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“I never wait until tomorrow.”

 

The Civil War may be over, but for thirty-year-old Suellen, the battle has just begun. After burying her husband and children, Suellen and her lifelong friend, Lucy, pack up secrets and set about rebuilding their lives up north. But as Suellen finally finds the love and security she never thought she deserved, Lucy disapproves of the match and threatens to ruin Suellen’s chance at happiness.

Closer than sisters, neither can bear to part from the other until a train robbery changes everything. Lucy slips into Suellen’s life, while Suellen is embroiled in her kidnapper’s quest.

From bidding adieu to southern traditions to embracing love, compassion combats betrayal as Suellen and Lucy bravely face the future.

 

 

 




Chapter One


April 1877
Fremont, Tennessee, a small town outside of Nashville
Notes from my 30th year...

I haven’t talked to my sister for nearly three years, though I hear about her from time to time, of course. Folks can’t seem to resist wanting to stir up that honeypot, trying to catch me out sharpening my tongue on vengeful stories of her excesses; hoping her waist is the size of a pickle barrel, or that all her hair fell out. They’ll learn none of that from me. “She’s doing well, I expect,” I always say.

My parents, especially Mother, would be most ashamed of me, the middle daughter, since I turned out to be what the God-fearing members of my family would charitably call a bluestocking. The less kind, perhaps not having a big enough vocabulary and an even more limited imagination, have tried to infer malicious perversions about me. So-called friends wearing lemon-pursed lips often try to comfort me, repeating the aspersions of sins long past in hopes of a ring-side seat to a drama of I don’t know what. Sometimes it takes all my willpower not to start clucking like a chicken pecking at their skirts, or maybe even kissing them right on their dumb-bunny mouths to give credence to their shabby hopes of a mind gone ‘round the bend. I try not to preen as I know others would, but there is solace to be had upon growing up with little expectation; surely my life could only turn out to be a pleasant surprise. The scales of justice, however, are weighted with the heaviness of lead, and the loathsome burden of my own misdeeds are no match for any mercurial chance at happiness, a quicksilver emotion in which I no longer believe.

I stilled my pen. The word happiness wobbled in a messy scrawl on the page before me.

Happiness? I would settle for amnesia.

Oh, Lord. Southern women may be short of sugar, flour and butter, though the accursed war ended years ago, but deprivations have not affected their memories in the slightest. What matters forgiveness when the delicious “never forget” is etched upon bitter hearts? Etched? It is my belief a lady of my acquaintance, Miss Sew A Fine Seam, embroiders the phrase on her petticoat. I want to forget everything. If I am successful at my endeavor, why then, what would there be to forgive? Pride may goeth before a fall, something these southern women should have learned from the ink not yet dry in history books, but like a hound dog on a pork chop they gnaw on their memories. Pardon me for stating the obvious, but memories do have a way of becoming polished into a diamond-bright fantasy, for who is there to call it a lie? What could-have-been becomes should-have-been through the would-have-been wounds of a scarred soul. When the worst has happened and you’ve lost everything that matters, what matters is something you never knew you needed.

After my husband died… My hand rested, as I waited for the passing of the hot shame that stole my breath and caused my heart to stumble out of its rhythm like a lame horse. I couldn’t bear to think of him often, or the end, his end, and my role. God rest his soul. I ran away from home; from all that I hurt and all that I hated. I loathed the very ground that swallowed my babies, my sole chance for redemption, and cared not which gates of Hell I entered. I picked up my pen again. This saga wasn’t going to write itself. I wasn’t one who put off unpleasant tasks until tomorrow. I scratched out the line about my husband and began again.

I start this tale at the sunset of my years, as if reading a book backwards...

“Dear God, Suellen, you’re five days older than me. I am not ready to jump into the pine box with you just yet.”

I pressed my hands into the paper, taking care not to smear the black ink. “Lucy. This is a private matter. Please.” I turned my head back to the desk.

“Your story is mine and mine is yours,” she declared.

“Your solidarity is touching,” I replied. “But we both know your desire for telling tales has yet to meet its match.” I couldn’t help smiling at her over my shoulder. My father used to tell her the sun would one day burn her tongue. “You know everything there is to know about me.” I shooed her off with my left hand.

She clasped that hand, deliberately misunderstanding my gesture, and bent to wrap her arm around me. “As you know about me.”

Our eyes met in my mother’s mirror that hung above the escritoire, as if we recognized our declarations as false. Isn’t it strange how no one can know the soul of another? Isn’t it a relief?

 




Chapter Two


“I have resolved it is far better to be bored to death than scared witless. We have born far too much of the latter, and I, for one, look forward to settling into the former.”

“As do I, dear friend.” Lucy agreed with me. “Though it does sound a trifle as if you are trying to convince yourself.”

“I welcome the peace. We’ve had enough tragedy for several lifetimes.”

“Hush. Don’t say such a thing.” She looked around as if ghosts were eavesdropping, waiting to punish us for daring to say “enough.” Perhaps I should have listened to her.

Lucy and I had taken residence in an old carriage house, situated well outside of the capital, Nashville. Refurbished of course, poorly, and fitted with as primitive mismatched furniture as one could imagine. To think I wasted precious moments yearning for a set of dining chairs that looked as though they came from the same tree. Though no amount of fresh wood and gently used carpet could convince my olfactory system to inhale deeply lest it smother in the smells of offal that seemed to lurk in the corners. Our “home” as Lucy proudly called it, wasn’t much, but dear Lord, she had a hankering to actually name it, and was only silenced when I laughed at her pretensions. Lucy had been by my side from my first memory and it’s no exaggeration to say we were closer than sisters.

“We should call it ‘Hydrangea Haven,’” she had said, cheerfully scrubbing the floor boards as we settled in.

“Pigsty Station” would have been more fitting. I pinched my nose. The small two-story glorified barn was all that remained of an establishment that had once belonged to a distant relative, a misfit cousin. Escape though one may try, family has ever-so-long memories, honed into their version of truth, merely via repetition. No one had particularly cared for the man, though what his sin was I could not accurately attest. My cousin’s misfortune, in that he died alone, became mine and Lucy’s saving grace.

My cousin had favored me for unknown reasons. It is disturbing to think he perhaps found me a kindred soul, as I had merely served him a plate of food at a barbecue once, and that only under command of my mother. Most I remember of him was that he smelled as old as he looked. How my sisters had laughed at my discomfort, and, most likely, sullen presentation of that plate of chicken, potato salad and corn on the cob, and they had scampered out from my mother’s sight.

Cousin Methuselah, as my sister referred to him, had pinched my cheek—rather hard—told me I was a good girl, and shooed me off so I could go enjoy the party. I succumbed to my guilty conscience, back when I still had one, and sought him out later that afternoon to proffer a slice of pecan pie along with a glass of ice-cold buttermilk, which I knew he liked. Lord, I hope I never live long enough to become an odiferous affront to small children.

After my husband passed, I would not, nor could not, survive on the farm, and it was with no small relief that we moved away. Lucy, (who had grown up alongside me and my sisters), and I had gratefully settled into our new life. We were on Hensel-Poorman Street, in Fremont, Tennessee, a small town a day-and-a-half’s journey or so southwest of the great city of Nashville. Lest you are as ignorant as my neighbors, I am being sarcastic.

Nashville after the war, or as those very same neighbors exclaim, The War, was a deflowered southern belle, pillaged and plundered of all her good manners and upbringing, eager to embrace the first rapscallion with jingling pockets to save her.

I had sold nearly every last blessed possession as Lucy and I set forth to live out the rest of our lives, waiting for the death that was never there when you needed it. The upside to the ill-manners of Miss Nashville and her surroundings was that respectability was whatever one chose to make of it, not a protocol prescribed from days gone by. A welcome freedom from a past I will never miss. Armed with only a disused shotgun, standing sentry in the kitchen, and our old hound dog, Jasper the Third with nary a tooth left in his head, the two of us began the next chapter of our lives. Uninspired perhaps, but mostly unafraid.

I rarely thought of my husband, buried now so many years. The nightmare of his passing yet serviced my dreams with terror, but he and I had done all right together, I suppose. Work, hard work and harder work, beginning from the first morning’s light, had been the sum total of our days. We had made my family’s farm respectable again, though I care as little for farming as I do for poison oak rash. Nevertheless, I found myself possessed of a comfortable enough amount of money that, if handled with parsimonious care, as my sister had once taunted was my middle name, it should do to last Lucy and myself for a good long while.

With Lucy by my side, as she has been for all my life, we shall do quite nicely, I thought. My mother never cared for Lucy but had the good manners, of course, to hide her true feelings—just enough to make one wonder if perhaps we had misread her subtle clues of disdain. But my sisters and I, who had grown up with our mother’s nuances engraved upon our souls, learned etiquette at her breast. When something occurs that’s not supposed to occur, southern women pretend it never did occur at all. At Mother’s knee, we composed our faces into masks, and practiced disguising those ill-bred looks denoting ill-mannered signs of how we were really feeling. “A lady never allows distress to manifest upon her features.” I swear sometimes I can still feel her cool fingers slide down my forehead, trying to smooth out the fierce ridges that would form right there, just between my eyebrows.

Mother’s etiquette was simply to pretend Lucy wasn’t there. Since Lucy and I grew up almost inseparable, her glazed look often spilled over to me. At some point, I was as close to Lucy as if she were my own sister, closer, since I liked her far better than either of the ones I had been burdened with. I would speak that very same sentiment to Lucy upon occasion, at which point she would tilt her head and squint her eyes at me. I do believe I embarrassed her with my praise, so I endeavored to use it sparingly.

Lucy has mahogany hair, which is just as lovely as the word itself, conjuring up a decadent rich brown with hints of auburn that glistened in the sunlight. My poetic devotion is not hyperbole. Her hair was full and lively, and complain though she might when the hot and heavy humidity that is part and parcel of the geography of the South played upon its strands, it became a temptation to touch, puffed up like that. It was her pride and joy. When we were young and fashioned our corn husk dolls, instead of using the dried silk off the cob for our creation’s hair, Lucy shared with me the loose strands of her own—a deep brown of soft angelic down that resulted in the most beautiful dolls in the County. In a sign of loyalty that alone would have determined my undying friendship, she would only split her bounty with me. My mind flitted back to that time when we played together with our halo-haired dolls; seeing a far-off romantic future, that couldn’t have been more diabolically different had Satan himself intervened.

An unwanted memory of that doll surfaced. My sister had asked to see it. Pride does goeth before a fall was my lesson that day. Surprised by my sister’s interest, and warmed by her praise, my shy, eleven-year-old self had handed it over. “Why, this is the beatingest corn husk doll ever,” she said. She showed it to a few neighbor boys who had come to play. I didn’t know why they laughed; I was just happy to be part of my sister’s circle. Why, she does care for me, I remember thinking.

What I hadn’t realized was that she had secreted a blackberry in the palm of her hand and had driven her thumb clean through to the center. She then pushed her purple stained thumb into the head of my corn husk doll, the small crescent of her nail spoiling its face with a frowning grimace. “It looks just like you, Suellen,” she said and waved it in the air. When she began chanting “Grumpy Skirts” the boys had chimed in. Lucy had leaned over my sister’s shoulder as if for a better view, but before I could lay claim to that grievous betrayal, Lucy had surreptitiously smeared mud on the back of my sister’s yellow cotton skirt, right below her backside. The howling laughter of the boys transferred then to her, and did considerable for my injured feelings. You did not want to tangle with Lucy.

Lucy’s river green eyes always seemed to sparkle. I had once heard my mother say her eyes were as demur as a sinner’s ears hearing church bells. I had noted that gentlemen responded warmly to her, though it goes without saying she didn’t have the social opportunities that I did. Women tended to ignore her, much as they did me, I suppose. Most of the time, I didn’t mind it. Lucy and I were the only friends each other needed.

“I am the lagniappe to your claptrap,” Lucy often interrupted some of my more outlandish notions. When I needed such soothing in my younger days, before I learned unfairness is simply the way of the world, she would remind me that most folks aren’t that smart. “Who appreciates the beauty of Queen Anne’s lace in a bouquet of roses?” Though I harangued her for implying I was a weed, truth be told, I rather liked Queen Anne’s lace.

We had been settled into our new place in that smallish sized town—but large enough to have everything we needed—for only a few days before we earnestly set out to engage employment. “I do not have the slightest idea of where to begin,” I said fretfully. “You have skills,” I told her. “I was raised to be lady. The very idea of engaging in commerce seems degrading.”

She had stopped in her tracks. “And did you perhaps sleep late on the very day comportment was being taught?” She snorted most unbecomingly at my expense. I could practically hear my sister attach yet another label, Sanctimonious Suellen.

“That’s not what I meant, and you know it, Lucy. I’m uncomfortable with this pursuit, that’s all. And I can hardly think who would give a nickel for some as yet undiscovered talent of mine.”

For those with short-term memory, dearth of ego, and ample supply of elbow grease, there was money to be made in reconstruction. I don’t use the capital letter R for that word; I’ll let the politicians, old timers, and newspapers argue that point, as if the rebuilding of an entire generation, sans some of the best and brightest, deserved an especially shiny term all its own. I have a better R word for it—Ruin.

“Chin up, Suellen. You’ll figure it out.” Arms linked, we were headed into town. We were barely out of sight of our front step when we were distracted by the raised voices of several women gathered on a porch several doors down.

“Shameless,” we heard one of the women say. “After all we’ve done for her and her family?”

“And this is the thanks we get?” Another voice had chimed in. “She can whistle ‘Dixie’ until the cows come home before I offer her food from my table again.”

“Do-gooders sure do have a mighty fine opinion of themselves,” I said to Lucy. “And want everyone to know about it,” she agreed.

“If I am to understand their rather loud complaints, to whomever they are doling out their wondrous charity, isn’t behaving in a properly humbled manner. Somehow, I don’t feel that’s what the good Lord had in mind.” My steps became brisker.

Lucy kept pace. “Judge not lest ye be judged.” We shared a raised eyebrow at our own hypocrisy.

“Why, I have half a mind to educate those ninnies.”

“Oh, my stars, Suellen, if only you could get a job telling people what to do.”

We stepped up onto the wooden platform lining the establishments of Main Street. The heels of our boots pounded comfortably in time as we passed the barbershop, then, goodness, the saloon. We hurried by, of course, our gazes held forward, and were nearly at the mercantile.

Lucy’s words had given me an idea. I halted and shook off her hand. “Stay here.” I marched into the town newspaper building of The County Consort and exited with a weekly advice column to call my own. Of course, the editor, Mr. Calvin Coates, practically wanted to pay me in peanuts, but I had persevered.

Lucy, in her own right, had become a seamstress of renown, and she actually enjoys the task, if one can believe that. She had several orders lined up our very first week; two dresses, and a pair of front parlor curtains, and was as excited as I’d ever seen her. And now after only a few weeks, my journalistic enterprise also seemed right on course.

“Auntie Ques.” Lucy paused as she held the newspaper that contained my debut efforts. “It looks as if some poor fool doesn’t know how to spell,” she observed. “Antiques.” Lucy pointed at the headline.

I grabbed the paper and rattled it, pleased beyond belief at my very first foray into journalism. “It is clearly ‘Auntie Questions,’ which is abbreviated, to make it folksy and familiar.”

Lucy snatched the paper back and settled into her seat as I poured us each a cup of coffee. I take great solace in the very word coffee, and like a hound called to supper, its mention serves to set my heart beating once again. I wonder if it is thus for those fond of strong drink? No perhaps about it, coffee is my very favorite necessity, returned to its place of honor and homage after the war, and more fittingly, was my first purchase from the earnings of my own hand. I loved our afternoon ritual. My mother had preferred tea, but my father embraced coffee. After the war, my biggest pleasure was grinding the coffee beans which finally made it back into southern ports.

The bitter brew, topped with the richness of thick, sweet yellow cream became a reminder to savor the day. If you must know, Lucy thought of that syrupy devotional, "to savor the day,” and being under the warming effects of the potage, I let it pass.

Jasper came and lay at our feet between us. I leaned over to scratch the soft spots behind his droopy ears, then settled back in my chair. “Now, let’s hear my column.”

“Dear Auntie,” Lucy read. “My friend,” she looked at me, “it’s always a friend.” She continued. “My friend has fallen upon hard times. I do what I can to help out, offering up chicken from my own pantry, bread, and some of the leftover vegetables from my garden, after my family has been cared for, of course.”

“Of course,” I smiled.

“But I do not believe my gifts are truly appreciated.” Lucy cleared her throat. “Oh, they never are, dear sanctimonious one.”

“Hush.” I nodded at her to continue.

“In fact, I saw her feed her dog bits of my chicken, but the worst insult is that my other neighbor saw her purchase candy for her children and an expensive pair of shoes for herself, at the mercantile. If she is so blatantly wasting the good money she has, why should I, as a good Christian, continue to encourage this shameful behavior?”

Lucy glanced up at me. “I cannot wait to hear your good and kind judgment, Suellen.” I lifted my eyebrows in encouragement.

“Dear Shocked, The War has warped all sensibilities, hasn’t it? As Socrates said, ‘The unexamined life is not worth living,’ but for goodness sake, please keep your eyes on your own page. It is not for you to know your neighbor’s business, and perhaps you need to prescribe to the motto, charity begins in the home, and by charity, I mean kindness of thought. Your fellow acquaintances would much prefer an honest smile over begrudging handout. Good day.

“Sincerely, “Auntie”

Lucy laughed and read the final line.

“Auntie Ques. is available to answer all your questions and solicitations for hearth and home advice. Please send your letter to the editor of The County Consort.”

She folded the paper carefully and set it on the table. “Very well done, Suellen!” We raised our china cups to each other. They were the only two matching cups we owned, taken from home. They were part of our ritual and I dearly loved them. They had a white background with delicate blue flowers patterned beneath the rim. The fragile handles fit our forefingers perfectly, and they were sweet to gaze upon. They didn’t match our dinner plates. I minded, Lucy didn’t.

“I thank you for your help,” I told Lucy. “You have a good eye for editing my goings on.” 

“You do go on,” she said. “I still can’t believe you get to do two of your favorite things: write and tell people what to do. And you get paid for it.”

“Twenty-five cents for each posting they publish,” I told her. “It will keep us in coffee.”

“Maybe we should donate that sludge we used to have to drink. We still have some hoarded in the back cupboard. Maybe you can offer it up to Sanctimonious,” Lucy suggested.

My practical nature, and memory of my stomach chewing upon itself, insisted on safeguarding provisions, such as they were. The sludge to which Lucy referred was a nauseating coffee substitute, of which certain odors could still conjure up the very taste. I refused to call it coffee and, to Lucy’s amusement, I simply used to refer to it as “cough.” My mother’s people had taught her how to roast the nasty chicory root, along with acorns to create the foul brew which did not provide the happy heart I had grown to crave.

“There are two types of people in the world, Suellen. The coffee drinkers and the meek,” Lucy said, helping herself to a spot more, and adding the rest to my cup. On special days, we would treat ourselves and split a piece of pie or cobbler, but most days we simply nibbled leftover cornbread.

Our addiction was the one constant in the day that made our spirits sprightly and allowed us to feel an incredulous hope about the world. Though coffee cannot protect against the insidious tortures that flair in the middle of the night, and in fact may even add to the apprehensions we could not quit, it was still a respite, allowing myself, for however short a time, a surcease of worry.

Lucy returned to the paper and skimmed the front page. “There are 35,000 miles of new railroad track, coast-to-coast, across our country,” she told me. “Oh Suellen, don’t you just want to jump on a train and go somewhere?”

“No, thank you,” I shuddered. “I don’t think they’d let Jasper on a train, anyway.” Lucy laughed and tossed him some crumbs of leftover cornbread.

Lucy read on, “After the Panic four years ago, the railroad is the largest employer, right behind the farmers.” She looked up at me. “Those railroad workers are a rough crowd. I know they work hard, but they sure seem miserable. They work the longest hours ever, and have been forced to take pay cuts. How can you raise a family on a dollar a day? Can you imagine?”

“Yes, I can, and so can you. We’re doing all right Lucy, you and I. And it’s our Christian duty to help others, but Lord it’s hard sometimes.”

“You don’t fool me, Suellen. You’re a big softy. You whine and shake your finger at me for doling out leftovers to the Samuel’s family—”

“And the Jefferson’s, and the Kimball’s, and, and, and. Where does it end, Lucy?”

“Now you’re preaching to me as if I’m one of your Auntie Ques. followers who needs to be taught a lesson. Who gives money to Reverend Flanders every Sunday for the Poor Folks’ Relief? We both work hard as dogs for the church’s Ladies’ Aid Society. And who makes up those antiseptic tinctures for the hospital? And who always has me make extra cornbread, just in case, when it seems every day there’s a just-in-case stopping by.”

“I am not overly fond of cornbread.”

“Well it’s no blackberry cobbler or pecan pie,” she taunted me right back, “but excuse me for failing to notice your disregard.” She scratched her head “Why, I could have sworn that was you who had three pieces before lunch the other day. Pardon me, my mistake.”

Lucy doesn’t know that I know the secret in her recipe is a knuckle deep scoop of bacon grease. I changed the subject. “Do you want to hear what my editor at the newspaper says? He thinks there could even be a railroad strike. President Rutherford is threatening to bring in federal soldiers to keep the peace. You know both of the Jones brothers work on the line, and they barely keep a roof over their families’ heads. It’s a shame. Honest day’s work for fair wages. Everybody wins at that.”

“I expect the high and mighty rich folk who own the railroads would take exception to that,” Lucy said.

“It’s a shame, that’s all. Most of them are proud hard-working men, and it has to be draining to not be rewarded for your efforts. You and I know, like most folks around here, desperate people do desperate things.” I finished my coffee. “Let’s just hope it doesn’t come to that. You don’t honestly think there will be a strike, do you?”

Lucy shrugged. “Still,” she said. “What would it be like to travel?”

I laughed at her. “You say that word as if it were a magic spell. Travel.” I wiggled my fingers. “You never wonder what it’s like out there?” She looked out the window. “I mean, away from here. This small town, knowing every busybody’s business. And them knowing ours.”

“I reckon that’s for the next generation, Lucy. We can’t afford to go gallivanting off into the sunset, not knowing our destination. We’re just women, after all. Sometimes, I do wish I were a man.”

“Suellen! Pray tell. What would you do if you were a man?” 

“I’d marry a wife, just like you, Lucy!” We laughed.

“So I could cook and clean and wash your drawers?”

“Exactly. Isn’t that what most men think all women are good for? We don’t need husbands, do we?”

She shook her head. “Not that there’s many men left around here to even be husbands.” She looked at me, not wanting to stir up old hurts.

“There’s not enough to go around,” I agreed. “And there’s plenty of females around here who can’t abide to be alone. You and I both know, Lucy, the worst thing a woman can do is to steal another woman’s beau. That’s no recipe for happiness.”

“I know, Suellen. I’m talking about women in general, and us in specific. We’re doing all right without any gentleman around, aren’t we?”

“Of course. What about you, Lucy? What would you do if you were a man?”

“I’d travel. Maybe north, or maybe I’d go to California and dig for gold. Surely there’s some left. I sure would like to see San Francisco. And Paris. And as soon as one of us marries a millionaire, we will, right?” Lucy raised her cup of coffee in a salute to me.

“Would you really travel, though, Suellen, if we could?”

“I’d like to think I would, even though I’m a ‘fraidy cat. You are too, though.” 

“I am.”

“Can you imagine traveling in the olden days?” 

“Not on your life.”

It’s not wallowing in the past to realize certain forks in the road did propel an individual toward their future. Spurred by a long-ago barb from my sister, that festered in my soul, I still felt the wound from her hurtful arrow that hit its bullseye, “You were born a dour old maid and I expect you’ll die one, too.” I carefully tended that burning ember, fanned by a panoply of hate, and felt it flicker to welcome the dynamite of my future. Neither Lucy nor I, nor anyone in the South, was much for change or things wrenched from our control. But there is a flip side to that coin: toss it up in the air recklessly and one could be or do or say just about anything you pleased, with no censure from anyone else. In a time and place where everything matters, nothing matters very much anymore. My own low expectations conspired to cloak me in an invisibility that was breathtaking in its freedom. I took pride in being a modern woman, one who was responsible for myself. Would anyone be more surprised than I about the upheaval to come? That’s a story not even my much older, bitter sister could begin to imagine.

 




Chapter Three


I stood in my upstairs bedroom, appraising my appearance in my mother’s mirror above her old escritoire, to the critique of birds outside my window. As the overlooked middle child, it is not lost upon me that I was seen by some to resemble those watchful, far-seeing, avaricious snooping birds. Would that I could fly. I had to make do with wondering what that freedom must feel like, all the while drooping with the heaviness of my limbs planted firmly in the orange dust of the globe. If I am special, which I most certainly am not, it is that the frightening pull of gravity seems to hold me more tightly in its loathsome embrace than others. In any event, I’d rather be a bird beak than bird brain, I suppose, though that’s a convenient rationale since I have no choice in the matter.

The mirror and a framed cut-out silhouette of my mother when she was seventeen, which hung on the wall near my bed, were two of my prized possessions, tying me to her. Despite what Lucy says, my bedroom isn’t messy and I am most certainly not a magpie. I like being surrounded by my things: my books; two mismatched porcelain figurines of women dancing in flowing dresses, which always make me smile; a tea cup with a rare gold rim containing a few coins; ribbons for braiding my hair in the evening… Well, I could go on… There were a few more comforts strewn about my room that could seem to lose their luster in the telling.

Lucy’s room, across the hall from mine, was as organized as a… Whatever is very organized? A shopkeeper’s books? A physician’s medicine bottles? She is as punctilious as they come, about most things. Her fabrics were all folded identically, no matter the size, one third in, one third in, folded in half, and nested atop each other, folded side out. I would take perverse pleasure in exclaiming over some pretty new material she had acquired, and unfold it, shaking it out the better to admire it, before, heavens, folding it back in half several times, in an uneven manner, just to see her eyes widen and teeth disappear. The joys of knowing someone almost as well as yourself.

Next to Lucy, my only confidant was good ol’ Jasper. Even though he smelled so bad we had become inured to his stench, and he did nothing but snooze all the live long day, Lucy and I both agreed that hound dog was imbued with more common sense than any of our neighbors. And he chased after birds, fully expecting to catch one someday.

“Let’s stay home today and have coffee with Jasper,” I said to Lucy as we prepared for our afternoon engagement. “If I have to hear Mrs. Molloy’s birthing saga one more time, it would fill me with pleasure to smack both her and her fussing infant. A genteel revisitation of a time she so dearly enjoys.”

“Looks as if someone already smacked the both of them,” Lucy said. She pressed her hands to either side of her face, imitating the pinched look of both mother and her child. “The woman does love her drama,” she commented. Neither of us laughed, though I had to focus on buttoning my shoe to hide my smile.

“We’re going calling, Suellen. How lucky we are to have boring old friends to visit with,” she said. It wouldn’t be a day unless one of us voiced that sentiment. “Acorn Annie’s turn to host today.”

I sighed. “Glory be. That woman brews the worst coffee in the County. I swear, a sip from a mud puddle would be preferable.”

“Are you ready yet?” Lucy pulled a face and smoothed on her gloves. We inspected each other, bestowing the highest compliment by saying nothing.

“Shall we?” Lucy ushered me out the front door. “We have just enough time to make our purchases first.” We walked arm in arm to Boswell’s Mercantile first before our afternoon visit with some of our neighborhood’s finest. If by finest I meant those at home and accepting visitors.

The sun was already livid as Lucy and I proceeded at our deliberate pace, one calibrated to arrive at our destination as quickly as possible but without exerting too arduous an effort as to cause an uncomfortable beading atop our lips. I will venture this ability is as natural as breathing to those born in the South, though some are more skilled than others. Lucy’s face remained shine free. I felt the telltale tickle between my shoulder blades make its presence known, and lightly gave a puff of air toward my upper lip. Unpleasantries deserve to be well-hidden, just ask any southerner.

We glided into the welcome shade of the store, as I delicately brushed my gloved hand to my mouth.

The bell clanged and our footsteps marched upon the creaky floorboards, heading for unknown treasure. We walked past the front counter with its glass jars of tempting goods—penny candy, tea, spices, salt and pepper, I sniffed the air and caught a whiff of tobacco Boswell must have just unwrapped. Barrels of pickles, heads of cabbage, burlap bags of dried beans; I loved market day. But today, we were on a mission. Lucy and I had few coins in our purses to spend and had to choose wisely, but the point remains, we had coins.

Lucy reconnoitered to the left, toward the newest arrival of fabrics, and, as usual, I split off to enjoy my own experience. Tans, grays, dark browns, or, if I was feeling more optimistic, navy blue. I swear dry goods folks have some touchstone to stoke up our fevered imaginations. Try as I might, I fear I myself have been swayed to make a purchase of a brown cow-colored fabric over a more practical, and better valued, darker serge material. Now, bear with me. Of course it wasn’t named Cow Brown, it simply reminded Lucy of the bovine beast we once had. And loathed. But the tag was marked “Cinnamon,” and that made Lucy and myself desire it above all else. Needless to say, woe be unto the other when that dress came out of our closet. I took some solace in the fact that Lucy looked as plain in that brown dress as I did. Perhaps that image was stuck in my head as I recklessly veered as far away from the manure-colored fabrics as possible.

The smell of cotton and wool pervaded a library of textures, smooth and scratchy, slippery and stiff. “That’s it, Suellen.” Lucy interrupted my imagination as I dropped the corner of a cheery bolt I had unfurled.

“Not for me, Lucy,” I told her, as I eyed her treasure. “Pretty,” I added. I fingered it. “Won’t last long. You should get a thicker weave. There was nice green back there. Emerald,” I added to tempt her. She did look lovely in green colors.

“We’re working now and getting paid, Suellen,” she said, pleading her case. “We have jobs. We can afford a stylish look now and again, don’t you think?”

“Prints are so impractical. Why, everyone would talk—‘oh, I see Lucy’s wearing that dress with yellow flowers again.’”

“Pfft.” She waved her hands. “Everyone talks anyway. Including you and me.” She laughed. 

“To my dismay, I cannot disagree.”

Lucy brandished a fabric she must have seen me admiring. “We deserve something nice. Something different. We need a change. We need lightness.”

“We need you to stop talking right now. I swear, had circumstances been different, you would have been elected mayor of Nashville. No, you could have been governor, preacher, and auctioneer, and still have words left over.”

She curtsied, and pulled out the bolt. Lucy was nearly panting in her approval and only managed to sway me by noting the price. “It’s two cents cheaper a yard,” she said, frowning at the scratchy navy I had been considering.

“Well, dab me in goose grease, Miss Suellen,” Boswell, the proprietor said as I placed the bolt upon his counter. Boswell was an inordinately tall man with feet so large his boots could have been requisitioned during the war to run guns through the blockade. “That is a fine piece of fabric that I expect you will look mighty pretty in.”

His eyes darted quickly to Lucy, and he favored her with a frown that caused his eyebrows to meet. “Miss Lucy.”

Lucy widened her eyes in an innocent fashion then stared hard at the measuring tape he wielded. I had to nudge her. “Behave. He’s learned his lesson.”

My admonition merely served to cause her to lean her nose in closer to witness his scissors. “Dear Lord,” I said in her ear. “You’re making him tremble.”

One time the poor man had shorted Lucy by one-eighth of a yard, and made her hopping mad. He was so affrighted by us he now recklessly cut off surplus, threw in extra ounces of rice and flour to our orders, and generally miscalculated, always in our favor. To Miss Lucy’s delight.

She and I left the mercantile with an extra packet of thread and five yards of the dusty rose calico patterned with dainty sprigs of leaves that she had decided I could not live without. For herself, Lucy had also splurged and bought the cotton print with the yellow flowers. Gone were the days of billowing dresses when we used to use a full twelve yards or more of fabric for party dresses. Today’s styles are more modern and practical. Plus, there aren’t many parties anymore.

The fabric was a most unusual purchase for me, but for some reason, I felt most unlike myself. Upon my word, the leaves were not the usual roses or bluebells of women garbing themselves to fetch the gaze of nearby gentlemen. I sniffed. Slim pickings in that arena anyway. I had had my turn. In my youth I had beaus, and at least I can say I had married, and that I had a family. I had lost it all, and with that found the bravery that was nothing more than the curse of nothing left to lose. A most unattractive demeanor as Lucy always despaired of me, yet feeling numb was what I believed kept me with a tenuous hold on sanity, such as it was. It wasn’t the war responsible for my deformity of character, it was the aftermath. And that’s all I need to say about that.

My concession to the style of the day, the twining leaves printed on the material were for my vision only and better suited for a woman of my sensibilities. I thought of them as Greek laurel leaves, and my mouth hinted at a smile. Feeling victorious with my wrapped bundle, I decidedly did not think of Julius Caesar’s fate. No worries. No one in that flea-bitten town would have either.

I lifted my skirt before stepping down into the dirt of the street. My daily uniform, my dark black merino, that I feared would last forever, had faded to an almost purple sheen; I should have known its blot of drabness in the dark of night with my eyes shut tight, for had I not been wearing the same for the past ever so many years?

Lucy hooked her arm through mine. “Perhaps you could donate this old dress to the railroad workers for protective garb,” she said. “You scare off the rag-picker.”

“I will not do you the honor of a reply.”

I dropped my skirt and clutched my package tighter, thinking of the pattern I would cut.

Though I mocked any pretensions of plying womanly wiles—a glowing transformation impossible to reap with a mere utilitarian covering—perhaps I would feel a thread of connection to those around me in my new fanciful dress. I had overheard my mother once saying I was well-suited to a pink color that served my complexion well. Perhaps this cloth would brighten my features whilst I hid behind a quiet demeanor, the better to observe the charade of others.

“This will be perfect for our dinner engagement,” Lucy said, referring to the invitation we’d received from Mrs. Boyer, an elderly widowed acquaintance.

“Oh joy. I had forgotten. An entry in the pristine desert of our social calendar.” I clasped my hands.

“You have not forgotten.”

I anticipated the occasion would be nothing noteworthy. Victuals prepared by someone other than myself or Lucy would suffice to receive my gratitude. “I will arrive, the belle of the ball, and capture the heart of a handsome gentleman who will fall prey to my not-inconsiderable charms.”

“Will there be a handsome gentleman for me, do you think?”

I laughed, for it had never occurred to me, Lucy having a beau.

She stopped in her tracks. Oh, Lord, I thought. Now I’ve done it. Though what “it” was remained to be seen.

 




Chapter Four


“You honestly think I’m content to be your…” she stopped, before spitting the word. “Companion? For the rest of my days?”

“Hush. Folks are staring. And please do not stomp your foot.”

She stomped. “What is wrong with the notion of wanting someone to cherish me? Desire me?”

I stiffened and at the same time tried to pat the air around her in hopes of preventing her nerves from exploding. Truth be told, I had never thought of Lucy that way.

Her eyes widened. “I don’t believe it. You have never thought of me in that way, have you?”

Apparently, our complicated relationship is only on the same wavelength when it is for the amusement of the Almighty. “What is going on here?” I used the same tone as when I tried to calm Jasper.

“And don’t talk to me as if I’m a dog.”

“Now you’ve offended me.” Best course of action, defense. At her silence, I hooked my arm through hers. “Oh, stop it, Lucy. One day, you will meet a handsome fellow, who will sweep you off your feet, an uxorious lover,” I lowered my voice on the daring word, perhaps giving voice to my own long-buried fantasy.

“You don’t believe that.” She pulled away.

“Lucy LeJeune. Honestly. This is nonsense. Life has been hard. Neither of us have had the luxury of indulging in romance.” I practically spat the word. “And you are…”

“I am what?” Her words were bullets. “Nothing.”

“Never mind; I know what you were going to say. Nothing more and nothing less than the rest of this godforsaken world thinks.”

My throat strained as though I had swallowed a pinecone sideways. “Lucy. You are as my sister. No one dearer; no one who knows me better. It’s not like that at all.” Though it was exactly like that. I could feel the color gather in my cheeks. “Forgive me.”

“That’s all I’m good for, right? Your servant sister. Someone who has to be with you, and has to like you, and put up with your infernal judgments and stiff-necked pride, because there’s nothing else available.” She lifted her skirts and turned and ran back toward our house, leaving me standing in the street alone. Apparently, agape.
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