, at least momentarily, when the cross-river ferry landed at Rondout and she saw the steamship up close. It was massive; she reckoned the upper deck alone covered the area of two greenhouses, maybe more, and the paddlewheels were taller than her house. She was received on the main deck by the captain himself, who took her hand and bowed his head to her just as he did to Frances and Harriet. Jasper broke free and ran to the rail, shouting, “Mama! Water!”


They were indeed on the water. It was nothing like being on the train; with no track to restrict the boat’s movement, Ida imagined it could take her anywhere. It was different even from the ferry, which had a prescribed back-and-forth route, never out of sight of the Underwood shore. On this ship, everything felt possible. Ida turned her back to the breeze and gazed up the river, to where its broad shoulders bowed slightly east. That way was home. Funny she would think of Albany as home after nearly twenty-three years away. No one was left there to receive her. But just imagining that this boat could turn north as easily as south at the breakwater made Ida feel light. She closed her eyes and breathed in the weedy green smell of the creek before a whiff of smoke from the coal-fired engine broke her reverie.


Jasper lifted his arms, and she picked him up for a view over the railing. The whistle shrieked, and the passengers covered their ears, all but Frances, who raised her shoulders and half closed her eyes, as if the steamer’s whistle were a personal affront. From the promenade deck, Norris let out a shriek nearly as high as the whistle and attempted to celebrate the start of his party by climbing on the railing, though one of the crew pulled him back by the scruff of his jacket before he could stand.


The whistle blew again, and the boat drifted from the dock and pushed into forward motion. The wheels were concealed in brightly colored paddle boxes, painted red and gold like the canopy on a carousel, but despite that protection, spray from the great wheels clung in droplets to the wisps of hair at Ida’s forehead. Jasper pressed his face into her shoulder and rubbed it on her sleeve, and she laughed. “It’s only water, my boy.”


Ida turned to see Frank leaning against the wall of the stairwell, arms crossed, slouch hat low on his forehead, responding when necessary to passersby with a smile that more resembled a grimace. He and the boys, Reuben and Oliver, had been whitewashing the empty greenhouse beds all day in preparation for a new load of soil and the next crop of violets. A streak of whitewash remained under his jaw. He was clearly unimpressed by the party, and for a moment she slipped there with him, feeling its ugly underside, the showy excess meant to put the rest of them in their place. Then, determining not to let him ruin her evening, she pointed Jasper to the bow, where Alice stood with her girlfriend Claudie. “Let’s go,” she said, and they hurried to watch the boat’s entry into the Hudson, past the Rondout Light.


There was the ferry, already moored at Coburg Landing. There was Halfway Hill, its lone old oak tree standing like a rooftop chimney. There were so many more trees from this vantage point than Ida had imagined, all of them yellow-green with the quickening of spring. The steamship shared the river with a few smaller craft, but mostly it had the run of the water, flags snapping, smokestacks chuffing, spray suspended in its wake as it raced the receding tide.


“It’s splendid,” Claudie called out to Alice, lifting her chin to the sky, and Alice reached over the rail as if to catch the droplets of river mist in her hands.


Reuben and two of his friends raced up the stairs to the hurricane deck, and Frank followed them. When the girls decided they, too, needed to explore, Ida and Jasper trailed them to the uppermost deck, where a dozen guests were gathered around the pilothouse. Captain Anderson’s bull terrier stood on a deck chair, paws on the backrest, head bowed like a serious old monk. “Amen,” the captain said, and the dog jumped down to laughter and applause, wagging his tail and trotting from one child to another in search of their approval. Jasper held out his hand, and the dog ran to him with his owner not far behind.


“Good evening, little one,” Captain Anderson said to Jasper. “This is my friend Buster.”


“Dog!” Jasper announced with delight.


“Can you tell him to sit?”


“Dog!” Jasper repeated, stomping his feet in excitement, and the partygoers, their attention now on him, laughed again. The only other dog Jasper knew was the hound that lived on the Mortons’ farm next door. It impressed Ida that he recognized this stubby pup as a dog just like the wiry, floppy-eared kind.


Ida bent low to Jasper’s ear and directed, “Tell him to sit. ‘Sit.’”


Jasper lifted his face to her, his eyes glistening. “Dog, Mama!”


Alice looked at Buster and said firmly, “Sit,” and the dog dropped his hind end to the deck.


“There you go.” Captain Anderson laughed, touching the brim of his hat as he winked at Alice, and then said, clapping his hands, “Come, Buster.” The dog scurried to his side and followed his master into the pilothouse.


Behind them, Reuben and his friends were more enthralled with the machinery set high in the center of the deck. They stood much too close for Ida’s liking to the massive up-and-down motion of the towering pistons pumping on their A-shaped frame. But Alice and Claudie barely noticed the engine. “Where is the ladies’ saloon?” Claudie wanted to know.


“When you’re a lady, they’ll show you,” Ida answered.


“Just joking, Mrs. Fletcher,” Claudie said, but Ida caught the glance that passed between the girls as they headed down the stairs to the promenade deck.


There was plenty of room to stroll the decks as the Mary Powell pushed south toward the Highlands. William and Frances had invited the families of all of Norris’s classmates, a good part of their church, and a number of prominent businessmen and their families from the valley. The guest list totaled well over a hundred, but by the size of her, it appeared the Mary Powell could carry ten times that number. Ida allowed Jasper to roam among the guests, following him closely to prevent him from wandering too close to the edge. When he tired, she pulled up a wooden deck chair and sat with him on her lap, watching the backlit curves of the west bank unfurl.


She felt heavy with milk again. The new baby was coming on Sunday, two weeks old with a mother whose milk had never come in. Surely Ida had plenty this evening, but her body would be quick to recognize that Susie was gone and taper her supply if she didn’t take care. She had ordered an English breast pump from Sears, Roebuck several weeks ago, but it hadn’t worked as well as she’d hoped, and it wasn’t practical to carry out of the house. She needed Jasper to nurse again, if he would.


She had noticed one woman among the Negro stewards on the boat, so she went in search of her, hoping for a small, enclosed space in which to sit for twenty minutes. She found the woman leaving the empty dining room with a stack of table linens in her arms. She led Ida to a private parlor with a solid door against which she could position a chair so no one would enter and interrupt.


Ida let her boy wander the room while she untucked her shirtwaist from her skirt and unfastened the lowest few buttons. She had given up dresses, for the most part, finding the shirtwaist more convenient for nursing; it was easier to be discreet. From the top, she unbuttoned her corset cover and unfastened the left flap of her nursing corset. She called to Jasper, and he toddled obediently to her. With her feet raised on an ottoman, her lap was deep and snug, and she didn’t have to hold him tightly to keep him in place. He tucked one tiny arm under hers at her waist. The other hung limp at his side as he matched his mouth to her breast and closed his eyes and drank himself to sleep.


It was simple now, no effort at all to nurse an infant or her little boy, except for the monumental amount of time it required from her already busy day. But without a mother or a sister to show her what to do, Ida had struggled to learn how to nurse her first baby, fussy Oliver. She had never watched a woman nurse up close, and though Frances had already had Norris, she wasn’t the type to nurse in front of other women or help Ida on her way. So Ida had been left to figure out how to hold the baby properly to prevent the agonizing pull of sore nipples, and whether to keep him on one breast or to switch, and how often to nurse him. She had learned by trial and error how best to bring up the air when he was finished and later found this was different with every baby. Those first several months of weighing Oliver on the grain scale and fretting about whether he was getting enough nourishment had left Ida exhausted and fragile. Finally she had confessed her fears to the one woman she felt she could approach, a woman from church named Mrs. Schreiber, who had seven grown children and never seemed surprised by anything.


Mrs. Schreiber had come to call and shown Ida how to hold the baby’s head in the cup of her hand so she could guide it securely to the opposite breast, and how to break the baby’s suction with her fingertip rather than pulling him off. She had placed a footstool under Ida’s feet to raise her lap and plumped a pillow there to support the baby until he grew bigger, so Ida’s arm wouldn’t tire from holding him. She had shown Ida how the muscles of his tongue moved under his chin and the way his throat shifted under his creamy skin as he swallowed. Of course he was getting milk—look at him drinking! And she could see, couldn’t she, the rolls of milky fat on those chubby arms and legs? Her baby was going to be just fine, and so was she. That one visit had done more good than all the visits of the village doctor, and it had set Ida on her way to such confidence that it was hard to remember now, twenty years later, being that woman who had cried at the sight of her hungry baby.


Jasper slept heavily on Ida’s shoulder even as dinner was called and they were all escorted to the dining room on the main deck aft. Ida transferred him carefully to Alice, who took him out to the deck so Ida could eat with Frank and another couple. In the beautifully appointed dining room, tables of four were covered with white linen tablecloths and set with heavy flatware and sharply folded napkins. The room was trimmed in mahogany complemented by two lighter woods, and the entire space was flooded with orange sunlight from the deep plate-glass windows, which offered a spectacular view of the river on both sides. Between the windows, patterned sheets of hammered brass and silver reflected the light, as did large mirrors on either side of the wide main doorway. The room was radiant.


There were two seatings for dinner, followed by the music of a Hyde Park string quartet on the promenade deck. At Cornwall the Mary Powell turned and pushed back up the river, and a two-tiered cake with white frosting and sparklers was rolled out. As Norris stood with his parents in the center of the crowd, singing “For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow” to him, he seemed to lose his cockiness. William, looking polished in the new Prince Albert suit and silk scarf Frances had purchased for the occasion, made a brief, heartfelt speech in Norris’s honor that charmed his guests. At one point he alluded to the four babies he and Frances had lost, and Ida, who had suffered such a loss herself, felt the tender press of that pain as she watched her sister-in-law turn her face away. Then William announced the news that Ida and Frank had feared.


“Now that this young man,” he said, shaking Norris’s shoulder, “has reached a certain age, it is time for him to take on more responsibility. Tonight we celebrate the entry of Mr. Norris Fletcher into the family business as a junior partner.”


Norris’s eyes widened as his father hugged him quickly with a slap on the back. Frances stepped up to kiss his cheek. Around them, William’s friends cheered, and someone handed both Norris and William cigars. Beside Ida, Frank stood so still that she couldn’t be sure he was breathing.


The quartet began again with some familiar Brahms and Schubert, but by the time the boat was passing Poughkeepsie’s lights on the eastern shore, the mood had loosened, and the ensemble had launched into popular favorites like “After the Ball” and “The Band Played On.” The youths and some of the adults sang and danced on the deck beneath the shimmering blue satin streamers and the delicate paper lanterns that hung under the electric lights. Some of the younger boys, Reuben included, stood at the rail shooting imagined Spanish warships in the dark. Jasper, fortified by his nap, bounced and tottered at the edges of the dancing, and Ida let him enjoy being part of the party. She stood in the swinging shadows, holding the portside railing behind her back, wondering at what point Frank would break.


*   *   *   


“What did you think of the party?” Ida asked Frank that night when they were safely home. What she really meant was, What will you do next, now that Norris has been pushed ahead of you? But she couldn’t be so direct without aggravating him into silence.


Though Jasper had fallen asleep on the rocking ferry, Ida had roused him long enough to nurse again. Her other breast was firm and hard, and she stood in her nightgown before the washbasin to relieve it. Shirtless, with his suspenders hanging over his trousers, Frank stepped behind her and cupped his hand under her breast, ignoring her question. She pushed him away, saying, “It’s tender.” He stood close behind her instead, his hands on her hips, watching over her shoulder as she held the new breast pump awkwardly against her and squeezed the bulb. She worked it over and over until her hand ached, emptying her breast as best she could and leaving a milky puddle in the basin. Prissy mewed at her feet, and Ida laughed, then set the basin on the floor, tilting it so the cat could put her paws on the edge of the bowl. Prissy sniffed and lapped at the milk, her pink tongue flashing in and out of her mouth.


“At least someone will benefit,” Ida teased, waiting for her to drink her fill.


“Cat belongs in the barn,” Frank said, as he always did when Ida and Alice indulged her. Ida buttoned her nightgown, then carried Prissy out the back door and dumped the remaining milk at the edge of the garden. Frank was in bed, waiting with his face to the wall. She slipped in behind him, covering herself with the sheet and one wool blanket. Already the nights were warming.


“Are you all right?” she whispered to his back, and he rolled to face her. He slid his hands up under her nightgown and kissed her mouth once, then burrowed his face in the curve between her shoulder and neck, not unlike Jasper when he was tired or frightened. She understood: he was worried, always worried, and he didn’t know what he would do.
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On the farm, Sunday was never a day of rest. Frank and the boys were up early to feed the animals, milk the cow and turn out the horses. Alice fed the chickens and collected the eggs while Ida stoked the range and cooked breakfast. This Sunday morning, as was often the case, Frank had a reason for not going to church; he needed to finish building the new beds in greenhouse 21, and in any case, the first-calf heifer was so close to calving that he didn’t want to leave her. The barn was far from the greenhouse where he would be working, and the heifer could calve without him, but Ida let this go. Lately Oliver and Reuben had been managing excuses to miss church, too, and this morning they volunteered to run an errand put off all week, picking up empty boxes left at the train station after the last shipping day. Sometimes Ida protested and won the company of Reuben, at least, but this morning she was satisfied to take only Jasper, who would pay Ida and Alice no mind as they talked.


They set off at the usual pace in the old chaise pulled by Trip, the stronger of their two horses, but as soon as they had rounded the bend, Ida slowed Trip to a walk. “If it weren’t for church, your father would have us working round the clock,” she said, easing into the seat and stretching her limbs. The new nursling was due in the afternoon, and she was keenly aware of these last hours of relative freedom.


“It’s not so bad,” Alice said, looking across Mr. Aiken’s freshly plowed field to his irrigation pond, where a mallard duck and his mate dipped and paddled in the sun. Mr. Aiken’s barn was close to the road, and Alice fanned away the flies and the odor of manure with a postcard she used as a bookmark in her Bible. With every puff of air from the postcard, her wavy bangs lifted from her forehead. She had pulled up her thick hair this morning in an oddly mature topknot, forgoing her usual girlish braid, and Ida saw she was wearing her grandmother’s heart-shaped locket, a treasure Ida had given her as a feeble consolation prize when Frank had declared her schooling at an end.


Jasper, sitting between them, reached for the postcard, and Alice gave it to him.


“Your father worries so,” Ida continued.


“About what?”


“Money, mostly,” Ida said.


“I don’t believe I know anyone who doesn’t worry about money,” Alice said. “It seems no matter how much folks have, they don’t feel it’s enough. Even Aunt Frances. She always has to have the next new thing.”


“That’s true,” Ida said. “She’s never satisfied.”


Alice sighed and she, too, leaned back in her seat and hitched her skirts up to catch the breeze. It was the first truly warm day of spring, as if summer were ambling just behind them on the tamped dirt road.


“I could work with the boys again,” Alice said. “Papa knows I’m strong enough.” In addition to pulling Alice out of school, Frank had told her she was a woman now, and there would be no more boys’ work for her, the kind of work she preferred to do. She would do some of the picking and the packing—seasonal women’s work—but there would be no more loading the wagon and driving the team to the train at Coburg, no more tagging along to stoke the fires. She was to find consistent work befitting a young woman and contribute to the family’s income.


“It’s not just Papa,” Ida said. “Uncle William and Uncle Harold aren’t willing to give you steady paid work.”


“Why shouldn’t they if I can do my fair share?”


“They should. But they don’t always do the right thing.”


“That doesn’t make sense,” Alice said. “What puts them in charge? Papa works harder than both of them, and he knows more about the violets.”


“I would have to agree.”


“How could they be so unfair?”


This wasn’t the direction Ida had hoped their conversation would take. She and Frank had never explained their position to the children. Clearly Alice, at least, had seen for herself the way things were. It was hard not to, when their family lived in the three-room tenant house and William’s family fancied themselves one step below the Vanderbilts.


“Papa did something to make them angry a long time ago, and they’ve never forgotten it.”


“What did he do?”


“Oh, Alice.” Ida sighed. “Never mind what he did. It was a youthful mistake, but they haven’t forgiven him. As a result, they own the farm, and he merely works on it.” They were nearing the Four Corners already, and in a quarter of a mile they would enter the village and pass their neighbors walking to church. So Ida told Alice outright: “Your father is going to want you to marry soon.”


“Has he said so?”


“No. But I know what he’s thinking. He’s worried about us all, and when he thinks of you, he’s going to think it would be best if he could find another man to take care of you. Do you have your heart set on anyone?”


“Mama, I’m only sixteen!”


“I was sixteen when I met your father,” Ida said, and when Alice shook her head, Ida said again, “I know what he’s thinking.”


Jasper stood to reach for a white moth flying in front of him, and Alice caught him before he toppled off the seat.


“Claudie’s brother, maybe,” Alice said, sitting back.


“Why Claudie’s brother? Because that would make her your sister, or because you actually like him?”


Alice shrugged. “He tried to steal a kiss once.”


Ida looked into Alice’s brown eyes. “I’m asking what you want. Not which boy wants you.”


“I would rather work than get married. For now, at least.”


“It’s hard to find work off the farm right now. You know that.” Ida would have liked Alice to become a teacher. She was a good reader and writer, and she was patient and gentle with the younger children. But Frank wouldn’t budge on the question of her finishing school in order to teach. Every day she spent at school, as he saw it, was a day of income lost. “I’ll do my best to find you something,” Ida said. “Let’s not be late to church.”


They drove into the village past neatly arranged blocks of houses, nearly every one flying an American flag in support of the war against Spain. Mr. and Mrs. Schreiber were closing the front gate of their boardinghouse, and the two women greeted each other. Mrs. Schreiber’s climbing rose canes were covered with tight new buds, and her irises, wrapped in their translucent green casings, were about to make a purple show. Mrs. Schreiber wasn’t much for the violets, however. As the nation had begun to emerge from its five-year depression, many of their neighbors had noted the fortune of the Fletchers and the other violet growers and had constructed greenhouses in their backyards, sending their small harvests to the city for a reasonable profit. But Mrs. Schreiber, though she was one of the most accomplished gardeners in the town of Underwood, had shown no interest in building a greenhouse. Instead, her backyard was full of herbs, which she reached via narrow mowed paths winding through unmarked beds. On breezy, moist summer days when one walked the village sidewalk, a startling aroma sometimes rose from her lot, and passing her house felt like walking through a fragrant curtain. Ida had seen Mrs. Schreiber’s rear garden just once, when Dr. Van de Klerk’s prescription of bed rest and a shot of liquor had not eased Frank’s back trouble. Mrs. Schreiber’s cayenne poultice had mended him well enough to return to work in a week, and with the continued use of her remedy, his back had pained him less since.


Up the street, they passed Dr. Van de Klerk himself. Though he was respected in town—and needed—he was not particularly friendly, and as usual, he was walking with his head bowed. Ida and Alice did not say good morning. As they pulled the chaise up to the horse shed, their neighbor Mr. Morton was helping his young wife, Jennie, several months pregnant, to step from his carriage onto the horse block in front of the church, and the seamstress Anna Brinckerhoff and her lawyer husband wished Alice and Ida a good morning.


The Dutch Reformed Church’s dominie, Horace Jacobs, was back from New York City, where he had attended a meeting of missionaries to China. Ida expected he might preach on that this morning. The Scripture—read by his son, Joe, recently returned from seminary at Princeton—was from Matthew’s account of the Last Supper. Ida tried to listen, but the passage was too familiar, and her attention wandered to Dominie Jacobs’s son himself, whom she hadn’t seen in over a year, since he left for his studies in New Jersey. He had grown more poised in that time and now conducted himself with authority in the pulpit. Joe Jacobs had always taken after his mother, thin and energetic; but her features, which Ida had once seen in the boy, were hard to discern in the man with the trim mustache and the reading glasses. Ida thought about the life this young man could expect, following his father’s calling as a scholar and a minister. Though it was not a financially promising life, it was secure. No one would let the dominie’s family starve, and the profession came with the sort of respect Ida could only dream of for her sons.


Joe Jacobs was followed in the pulpit by his father. As the sermon began, it became clear that Dominie Jacobs would not speak about his recent experience in the city at all. Instead, he gestured to the communion table, where the bread and grape juice, serving for wine in deference to the Temperance Society, lay waiting under a white linen cloth. He read again the words of Jesus as told by Matthew: “O my Father, if this cup may not pass away from me, except I drink it, thy will be done.” Then he began his sermon on the war with Spain.


In February, a devastating explosion on the U.S.S. Maine in Havana Harbor had created a furor. Many Americans had long felt the Cuban people should be independent, but Spain had refused to let its colony go. Now the big newspapers were insisting the Maine had been sunk by Spanish forces, and war had been declared. Women who had lost their fathers and uncles to an earlier war stood by helpless as their sons took up the call: “Remember the Maine, to hell with Spain!” Just days ago, Commodore Dewey’s forces had sunk Spain’s entire squadron in Manila Bay.


This war, Dominie Jacobs told his congregation, was not one the nation had asked for. But it had become unavoidable and therefore must be fought. “Christ sounds no call to arms,” he said. “The trumpet of war is not in His hand. But when war comes, Christ sounds the call to the Cross, that the men who must fight, and the women who must weep, may learn from Him to accept their bitter cup because it is inevitable, and to endure their sacrifice because it is for the sake of others.”


Ida looked around the church at some of her neighbors—the Pruitts, the Ellerbys, Nora Hoskins, the Harrises, and a few of the Negro families—all of whom had sons the same age as Oliver, boys eager for a chance to fight. The men nodded at Dominie Jacobs’s message, or tilted their heads in thoughtful agreement. But old Mrs. Walker stared out an open window with a defiant scowl. Her son—a decorated member of the U.S. Colored Infantry—had been buried in the churchyard thirty-five years ago. She and most of the other women already knew too much about sacrifice.


Unlike his son, whose voice took its calming undertones from Mrs. Jacobs, the dominie spoke with a forceful bass. He was much more imposing in the pulpit—a broad, double-chinned figure in black who lowered his head to regard his congregation over his glasses as if skeptical of their intentions—than he was in person. The few times he had visited their family, Ida recalled being surprised by the tenderness of his private prayers. He had sat at her sickbed when she lost her second baby and placed his large, cool hand over hers, and before he had spoken a word, the resonance of his voice had hummed in his chest, as if he’d been about to sing rather than to pray. Ida had felt some force of life in that visceral sound—something untapped, unspoken, so that the words of his prayer had seemed inadequate afterthoughts to what had been conveyed in that first private moment.


Despite her reservations about the war in Cuba, Ida found herself drawn in the same way to his earnest appeal this morning. Yet she could not abide the thought of her own boy answering the call to war. By the end of the thirty-minute sermon, which lasted far longer than Jasper could sit still, Ida was spent. Communion was served, and at last the congregation rose to sing the closing hymn. It was one of Ida’s favorites, “He Leadeth Me, O Blessed Thought,” which she remembered her mother playing. On the Sundays of Ida’s girlhood, after dinner they had stood around her mother’s piano and sung hymns in four parts: her father’s wavering voice on bass, her mother on tenor, her sister Grace on soprano because she had trouble carrying the harmony, and Ida on the alto part. She slipped into the alto line now, and Alice glanced at her in irritation, then picked up the soprano more forcefully. Ida’s mother’s locket gleamed in the hollow of Alice’s throat. As they sang in harmony, Ida felt the weight of homesickness for her own parents, long dead. She pressed on, singing the low A’s deep in her chest, and as the congregation bowed their heads for the benediction, she wiped her eyes.


On their way out, Ida and Alice greeted the dominie at the door, then wished young Mr. Jacobs good morning.


“Are you home for the summer?” Ida asked him as Alice hurried off in pursuit of Jasper.


“Actually, I’m home for good,” he said. “I’ll be doing odd jobs here at the church, and I’ll be working on your farm.”


“My goodness! You’re not returning to seminary, then?”


“I’m not,” he said. “I had a fine year, but my calling is elsewhere.” He must have sensed what she was thinking, for he added, “Folks think my father must be disappointed, but he knows you can’t enter the ministry without hearing the call.”


“I’m sure your parents will be very proud of you no matter what route you take,” Ida said. “Even if it turns out to be farming,” she added, and he laughed.


“My mother thinks I need the fresh air,” Mr. Jacobs said. “But I’m afraid I wasn’t studious enough to have ruined my health in the library.”


“Well, they’ll do their best to ruin your back up on the farm,” Ida said, and though he smiled at her, she heard the unintended bitterness in her voice. Frank’s back had been ruined, both literally and figuratively. But her brothers-in-law had a reputation of being generous with their workers and the community. In fact, if anyone were known for being harsh, it was Frank. Ida made an excuse about the laboring cow and said a quick goodbye to avoid further embarrassing herself.


*   *   *   


When Ida and Alice arrived home from church, Frank reported that the heifer was restless. But Ida had dinner to cook, and the cow might labor for many hours. They had their Sunday dinner, as usual, at two o’clock—today a loin of pork from the Mortons’ farm with last year’s potatoes, from which Ida had cut many eyes, and some new asparagus, a sure sign that summer was coming. By three o’clock Ida and Alice were back at work, cleaning the kitchen and collecting the week’s dirty clothing to soak in a tub of soapy water in preparation for Monday’s laundering. The new nursling arrived at four, as Ida was scrubbing the last soiled trousers for soaking. She had just enough time to dry her hands on her apron, hang it behind the back door, and smooth her hair before greeting her guests.


The nursling’s aunt and uncle stood on the stoop with the infant wrapped in a white knitted blanket. He came with a basket containing two sheets and another blanket, some diapers and dresses, a soft little hairbrush with a cherrywood handle, though he hardly had a hair on his head, and four glass feeding bottles with removable nipples made of India rubber. The aunt later took great care to explain how to clean these properly. This laborious process included sterilizing the bottles in the oven for a quarter of an hour and then, once they were filled with cow’s milk, steaming them for thirty minutes to kill any germs. Ida couldn’t imagine ever using them.


Alice served them a cup of tea and some cake, and they sat at the kitchen table, the baby in the aunt’s lap, and talked pleasantly for the better part of an hour. The baby’s name was longer than he: George Ashley Higgins King III. The family called him Ashley, a fitting name, for his skin was gray as ash. They spoke of his mother at some length, as if they felt it important for Ida to know he was loved and missed and must be given superior care. She assured them she would write Mrs. King often regarding his progress. Then the conversation shifted to other topics; they had questions about the farm and Ida’s children and Underwood itself, for they had never traveled north of West Point. Finally the baby began to fuss, and after his aunt jostled him on her lap for some time, his wails became more insistent. The aunt looked directly at Ida and said, “May I watch you?”


“Of course,” Ida said, standing. “Alice, would you clean up, please? Perhaps Mr. King would like to read the newspaper.” Then she ushered the aunt into the rear bedroom.


When they had closed the door behind them, the aunt handed Ida the baby for the first time. He weighed barely more than a bowl of bread dough. Ida tried not to show her surprise. She laid the bundle on the bed and unwrapped the infant from his blanket. Indeed, there was almost nothing to him. Though he was two weeks old, he looked like a newborn, without a pinch of plump on his arms or his legs. He had too much skin, which wrinkled at his forehead in generous folds. Only his mouth seemed big; she could see clear back into his red throat as he screamed.


“Please, you may sit here,” Ida said to the aunt, gesturing to the edge of the bed, and the woman sat primly, fingering her skirt as she watched Ida carry the baby to the rocker in the corner.
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