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“… will seize readers from the first page and not let go.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“With compelling characters, a charming peek into Charleston society, a heart-racing romance, rich historical detail, and an epilogue that will have you holding your breath, Friedland has written a well-crafted novel that will stay with you long after you turn the final page.”


—Susie Orman Schnall, award-winning author of The Subway Girls, The Balance Project, and On Grace


“Friedland is a modern Bronte sister remixed with Kathleen Grissom or Leila Meacham. Trouble the Water is the riveting story of Abby, who travels across the sea, fleeing Liverpool, poverty, and an unsavory uncle, for Charleston, where a wealthy friend of her father, Douglas, lives. Douglas has pledged himself to the fight to end slavery, and for that, he has made the ultimate sacrifice. Abby fights inner demons and tries to find her place in Charleston high society while her brooding guardian reconciles the past and returns to his beloved cause. Lovers of Civil Warera historical fiction will rejoice at Friedland’s triumphant novel of love, friendship, and the most important issues of the day.”


—Bethany Ball, author of What to do About the Solomons


“The complicated history of the antebellum South comes alive in Friedland's debut novel and offers readers an exciting and fast-paced literary journey that explores complicated relationships, the importance of friendship, and the necessary power of love.”


—Kris Radish, best-selling author of A Dangerous Woman from Nowhere


“With a plucky heroine, a dashing hero, and the backdrop of the clandestine abolition movement in the antebellum South, Jacqueline Friedland masterfully weaves a tale full of passion and honor, duty and survival, evil and the beauty of basic human decency. Trouble the Water will make your heart pound and swell, and keep you reading well into the night. Highly recommended!”


—Loretta Nyhan, author of I'll Be Seeing You, All the Good Parts, and Digging In


“In a narrative tapestry woven of brilliant threads of history and drama, Jacqueline Friedland introduces her readers to seventeen-year-old British-born Abigail Milton; her generous but reluctant benefactor, Douglas Elling; and the complex world of antebellum Charleston. The evil of slavery, the nascent abolitionist movement, and the courage of an operative of the underground railroad are explored against the background of the vanished world of debutante cotillions, social intrigue, and the slow maturity and melding of skillfully drawn protagonists. Friedland’s research is impeccable, her writing fluid. Trouble the Water is that rare pedagogic novel that engages as it teaches.”


—Gloria Goldreich, author of The Bridal Chair
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CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA
1842


Douglas urged his horse onward at a feverish pace, gripped by panic that his wife might have been taken, or his daughter. The evening’s vacant streets worked in his favor as the animal tore across the cobblestones, racing furiously toward his estate. The horse huffed and spat, sweating into the moonlight, as Douglas struggled to focus on speed, rather than on his dread. Rounding the corner onto Lightbourne Street, where candlelight emanated from the windows of quiet houses, he had the sudden thought that it couldn’t be today. Whatever that distasteful man, Wilson Bly, meant by the threat, Douglas told himself, it wouldn’t be this very same day when he had only just been alerted to the possibility of danger. He began to relax slightly, feeling added relief now that he was so close to home. He eased up on the horse, slowing to a trot and patting the animal’s hide in recognition of its exertion.


He and the horse continued east at a lighter pace, and Douglas inhaled deeply, trying to calm his racing heart. As the humid air filled his lungs, he caught the scent of smoke, sudden and sour. His alarm returned afresh, beastly in its force. Digging his heels into the horse’s sides, he urged the animal to resume its breakneck pace. They barreled across the remainder of Lightbourne, and Douglas began to detect the din of disaster, shouts, and clamor from afar. As the horse cut onto Meeting Street, Douglas was greeted by a vision that would terrorize him the rest of his days.


The Elling estate was alight against the dark night in roaring, spitting flames. Fire was bursting forth from the east side of the house, licking its way up the walls, reaching its hands sky-ward, like crackling, roaring calls of prayer. There were people running every which way, bodies emerging and disappearing behind the fog of smoke in a frenzied crush as they tried to help manage the fire.


Douglas searched the crowd for his family as he rode onward, forcing the horse toward the fire. “Sarah! Cherish! They could still be inside!” He shouted into the air of the maddened crowd around him. At the perimeter of the property he jumped from his horse, still screaming as he rushed toward the flames. “Sarah! Cherish!”


“No, Mr. Elling!” The family butler ran out from the masses, from the darkness, and grabbed Douglas’s coattails, trying to hold him where they stood at the edge of the drive.


“Jasper! Oh, thank God! Where are my girls?” Douglas shouted over the popping and crackling of the fire.


“Please, Mr. Elling, there is nothing we can do now. Come with me, to safety.” Jasper pulled Douglas’s arm, trying to move him back toward the street, toward the faceless crowd of onlookers.


“No, take me to Sarah!” Douglas shouted again. “Where are they?” His voice was eclipsed by the sound of roof crumbling into the house below it.


“Mr. Elling, I am so sorry!” Jasper leaned close and shouted into Douglas’s ear to be heard over the commotion.


“The market! I was out at the market!” He shouted that again, as if his prior whereabouts were the main focus.


“I am so sorry, sir!” Jasper was repeating himself, his bursting words nearly meaningless to Douglas. Though if the man was shouting, Douglas reasoned, Sarah and Cherish must be safe. People didn’t shout at times of death. There was no comfort in shouted words.


“Where are they?” Douglas pressed, his eyes searching the darkness.


“Sir, they didn’t make it out.”


Douglas looked blank faced at Jasper. Then with a sudden start, he began running toward the house again.


“No, Mr. Elling!” Jasper shouted, racing behind Douglas.


A male house servant appeared from out of the bedlam, catching Douglas by the arm.


“No, Mr. Elling! You can’t! There ain’t nothing you can do now. You’ll never make it out.”


“Let go of me, Demett!” Douglas bellowed. “I have to save my family!”


“Mr. Elling!” Demett shouted back, holding firm to Douglas’s arm, and motioning for other bystanders to help restrain his employer. “The mistress and little miss, they went inside not long before the fire started,” Demett explained as three other men, strangers, joined in detaining Douglas, their hands and arms straining against the force of his determination. “Time we saw the flames, me and the boys in the stables, we couldn’t do nothing about it. I come running over, but up by Miss Cherish’s bedroom was blazing the worst. They must have started the fire just underneath, probably in your study, sir.”


“Demett!” Douglas roared. “Let go!” He bellowed as he struggled, pushing and twisting against the men, “Let me go!”


“They wouldn’t have made it out in time anyhow,” Demett continued as though he hadn’t heard Douglas, as though he was unaware of the droplets of sweat drawing lines on his own soot-covered face. “There ain’t nothing you can do, sir,” Demett counseled, two hands still gripping Douglas by the arm. “You go in there, you’re sure to die. Nobody wants that. Not Miss Cherish nor Mistress Sarah, neither.”


Douglas looked from Demett back to his smoldering home, calculating whether there was any hope. He needed to run straight inside the house and rescue Sarah and Cherish, just as he’d rescued so many others before them. He could carry his girls to safety and watch them take big, redemptive gulps of fresh air. It could still be a mistake. They might come running home from the opposite direction at any moment, letting everyone know they hadn’t been inside after all.


But as he looked back at the crackling, raging flames and falling timber, he knew Demett was correct. The fire was raging precisely where Sarah and Cherish would have been that evening, the flames too violent, too fast to flee. With all his bravado and blasted ideas of his own invincibility, he had been too late. His five-year-old daughter with her bountiful blonde curls and exasperating will, his brave, sparkling wife—they were gone. They were lost, absent, consumed.


Douglas sensed the air leaving him, the despair curdling into each part of his body as he registered the significance of the words he had been told. He felt the anguish arrive, piece by searing piece, to each vein, every muscle. The agony erupted, turning every bit of him to ash, to paralysis, to nothing. He gazed at the foundering structure that had been his sanctuary, blurred before him because of the smoke, the tears, or perhaps because he would simply never see anything with clarity again. Demett released his hold on Douglas’s arm, motioning for the other men to do the same. Douglas thought how Sarah would chide Demett not to give him much room at a time like this. Sarah would have reminded Demett of Douglas’s tendency to be impulsive, to be reckless, hotheaded. But now he felt only defeat. He was aware of his bulky frame crumpling onto the gravel beneath them. He saw Demett look to Jasper for guidance on how to proceed with their devastated employer. Jasper simply shook his head.


Douglas absorbed the tableau before him as if observing his own poorly arranged dream. He watched from his knees, motionless in a sea of chaos. It was as if his world had gone silent, as though he was trapped outside a window, watching this impossibly horrific scene, the townspeople with their buckets, attempting to extinguish the firestorm, lest their own houses catch the flames.


Douglas looked at his old friend, Jasper, and then back up at his smoldering home. He recognized a roaring in his soul, and then the world beyond his body faded to nothingness, turned to black, and was gone.
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CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA
Three Years Later
1845


Abby glanced back toward the empty steamship, her face sticky with sweat and sea dreck, and she wondered again whether this journey hadn’t been a grand mistake. She despised Lancashire, but at least there, she wouldn’t have been trapped in this stifling Charleston heat, not knowing a soul. It was too late though, and there wasn’t any use in wishing that her foul bastard uncle hadn’t ruined her, ruined her plans, ruined her England. She edged her brow with her soiled sleeve and scanned the harbor crowds once more, searching for her escort. She had been waiting nearly two hours, watching the crush of people swarming around her while her stomach grumbled for food. Her da had sworn to her—on his only good carving knife—that Douglas Elling would receive her with generosity. She should risk this journey, he had said, and accept Elling’s charity, never minding that the man had returned only one of her father’s letters in nearly two years.


She had been foolish to hope that life would be any better for her here. Elling had paid for her passage as a first-cabin passenger aboard the ship, but it didn’t mean he was upright, just rich enough where the money was of no consequence to him. Abby adjusted the twine in her dark hair, lifted her canvas sack, and hopped off the fence where she had been perched. Best to figure something out already. Still wobbly from weeks on the water, she craved a proper bath and a hot cup of tea. Even a damp cloth to cool herself would have felt like extravagance.


Squinting through the harsh sunlight, she looked toward the storefronts at the far end of the wharf. There were crowds, crowds everywhere, and each person seemed to be hurrying about with such purpose. She made her way through the thrumming horde, consciously dodging eye contact with the men, whites and Negroes alike. She sensed herself disappearing into the sea of people, her worn gray dress rendering her nearly invisible against the women draped in vivid reds and oranges, the men with faces the color of coffee and peanuts, potatoes and milk. Her stomach growled again as she recalled her last meal, so many hours ago, as food stores ran low on the ship.


She was looking for Elling Import & Export, but the only sign she could decipher from a distance read, Auction & Negro Sales. Maneuvering through the soupy air, she ignored the hooting peach sellers calling out about sweet juice and the fancy ladies lurking in nooks, pulling at the men passing by. Abby wasn’t certain what she had expected of Charleston, but it wasn’t this, this pandemonium. She reached the auction office and peered inside the large picture window. The place was dark, so she straightened her spine and plodded on. She heard an excited yelp down the wharf and turned to see a dark woman running with glee toward a younger Negro man. The woman had dropped her baskets and was shouting chirpy robust words in a language Abby had never heard. As her arms reached out for the fellow, a white man kicked the woman to the ground. Abby felt a twinge, a rising of bile, but she forced the feeling down to that place inside herself where she locked all her suffering. This voyage wasn’t about anything but her own survival.


She walked past two more office doors, neither of which seemed like they could belong to Douglas Elling, the man who was supposed to be her new patron saint.


“You lost, darling?” An older gentleman, wearing a bow tie and carrying a folded satchel, materialized from the crowd.


“Could you tell me where to find the office of Elling Export?” she asked, speaking for the first time since her arrival.


“That’s an easy one,” he answered in a gravelly drawl. “Just three doors on that way.” He pointed a finger in the direction she had been walking. “A word to the wise, Miss,” the lines in his face folded deeper, “you’re better off doing what business you’ve got elsewhere.” He tipped his hat and walked on.


Well, that was all well and good, but where, pray tell, could she go instead? She would not add to her parents’ burdens by failing to arrive where she’d been expected. Abby walked on, finding the correct door and pushing it open cautiously. Though the door had been unlocked, the office was empty. Scattered papers and pristine mahogany desks told her that the office was still in use, just unoccupied at present. There were only a couple hours remaining until it would grow dark. Perhaps she could spend the night here and hope someone helpful appeared in the morning. The leather chair in the corner was spacious enough to accommodate her for the night. Better than being left alone outside at the port. She could at least sit and remove her boots if nobody came.


But then she heard muffled voices and sounds of movement, likely from a cellar beneath her. She knew she ought to call out, let someone know she was there. She placed her bag down on the bulky chair, careful to keep quiet, and started for the cellar. The first door she opened revealed only a closet crowded with boxes, so she moved to the door across the room, but again found only a closet, this one stocked with books and papers, inkpots and envelopes. She scanned the large room, turning in a circle until she noticed a tall bookcase askew from the wall, protruding at an inelegant angle. Peering behind the bookshelf, she saw the staircase for which she had been searching. It was like something from the books she had read as a child, when her life had allowed for luxuries like pleasure reading. This stairwell wasn’t meant for the public. Abby hardly counted as the public though, did she? Houseguest or charity case that she was.


She’d already waited long enough for the hallowed Mr. Elling to remember fetching her. Elling had been a childhood friend of her father’s. More like a much younger brother, her da would say. But what did they know about the man now? Only that his wife and daughter were long dead, and that he’d become something of a bear ever since. The man had made arrangements for her in response to her father’s plea. But there wasn’t reason to credit any of it. She would not allow herself to be hunted again, not by bear or bastard.


Down the steps she went, doing her damnedest to step lightly so she might catch a glimpse of what lay below her before she announced herself. Curse her factory boots and their clunky soles, made to withstand hours at the weaving loom, never minding how the foot inside felt about it. She managed to creep quietly, reaching the dim landing at the bottom, in time to make out several men huddled at the far side of the cellar. It was too dark to see clearly what they were doing. It looked as though one man was punching another repeatedly in the gut, but the rustling noises didn’t match the jolting action. She could hear hurried, hushed conversation, bits about haste and payments. She wondered if she was walking in on something illegal, gambling, or smuggled goods, which might make sense so near the waterfront. Wouldn’t it be just her luck to traverse the entire Atlantic only to find herself with a criminal for a guardian?


She resented the word guardian, almost eighteen, as she was. She promised her parents she would endure this arrangement, though really, she was old enough to be on her own already, more weary and tattered than someone older, too. Presently, she simply wanted to determine where she would be spending her first night, and if she had to interrupt the gathering before her to do that, so be it. As she mustered her courage to call out, everything shifted abruptly before her eyes. There were suddenly only two people remaining in the cellar, as though the others had been consumed by the far wall. Left before her remained a large black man, wide as a bull, and a white man in business clothes, each with his back to her as they continued speaking in murmurs.


“Hello?” Abby finally called from where she stood on the bottom step.


Both men turned swiftly, clearly surprised they were not alone. The white man spoke first.


“My apologies, young lady. Business is generally conducted on the main floor. If you’ll just return upstairs, we’ll be up momentarily.” He spoke professionally, in a crisp British accent, as he hastened toward her.


The fine cut of the man’s clothes told her that she had found Douglas Elling. She was disheartened to note his flagrantly neglected personal hygiene, obvious even in the dim light of the cellar. He had a ragged mane of dark overgrown hair spilling to his collar and a shocking abundance of facial hair. Just the sort of beard that would capture wayward tidbits of a meal, where they might remain lost for days. How appropriately fetid.


“I’m Abby. Abby Milton?” She hated herself for sounding timid. “I imagine you are Douglas Elling.”


The man stopped as he neared her, where she still stood on the lowest riser, and looked at her blankly. Then as he squinted his eyes against the dull light, Abby saw understanding dawn. “Abigail?” He sounded startled.


She nodded.


“But, you’re here now? They said you were arriving on . . .,” he trailed off, looking exasperated. “Oh, damn. It was today, then? Demett,” he looked toward his companion, “you were to collect her from the pier. I reminded Larissa last week but forgot utterly to tell you. Well, Abigail, come up, and we will get you settled.” He studied her a moment longer. “You do look like your mother then, don’t you?” He asked, his voice softening.


She didn’t answer.


They climbed up to the main office, and Douglas motioned for Abby to sit on a corpulent armchair. She could see now that he was younger than he had appeared in the dark basement, and that his suit, which had looked fine from afar, was rather worn, and ill fitting, too, hanging loosely as though Douglas had once been a larger man. Even so, he had a broad, commanding frame that Abby imagined would be useful in whatever illegal enterprise he was engaged. He looked at her blindly for a moment, as though he had forgotten who she was. She raised her eyebrows in challenge.


“I’m sorry,” he began, moving to the larger desk in the room, shuffling papers about. “It’s been a busy afternoon with too many loose ends. Regardless, welcome to Charleston, then.” He was speaking quickly now. “I’m sorry we left you abandoned like that. Clever of you to find the office. Demett will carry you to the house so you can settle in. Just let him know where you’ve left your baggage.”


“I haven’t got any baggage. It’s just my sack.” She pointed to the canvas bag beside her.


“Oh. Right then.” His speech was still hurried, and Abby was unsure whether he was embarrassed by how little she had brought or if he simply wanted to be rid of her. “Well then, hop to. Off you both go.”


It shouldn’t have surprised her, his disinterest. He had agreed to host her only as a favor to her father, and now here she was expecting a lady’s welcome. Clearly it would be paramount for everyone if she stayed out of his way, remained invisible. Despite her parents’ promises of benevolence, she saw little advantage that could come from sharing a home with a grumbling widower. Her parents had also promised that advantages would flow from her uncle’s benevolence back in Wigan. They had exalted the man over and again, insisting he was so charitable, providing so much for Abby, for her whole family. Well just look how that had turned out.


She thanked Douglas for his hospitality, but he was busy stuffing papers into a large brown envelope, his focus already elsewhere. She looked to Demett, who was reaching for her withered sack.


“I’ve got it.” She snatched the bag from under him. She might be a charity case, but it wasn’t as though she was useless. She had usefulness in bloody spades.


Abby followed Demett in silence, walking through a back door of the office to a quiet alleyway where two horses were tethered in front of the waiting coach. Demett reached to help Abby into the carriage, and before she could stop herself, she recoiled from his calloused hand.


“Forgive me for intruding, Miss Abigail,” Demett lowered his outstretched arm, “but ain’t you never seen colored folk be-fore?”


“Of course, I have,” Abby snapped. There were free blacks in Liverpool, but very few in Wigan, where her family had been living since her da’s shop flooded. None had worked at the weaving mill, where she’d been spending fourteen hours a day since she was ten years old. It was hardly Demett’s color that frightened her anyway. He was actually rather pleasing to look at with his glossy skin and straight white teeth, his hair only beginning to gray at the temples, but all men had the same nasty appetites, and it wasn’t possible to know which ones had cruel thoughts in their heads.


“I just don’t need anyone carrying my bag for me or helping me climb a step,” Abby quipped. “I can handle it just fine on my own. It’s how I’ve always done.” She climbed into the coach and fixed her eyes toward the opening of the alley, where she caught a glimpse of another horse-drawn carriage passing by, three ladies rooted inside with pastel parasols obscuring their faces.


“Oh, I see, Miss,” Demett answered. “You just want us all to know you ain’t nobody’s burden.”


Abby kept quiet, digesting Demett’s perspicacity.


“Well don’t you fret,” Demett continued cheerfully as he climbed up to the raised bench in front of her. “If helping you around the Elling estate means staying out of your way, I’ll do my best.”


“Thank you,” Abby answered quietly to the back of his wooly head, now contrite. She turned her gaze toward the scenery as they emerged from the alley.


As they drove into an area with fewer shops and more homes, Abby regarded the rows of residences situated neatly together and so close to the street. There were tall houses of red, lavender, alabaster, and pink, different colored shutters on them all. Some had porches wrapping around every floor, while others were protected by dark wrought-iron gates. Women came and went from the homes, perhaps to market, in the most impractical dresses. Hoop skirts double the size of what she remembered from Liverpool.


The carriage finally turned onto another, narrower, street, and Demett guided the horses into a tree-lined gravel drive. “Here we are, Miss.”


Abby’s breath hitched as she perceived the Elling estate. The red brick home sat at the end of the circular drive, picturesque with arched windows and thick black shutters. It was just how she had pictured homes in the American South, only much, much larger. The house was framed by manicured magnolia trees and bordered on its side by what Abby assumed were the stables. There had been many impressive homes along the short ride from the harbor, but this one dwarfed them all.


Her family’s Wigan flat would have fit, in its entirety, on the front porch of this house. It was difficult to grasp that she had forsaken her pallet in the front room, the one she shared with her sister, Gwendolyn, and often Charlie too, for a home such as this. Abby thought about what might be expected of her in exchange for her new housing and fought against the acid rising in her throat. She noticed that the far side of the home had a different look, with brighter bricks, as though it had been constructed only recently, added to the existing structure. What absurdity, she thought, that people with so much space, such amplitude, could feel obliged to add more.


Demett pulled to a halt near the front entrance and jumped off the carriage, reaching out his arm to assist Abby. She hesitated but then smiled politely and placed her hand on his bulky forearm for balance, noticing the dirt beneath her own fingernails.


“You let me know if you need anything, Miss Abigail,” Demett told her. “You go on over to the front door and use the big knocker. Otherwise Larissa will never hear you. Normally it’d be Jasper, the butler, who opens the door, but he had to go off on something today.” Abby studied the hefty wooden door but did not move towards it.


“You’ll like Larissa,” Demett encouraged her. “She’s been waiting on your arrival ever since your father’s letter. You’re giving her something fine to do with herself again.” He nodded at her in farewell.


The brass knocker, with its engraved E, looked to cost more than her mum earned in a whole year of laundering. Abby felt it was a shame to use something so fine for banging on. She snorted in protest and then knocked three times. She waited but a moment before the door opened, revealing a middle-aged woman of fading beauty and a man who appeared to be the butler, despite Demett’s assertions to the contrary.


“Abigail!” The woman seemed inordinately overjoyed. “You’ve finally arrived. You must be exhausted from your journey. I am Larissa, your governess, and this is Jasper, our butler.” The older gentleman nodded at Abby, confirming his identity.


As she showed Abby into the house, Larissa continued talking with refined enthusiasm. “You can’t know how thrilled we are to have you here. The house has been horribly quiet for the last few years, ever since the fire. It was coming time for me to take my leave already, until we found out about you, that is.” Larissa paused, studying Abby for a moment before adding, “Mr. Elling had given us the impression that a little girl was coming from England, but you clearly are a mature young lady, not a child at all. Rather pretty, too, I suspect,” Larissa squinted, “once you get past the rags and dirt you’re wearing. Come, let me show you to your room.”


Stepping into the front hall, Abby was overcome by the opulence of the home. Never had she seen the likes of it. Not even when they lived in Liverpool, when they spent time with upper-class folk, when they might have been considered upper-class folk themselves. There was gold, mahogany, incandescence, everywhere. In the center of the home, leading up to floors above, was the most magnificent spiral staircase. The marbled stairs appeared to keep winding upward, floating straight into the sky.


Larissa watched Abby’s eyes growing wide and told her they would have a grand tour in the morning. Except, the woman added, they would not venture into the east wing, as Mr. Elling had closed off that part of the home after the fire, though he first completely refurbished it. Abby realized that the repaired wing must have been the newer construction she noticed outside a few moments earlier. She knew little about the deaths of Sarah and Cherish Elling, only that they perished by fire.


Abby’s parents had insisted that she was helping Mr. Elling as much as he was assisting her. He could use youthful energy in his home they said, just as she needed a roof to sleep under and suppers that included more than broth. After her last tantrum, they declared it was the only suitable solution. She could not stay in Lancashire continuing to claw at her own skin. Never mind what percentage of the family coffers she filled, with so many mouths to feed and endless debt, it wasn’t enough.


If only she could have told her parents about Uncle Matthew, but he had threatened and threatened. She had long since determined that feeding her siblings was worth more than her innocence. But then she was unable to control her actions at home after each of the afternoons she spent with him. The rage she felt in the aftermath of Matthew’s attentions would come at her in violent bursts, and she had no place to stow it. Instead, her anger would seep out, soiling everything.


It was no wonder her parents wanted to be rid of her. Mr. Elling didn’t seem to want her much either. Well, so be it. She would learn from her governess until her eighteenth birthday. Then she would find a new path, perhaps become a governess herself. She would go far away and evaporate, where she would never again be a victim, nor have to think about her squalor, and the filthy memories that she would never escape.


But this house, she reflected with cautious enthusiasm, this house was an exploit in itself. Abby thought to write to Gwendolyn and tell her of all the elegant details and adornments that would have captivated her sister, except that such a list would also render the girl mad with envy. Abby worried for the girl, left behind so near Matthew’s clutches, and she wished anew that her parents had sent Gwen instead. Yet it was Abby who was here, with the banister beneath her hand, as smooth as blown glass, supporting her burdens as she followed Larissa up the stairs.
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CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA
1845


This is my room, you’re certain?” Abby asked.


“Are you unhappy with it?” Larissa’s brow furrowed as her hand moved to the tight bun on her head, almost as if she was checking whether the wound ball of faded tresses was still attached. Abby thought the governess looked like she was trying to hide her prettiness beneath that long tent of a skirt and shapeless blouse. Much the way her ma did in Wigan, always covering her lustrous hair beneath a kerchief before she left the flat. Her ma disliked anything that glistened, whether it was her own hair or a neighbor’s shoe buckle. It rendered her sorry to recollect what she’d been.


“Um . . . uh, no.” Abby stammered, looking from Larissa to the bedroom and then back to the governess. “It’s just . . . well, not what I expected. Mr. Elling has already been quite kind, even paying for my passage. I’m not sure this is where he means for me to be resting my bag.” Abby noticed the bursting pillows on the four-poster bed and wondered how it must feel to settle one’s head down upon them. Her own head was itchy. Hot and jumbled.


“Oh,” Larissa smiled, the lines outside her pale eyes crinkling like a silk fan. “Of course these are your quarters. Mr. Elling made clear you were to be treated as a member of the family.”


“Even so,” Abby protested, “I am not a member of the family, just the daughter of a once-dear friend. I needn’t be given a room of the first order.” This lavish treatment did not sit well with her. Douglas Elling had barely made eye contact with her before abruptly dismissing her from his office. Surely her care was not a priority to him, and she did not belong in this room.


Larissa’s smile faltered as she seemed to understand that Abby was uncomfortable with the room, truly. Abby began chewing on her thumbnail while she waited for Larissa’s response. Her skin was still salty from the sea, making her mouth fill with water. She suddenly heard her ma’s voice in her head. Not her ma from Lancashire. Her ma from seven years earlier. “Abigail. Young ladies do not gnaw on their own flesh.” Abby snapped her wet hand to her side, fighting the urge to wipe the dampness on her skirt.


“Abby, dear, all the guest rooms at this estate are equally lovely, and equally empty. Nothing you do or take will possibly be a financial burden on Mr. Elling. Take a rest, and I’ll return before supper. Go on.” Larissa shooed her, urging her to move beyond the threshold.


Abby felt temptation pulling at her. She chanced farther into the palatial room, reconsidering the space as something that might actually be available to her. If all the rooms were just as this one, there wasn’t really a choice to be made. It would probably only create more burden, more trouble, if she refused these quarters.


Larissa prattled on about sending tea and cakes up to the room in advance of supper. Abby barely heard the woman as she absorbed the opulence of the bedroom. She was anxious to remove her stockings so she could feel her toes sink into the thick carpet, its pink and gold fibers bursting forth from the floor like fairies. She noticed that the carpet matched the gold inlay on the cascading drapes. There was also a crystal chandelier demanding attention at the center of the coffered ceiling, shooting rainbows of refracted light onto the large mahogany bureaus on either side of the room’s fireplace.


Abby looked again at the plush bed piled high with decadent quilts of deep pinks and creams, and stepped closer to it. She thought of strawberries and cream, and her stomach rumbled. She hadn’t dreamt of strawberries in years, and now she could almost feel the honeyed seeds wedged between her teeth. Suddenly she tasted all the weariness of her weeks of travels. The effort she had undertaken to maintain her bravery, her pretense of capability, during her journey was abruptly too much. Suddenly nothing seemed as imperative as simply lying down.


Thankful for the upholstered footstool, she climbed to the bed and sat, sinking into the endless cushion, so far from the floor that her legs dangled like a marionette’s. Her crusty boots looked more degenerate now that she viewed them floating above the glistening rug, like buzzards let inside the house. There wasn’t much she could do about it though, unless the governess might rather look upon her split stockings beneath.


“Very well then,” Larissa finished with a note of resignation, as though she had been awaiting some response. Abby tried to think what the governess might be waiting to hear, but before she managed to formulate a reply, Larissa was quietly closing the door behind herself. Abby shrugged, unsurprised that she was disappointing people in her new life already. She began unlacing her boots, relieved by the familiar task. After each boot dropped to the floor with a satisfying thunk, she thought how her ma wasn’t here to make sure each shoe was put neatly by the door, laces facing the wall.


She lay back, feeling sleep grab her eyelids. Back in Wigan, her brother Charlie was probably curled up beside Gwendolyn on the pallet next to the embers of the stove. Abby would have been lying on Charlie’s other side, if she weren’t here, one of her legs kicking across at Gwendolyn, pushing her to make room, while the other leg lay on the dirt floor. Abby jumped down from the bed deciding to straighten her boots. Confronted again by their muddy soles, she reconsidered and hid them altogether, stashing them underneath the bed, where they would stop shouting out about how she didn’t belong here.
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THERE WERE BIRDS, VERY RUDE BIRDS, CHIRPING. ABBY lay in bed with her eyes closed, trying to ignore the trilling. As she became aware that she did not feel the ship’s rocking, she thought groggily that the vessel must have reached port. She rolled over in bed, the satin comforter twisting around her legs. Shaken by the softness of her bedding, she opened her eyes with a start. She was in Charleston now, not onboard the steamship. She was in the most wonderfully exquisite bed, and it was there for her use, only hers, for the next several months. Unless someone decided they’d made a mistake after all. Seven years she had worked in the mills, trudging home covered in cotton dust, to sleep in a damp, rodent-infested tenement. Surely, she was entitled to savor this bed for a moment. At least until she was told to evacuate these quarters.


Before Wigan, her da had owned a shop in Liverpool, the city where they once had a pink-brick home. He sold furniture, enough to keep Abby clothed in toile dresses and patent-leather shoes, and to provide tutors for her and Gwendolyn. The tutoring for her younger brothers would have begun in short order, as well. If not for the flood.


Her mind flashed to her uncle, despite herself, and she wondered if she would ever be free of him. There had been days back home when she would bloody up her arms, trying to tear her skin clean off, scratching as if to release herself from her own body. She created new wounds, scrapes and gashes that her family lacked the soap to clean, adding weight to the shoulders atop her mother’s aching back.


Abby’s stomach cramped with hunger, and she remembered that Larissa said supper would be at nine. The sunlight streaming through the window told her she had long since missed that meal. She rose from the bed, still clad in her frayed cotton dress from the day before. There was only one spare dress in her bag, and that one was no better. She pondered whether she might find a way to bathe today. Surely people at this fulsome estate must be blessed to have a bath whenever the mood might strike. Noticing a small bowl of water near her bedside, Abby splashed her face with the tepid water and used the cloth beside the ceramic bowl to dry off. It helped, but hardly enough. The weeks of sea travel had left a layer of muck and salt on her skin so thick that they required nothing less than full soaking to remove.


There was a mirror affixed to the wall above the washbowl, a small hexagonal piece of glass, only slightly larger than Abby’s face. She could see in the mirror how the weeks at sea had changed her. Her skin was a new olive color, not the alabaster she remembered. Her cheeks were too hollow, rendering her cheekbones overly prominent. She removed the twine holding her long hair, running her fingers through the brown locks to calm them. Her hair had grown back quickly from when she’d chopped at it with a kitchen knife the year before. She saw determination in her green-gray eyes, her pupils so small they were nearly invisible in the foggy mirror. She arranged her hair into a haphazard plait and stared at herself another moment in resignation.


The hunger in her gut wouldn’t have her delay any longer before leaving her quarters to search for breakfast. Poking her head out the door, she saw Larissa just rounding the corner.


“Oh, good,” the governess smiled, her pale blonde bun still neatly in place, another drab outfit beneath it. “You were in such deep slumber when I brought the scones last night, it seemed cruel to disturb you. You must be famished.” The governess linked her arm with Abby’s and led her toward the celestial staircase. “Let’s take care of breakfast and then fetch you a bath. You must be anxious to get clean again.”


If Larissa knew Abby better, the woman wouldn’t offer such promises. Clean. Abby nearly snorted. She would never be clean.
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AFTER HER FIRST LEISURELY BATH IN SEVEN YEARS, Abby’s skin felt flushed, abraded. She remembered how her da used to sniff her freshly washed hair when she was a young girl, his nose against the crown of her head, and she experienced a longing for home she hadn’t expected. She found Larissa waiting in the second-floor parlor, just as she’d promised.


Abby settled herself on a foam-green davenport, and Larissa charged straight to business, providing her an overview of her days to come.


“During the days, you will study in the house, your primary company being only myself and Jasper. We will have to find other ways to entertain you, I suppose. As for Mr. Elling, you’ll see precious little of him, as he spends every waking hour at the wharf.”


Abby exhaled a slow breath, remembering again the strange scene she happened upon at Douglas’s office. The less she saw of that peculiar man, the better. In fact, keeping mainly to herself in this new life sounded easier than anything she’d done in a long time.


“In the mornings,” Larissa continued, “we will study more rigorous subjects, arithmetic, history, geography, and philosophy.”


As she listened, Abby eyed the cucumber sandwiches and peach pastries waiting on the china dish before them, wondering how many would be polite to take. Both would muck up her dress if she tried to pocket extra.


Afternoons, Larissa continued, were reserved for instruction in feminine accomplishments—painting, quilting, music, French. “I will also instruct you at the pianoforte thrice a week,” Larissa concluded.


It seemed Abby was being groomed for something. Marriage, presumably. She had long ago decided she would never marry, never submit herself to another person’s whims, someone else’s fate.


“I know it must seem isolating,” Larissa said. “Being alone all day with only the staff for company. A young lady needs to get out, be part of society. We’ll get you set with the young people of Charleston in no time, and you’ll have more friends than you can corral.” Larissa paused to fiddle with her hair bun again. Abby had the urge to pull out the pins, let the woman’s hair fall in brazen waves. After a moment, Larissa continued, “I’ve been living two and a half years in this house without any worthy purpose. And finally, dear, you are here, so we must make the most of it.”


“You were the governess for his child?” Abby asked, as understanding dawned.


“Yes,” Larissa nodded vigorously. “Mr. Elling’s deceased wife, bless her soul, hired me as governess for Cherish. She would be seven years old now.” Larissa was silent for another moment, staring blindly at the pleats in her wool skirt. “Before that,” she finally continued, “I had been teaching at the Hadley School for girls in Massachusetts, near where I was raised.”


Now Abby understood why Larissa spoke her words with such a flat twang. Beyond the differing accents, she was not particularly knowledgeable about the differences between North and South in America, except to be aware that there was no slavery beyond Maryland or Delaware.


“Why did you not return home after they died?” Abby asked bluntly.


“Well, if you must know, my father is a disagreeable man. Living in his house as a spinster . . .” she trailed off as though searching for the correct words. Meanwhile Abby helped herself to a pastry from the platter, syrup seeping onto her fingers. “My father felt too much shame,” Larissa admitted. “He could not abide my failure to marry, and he tormented me for it. After I made Mrs. Elling privy to my circumstance, she begged for my promise never to return to him.”


“Well, why not go somewhere else? Why stay here?” Abby asked as she chewed. She couldn’t wrap her mind around the idea that this energetic woman had chosen to remain in a Douglas Elling’s house with no purpose whatsoever. She had not taken Larissa as the type to be seduced by the opulence of the estate, so what then, was the impetus for remaining? Perhaps there was something illicit between Mr. Elling and the good governess. Though the ages of it were wrong. Even under all that natty scruff, Mr. Elling was clearly closer to her own age than to Larissa’s. Still, people did odd doings, didn’t they?


Larissa tilted her head at Abby the same way her ma did when she thought it was charming that Abby was being dense.


“As an adult woman with no husband, I do not have a cornucopia of choices. No respectable woman can reside in a home without the protection of a man. Whether it’s a father, a brother, or even a son.” Then she added jokingly, “I see we have much to catch up on in our lessons in propriety.”


The governess could mock Abby all she wanted, study her with those condescending eyes, but the woman’s explanation seemed incoherent all the same. “But Mr. Elling is not your father, brother, or son,” Abby persisted. A curtain was opening in her own mind, letting in the thought to learn from Larissa’s experience what options might be available for herself in the future. Once she had mastered the skills they had discussed, she could do as Larissa had done, earn a living teaching young girls.


“No, he’s not,” Larissa conceded. “Ours is indeed an unorthodox arrangement, but the community has been gentle about judging this household ever since the fire. As my employer, Mr. Elling is a suitable protector. Especially for one such as myself, who no longer has any real prospects of marriage to fret about losing.”


It still seemed odd to Abby, Larissa waiting in the house all day with nothing to occupy herself. Abby wanted to ask if Mr. Elling was still paying her for doing naught. But she was starting to like this diminutive woman with the oversized smiles. Abby did not aim to offend her, and so decided to cease the inquiries.


“By the by,” Larissa continued with another thought, “Mr. Elling informed me about your prior circumstance. None of that matters now that you’re here, where you will be treated in the manner your breeding demands. I know you must miss your family, but since I never did take with a husband, nor have children of my own, I have more than enough love in my heart to bombard upon you.”


Right, thought Abby, her own inner darkness swirling again, like hateful vapor clouding her mind’s eye. A cautionary plume living permanently where she used to hold her hope. I challenge you, dear governess, to love me like you’ve offered once you’ve seen inside my rotted soul.
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CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA
Three Years Earlier
1842


Douglas escorted Sarah into the Cunninghams’ ballroom, surveying the throng of gentlemen planters who milled about, joking with each other and flirting with the ladies crowding the room. There wasn’t a single friendly face among them.


“Make yourself useful, dear, and fetch me a beverage,” Sarah asked, likely sensing his discomfort, providing him a task. “I think I should enjoy a lemonade. Meantime, I’ll go say how-do to Madeline Hart. She has known me too long to snub me in public.”


Douglas entered the refreshments parlor and walked toward the pack of gentlemen surrounding the oversized bar. The beverages on display ranged from blackberry wine and peach brandy to whiskeys and imported liquors, standard fare for an evening ball in Charleston, but notable here because of the sheer abundance of bottles, each bedecked with a frivolous gold tassel at the collar. He felt a hand grip his shoulder and turned to find Ben Baylis, a friend of his deceased father-in-law. Well into his seventies, Ben was a longtime rice planter of the low country.


“Douglas,” Baylis’s voice was a quiet rumble. “A word?” He raised his silver eyebrows and jerked his head to indicate Douglas should follow him. After piloting them toward a secluded corner of the room, Baylis charged straight to his point.


“Listen, talk is spreading like a virus. Upright folks around town, they keep adding your name in sentences with words you want to stay away from, words like abolition, words like traitor and criminal. There were whispers months back, but now, seems I’m catching snippets every damn day. I don’t know, son, what you’re involved in, but I’m charged to watch out for the well-being of my friend Nat’s only daughter. Folks ought to know better around here about what they’d be risking.”


“Baylis,” Douglas feigned a scoff, “don’t tell me a tough old bug like you has started listening to old ladies’ gossip.”


“It’s not ladies who’ve been saying it.” People were still filing into the lounge, the crowd growing and buzzing. Douglas stepped closer to Baylis, inching them both farther into the corner.


“Well then, who exactly has been spreading these rumors?”


“It’s not just one person, don’t you see? It’s everywhere. You want to sniff out a source, I don’t know what to tell you. Maybe you start with that Wilson Bly. He may be one ill-tempered son of a bitch, but he’s got a host of farmer friends who cling to his every word.”


Before Baylis could say more, they were interrupted by Sarah’s approach. “Why, Benjamin Baylis!” Sarah beamed at her father’s friend. “Had I known you were here, I would have spent the last ten minutes combing the property for you. Save me a dance?”


“Sarah, my darling,” Baylis responded with a warm smile and deepening wrinkles at his eyes, all his former gruffness gone. “If you’ve got room on your dance card for an old fellow like me, I wouldn’t miss it. Now,” he continued as the sound of a waltz began drifting in from the ballroom, “go practice with your husband so you’ll be ripe to handle my fancy footsteps.”


“Yes, Douglas, let’s,” Sarah agreed as she pulled Douglas toward the ballroom.


“Happy to oblige, my sweet lady,” Douglas nodded subtly to thank Baylis, trying to indicate he had taken their conversation to heart.


Sarah led Douglas to the parquet dance floor where they began waltzing, spinning clockwise around the room along with several others. Glancing across the floor, Douglas noticed many of Charleston’s wealthiest planters in attendance with their wives and daughters. He was anxious to recount for Sarah the substance of his conversation with Ben Baylis. It was likely no one would even hear them with the music providing cover. Still, he thought the better of unveiling himself amongst the many merrymakers spinning past them. Apparently, he had grown too careless recently as it was.


As the song ended and Douglas and Sarah made their way off the floor, they were approached by a sashaying Cora Rae Cunningham, the eldest daughter of their hosts. A girl on the cusp of adulthood, she was confident in her abundant charms.


“Why, Mr. Elling, don’t you look handsome,” she fluttered her eyelashes up at him. “Ain’t it just a shame you’re a married man.” She put her gloved hand to her breast in a gesture of despair.


“And nice to see you too, Sarah,” Cora Rae added. “I ought to call you Aunt Sarah, doesn’t it seem, since you grew up with Mama. All those many, many, many years ago,” she finished with a satisfied smirk.


“Nice to see you too, Rae,” Douglas nodded before turning back to Sarah. “Please excuse us though. I was just taking my fetching wife for a lemonade.”


Cora Rae flashed Douglas an exaggerated pout and turned on her heel.


The elderly Madeline Hart appeared beside Sarah, emitting a quiet gasp before she spoke. “It’s shameless, propositioning a married man like that. Since she turned sixteen, that little miss thinks she can do what all she pleases. Just shameful,” she added, outraged.


Widow Hart then leaned in closer to Sarah, the brandy rank on her breath as she whispered, “You know, dear, I don’t believe a word they say about your husband. He’s just too charming and polished to be involved with any outlaws. You stay by me tonight, and we’ll set everyone right.”


“Thank you, Mrs. Hart,” Sarah whispered back with appreciation. “You needn’t put yourself out. We are quite comfortable with who we are.”


“Oh, nonsense and pishposh is what I have to say to that,” was Mrs. Hart’s retort as she took Sarah’s arm firmly in her bony hand. “Douglas, dear,” Mrs. Hart continued, “your wife and I are going to survey the confectionaries.”


Sarah flashed Douglas a comic look of defeat as she was pulled away. Smiling, Douglas turned back to the men he had been approaching. A group of local planters congregated at the side of the bar, engaged in rowdy debate. Douglas recognized many of the men, including Grant Howard, who every year harvested fields of indigo, sending his yields to Northern factories via Douglas’s shipping fleet. He also spotted Luke Barndale and Tripp Hanneford, two of the most prolific cotton producers in the county. The men seemed to be commiserating about recent proposals from Northern lawmakers, each pausing periodically to swig from glasses filled with amber-colored spirits.


“Those Jonathans up North,” Grant Howard complained, “they think they can dictate our operations even though they’re miles away. I don’t see the Yankees producing any raw materials. It’s just factory after factory up there, fields of steel. They’d best leave the planting to the planters.”


Douglas saw his opportunity and interjected, “That’s right, Grant.” As all heads turned his way, he stepped closer. “The Yankees think they can govern the South without knowing an ounce of Southern truth. We have real issues that need addressing, like getting our railroads running, to point to only one.”


“This conversation doesn’t concern you, Elling,” Grant responded as he began turning his broad back on Douglas.


“Sure it does,” Douglas answered, pulling one of the stools out from underneath the far end of the bar, nonchalant as he made himself comfortable. “You all think I’m too young to know my arse from my earlobe, too new to this country, but even if I didn’t begin here, aren’t I now a Southerner anyhow? Haven’t I got all my wealth tied up in South Carolina just like the rest of you?” He nodded as he looked around at the others. “If the Northerners do exactly as they please,” Douglas continued, “there soon won’t be money or privilege remaining for any of us, myself included. And say what you will about me, gentlemen, but you know I like luxury in my life. That’s official.”


The men considered Douglas, and he could see curiosity entering their faces. There was something else in their eager eyes that seemed more than just party drunkenness. Douglas silently prayed he could win them over. He refused to laud slavery, not even to maintain his cover amongst the Charlestonians, but he was prepared to criticize the federal government for its legitimate flaws if that meant preserving his image with a secure guise.


“Don’t the rest of you agree?” Douglas asked. “The government can’t continue treating the North like the favorite son when so much of the country’s wealth is being created down South.”


At a few murmurs of agreement, Douglas felt his companions warming to him. Perhaps attending this party had been a sunny idea, indeed. Dispelling suspicion was crucial if he hoped to disappear soon on another voyage in the Eastern Atlantic.


“Elling, how can you stand by us in the South when you don’t support slaveholding? How can you sit there, pretend you’re one of us?” That was John LeGrave, one of the younger men.


“Look, gentlemen,” Douglas responded carefully, glancing around the bar to make eye contact with each of the men. “I come from Liverpool. I was not raised with slaves. It’s not what I know or need. What the rest of you do, that’s your business. Why should I care when it’s your rice and cotton that keep my boats loaded with cargo? You people do your business, and I’ll do mine. I am a Southerner now, and I stand with you all as my neighbors.”


The men began nodding slowly, in what Douglas hoped was approval, even acceptance. Had he realized it would be so easy, he would have attempted months ago to recast himself in the eyes of the local aristocracy. Only, Douglas straightened as a feeling of dread crept into his veins, perhaps this was too easy. It didn’t ring true that a few offhand remarks would be sufficient to undermine months of scorn and disapproval.


“Elling,” Grant Howard spoke up, “a few of us were going to meet Thursday for a spot of gentleman’s poker. Join us?”


Something wasn’t right. Their brief debating was not sufficient to warrant this invitation into the fold. He would play along until he could figure just what had set his former enemies to opening their hearts so easily. He remembered his conversation with Ben Baylis and decided he would visit that farmer, Wilson Bly, as soon as possible. Bly was known for speaking his roughneck mind. Maybe he could shed some light on the question of these mercurial men.


“As long as you all don’t mind being catawamptiously chewed up, it would be my pleasure,” Douglas forced out a laugh and then excused himself to return to his wife.
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