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    For my husband.


    His advice is always timely.


    Or perhaps timeless.
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    Prologue


    Catoosa County, Georgia


    September 17, 1863


     



    Eric Rutherford crept forward on the packed black clay, ignoring the underlying chill in the September breeze. Below him in the hollow stood two Union scouts, a map spread between them, the corners curling up in the wind. They were animated, pacing and marking the map with heads close enough that they sometimes touched as they worked. Eric wondered if they reported to Rosencrans. He was not yet close enough for their voices to carry to him on the wind.


    Eric tasted iron as his pulse raced with the knowledge that they would both be dead soon.


    He could spot his fellow sharpshooters from his sheltered location against a pockmarked boulder set in the side of a hill. Joseph Forrest and Sawyer Russell were trapped, crouched in the accommodating branches of an oak. They were too close to the scouts to move without sacrificing their lives before they could aim their weapons. Eric saluted them from where he crouched, mocking them. He knew Joseph rolled his eyes in response.


    Joseph was less concerned about his whereabouts than any man in the war. He claimed he didn’t care whether he had slaves because he had never met a man who could do a better job or harder day’s work than himself. He said he had come along so that his buddies wouldn’t become better marksmen than him. After two-and-a-half years of perfecting his aim, he wasn’t homesick in the least and was happy that his law studies were on hold. He missed Fairlee, but he claimed she was such a frequent, lively correspondent that her letters were almost as good as being with her.


    It chilled Eric’s blood to think of Joseph’s efficiency in picking off Yankee soldiers. It was casual business to Joseph, and he could coolly pull the trigger with the same expression on his face when he carved a ham or directed a mule. Eric knew Joseph was eager to be in on the action. Although he was motionless on the tree limb, he looked as though he might spring off of it and tackle one of the helpless scouts.


    Sawyer Russell, on the other hand, looked intense as he tried to make himself small on his perch in the busy wooded landscape. He hadn’t even registered his cousin’s teasing salute, so focused was he on avoiding the enemy. He wasn’t eager to pull out his rifle and render the enemy useless. Although he was a skilled assassin, it was etched in his face that he wanted to go home. He had developed lines around his eyes during the last year, and he would only go through the belongings of their slain if no one else was around to do it, being wary of finding a photograph of a child or its mother on the corpse.


    Eric thought he looked like a golden mountain lion uncertainly surveying his prey, silhouetted as he was against the autumn foliage.


    Theodore Forrest was on the high stony ridge above Eric and the only member of their quartet that he couldn’t see. It was a wonder to him that a man of that size could traverse territory as fast as Theodore. Theodore was a leader of men, the leader of their group. He was charismatic, intelligent, and innately good to the core. He wore many hats, filling in for the gouty chaplain when he was indisposed and then switching over to fulfill the role of scout within the hour. None of them would have become sharpshooters had shooting not been their favorite hobby at home.


    There was no glory in sniping, but it didn’t seem to bother Teddie so it was fine by the rest of them. They took no joy in the kills, comforting themselves with the fact they were helping their side with what had once been a hobby. Only Sawyer thought that rising through the ranks earning titles might be more gratifying, but all of them refused promotion for fear of being split up. They were determined that if they must be at war, they could treat it as a kind of gentlemen’s club. Their fellow enlistees seemed appropriately impressed when they told their tales at the dying campfires in the short tense evenings before bed. No one knew how many missions or campaigns they had destroyed. Everyone respected them more than their commanding officers, and they were careful to avoid offense to the group.


    Eric eased around the side of his boulder and darted behind a thicket of tangled shrubs. He was within a few yards one hundred yards of them now, and their Ohio accents were becoming clearer. He caught phrases such as “barricading the bridge” and “crossing the river.” He felt a little contemptuous. Two shots and they’d both be extinguished, memorialized in black crepe and marble headstones on a couple of Midwestern farms.


    A quick survey of the area revealed no more soldiers within shooting range. Sawyer was still ensconced on the oak branch. Joseph was having trouble staying situated, so hungry was he to be in the game. Glancing over his shoulder, he could just make out Teddie at his post, no larger than a hawk in the sky. Eric whistled the tremulous questioning notes of the bobwhite into the cooling air, his question to Theodore whether he should proceed with the first shot. Silence, a caution, met his ears. He surveyed Teddie’s location once more, doubtful that he had heard him. In five minutes he echoed his call again, louder. To his disbelief, silence resounded again.


    They always worked as a group to make their kills. Silence meant another member thought he had a better shot. Eric looked up the bluff. Theodore lifted his hand to indicate that he had heard him. Eric raised both hands, palms up, questioning. Theodore shrugged. As leader of the band they trusted him implicitly, but Eric could not believe his eyes or his ears. They had tracked this pair for over eighteen hours in the changing weather, losing them multiple times in the craggy hilly land. Joseph wasn’t convinced they were worth the time, but Teddie kept saying he thought something incredible was going to happen on the Chickamauga. They seldom tracked common scouts for so long, but having lost them three times, the kill was as much about self-preservation as anything else because they weren’t sure the scouts hadn’t spotted them, leading to their effective disappearance so often.


    Eric felt the familiar burn in his thigh muscles as he crouched behind the underbrush and let Theodore finalize whatever plans he was considering. Eric was closest. There was no reason why he shouldn’t take the first shot. Unless there was another person or group close at hand, there was no reason to be waiting, and Eric hadn’t detected the first clue that anyone else was near. Their skills were sharp enough to be able to coordinate their shots, two and even three at a time—a true marvel achieved through years of practice, animal calls, and when close enough, facial expressions. It was humbling to see two bodies crashing to the sod in unison, to witness the force with which they hit the ground. Theodore admitted he averted his gaze before they hit, the final impact too cruel to witness.


    A surge of alarm passed through him as the Union scouts began strolling toward him. They were less than a handful of yards one hundred yards from him. He could hear the congestion in one’s chest as he barked a rumbling low laugh. He was young with a short, squat build and had a thick yellow shock of hair falling in his eyes. He held his pencil like an artist’s brush as he casually marked the map. Eric gripped his Whitfield. If they continued in the same direction, they would soon be upon him. His mouth went dry. He looked over his shoulder but could no longer see Theodore. He noticed even Joseph was starting to raise his own weapon in case it was needed. He estimated they were one hundred feet away. Where had Theodore gone? There must be trouble on the ridge, another group of Union soldiers, or an enemy sniper. Eric gulped. He gave out the emergency signal, the frantic yap of a fox, to let them know he could wait no longer, he must act. Joseph was ready to fire on the second soldier.


    He swung the Whitfield up in a smooth practiced motion. He eased down on the trigger, feeling the ripple through the body of the gun, and the disarming kick in his shoulder. The blond man careened back as the bullet lodged in his chest, and the second shot from Joseph took down the older man as the sound of the first bullet met his ears. Then there was only silence and two bodies lying motionless side by side.


    Eric wiped the sweat from his forehead and willed his body to stop shaking for a moment before he began to back away from the shrub to ease behind the boulder. Joseph had lowered his weapon and waved at him as he began his slow descent from the tree. Eric stretched out his abused muscles and bent to retrieve his pack from the ground. They would locate each other soon and begin the long trek back to camp, get a bath, and see if there was anything to eat.


    He jumped as he heard gunfire and ducked to the ground, pulling his haversack over his head. Theodore had been cautioning them for excellent reason. Multiple shots rang out through the crisp air. There were other enemy soldiers. They’d always feared they would fail to make a clean assessment of men in the area, and it had happened: an ambush.


    He heard the bullet whizz like a firecracker as it sliced through the air. He tried to drop to his belly against the stone bluff as the shot reverberated off the stone walls around him, but he fell onto his back instead, gasping as the wind was knocked out of him. His eyes wheeled in his face, seeking out his comrades. There was shouting, but for all he knew, it was coming from himself.


    Joseph’s face, drained of its golden brown color, appeared above him.


    “Eric!” he gasped.


    Eric knew. He had never heard Joseph speak in such a tone, breathless and shaken.


    “I think—I think Theodore—I think he got them all. They’re dead. Here, let me stop the bleeding.”


    Joseph was yanking off his own coat, hands trembling. Eric thought Joseph might be pressing the coarse fabric against his neck.


    “You hang on,” Joseph continued, trying to sound jovial in that unknown voice. “There was a pair on the ridge with Theodore. They must have been tracking us like we were tracking that pair of men. When Theodore and Sawyer make it back to us, we’ll carry you back to camp. Doc Humphries can pull out the bullet with forceps and sew the wound back together. “


    Theodore’s hoarse shouts of alarm were preceding him as he scrambled down the bluff, mindless of who might be within shooting range.


    Eric tried to close his hands around the earth under them. He was vaguely aware that he felt nothing. He could not move his hands. He could not twitch a toe. His lips wouldn’t curl to create a single syllable.


    Joseph exhaled loudly. His breath was starting to show on the air.


    “So much for winning this war,” he said. “Now you and I can’t go home. My sister will kill you for getting shot but not before she kills me for letting you get shot.”


    His laughter was hitching and ragged.


    Somerset.


    He wanted Somerset to know—what?


    The house wasn’t finished but it was hers.


    Why couldn’t he feel anything?


    Eric’s vision was becoming dim. There was a starling circling above them, fighting to stay aloft in the wind.


    He relaxed into himself, transfixed by Somerset. She was playing the piano. The red glow from the kerosene lamps in the parlor cast a flush over her bare neck and shoulders. She was laughing, calling him a rake.


    They were picking pears on a stifling autumn afternoon on Old Man McKennasaw’s farm. There was juice on her chin because she couldn’t stop sampling them.


    They were on the front steps of Orchard Rest. She was going to make a wish on the first star of the evening. He reached out and cupped her oval cheek, letting his hand graze the warm skin of her throat. A chaperon cleared their throat in disapproval in the parlor.


    Home! How he missed it. Century Grove was beautiful. There was frost everywhere. The old riding trail was slippery, but Juno was surefooted. His rifle slapped against his thigh in time to the horse’s gait. Mother would have supper on the table and then he’d be off again to see Somerset, stealing kisses when her sisters weren’t watching.


    Eric came to. Joseph was talking hurriedly, but he couldn’t make out a word he was saying. Something was wrong. He tried to speak, to raise his hands to ward off what was coming. Out of nowhere, a rifle butt swung overhead and connected with the back of Joseph’s head. Eric wanted to catch him but his arms were heavy. Joseph went down in a heap at his feet.


    Eric saw the still, expressionless face of the soldier close to his own and then nothing.


    ***

  


  




  

Chapter 1


    Century Grove, Alabama


    May 1868


     



    Theodore and Joseph Forrest returned home but Eric Rutherford did not.


    This thought was all that occupied Somerset’s mind as she stood alone in the Century Grove Cemetery. She had spent years wondering if she would have traded a brother for a lover. Theodore, sweet and thoughtful, and Joseph, a temperamental, fun-loving carouser, embodied everything she loved about her siblings, but Eric symbolized a whole future lost.


    She walked down to his grave as often as her chores and Blanche’s social calendar would permit. It was no longer daily as she had intended, but never did the week pass where she didn’t spend an hour there. Mr. and Mrs. Rutherford erected a massive white monolith to his memory, but that was all there was to his grave. His body was somewhere on the Chickamauga.


    She had been on the back porch when they came walking up from the west field together in the fall of 1865. Theodore, Joseph, and Sawyer had hobbled up to Orchard Rest, shoeless and covered in lice. Blanche had thrown herself at them, weeping, but Somerset was so shocked and bewildered to see the bearded, unkempt group on her steps without Eric that she had flown past them. She had locked herself in her bedroom and choked bitter sobs until the sun rose. She’d managed to see Joseph and Sawyer several times during the war, but Theodore had always used his leave to go home to Amelia in Charleston. Her last hope lay in the childish wish that perhaps her older brother had found her fiancé and was bringing him home safely to her after all. The sight of the Brotherhood without Eric had been more than she could bear.


    Theodore had crept up to kiss her good-bye the next morning before Thomas and Blanche put him on the train to his wife. Somerset had not cried herself out yet, and Teddie was not prepared for the depth of her grief.


    “I thought you’d bring him home to me,” she’d wept into her quilt. “I thought if anyone could find him, it would be you, but if you didn’t find him, he’s truly dead.”


    Theodore had cleared his throat and shifted his weight from one foot to the other, unsure if he had ever been the source of female disappointment. He and Somerset were the pets of the family, and this new emotional territory made him feel raw. His hand had drifted toward his pocket where his chaplain’s Bible used to reside, but his mother had declared it too filthy and the one Bible in the world she could abide to dispose of. His hand had withdrawn from the now-flat pocket.


    “I’m sorry, Somerset,” he’d said. “I loved him like a brother.”


    He had drifted out into the predawn morning, less a knight and more a man.


    Somerset couldn’t stand at the headstone without thinking of that day in detail, the day everyone she loved came home, save one.


    Eight feet of smooth white marble with a fat cherub blowing a trumpet on top made it the ugliest marker she had ever seen. Somerset knew it would make Eric laugh to see it, but his mother had wanted the most elaborate stone available. His birth and death dates illuminated a life cut short.


    She shut her eyes as if she could close out the bare facts of what had happened. Remembering made her heart feel like a sinking anchor in her chest. Events that unfolded over months seemed to last only a few days, both then and now. From Sawyer’s first frantic telegram to the commanding officer’s formal condolence letter to Mrs. Rutherford to her own frantic train ride to Georgia to nurse the wounded in hopes of finding Eric while Joseph convalesced at Stone Gardens, it was a surreal veil that separated the reality of her life now from the shining dream that her youth had been.


    Somerset took a seat at the foot of Eric’s grave on the dainty wrought-iron bench Mrs. Rutherford had placed there. The indecisive wind of a May afternoon tossed her coffee-hued hair around a face that captivated onlookers, when it wasn’t wistful, with its high, soft cheekbones and pointed chin. Her eyes, a brilliant blue passed down through her mother’s family, competed with the morning glories growing wild at the base of the monument.


    “It’s only Eric. What would I tell him if he were standing here with me?” Somerset said. Her ideas turned with more speed than the paddle wheels of the steamboats for which her family was known. “I could always tell him my innermost thoughts.”


    The words would not spring from her lips so she sat on the bench, her ideas piecemeal in her mind as she tried to think of what to say.


    My darling, I have much to ask you this week, she thought. Since Joseph’s accident, something new has taken place in my heart. His illness has made me remember past times more clearly than I would like and made my grief for you fresh. I haven’t drawn water from the well, lain in my bed, or wiped a dish clean without being accompanied by our memories. You are everywhere I look these days. If there was a door I could step through into history and relive our few splendid years together again and again, I would do it. I have been sickening myself for you.


    As it should be.


    But—but perhaps I can have something more in life. I have come here today to ask you a great favor. I have a chance, you see—


    Somerset turned at the sound of branches crackling underfoot like an evening bonfire. Sawyer Russell walked out of the wood coming from Lone Pine. Her heart leapt when she saw him, but there was always a moment of disquiet whenever he found her at Eric’s grave. He always professed not to mind. He was quick to remind her that Eric may have been his cousin but he also was his best friend, and he missed him too.


    He always looked solemn, even when he smiled as he did now. Somerset took in the familiar sight of his best gray trousers and white dress shirt. He hadn’t expected to run into anyone. He wasn’t wearing a coat or cravat and looked disheveled even for someone who’d been traveling. He’d run up by train to Nashville for a horse show and hadn’t known when he’d return. He looked startled to see her in the middle of the cemetery, but he held out his hands as she rushed to him.


    “You’re home!” cried Somerset. “I didn’t expect you for days and days yet.”


    Sawyer bent down and kissed her cheek, a flushed new pink apple. He was growing a mustache, and she was still getting used to the unfamiliar rasp against her skin.


    “You are a sight for a tired man,” Sawyer said. “I came home early. It seems the service made me a horse snob, Somerset. There wasn’t a single animal that I’d have to pull a plow, much less own as a personal riding animal, but bother horses right now.”


    He caught her under the chin and raised her face to his. For a few seconds Somerset forgot about anything at all except for his bourbon taste and the pressure of his hands at her waist and the way the sun beat down on them, immersing them in a bright light that matched her feelings exactly.


    He released her, and she felt no need to play coy or look down. She took his hand instead.


    “I’m relieved you’re back. It’s been so busy with Joseph being ill that I haven’t had the free time to notice your absence, but now that you’re with me, I wonder how I got by without you.”


    “It’s good to be missed then.” He green eyes radiated warmth as he gazed at her, but he was tired. Weariness tugged at the corners of his eyelids. “How is Joseph’s leg?”


    Somerset sighed.


    “It looks ghastly. I feel like a wartime nurse every time I have to clean it. It hasn’t developed any streaks though, and he hasn’t shown any signs of blood poisoning or lock jaw. Dr. Harlow says that’s as much as can be expected.”


    “I still feel like part of it is my fault.”


    Joseph and Sawyer were clearing timber from an unused field only two weeks before when they lost control of a cedar. Joseph nearly moved out of the path in time, but a bough had pinned him just above the knee into the soft clay. Times were perilous for the first week when Joseph’s fevers soared and he was delirious, reminding them all of an earlier time that he had nearly lost his life. They feared that he would lose his leg yet, but Joseph was adamant that he’d succumb to infection before he would allow an amputation. He was a poor patient, and sitting at the plantation all day, propped up in the library, did not suit him.


    “It wasn’t either of your faults. When two men do the work of half a dozen every day of the week, something unfortunate is bound to happen. I’m surprised something like this didn’t happen a long time ago. I’m thankful you weren’t injured and I’m grateful Joseph wasn’t killed.”


    “He’ll be using a crutch for the rest of his life—if he doesn’t lose the leg,” Sawyer said, his tone laden with regret. “He’ll never be able to work as hard as he did before, and with the way Joseph uses hard work as a panacea for everything, he’s going to have a hard time with it. Did Fairlee ever come?”


    “No. She never wrote or telegraphed back either.”


    “I don’t understand it.”


    “She hasn’t come home in two years. Her letters never come more than seasonally.”


    “He never talks about it. He won’t talk about it, I should say. If anyone asks publicly about Fairlee, he grins and talks about how she’s nursing her grandmother in Tuscaloosa. He never looks the least bit troubled or worried, and to be frank, that’s what worries me. He always wore his heart on his sleeve as far as she was concerned.”


    “You all marched home and they took up right where they left off. He was on her front porch every single night. He escorted her to every homecoming celebration in the county. Then she got up one morning and took the train to Tuscaloosa and has stayed with her grandmother ever since. No one knew of a fall out between them.”


    “Those two lived on argument,” added Sawyer. “If they had a fight, every plantation in Century Grove knew about it by morning. Still, don’t you think she would have at least telegraphed you back?”


    Somerset shrugged.


    “We’re still friends. If she hasn’t said anything and he hasn’t said anything, it must be awful. I’ll leave them to work it out. He’s making himself miserable, though, and all of us, too.”


    “There’s not much damage he can do in the library or parlor, is there?” smiled Sawyer.


    “He isn’t happy unless he’s out gallivanting. Papa has been bringing in all the latest newspapers to try to keep him entertained, but the papers just aggravate him and he pours himself a drink with each one. By the end of the day, the whole library smells like rye. Then after a few drinks, he insists on writing to Fairlee. You should see the expression on the Tuscaloosa postal clerk’s face when I hand over his ink-splotched envelopes. Everyone is going to be talking about us soon.”


    Sawyer laughed and kissed her forehead.


    “Speaking of notorious reputations, you should head home, Somerset. I don’t want you caught in the woods with me and no chaperone. Anyone is likely to ride past at any moment. What were you doing all the way out here on foot?”


    “I’m supposed to be looking for the last of the strawberries for Mother. She’s throwing a party tomorrow night to try to keep Joseph entertained. She wants to serve shortcakes. I decided to walk over here and pay my respects, though. It’s going to be my only chance this week.”


    Sawyer smiled at her with sympathy, and Somerset couldn’t help but notice the way the sunshine highlighted his cheek and jaw bones, throwing his facial shape into prominence and making him vaguely resemble Eric. The Rutherfords and the Russells were cousins, but there were no frank similarities between them. The Rutherfords were known for their crow hair, blue eyes and sharp features, while the Russells were all golden skinned with golden brown hair. The rare hint of commonality took Somerset by surprise.


    She smiled back at him, fighting the urge to move closer to him, to wrap her arms around him.


    “You’re invited to dinner at our house tomorrow. I didn’t think you’d be back in time to make it. Mother is at her wit’s end trying to keep all of us in line. I’ve been at Mother all week about maybe having some dancing, but she said that was too formal and the ladies wouldn’t have enough gentlemen to dance with. Will you come?”


    “You know I can’t turn down an excuse to spend time with you.”


    “Well then. It’s settled. I’ve been thinking about when we should tell our news. Maybe tomorrow is the big day.”


    Sawyer’s expression became alert.


    “Do you really mean that, Somerset?”


    “I do. I don’t want to wait much longer. The sooner we can get things settled, the better. I admit I was worried about Mr. and Mrs. Rutherford’s feelings about Eric, but he’s been gone five years now. Plenty of people have moved on much sooner. I’ve been respectful of everyone else’s feelings, and now I’m ready to move on.”


    The hope on Sawyer’s face made her stop and stare at the ground. It was one of the things she loved about him. One glance from him had the power to stop her mid-sentence. He never looked at her without a singular expression of concern and reverence. From the hospital in Atlanta to the hard times of starvation in Century Grove, they had sojourned on a difficult journey together, and there had never been an instant during which she believed he was thinking of himself. Yet she was made vulnerable by her own admission and her love for him.


    “Sawyer?”


    “I didn’t think I’d ever hear you say those words.”


    “You do still want to marry me?”


    “I want nothing else.”


    “Then why are you looking at me like that?”


    He shook his head as if to clear it and took her face in his hands.


    “I just didn’t think we’d ever get to this point. I told you it would be enough if you would just try to love me. I thought I exceeded my luck when you actually said we’d marry, but now you’re determined to go through with it and I can’t help but be stunned.”


    Somerset laughed aloud.


    “I spent your whole trip thinking that if I had just gone ahead and announced our engagement when it happened, we’d be married now instead of sneaking around the cemetery in the middle of the day. Mother will want to make quite the production of this, I’m afraid. I played my cards all wrong, Sawyer. There’s no telling when she’ll finally turn me loose now.”


    He squeezed her hand and kissed it.


    “We could elope,” he suggested into her palm.


    “I’ll consider it if she wants a year-long engagement. I’m practically an old maid.”


    Sawyer laughed loudly, the sound at variance with the solemn setting.


    It was true Somerset was no longer young. She had been on the cusp of her debut, the edge of becoming a belle when the war broke out. Many men, who were now long dead, had gone to fight with the happy knowledge that she would soon be of courting age when they returned home. She’d been little more than a child when Fort Sumter was shelled, missed the portion of her life that she had been bred for, and now she was stuck in the vacuous area of life where she should have been settled with a family. Somerset was still fresh-faced, though. Her eyes, the famous Marshall blue eyes that came from Blanche’s family, had lost the vacant look they acquired during her lengthy search for Eric in Georgia. Over the long months of their covert courtship, a spark returned to her that she feared had disappeared on the Chickamauga.


    She was twenty-three, an impossible age. She thought she had lost everything worth caring about in the war except for her brothers. She had gone from the frocks of girlhood to mourning weeds with little ground in between. There were still days where she felt bitter about all that she’d never attained. Sawyer and the rest of his contemporaries never saw her sober black gowns or lack of jewels. She was a prize left over from old days, a reminder of when men were gods and women needed champions. Somewhere between the brightness of her eyes and the fullness of her lips, Sawyer found himself lost. When he factored in how she loved a good prank and was also smart, he couldn’t believe that she chose to love him.


    “So you’ll come to dinner?” she implored as she squeezed his hand. “And you’ll think about what I asked?”


    “I will,” he promised.


    He leaned down and kissed her on the mouth. His graveness was deeper than usual.


    “Be careful on the walk home,” he added. “I’ll see you tomorrow night. Try not to grow more spinsterish in the meanwhile.”


    She squeezed his waist.


    “I won’t grow any more spinsterish if you promise to grow richer before our wedding. I think I could look quite young and happy with enough money.”


    They laughed hard enough over the unlikelihood of money to startle the crows from the oaks overhead.


    She set off walking toward Orchard Rest. She could not resist turning at the cemetery gate to see him once more. He cut a striking figure against the green of the oaks and the drab white stones. He seemed more meditative than usual, if that were possible. She waved at him as she banged the gate shut, but he had turned to face Eric’s monolith. She leaned on the gate for a moment savoring the good feeling, appreciating whatever impulse had allowed her to make room in her heart for a new life. She may have lost the future that she had been born for, but she was about to embark on a new adventure.


    It didn’t occur to her until much later that night that she had never gotten around to finding out where he was going in the middle of the day or so soon after getting home from his trip.


    ***

  


  




  

Chapter 2


    Somerset sat at her dressing table, pinning her hair in place. Blanche’s party for Joseph was less than an hour away, and she wasn’t ready. Her mother had made her a new dress, and although they were all still in half-mourning, Somerset couldn’t help but be dazzled by it.


    She loved to get pretty new things, and Blanche had been generous in the past weeks. This dress had a neckline as low as a ball gown with jet beads hanging from gray silk tassels that danced as she moved. The waist was skintight and the skirt was the newest fashion, flat at the sides and flaring out in the back over a corselette. Gray silk roses trailed down the back of the skirt, each one folded and sewn in Blanche’s precise tiny stitches. The bottom half of the skirt showcased a dozen lace panels over white silk embroidered in gray roses.


    The afternoon sun streamed through her window as she turned before her mirror, admiring her pirouetting reflection but wishing the dress was any color but black. Although the ball gown was lovely and she looked like a fashion plate out of Godey’s Lady’s Book, Somerset never lost the sensation that she was in mourning for every man she ever met. Blanche said the farm had turned a profit for the first time since the war, but Somerset couldn’t fathom what the dress must have cost—or that her papa, Thomas, had allowed it.


    She took a seat on the worn ottoman by her bedside table and picked up the daguerreotype of Eric, cradling it in her palm. She studied his features, taking in the straight, strong nose and the wide high cheekbones prominent in the square, heavy-jawed face. His wide, blue eyes weren’t captured well in the image, she thought, as if his ghost-like state was predestined in a single image. She shivered but smiled again at the hint of a smirk that he couldn’t keep from his lips even in the most serious of images.


    Somerset had been hesitant to let Sawyer court her, reluctant to feel anything for any man, but she found herself drawn to him in spite of herself. She knew from the moment he noticed her at Helen’s debut that he was interested, but she had been smitten enough with Eric that she never considered another man. Then in Atlanta, when she was bodice-deep in corpses and searching for Eric’s, he had been a helpmeet while he recovered from his injuries. The day she’d given Eric up for lost, there had been sorrow on his face and sympathy over her loss, even when he loved her as well, as he put her on the train to Alabama.


    Somerset was forced from her thoughts by a light knock on the door. Ivy Garrett, daughter of their closest neighbor, appeared in the doorway with a cluster of her mother’s famous tea roses.


    “I’m here early, I know, but Mother sent you these flowers for your hair. They’re only buds, but she thought you might like a little color.”


    Ivy had been out of mourning for a year and was perceptive of Somerset’s desire to be out of black. Ivy wore a dress the color of ripe plums bedecked with cascading bows of gold. Even under the harsh light from the western window with her black hair, moonlit skin, and dark gray eyes, she looked luminous.


    Ivy nodded at the picture in Somerset’s hand.


    “I miss him, too.”


    “I’ve thought of Eric more since Joseph was injured. It took me back to when Joseph had to convalesce at home for a few months after Eric was killed. No matter what happens, I never put Eric’s memory far from me, but when I come under fire from a crisis, I have to make peace with the loss all over again.”


    “He would hate that you’re suffering.”


    “He never could stand to see me sad, but at least I’ve suffered for a good cause this time. I went to the cemetery today to talk to Eric about some ideas I’ve been sorting through, but I couldn’t summon the words. I have so much to tell everyone, Ivy. It’s difficult to wait for the right moment to tell.”


    “Go sit at your dressing table while I pin these in your hair. I’ll be waiting to hear then. I could stand some happy news.”


    Somerset stood and crossed the room to her dressing table.


    Ivy wrung her hands and exhaled at the vision that was her friend.


    “Somerset, you’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen!”


    Somerset felt the blood rush to her face. She ducked her head in pretended modesty, her lips curving upward in a smile.


    “What a dress!”


    “Yes, it’s perfect for lounging around failing plantations on these stifling summer days,” said Somerset.


    Ivy worked the mass of buds into her low bun. Mrs. Garrett had some of the finest roses in the South. It was rumored that Jefferson Davis himself had taken cuttings back to his home after a barbeque at Maple Pool. Somerset felt the rough prickle of the leaves and baby thorns against her bare neck. The hair on her arms rose at the sensation and then it vanished.


    “There, all finished. You look like someone out of a fairytale. How beautiful you will look on your trip, my dear.”


    “Trip?”


    “To Richmond, of course.”


    “Richmond?” Somerset echoed.


    Her dropped jaw reflected in the mirror matched her tone as she turned and stared up at Ivy.


    Ivy dropped her lashes. They were onyx against her translucent skin.


    “What did you hear about Richmond?”


    “Your mother came to Maple Pool last week to borrow Momma’s steamer trunk. She said she means to go home for a visit next month.”


    “She considers Baton Rouge home, not Richmond,” interjected Somerset.


    “She said she was going home to Richmond. It is where she’s from, after all, Somerset. She might be homesick.”


    Somerset laid her ivory-backed brush on the table.


    “That doesn’t make any sense. Why didn’t she mention it?”


    Ivy rubbed the back of Somerset’s neck.


    “She was probably too distracted by Joseph’s illness to bring it up to anyone but your daddy. How is Joseph?”


    “He’s ill and bored so he’s bedeviling everyone in the house.”


    A cold, unsettled feeling spread like icy hands pushing down past her chest into her stomach. She was dizzy, and all the beads on her dress rattled together like ice in Joseph’s glass as her breath came and went.


    “Somerset, are you well?”


    The cache of dresses wasn’t a gift. Blanche was using them as bait.


    The city of Richmond rose up in Somerset’s mind like a fabled, mythical land. Blanche and Thomas had agreed they wouldn’t live there in their birth city. Blanche’s family had moved to Baton Rouge when she was a young lady, and Thomas had proposed suddenly in Baton Rouge when their mothers were visiting. Blanche’s brother, Theodore, died in an accident in Baton Rouge and was buried there. Blanche’s attachment to the city was inexorable, and when her father’s business partnership ended and the family moved back to Richmond, Blanche opposed them, leaving Theodore’s body behind. She had grown accustomed to the freedom of the bayou and found Richmond a busy, artificial chasm. Tired of the constant social posturing, weary of her beautiful but dull contemporaries, and smarting under the demands of her mother, she had fled to a place to create a family with a man who was the crème de la crème of Richmond society.


    Nevertheless, Blanche was always saying that she wanted things for Somerset that she didn’t attain herself. Somerset knew that while Blanche may have married the right man, she regretted her choice of living in relative seclusion in the country. A home like Orchard Rest was a boon, but it wasn’t stimulating to own it in a rural land where there were few petty jealousies and no competition. She secretly hungered to be one of the key players in Richmond society, and she would have been if she had only swallowed her pride regarding certain matters and moved home. Now she was going home to Richmond to put her most beautiful but unmarried daughter in the thick of the social game and live through her.


    Somerset laughed aloud.


    She would announce her engagement tonight. There was nothing she wanted less than to go to Richmond with Blanche, and there was no need to find a husband when she already was engaged. How stunned everyone would be when she and Sawyer announced their engagement.


    “Somerset, are you feeling well?” repeated Ivy. She was digging in the bureau drawers for smelling salts.


    “I’m feeling better than well,” said Somerset. “I’ve never looked forward to a party so much in my life.”


    A series of staccato raps sounded at the door and Bess, who was maid to Somerset and Victoria, stuck her head in the room. Her forehead was beaded in perspiration, no doubt from the effort of getting Blanche ready.


    “Miss Blanche is in an uproar. She say the guests are gonna be arrivin’ soon, and you girls need to get downstairs to receive them.”


    Somerset sighed.


    “I received them last time. Why can’t Mother do it?”


    “She’s lookin’ for somethin’,” Bess said in a sour voice and disappeared down the hall.


    They walked down the curving staircase of Orchard Rest. Little Warren, the youngest member of their family, was sitting on the stairs in knee pants choo-chooing a red wooden train down the steps. At the bottom of the staircase they stopped so that Ivy could greet Blanche with pink cheeks and a stammer. Somerset couldn’t help thinking that her mother was not a woman anyone got comfortable with.


    Blanche was sorting with nervous energy through her cherry desk in the foyer. She looked every inch the true lady of the manor in her black organza gown and the heavy onyx necklace that she had saved during Wilson’s raid by depositing it in the chimney. Her golden hair was piled in a massive chignon on the back of her shapely head, but curls were escaping through the net, giving her a youthful look. She returned Ivy’s greeting with cordial hospitality, but her forehead was furrowed in concentration and she made noises of contrition as she searched.


    “I had Tuck decant some port for the guests, Somerset,” she said as she lifted her own goblet. “It’s not corked like the other bottle we served. I checked to be sure. We’ll let the gentleman have it in the library after the meal while the ladies finish their coffee in the parlor. You can receive everyone in the parlor and send them to the dining room when the last guest arrives.”


    “Is Helen coming?” asked Somerset.


    “No, George sent word that she feels unwell. They think it will be any time now.”


    Somerset felt happy her older sister wasn’t coming. She looked swollen and ponderous the last time Somerset had spoken to her, and Somerset feared each time she saw her that the baby would come, a joyous occasion Somerset hoped to miss, although Blanche would have to leave the function if labor started.


    “Have you seen my journal?” asked Blanche as Somerset turned to go.


    “I saw your account log in the library. Joseph reviewed it. He had some ideas about cutting costs with the poultry. He thinks the cost of feed is highway robbery. I can tell that he wants to mill our own eventually.”


    “No, not the receipt book. I can’t find my personal diary.”


    “I haven’t seen it. I thought you kept it in your room.”


    “So I do,” smiled Blanche. “I probably lost it under a shawl.”


    She continued rifling through the desk.


    Somerset led Ivy into the parlor. Joseph waited there, weak but flushed with excitement for a change. He clutched a folded paper in his left hand and leaned on his cane with his right hand. The impending gathering was already working to distract his mind from the many things he could no longer do.


    “Good evening, Ivy. Somerset.”


    “Good evening, Mr. Forrest,” returned Ivy. She sounded prim.


    “Look at you, clean shaven and bathed during daylight hours,” mocked Somerset.


    She and Joseph had a special bond. Beside her papa, she was the only family member tolerant of his flippant ways. She had always been his pet just as Victoria had always been Theodore’s. Joseph was just abrasive enough with her to let her know that he trusted her enough to be himself, whereas he was sweet to dull Helen and sensitive Victoria.


    “I feel the same as Alexander must have felt when he conquered the Persian Empire.”


    “Oh? If guests at dinner and a platter of fried chicken are all that it takes to make you feel so grand, I can’t imagine how you’ll fare when—“


    “This,” interrupted Joseph, holding his paper out. “This came today and I feel as though I’m a wealthy man again.”


    He laughed aloud.


    “What is it?” asked Somerset.


    “It’s a telegram from Fairlee.”


    “No. Let me see that,” said Somerset.


    “Fairlee?” asked Ivy.


    Somerset took the paper in her hands in disbelief.


    “‘Coming home for visit. Fairlee,’” she read aloud.


    Joseph whooped.


    “If I were physically sound, I pick both of you up and twirl you around!” he proclaimed.


    “Maybe the two of you can finally manage to tie the knot,” said Somerset.


    “You never know,” replied Joseph. “She may take pity on me yet.”


    Ivy turned her back and pretended to examine the oil portrait of Theodore over the doorway. Somerset’s heart went out to her, but she couldn’t utter a word of comfort in front of Joseph.


    Quiet, unassuming Ivy nursed hefty devotion to Joseph, although Somerset couldn’t understand why. Never had she seen two people so incredibly unsuited to one another. Joseph enjoyed rowdy nights out with other men, frequent drinks, and high-spirited banter. Ivy was beautiful enough for him and he loved her family, but for all that, Joseph couldn’t find one point of interest about her.


    “She looks ready to agree with every word I say for the rest of my life,” he’d exclaimed to Somerset once when she suggested he take up with her after they hadn’t heard from Fairlee for six months. “What on earth is the fun in being with a woman like that?”


    Joseph thumped out of the room on his cedar cane in search of a celebratory drink.


    Somerset placed her hand on Ivy’s shoulder.


    “I’m sorry.”


    “You didn’t do anything to me. I don’t require an apology. I don’t want to talk about it, either. What a fine portrait of Teddie that is.”


    Congested sniffs filled the room.


    “Only he and Helen sat for them before the war came,” said Somerset, giving Ivy time to compose herself. “I imagine what mine would look like since his is as fine as it is. He doesn’t even look like a real gentleman you’d see walking down the street. Amelia wanted to take it with them when they moved to South Carolina but Mother wouldn’t hear of it. She said if Amelia got her boy, she couldn’t have the Bostick of him as well. Just one of many tenuous points between Mother and Amelia.”


    Ivy did not acknowledge her.


    “We always knew she’d come back, Ivy,” said Somerset in a soft voice. “Even if she didn’t ever come back, you’d grow old and lose your chances with anyone else while waiting on him to come around.”


    “I don’t want to talk about it now.”


    Somerset stared at the portrait, waiting for her dearest friend to pull herself together. It was a portrait of Theodore hunting in a copse of trees in autumn. The light filtered through the branches of pines and made his blond hair—Blanche’s hair—golden, throwing the autumn foliage into insignificance. His setter, Dorothy, clung close to his heels and pointed her narrow nose in the direction of his prey. The only thing wrong with the picture was that it didn’t show his Marshall eyes—Blanche’s eyes—well. He was just on the brink of manhood, and it was obvious why Amelia had snapped him up without a second thought. The set of his jaw and the slope of his shoulders radiated strength and calm, a future patriarch.


    Ivy turned from the oil painting with defeated posture and wiped her eyes.


    “I’m better, truly I am.”


    “I feel for you. I do,” said Somerset. “Yet I can’t tell you I hope they part ways. Fairlee is my friend, too. I love you both, but I can’t choose for him.”


    “Yes,” agreed Ivy.


    Somerset heard a sound that caused her whole body to feel alert. She recognized Sawyer’s familiar fast step on the portico. She looked from Ivy to the open west window. She knew a real friend would stay and console Ivy, but in that instant she felt an unquenchable necessity, with the intensity of a fizzing flame on a firecracker, to see Sawyer.


    “If I need to see someone now, will you stand sentry for me? No guests are here, but if Mother asks, tell her you don’t know where I went. I’ll tell you all about it tonight after the guests have gone home.”


    Somerset strolled over to the open window and, after a quick survey left and right, she raised her voluminous skirts and stepped over the sill.


    Sawyer caught his breath when he saw her suddenly materialize two yards in front of him with her impossible skirts swinging from descending the sill. She looked very mischievous, the light in her eyes too fervent. He took in the tumult that was her dress, the arcing folds of fabric, fine embroidery, and silk roses. He knew in that instant that she had never been so exquisite, and he discerned that it was not the ensemble so much as the fact that she believed once more what a magnificent woman she was. He felt timidity seep damply into his soul. It was March 1861 again and he was dying of love for her, unknown, while she lolled on the garden swing with Eric.


    She advanced on him, closing the distance between them by extending her hands.


    “Sawyer! How glad I am you’re here!”


    “You look radiant,” he said through the knot in his throat.


    Her answering smile was full of joy.


    “Fine feathers,” she replied, dismissing his compliment, and led him to a low stone bench behind one of many wide columns that lined the portico. “I want to talk to you while I have you all to myself before supper.”


    “Won’t someone notice you’re missing?”


    “No one knows you’re here but Ivy, and she won’t tell.”


    “Then I’m a lucky man.”


    Somerset took his hand in her warm grasp. Intuition told her the rhythm of their interactions was off again. She looked up into the pensive face she loved.


    “Something is wrong,” she reflected.


    “There isn’t time to discuss it before supper tonight.”


    She smoothed a crest of his golden brown hair away from his brow.


    “It doesn’t matter, Sawyer. Any problem we face together is trifling.”


    “In this age, no problems are trifling. I’d welcome simple problems.”


    “Tell them to me. I’ll help you fix them.”


    Sawyer cast her hand away, bounded from his seat, and began pacing in the enclosure.


    “Not everything is fixable.”


    “I can’t believe you’d think such a thing.”


    “Will you stop?”


    Somerset sprang up, bewildered and hurt by his rejection. He had never once behaved in a rash or unfeeling manner to her. Her spirit shuddered at the emotional assault of their first true confrontation, but she cast aside the unpleasantness and tried to stay true to the conversational course.


    “I don’t believe that. I don’t believe that ever,” she retorted, going to him. “Talk to me.”


    “I can’t now with a houseful of people arriving. We’ll discuss it later,” he said.


    She thought she saw tenderness mixed with pity on his tanned face.


    An understanding smile crept across her face. He was practically running a pork plantation by himself. The weather had been unforgiving, he was short Joseph’s help, and he didn’t have enough working animals to keep the place going. The lines around his eyes had deepened since the accident. He was sunburned, in need of sleep, and short of cash. He didn’t want to burden her with financial woes.


    “We’ll talk about something else then,” she said. “Have you thought any more about making our announcement tonight?”


    “I’ve thought about nothing else,” he breathed, his eyes never moving from his boots.


    “Well then.” She put her hands on his shoulders and backed him slowly into a stone alcove. “The timing is perfect. Everyone will be delighted for us. I know I am.”


    She stood on tiptoe and raised her arms so that her fingers laced behind his neck. She pulled his lips onto hers and felt his heavy arms encompass her. One folded across her bare shoulders and the other wrapped her waist, pulling her into him with force she hadn’t experienced since the fateful day outside the Atlanta hospital when she lost her wits and threw herself headlong at him in the street. Somerset forgot herself again. The only things that mattered were how close he held her against him, the heat the rock wall emitted, and the possibility that anyone might stroll down the portico at any moment. His arms were around her, but his hands were inching up her ribcage, fingers winding in the beading swinging against her chest. No matter what she did in return, she felt the frustration of not being able to get close enough to him. As they grappled together under the trumpet creeper, her back hit the wall and his eyes shot open. Then he released her. The sudden parting left her skin cold under the sheen of sweat on it. He was breathing hard. She leaned against him, panting also, with a self-satisfied smile at her own prowess.


    “I love you,” she murmured.


    “I love you.”


    “So we’ll announce our engagement tonight?”


    “No.”


    “No?”


    She couldn’t believe her ears. He’d never said the word to her before, and the finality of it had the same intensity as the closure of a coffin.


    “No?” she repeated.


    He took her hand.


    “I think announcing our engagement at such a public event is a mistake. You’re right, I should have convinced you to tell months ago, but it was wrong of me to not go through the pretense of asking Mr. Forrest for your hand. I want to do this the time-honored way and ask for you.”


    “That just adds more time to everything! I don’t want to wait any longer.”


    “Somerset, your pedigree could be fancier but with little chance. The letter of the law matters a great deal at Orchard Rest, whether you want to believe it or not.”


    “No one will be surprised if we announce it tonight,” pleaded Somerset. “We’ve been courting for a long time now. Everyone knows you escort me to functions. My family will be happy that I’m engaged.”


    “They will be happy, but we need to do this the proper way. Openly flouting tradition under their roof is not the way I’m going to begin a new relationship with them.”


    “I don’t want to—”


    Sawyer placed a finger over her lips.


    “Shh. Trust me. You’ll be relieved at the way things work out if we don’t announce this tonight.”


    Sawyer raised his eyes again to meet hers and they looked miserable. Somerset choked back everything she needed to say.


    “I’m going around the house to use the front door like a decent man. You go back through the window if no one is in the room.”


    He squeezed her fist and strode back down the portico with his quick and easy gait.


    ***


    Blanche later said supper was her most successful postwar function yet. Somerset knew it was because she had not been her usual vivacious self, and Joseph, worried for her, had been quieter than usual. For once Blanche had a table of her children behaving as she wished, and she was elated that Dr. Harlow’s son, Holt, seemed to take interest in Victoria, who had difficulty attracting a beau of her own.


    The only thing that mattered to Somerset was that she caught up with Sawyer as he left the library after port with Joseph and her papa. She found him in the foyer just before the clock struck nine. She was mindful that Bess or Tuck could come by as they cleared the dining room.


    “You’ll meet me?” she implored.


    “Yes,” he said, indecision enveloping the word. He put on his hat and did not meet her gaze.


    Somerset opened her mouth to tell him she loved him but he was gone.


    ***

  


  




  

Chapter 3


    Waiting for Fairlee’s arrival made for an interminable week. Joseph had Jim help him dress in the same two shirts and pants over and over again and asked Somerset and Victoria which suited him better as often as he changed. When he wasn’t wearing Jim out over his lack of wardrobe, he sat on the porch with a glass of whiskey, rereading the telegram and calling to anyone passing through the front parlor about current train schedules. Victoria, nerves spent but too polite to say so, took Warren to the peach grove behind the house and spent entire days filling cane baskets even though she despised the work of preserving them. Somerset was too preoccupied with Sawyer’s sudden evasive behavior to be bothered by Joseph, and everyone else was too tired to notice her lack of appetite and moodiness. Blanche had hoped for matrimony during Fairlee’s visit, but, realizing that the happy couple might ask to live at Orchard Rest, she changed her mind and wished instead that Joseph would be well enough to leave the plantation soon of his own accord.


    On the day before Fairlee’s arrival, Dr. Harlow came to see Joseph’s leg and declared the infection was starting to subside. He tsked over it several times as he cleaned the viscous custard drainage and said that it was too soon to be putting his full weight upon it. He added that he certainly couldn’t go about normal activities for at least a month. Joseph railed against the instructions as fiercely as he had battled the notion of losing his limb, and Dr. Harlow compromised with him in that he could go out in the wagon for a single visit if another member of the household transported him. The doctor left Orchard Rest in a huff, muttering about how the boy would kill himself yet with his own stupidity and brazenness.


    Thomas told Joseph he wasn’t sparing a single servant for the afternoon so that he could go courting, so Joseph asked Somerset to take him. Ordinarily she would have been curious to be so near Joseph and Fairlee during their first reunion in years, but when she agreed she wondered if it would cut into time that she could be spending with Sawyer.


    Somerset stood before the mirror in the front parlor with the flattering light filtering in through the window upon her upturned face. She turned her bonnet from side to side and fluffed and retied the bow scores of times in an effort to beautify it. It was shabby and shapeless, and she wished that her closet contained more than work dresses and a couple of ball gowns that couldn’t be worn on a visit out in the country. Fairlee was a comely dresser, or had been, so Somerset wanted to look presentable.


    “I wish we were rich again!” she grumbled as the bow fell limp in her hands for the hundredth time.


    “Somerset!” exclaimed Victoria, coming into the parlor with an armload of starched linens.


    “Don’t give me that look. We all look like we belong on the streets in a Dickens novel. I can’t believe I agreed to take him to see Fairlee when my closet is all threadbare cotton.”


    “Take comfort in the fact that Joseph will look as shabby as you, and Fairlee likely will.”


    Somerset laughed, taking pleasure in her little sister’s practical outlook.


    “Besides, I wish I were going,” continued Victoria. “It will be like having a front row seat at a play.”


    “I wish you would go with us.”


    “I was never friends with Fairlee. She won’t be expecting me.”


    “You’re grown now so she might like your company. She won’t be expecting anyone today since she just got home. Your presence will lend grace to an undignified situation.”


    “What undignified situation?” Blanche asked.


    She appeared at the door carrying her poultry ledger with Warren following her like a brown puppy, adoration on his face. Somerset thought Blanche was omniscient. She materialized at the first portent of trouble.


    “Miss Buchanan must be home,” surmised Blanche, “and knowing Joseph, she hasn’t had time to put her valise down but he insists on calling on her.”


    Somerset nodded.


    “The train arrived this morning, Mother, and I doubt she’s been at home for more than a couple hours.”


    “I can’t imagine what Evelyn will think of this household when a legion of my children appears on her front porch with no advance notice,” mused Blanche.


    “Shall we refuse to take him before tomorrow then?” asked Victoria. She sounded disappointed. She seldom left Orchard Rest, but she could tell by the stately incline of her mother’s head that she was close to forbidding them to go.


    “Oh, goodness no,” said Blanche. “I’d rather abandon all propriety with Evelyn than have Joseph lounge about on the porch for another day. He was calling down to passersby on the road yesterday. I won’t have it another day.”


    “I’m having Franklin hitch Hector to the wagon,” said Somerset. “We’re leaving just as soon as Jim finishes dressing Joseph.”


    “Good,” nodded Blanche. “Don’t go empty-handed. Victoria, take some of the preserves you put up this week so Evelyn thinks we’re less barbaric than we actually are. Somerset, don’t leave the two of them alone together no matter what—I don’t care who else is there chaperoning. Keep up with the time, Victoria. I know he’s looked forward to nothing else, but I want you all back by suppertime. It’s bad enough that Fairlee just got home, I won’t have Joseph camped out at the Loft until asked to leave.”


    “I go. I go, too!” asserted Warren, removing his finger from his mouth and stomping forward.


    “You won’t either,” said Victoria.


    Blanche smoothed his hair over his forehead.


    “No,” Blanche soothed him. “You’re too sweet to go on adventures with all the big boys and girls today. You’ll stay with me and feed the animals.”


    Victoria chucked him under the chin on her way to gather the preserves, and Blanche turned back to Somerset.


    “Keep the peace at all cost, young lady. If they start to quarrel for any reason, you are to become immediately indisposed and need to come home. Joseph has been a challenge since he returned home, but I’ve had my fill of him since this last accident. I won’t tolerate a jot more humiliation out of him. I have no idea what put the brakes on their engagement, and after two years, I’d rather hoped that little minx wouldn’t come home again. I can’t imagine a worse pairing than those two. Do whatever you need to do to keep Joseph from making a scene. “


    Blanche looked at Somerset over the ledger she rested her chin on. Her dark blue eyes were stony and hard, set in a face that could have easily been ten years younger. It was a look Somerset knew well. Most of the time Blanche looked serene, but Somerset knew the expression on her face was the real Blanche, the woman who had started life over from scratch in Baton Rouge and then twice at Orchard Rest.


    “We’ll be the picture of decorum,” avowed Somerset.


    Blanche smiled and the twinkle reappeared in her eyes.


    “Of course you will. I’m letting you go because you handle him so well. When you come home, we’ll talk about a trip we’re going on. You’ll be happy to hear about it, dearest.”


    Victoria returned with three jars of preserves in her hands, a basket of peaches over one arm, and a jar of Betsy’s arthritis liniment balanced in the crook of one elbow. Evidently she was of the same opinion as her mother that they were barbarians for inviting themselves to the homecoming. Blanche led Warren to the hall where she began to sort through the contents of the walnut highboy.


    Joseph limped into the room looking like himself. His natural tan had returned and was enhanced by a crisp white shirt that was pilfered from Thomas’s wardrobe. He leaned on his walking stick and caught his breath.


    “What are we waiting for?” he asked. “I do hate to keep a lady waiting.”


    “Are you certain you want to go today?” asked Somerset.


    “You know I am.”


    “The train just arrived. Don’t you think she might appreciate some time alone with her family?”


    “They run over to Tuscaloosa to see her all the time. Besides, we’re getting married. We are family. I haven’t forgotten my manners.”


    His tone was lighthearted, but the set of his jaw said he’d ride Hector bareback if no one was willing to drive him. Victoria raised her eyebrows at Somerset as they filed out of the parlor and down the steps into the bright afternoon.


    Orchard Rest was quiet for a midweek afternoon. Thomas worked from before dawn to well after dusk each day when he wasn’t traveling, but Joseph was the true driving force behind improvements on the farm. Until Joseph was well enough to work, the plantation would stay at a lull. Thomas and his hired workers would tend the cotton and cattle while Blanche remained in charge of the poultry. Somerset, Victoria, and Bess would keep gathering and preserving fruit from the orchard and mind the family vegetable garden. It was an efficient, though small operation, and everyone had more than enough to keep them busy.


    Orchard Rest rose up behind Somerset as she drove away, she thought, like a swan about to take flight. It was a sprawling variation of the double quarter houses that Blanche had adored in Louisiana. The original house was a true double quarter house with a wrap-around verandah, but as the family kept expanding, Thomas had been forced to add to the house. Two smaller wings had been added, one on each side of the house, and they always reminded Somerset of the white wings of the swans that Mrs. Garrett used to keep on her pond. She loved the narrow side gabled roofs and the never-ending porches where she had kissed no man, save Sawyer Russell, who was still alive. The porches, the enclosures, and the columns sheltered her while freeing her to do whatever she wished. With the exception of the house Eric had been building her, she loved no other place so well.


    She saw Joseph looking about him at all of Orchard Rest, hunger in his hazel eyes as they pulled away, and she felt his love for the place, too. She could read his thoughts. The grass was too tall, and the peach trees were out at the limbs. The roof of the oldest house needed new shingles and the fence to keep the deer out of the garden would need a coat of whitewash before winter. She turned her head when they passed the barn. He was still working on a new barn. She’d been forced to set fire to the original one during Wilson’s raid to save them, and years later he was still repairing the damage she’d caused. He felt a deep peace when working on Orchard Rest, a peace that wouldn’t have been provided by finishing law school. Now that it was certain he would get to keep his leg, he looked at the plantation with satisfaction on his face. He would move slower than before, but he would be useful again. His career was once in destruction, but he was redeeming himself as a creator now. She saw him look at the plow he’d meant to repair before the accident.


    Through his thick brown hair, she saw the outline of the scar where the rifle butt had connected with his head. The scar was wide, pink, and short. It was a daily reminder of the first time he almost died, while trying to help Eric. Once without thinking, she’d reached out and rubbed her index finger over it. Joseph had slapped her hand, not spoken to her for two weeks, and they’d never brought it up again.


    Victoria spoke, breaking Somerset’s reverie.


    “Why is Mother sorting through every piece of furniture we have?”


    “I didn’t know she was,” replied Somerset.


    “She’s gone through every chest, armoire, and cabinet in the house,” continued Victoria. “I even saw her checking behind every book in the library last night.”


    Joseph remained silent.


    Somerset mulled, engaged with the general strangeness of Victoria’s claim. She started in her seat, accidentally whipping Hector with the lines.


    “She hasn’t found her diary!” exclaimed Somerset. “She was looking for it last week before Joseph’s party.”


    “She keeps it in her room.”


    “It disappeared last week, and if she hasn’t found it yet, she must be half wild on the inside. You know how organized she is.”


    “How would it get out of her bedroom, Somerset? No one goes in her bedroom.”


    “She misplaced it or someone took it,” considered Somerset. She turned to Joseph. “Did you take it?”


    He rolled his eyes and made a sound of irritation.


    “Why the devil would I take an old woman’s memoirs?” he asked.


    “Because you like to rile her,” said Somerset.


    “Somerset,” chided Victoria.


    “He does. He loves to see her get worked up, and he’s been bored now for weeks. Did you take it?”


    “Seeing as how she hasn’t breathed a word of it to me, I’d have replaced it by now, don’t you think?”


    “No, not necessarily.”


    “Well, I don’t have her chronicles of having been a rich beauty. Did you take it and read it for amusement?” asked Joseph.


    “I don’t think it’s funny in the slightest,” returned Somerset.


    “Warren runs in and out of her room all day long, following her,” said Victoria. “I’ll ask him if he took it.”


    Joseph cleared his throat.


    “I don’t care what happened to it. It’s that time of year again where she obsesses over it. I just want to let the past go.”


    They lapsed into silence again.


    They passed the drive that led to the Garretts’ place and then the cemetery. It was a hot sticky day, and the katydids’ continual whirring made Somerset’s ears ring even when they were at a lull. She paid close attention to Joseph. He smiled in anticipation, but she could tell by the squint of his eyes that he was in physical pain. She hoped that Fairlee would be kind after what Joseph was putting himself through to get to her.


    A figure on horseback approached them, and Somerset pulled on the reins to slow Hector. It was Sawyer, she knew, from the size of the horse and the dappled gray coloring. Her heart thudded in her chest.


    He approached them, the corners of his mouth twitching because he guessed where they were going.


    “Hello, ladies. Good afternoon, Joseph.”


    “Where are you headed in the middle of the day?” asked Joseph.


    “I’m headed to Orchard Rest. Mr. Forrest and I were going to look at a draft horse over at Old Man McKennasaw’s farm this afternoon.”


    Somerset clenched her fists and groaned inside. Just as she had worried, she was going to miss an opportunity to talk alone with Sawyer because she was kind enough to take Joseph courting. She looked up at him, shielding her eyes with her hand. She would have given anything to be back at Orchard Rest and it showed as she stared at him. She thought he looked down on her as if he could read her mind.


    “Draft horse?” said Joseph. “What do you need with another draft horse?”


    Sawyer and Joseph launched into an animated discussion of how many horses Sawyer thought he needed versus how many Joseph thought he could get by with. Victoria laughed in all the right places at their jokes, but Somerset held the reins taut in both hands and concentrated on not glancing too often at Sawyer.


    “I maintain you’re too picky,” finished Joseph. “I would have bought the last animal and been done with it. I’m glad the war didn’t turn me into a connoisseur of horse flesh.”


    “Ladies, this is the only way in which he’s ever failed me as a friend. He’s ignorant of horses,” said Sawyer in an aside.


    “We’ll argue about it later. I have somewhere I have to be,” retorted Joseph.


    “Ah, yes. Well, Mother and I saw Miss Buchanan step off the train this morning. She looked well. I’ll leave you to your mission. Good seeing you all. I’ll call on you later in the week, Somerset.”


    “I’ll be seeing you,” said Somerset.


    Somerset whipped the lines across Hector’s back.


    “He must be a nice beau,” Victoria said when she was sure Sawyer was out of earshot.


    “He isn’t moving things along like I thought he would,” said Joseph.


    “We don’t all get engaged after a couple of months like you,” said Somerset.


    Joseph was not deterred.


    “Have I ever told you about the first time I saw Fairlee?”


    “No,” said Victoria at the same time Somerset declared she knew the story by heart.


    “Oh, Somerset, sit through the story one last time. Victoria hasn’t heard it. I was out riding with Eric Rutherford. The two of you weren’t courting yet, Somerset, although it would just be a matter of time. We had been racing all afternoon, and we were hot, tired, and starving. It was almost time to go home when Eric remembered he had something in his saddlebags—a quilt pattern or something else frilly—that his mother wanted dropped off at Buchanan Loft. He didn’t want to go up there so he was determined that I go, too.


    “I didn’t want to go either. I can’t think of a man in Century Grove who can abide Mrs. Buchanan, and I made excuses to get home. So Eric just turned it into a competition. He said he bet he’d win in a race against me to the Loft. Well, he’d beat me all day. Somerset, I never did win a single race against Eric. Just the same, I couldn’t stand the idea of forfeiting a race to him, and before I could speak, he offered five dollars if I won so I took him up on his bet. We set off down Marauder’s Lane at breakneck speed. He stayed a good five yards ahead of me the whole time—I’ll never know how he could ride like that.


    “We barreled up the hill to the Buchanan place. The house was in sight, and we passed all the outbuildings. We were a sight, too, all covered in scum from the pond, dirt from the fields, and sweating for all we were worth. Suddenly, when we passed the stables, a horse came flying out past us. It was flying so fast that it tore all the sod off the lawn in two solid lines all the way up to the house. We were both ill because whoever was going to win had seen us coming from the stables and was cheating by joining in at the last minute. The horse beat us both by several yards.


    “I was getting ready to say just what I thought of it all when the rider dismounted and I saw she was wearing skirts. This girl started laughing and asked if she had won anything. I told her no because I thought that I was on the winning end of things after all. She pulled off her bonnet and long, curling blond hair fell down around her shoulders. The sight of her was the only time I’ve ever been struck dumb. I invited myself to supper that night and she gave me every bit as good as she got when I recovered my power of speech. I like a feisty girl like Fairlee. Feistiness just makes the good times fun and the bad times entertaining.”


    “It’s a thrilling way to meet the girl you’re going to marry, Joseph, but how did it take so long to meet Fairlee when the Buchanans are such close neighbors?” asked Victoria.


    “Evelyn Buchanan is Mr. Buchanan’s second wife. He was a widower when they married, and Fairlee spent most of her young years in school,” said Joseph. “She has opinions about everything. She’s splendid to talk with.”


    “They argue a good bit, too,” said Somerset, “but I can’t deny that seems to be a large part of the attraction. Do you think she’ll stay this time, Joseph? Did she hint in any of your correspondences?”


    “I intend to convince her to stay this time. I’d like to be settled.”


    “So would I,” added Victoria.


    “There aren’t many men left to marry,” acknowledged Joseph. “Those who made it home aren’t healthy either, so you wouldn’t want to marry them. I think girls do well to take their time and be picky choosing because you don’t know what you’re getting in a man who came from the army.”


    Somerset studied Victoria’s youthful features. She was pretty with her clear white skin and long dark curls. She had inherited their mother’s red full lips and high cheekbones. She was slender but round. She had become quieter and more sensitive since the war, particularly after the violence of Wilson’s raid, but she was eager to make more friends and find her place in life. Warren was her child, although few in Century Grove acknowledged it, and it handicapped her chances of finding a husband. Somerset hoped that Sawyer would be willing to let Victoria and Warren live with them when married. He played big brother to Victoria, chatting with her while he waited for Somerset most evenings, and took Warren on frequent horseback rides and carved toys for him, so she felt optimistic. Somerset believed getting them both away from Blanche’s overreaching style of motherhood would help them grow the most.


    Joseph clapped his hands.


    “Buchanan’s Loft is just ahead and Fairlee is only minutes away from me.”


    Buchanan’s Loft sat at the top of the hill they were ascending. It was the oldest house in Century Grove and one of the smallest. Somerset, completely entranced with the unique touches of her own home, felt that the Greek revival plantation lacked a good deal of charm. It was in need of repairs. Mr. Buchanan had lost more money during the war than any of their neighbors during the war. She knew Joseph hoped to help turn things around for them after he and Fairlee married.


    She pulled up to the house. There were only two hired servants left at the Loft so Somerset climbed down over the wheel of the wagon and secured Hector to the hitching post. She gave a hand to Victoria and helped her down. Then they reached up and grabbed Joseph on each side as he managed to clumsily slide on his bottom out of the wagon and land hard on his good leg. Somerset supported him on his weak side while Victoria retrieved his cane from the seat. Joseph panted from the exertion but his eyes were free of pain as they followed close behind him up the front steps.


    They paused outside the door.


    “Fairlee hasn’t had time to get a proper meal much less bathe and change after traveling,” whispered Somerset. “We’ll keep this visit brief, and maybe everyone will be open to us returning again.”


    Victoria nodded in agreement, but Joseph turned his back and clunked the door knocker loud enough that it echoed.


    Sounds of shuffling and much rearranging within the house met their ears. Joseph knocked again, louder. The door inched open, and Evelyn Buchanan’s hard features greeted them.


    “Good afternoon,” said Somerset.


    “Yes?”


    Evelyn smiled as only a lady would as she took in the sight of three unannounced adults crowding her front porch. Her aquiline face prevented her from looking neighborly, so no matter how she felt, she seemed to be suppressing a bit of a sneer.


    “Mother has been meaning to send you some of her preserves and she also sent some of Bess’s liniment because she knows how Mr. Buchanan likes it,” said Somerset.


    “Thank Mrs. Forrest for me,” Evelyn said. “Mr. Buchanan’s back has been in a frightful state since the spring, and I know he’ll appreciate it. Mr. Forrest, are you almost recovered?”


    The door didn’t open any wider, although Somerset held the heavy basket out.


    She could hear the underlying message in the words as they were spoken: that Evelyn wasn’t going to mention Fairlee to them and give them excuse to come in, that she was prepared to stand at the door and play cordial all day without inviting them in or telling them to leave, that she was still showing more manners than any of them because times are busy and one can’t just show up uninvited to someone’s home and expect the world to stop.


    Somerset forced the basket into the opening of the door so that Evelyn would have to take it from her.


    “My leg is improving,” said Joseph. “I didn’t know you knew of my accident. It hurts a good deal to stand on it as you can see, but I’m out of danger now. I’m not allowed to work yet, but it is such a nice day I thought I’d accompany my sisters out to drop their parcel off.”


    A shower of footsteps scattered down the staircase like buckshot.


    “I hear voices! We have visitors. Do I hear Joseph? Oh, it can’t be!”


    With that the door flung wide open and Fairlee’s beaming face greeted them all.


    “Somerset, it isn’t fair that you’ve grown better looking. You brought Victoria, too! Hello, dear. I don’t believe my eyes. Joseph Forrest, oh my word. You and that cane!”


    Fairlee’s large curls bounced as she embraced each girl. Then she looked up at Joseph with eyes far mistier than Somerset could believe, given her jovial tone, and, mindless of his cane, she hugged him despite Evelyn’s presence.


    “Come in. Come in!”


    She ushered them into the house. The victory wasn’t hers, but Somerset couldn’t help but feel smug as she nodded at Mrs. Buchanan on her way in.


    Fairlee looked well, as Sawyer had said. Her hair was buttery and her eyes were full of mirth. She was almost as tall as Joseph and her figure was still buxom. She wore the sapphire ring Joseph presented her with as an engagement ring, which Thomas gave to Blanche on her sixteenth birthday. Somerset felt blatant relief that Fairlee wasn’t dressed to the nines. She was in a pink gingham work dress that made her peachy complexion glow, but she was bedraggled from the train ride. Joseph was looking at her the way Somerset imagined a hanging man might survey the ground.


    “Sit down,” said Fairlee. “I’d hoped you might stop in, but I didn’t actually believe you would. Titus just took my trunk upstairs. Were you afraid I wouldn’t come visit you, Joseph?”


    Joseph, too stunned for words for the second time in life, stumbled over some witty rejoinder and chewed his tongue.


    Somerset took a seat on the davenport and accepted a cup of coffee from a tray that Mrs. Buchanan summoned for them. The good lady disappeared from the room, checking to see what food was in the house in case her guests stayed for dinner.


    “He thought we should meet you at the depot,” she said as she sipped. “I hope you’ll forgive us for stumbling in like this when you’re undoubtedly tired, hungry, and at loose ends. It wasn’t the most civilized behavior for all of us to pile in on you like this, we admit, but Joseph felt compelled to come here and see you today.”


    Fairlee sat down on the settee facing Somerset and patted the seat next to her with a beckoning look at Joseph.


    “Don’t tell me you came all this way on a lame leg just to stand across the room and gape at me,” she laughed. “I’ve missed you, Joseph! Come sit beside me!”


    Fairlee’s laughter crawled across the room, making Somerset think of dripping honey.


    Joseph bounded across the room—if a crippled man could be said to bound—and sat down beside Fairlee with a groan. She reached out to take his cane from him, and he took her hand, kissed it, and then laid it for a moment on his cheek with such a lack of inhibition that Somerset and Victoria looked at the braided rugs on the floor.


    “Couldn’t you have come home sooner?” he asked. His voice was husky.


    “No, I couldn’t have,” said Fairlee. She sounded unapologetic. “Grandmother Faulks is terribly sick, and with Aunt Rowena still in Atlanta, there was nothing else to do. If my mother were living it would be different, of course, but there aren’t many remedies for lack of family, are there? Aunt Rowena should sell everything in Atlanta by the end of fall if we’re lucky and be completely settled at Grandmother’s by winter.”


    “You’ll be back and forth until then?” asked Joseph.


    “I’ll be here for two weeks, and then I won’t be home again until winter.”


    “How is your grandmother?” asked Victoria.


    “She has a weak heart. The doctors say she shouldn’t be alive, but the Faulks are all long-lived. She’s bed bound now.”


    “I can sympathize,” winced Joseph.


    “You poor thing! I felt relieved when I first saw you. The reports were so dreadful I didn’t know what I’d come home to, but you look like yourself, only with a cane. Do you hurt much?”


    “I thought I’d tell you it doesn’t trouble me much at all, but now that you’re here, I have to say it hurts all the time. It hurts worse than any injury I had during the war.”


    “You’re up. You’re walking. It’s more than I expected. When Somerset wrote that you were battling a terrible infection, I was sure you’d lose the leg. It took every drop of self-restraint I had not to jump on the train and come down here.”


    “I won’t always have the cane,” Joseph assured her. “They tell me I’ll limp for the rest of my life. I can’t stand it, the idea of anyone looking at me with pity.”


    “Better some stranger to look at you with pity than for your family to look at your headstone with regret,” said Fairlee. “Maybe you’ll reconsider law after all this?”


    “I don’t believe so. The idea of sitting at a desk reading and writing all day seems remarkably unlike anything I want to do.”


    Fairlee’s mouth tipped down in disappointment, but she was quick to smile again.


    “I want to know every little old thing that happened while I was gone. I want to hear all about who married and had babies and who quarreled and broke up.”


    “You may have been gone for two years,” said Victoria, “but I don’t think you missed anything.”


    “Things don’t happen in Century Grove,” agreed Joseph.


    “Nonsense,” scoffed Fairlee. “You were nearly killed. I doubt you were the only person something happened to while I was gone.”


    “Helen had another baby last week,” supplied Somerset. “It was a little boy. They named him after George. He looks just like George, too, minus the mutton chop whiskers.”


    “Which is to say, better looking than Helen,” whispered Joseph near Fairlee’s smooth neck.


    She giggled and snorted.


    Helen was a disappointment in a family full of attractive children. Thomas said she looked like a second edition of his mother, but that was not true, in that Mrs. Forrest had been pretty. Helen didn’t possess a single remarkable feature. Her hair was drab brown as were her eyes, and her mouth was small and pale set in a colorless face. Her figure was thick and graceless. Somerset agreed with Joseph’s assessment of “stodgy,” and sadly, her personality matched her appearance. Her looks came as a double blow to the family having been born after Theodore, who showcased every attractive feature the Marshalls were known for.


    Victoria pretended not to hear and Somerset continued.


    “Amelia and Mother are still fighting. This is the second summer Amelia hasn’t wanted to visit Orchard Rest. Mother frets that Theodore Junior and Elizabeth will love Amelia’s parents more than they love her and Papa. I can’t console her because they all live with Amelia’s parents and Charleston is a long way off. It isn’t as though she can force them to abandon life at the indigo foundry and come here.”


    “Let’s see. Theodore inherited the foundry when Amelia’s father passed away. Is that right?” asked Fairlee.


    “Yes, Mr. Winfree took ill not long after the war ended. Theodore arrived home less than a year before Mr. Winfree passed away,” remarked Joseph.


    “Amelia and Blanche never got along,” remembered Fairlee. “Blanche was proud to have a son who took after her family and to name him after the brother she lost. She wasn’t going to like any woman Teddie brought home, but the deck was stacked against Amelia from the moment Teddie noticed her because Blanche Forrest wasn’t going to like some wealthy indigo baroness from Charleston taking her boy away. Certainly not a widow. Now those two are locked in an endless battle over who loves him more.”


    “It’s a pointless, superficial battle that only women could engage in,” Somerset confessed. “I’m sick of it.”


    Joseph stood and tried to stretch his wounded leg.


    “You’ll never guess who the biggest profit turner at Stone Gardens has been for two years running,” he said, after settling back down beside Fairlee.


    “Somerset?” asked Fairlee.


    “Even less likely than Somerset,” scoffed Joseph. “Mother! Mother brings in most of the money.”


    “Does she take in sewing or bake?” faltered Fairlee.


    Somerset laughed.


    “Neither. Think poultry. She has an uncanny knack with birds. The McKennasaws’ chickens wandered out to Orchard Rest when they evacuated to Tuscaloosa, and she fed them and tended them. There were only three birds. Now we have over three hundred. She knows everything there is to know about chickens now. She sells birds, breeds birds, and sells eggs.”


    “It does sound unlikely,” said Victoria, “but she can diagnose all their ailments. She’s very particular about their feed and she culls like any other farmer. We probably would have starved to death if she hadn’t taken up with those runaway chickens. It gave us plenty to do while waiting for the boys to come home.”


    “Proverbially speaking, you can’t put all of your eggs in one basket at Orchard Rest,” continued Joseph. “It does irk me that a little society woman makes more money than I’m bringing in by the sweat of my brow, but food on the table is food in my stomach.”


    “And you said there was nothing going on,” winked Fairlee. “I’m certain there’s more still.”


    “You and I have so much to talk about that I don’t know where to begin,” Joseph said. “I’ve missed you so.”


    “I’m here now. Let’s just enjoy each other’s company before I have to go away again.”


    “I want you here with me. If we were married I could go with you, and you could nurse me and your grandmother at the same time.”


    “I’d rather wait until Rowena comes home,” said Fairlee. “I don’t want to have my attention divided between a sick old woman and you. Marriages should be happy at the start.”


    Somerset cast a worried eye at the grandfather clock in the corner.


    “Would you like to come home with us, Fairlee? I promised to bring everyone back in time for supper. Mother would be glad to see you, of course. Papa should be home from Tuscaloosa tonight, too. We’ll have a party.”


    “I’m afraid Daddy and Evelyn wouldn’t be very forgiving if I went away on my first evening home,” professed Fairlee. “I’ve already visited more than I meant to.”


    “I’ll come see you tomorrow,” said Joseph. “Somerset will bring me every day this week.”


    “She will not. I’ll come to you tomorrow.”


    Somerset and Victoria rose from their seats and began to make their way back to the foyer, giving the pair some scant privacy before their departure.


    “I’ve only just laid eyes on you,” Joseph could be heard murmuring through the doorway.


    “You’ll have a whole lifetime to lay eyes on me,” retorted Fairlee. “Come, are you really going to play the lovesick schoolboy, Joseph?”


    “I hear the sarcasm in your voice, but it isn’t in your face. I can sneak out later and have Tuck bring me.”


    “I can see the strain this visit has brought on you. You’ll go to bed tonight and get a sound sleep in before I arrive tomorrow so that I don’t feel guilty visiting.”


    “Fairlee, I don’t want to leave.”


    A heavy pause sat on the air that could have only been a kiss. Then:


    “We have two weeks of paradise ahead of us, Joseph. We have two whole weeks of eating on the porch together and arguing agriculture on the lake. The horseback rides and dances seem to be on hold, but I can sacrifice anything and see our time together as perfect. I missed you.”


    The ride home was a contemplative one. Somerset discarded the memory of visiting with Fairlee in order to relive the happiness she felt upon seeing Sawyer in the road. He said he would come for her. In her mind all romances were inferior to her own. She witnessed the shades of tenderness and love between Fairlee and Joseph and still managed to feel pity for them because they couldn’t love as she loved.


    ***


    Blanche threw them a smile of approval when they arrived early for the evening meal. Somerset noticed the empty glass of wine at her mother’s elbow but saw her narrow shoulders relax when they walked into the dining room. Joseph excused himself for not feeling well, and Franklin helped him up to his room to lie down. Victoria wanted to freshen up before eating.


    “Was it a pleasant outing?” she asked as Warren brandished a peacock feather with a mighty yell.


    “It was,” said Somerset, pulling out a chair. “Sometimes I forget that there are women other than in our family and Ivy in the world.”


    “I suppose Evelyn was furious at us?”


    “She will have told everyone in the county by sundown,” admitted Somerset. “It felt satisfying to make her angry somehow. I must have inherited the family contrariness, Mother.”


    Blanche refilled her glass.


    “How did Joseph and Fairlee do?”


    “I don’t know. It was clear that they missed each other deeply. Either they are learning wisdom or they won’t make it.”


    “Why do you say that?” asked Blanche.


    “They didn’t argue once.”


    ***

  


  




  

Chapter 4


    The next week immersed everyone in ease. Every afternoon Fairlee arrived at Orchard Rest and stayed until sundown. She picnicked with Joseph on the deserted front lawn of Orchard Rest, took him for rows on the lake, and wheeled him down to the blackberry thicket where they engaged in lengthy recollections about days past as they filled their pails. She invited Somerset and Victoria along for parts of the day and tolerated Jim’s presence as chaperon on all their excursions. They drove the wagon to Tuscaloosa to catch a play, peeked in on Helen to see the new baby, and waltzed through the day without a solitary care, leaving everyone with the impression that the days were better than before the war.


    The only person who didn’t partake in the magic was Ivy Garrett. Somerset knew she should go see her, but imagining the small, forlorn figure ensconced in her own loneliness at Maple Pool, she decided against it. There was nothing she could say to comfort Ivy. Fairlee and Joseph were discussing wedding dates in a cheerful, aimless manner, contemplating the fun of a summer honeymoon one moment only to backtrack and revel in the idea of a January wedding the next. Fairlee, Somerset, and Victoria even went through the fashion plates every evening, complimenting the splendor of wedding fashions they would never be able to afford.


    “I’ll tell you who I haven’t laid eyes on,” said Fairlee as she leafed through a Peterson’s and ate a peach. “I haven’t seen Ivy Garrett at all. Shall we run up and say hello tomorrow?”


    “Let’s,” agreed Victoria, who was growing accustomed to getting off the plantation and spending time with Somerset’s and Joseph’s friends. She was lazing on the davenport with her bare heels on the arm.


    “No, she isn’t home,” lied Somerset.


    “That’s unfortunate. I wanted to see about borrowing her dressmaker’s die. She always had the best one. I wanted to start trying patterns for a wedding dress.” Fairlee licked the peach juice from her fingers. “Mrs. Garrett brought it home from New York.”


    “None of them are home. The house is closed.”


    “Oh well,” said Fairlee. “I never could think of anything to say to her. She’s sweet as can be, but somehow I’m always uncomfortable around her.”


    Blanche relaxed when she found Joseph dressed for Sunday morning services with Fairlee. As far as she knew, he hadn’t set foot in a church since the war. The cardinal sign that Blanche softened was she stopped referring to Fairlee as “that minx” or “that yellow-headed strumpet” to Somerset and Thomas, and soon after, she allowed Fairlee to stay for supper and sent her home with small gifts.


    Joseph entered the room without his cane. He looked more helpless without the cane than with it despite his belief otherwise, but he was full of determination to regain his independence with Fairlee present. She cast aside her magazine and stood by the piano while Somerset brokenly picked out a waltz. Somerset was a pathetic musician, and Joseph said she played as though her hands were broken.


    “I’d give anything to have a dance like in the old days,” he said.


    “Remember how tight you held me and how mad you used to make your mother? She’d pull you behind the potted palms and lecture you about propriety.”


    “What’s propriety?” grinned Joseph.


    “Is that what you told her?”


    “No, I told her I feared for my virtue when you held me close.”


    Fairlee’s slow laughter filled the room.


    Joseph extended a square brown hand.


    “You can’t dance on that leg,” protested Fairlee.


    “Somerset’s taking so long to find that next note that it doesn’t matter,” countered Joseph. “You can lead. I’ll look demure and sway in time to the music.”


    ***


    Somerset’s week ended with the event she had looked forward to since Blanche’s dinner party. She and Sawyer trysted every two weeks when he was home, in addition to the calls he paid her at Orchard Rest. They began this in the early months of a tremulous courtship when she questioned whether she could be with Eric’s friend, much less a family member. Then as she saw young women marrying best friends and siblings of the deceased, their relationship matured and he began taking her to dinners and dances. While it was true that they had been courting for years, most people viewed the relationship as casual. Others wondered when Somerset was going to throw him over and marry a distant relation in her mother’s or father’s family. No one gave their partnership a serious thought and most declared Somerset “just killing time” while others said Sawyer “was moving too slowly to be serious.” The bored citizens of Century Grove would have been sick with regret to know that Somerset and Sawyer were conducting a romance under their noses.


    Their first meeting was an accident, when Sawyer found Somerset weeping over Eric’s picture on the back porch as he traveled past to Margaret’s Glade. It took only one chance encounter to decide they wanted friendship. They always met at the Unnamed House that Eric had been building for Somerset when he died on the Chickamauga. What began as awkward false starts to conversation and silent blushing evolved into conversations that took multiple meetings to finish, catching up on each other’s lives from week to week, and ultimately a kiss that was completely unlike the impetuous one at the Atlanta hospital.


    Somerset visited the Unnamed House from the time Eric presented it to her as a Christmas gift. It was her future, a castle in her imagination materializing before her eyes. After Eric’s death, she returned to it to remember him and daydream about what might have happened. She loved the house, and she wished someone inhabited it so that they could love it and care for it. It was a small thorn of contention between her and the Rutherfords although she didn’t say so, for she loved them much more than her blood family.


    Eric built the house for her, but he left no will. It was sitting on the Rutherfords’ property because they hadn’t deeded it yet to Eric when he died. They owned the house in every sense of the word. Yet everyone felt that the house was really Somerset’s. Eric’s parents hadn’t set foot in the unfinished building since the day he perished in the hills. People on the road saw her sitting on the front porch, chin clasped in her hands, all by herself. People whispered that Paul and Margaret really had enough in assets and that if their daughter Caroline didn’t want it, it would really be best to let Somerset take it and maybe bring her sister and the boy for company.


    Somerset sat in the Unnamed House for hours waiting on Sawyer to arrive. She wasn’t bothered when she was still by herself after an hour. Sawyer sometimes ran late due to unfinished business on the farm. For the next hour she walked through the house, running her hands over the bare but dusty walls and bannisters with the same reverence she would apply to a cathedral. She wandered through the entryway and meandered through the double parlors and loitered in the library, cognizant of but not quite believing that the beautiful house had been intended for her. She walked upstairs and peered out of the beautiful picture window through the thin clumps of oaks and birches surrounding the place. There was nothing and no one ascending the gravel path to the house and the sky took on the masculine green shade that foretold dusk and warned her she would have to return home soon or Blanche wouldn’t believe she helped Ivy put up okra through the afternoon. She dashed away a single tear as she turned from the window and clattered down the steps and out the door. Sawyer was not coming for her.


    “I should have known he wasn’t coming. Why doesn’t he want to be with me anymore?” she asked herself as she hurried back to Orchard Rest as the sun sank into the turbulent hills behind her. “All he ever wanted out of life was me.”


    The sad fluid notes of nesting birds met her ears in reply.


    Cleo shot her a look brimming with suspicion and alarm when she opened the door for Somerset.


    Victoria even cried out “Are you ill?” as Somerset pulled off her hat and gloves and stashed them in the little chest where all the girls stored their things.


    “I think I’m catching a cold,” said Somerset and rubbed her reddened eyes.


    Victoria sent Cleo for tea and Blanche demanded Somerset take a warm bath and go to bed with a warm compress. Somerset obeyed with such compliance Blanche feared Dr. Harlow should be summoned. When Somerset tucked herself into bed with a flatiron and a dose of Blanche’s cherry cough syrup, she let the tears flow in rivulets out the corners of both eyes, run down the curvature of her neck and soak the pillow behind her. It was a gift to allow her feelings to surface, to let the weight of the sadness out.


    She was no one, nobody wanted her, and she was about to be packed up and given to the richest man in Richmond with interest in her because she was almost an old maid and her own fiancé wouldn’t speak up and claim her. She fell asleep just as the moon cast its calming beams across the window pane.


    She dreamed she was with Eric in the olden days.


    ***


    They rode Juno through the woods together. The ground was slick with melting frost and her breath froze in delicate crystals on the back of his neck and in his coarse black hair. She locked her arms around his waist as the horse bore them up the path.


    “I can’t believe they gave you furlough so close to Christmas,” she sighed. She snuggled closer to him through the thick, coarse fabric of their homespun coats.


    “Sometimes things in this world go right.”


    “Franklin killed our last turkey for your dinner tonight,” she boasted. “I’m a disaster in the kitchen, but I’m trying to learn to cook just for you. I have endless plans for our time together. At the end of it all, why, I think you’ll desert and stay here with me forever. I’ve waited for you so long that I can’t believe you’re finally here. What excitement this is!”


    “Your ability to obtain joy from the simplest of situations makes me the luckiest man alive. Most men are miserable trying to placate a woman, but you—you make a grand occasion out of every day. I’ve never seen anyone with the ability to be happy like you.”


    “No, no,” she disagreed. “Happiness is something you feel, not something you learn how to do. It wouldn’t be fun at all if I worked at it. Besides, I belong with you and your family. It’s an example of some things in the world going right.”


    She squeezed his middle and rested her cheek on his back.


    “Now tell me, where are we going? We’re going to see your family, aren’t we? It looks like you’re taking me to Margaret’s Glade. This is the way we always go.”


    “I’m not taking you to them today. We have more important things to do. Try to hold onto this moment, this day.”


    Somerset tried to be silent for a few minutes. She always found herself chattering to Eric. She spoke freely in the moment to him, never running out of things to say. She knew that it was because she felt that he and his family accepted her for who she was as opposed to who she might become. They weren’t concerned with her potential; they were delighted with her just as she was. Eric would protect her from Blanche’s pretentious expectations and Thomas’s complete lack of interest. He would be a wall that they could never breach. He said so.


    Juno plodded on as frosted limbs combed their backs, and limbs snapped as crisply under his hooves as the air felt. Somerset took in the distant side of Margaret’s Glade, Eric’s home. The concave glade that served as a front yard to the mansion was dull, brown, and shaggy. By spring it would burst into a lush growth of tiger lilies and irises. By summer it would die and spend the rest of the year growing more unkempt, but Mrs. Rutherford said it was all worth it for three months of complete beauty and that someday Somerset would be old enough to understand. The house beyond the glade was sprawling, whimsical, and somehow tidy looking. Somerset thought how she would love to be in the drawing room before a fire with a cup of coffee, gossiping with Mrs. Rutherford until Eric had to take her home again. The Glade tantalized her, just out of reach, and she knew what it was to be homesick for a place in which she never lived.


    Juno turned onto Rutherford land and began navigating a wood without a trail. Pine trees flicked water droplets over them as they squeezed past packed trees, and the sawing of swaying trees met her curious ears as they wandered in dim light. She resisted the urge to ask what they were doing, and she nervously interlocked her fingers together where they met at Eric’s breastbone as the horse began to make finicky whinnies as it navigated the forest.


    Then light filtered through as they broke into a less dense area. Felled pines and cedars lined the ground, silent dead giants in a quiet landscape. A compact clearing lay beyond all this, stacks of timber arranged to be hauled away, and a house.


    “What place is this?” she asked. “It’s so pretty, such a secret. Why did I not know about it? Who lives here?”


    “We live here.”


    She slid off Juno’s back and ran at the building, half-skipping like a child with her wavy hair flying behind her.


    “We live here!”


    Eric built on her love of visiting Baton Rouge with her family, and he built her a house in the Italianate style that was the hallmark of Blanche’s home there. It was not so large as Somerset Manor or even Margaret’s Glade, but everywhere Somerset looked was a point of interest. She could not see it all. She ran a few steps forward and then a few steps back, pointing at the windows with pediments and the ornately crafted balcony. Cornices, quoins, and corbels graced every square inch that could be accommodated, and a compact tower rose from the right side of the house topped with a cupola. She knew it was their room.


    “I haven’t started the inside or finished the roof,” Eric said, his lips at her ear, making her insides quake. “The first order of business is to hack out the jungle it’s sitting in. Common sense would have dictated I made a road directly to it instead of hauling things up to the back of the lot from Margaret’s Glade, but I wanted to surprise you. I’ve never been able to surprise you. It’s only three minutes from the main road. Cutting a path to it won’t take any time at all.”


    “We’re going to live here! We have a house to move into, and I was going to be satisfied moving into the Glade.”


    “I had to take a loan from Pa to build it, and I haven’t finished it,” said Eric. “It may be a long while before we’re able to live here, but it’s waiting for us when we are married.”


    “I wish we were married now. Let’s go visit Mr. Buchanan now and we’ll move in later today.”


    “I think you would like walls dividing the rooms and other trivial features like solid flooring.”


    “Nonsense. I’ll do well with a pillow and coffee mugs.” She clung to his arm. “This makes everything real!”


    “Merry Christmas, Somerset.”


    She put her arms around his neck and kissed him with the uninhibited joy that only a first love can bring.


    The house dissolved away into the air. Somerset found herself in the Century Grove cemetery at the foot of Eric’s marker. She spun in circles, terrified. Joseph came walking up behind her. He was in uniform and carried his Whitfield, the trusty weapon that he burned upon the first day of his return home.


    “Why are we here?” she cried. “I was happy. I was myself again, the person I was meant to be. Take me back.”


    Joseph did not answer. He laid the Whitfield at the foot of the grave and knelt there, almost as if in prayer.


    Sawyer came through the gate. She ran to him and tried to take his hand.


    “I’m so glad you came. I don’t know why we’re here, but I’m ready to leave, Sawyer.”


    Sawyer disengaged her hand. He went to the tombstone and knelt beside Joseph.


    Teddie scaled the side of the iron fence and dropped down into the cemetery. He strode over, golden hair flapping about his brow, and surveyed the gravesite.


    “Teddie, take me home,” pleaded Somerset. “Take pity on me. I can’t bear to see all of you together again without him. The Brotherhood you all had is dissolved and I don’t want reminders.”


    A rhythmic sound like thunder met her ears and, turning, she was engulfed in a sea of blue more impressive than the ocean. Union troops, every single one who ever fought, surrounded the Century Grove cemetery. They pressed against the fence, swelling and multiplying as they closed in, a true cohesion of malice and strength. They stretched out to the horizons and then swallowed those. Somerset tasted the same sour fear in her mouth that she experienced when she burned the barn over the heads of Wilson’s raiders but not before they could get her sister.


    “Aren’t you even going to load your weapons?” she cried. “No wonder I lost him! I hate you, and I know now that I would trade all three of you to have him back. I lost everything the day he was killed, and you are not worth a fraction of his life.”


    They ignited her fury further by paying her no mind. She clenched her fists and raised them with furious words pouring from her, but it did no good.


    The air changed with a whoosh that nearly knocked her down. Crows—flocks of black-feathered, sharp-clawed, wary birds—circled above them in the evening sky. No bit of sky peeked through as they moved in swirls above. Their caws filled her ears, the air and her body as she breathed.


    “How do you know he was killed? There was no body. How do you know he was killed? There was no body. How do you know he was killed? There was no body.”


    Somerset raced for her life, but there was nothing to get to past the gate but the soldiers. As she darted through the tombstones, a black bird swooped in her face and screamed.


    ***


    She sat up in the darkness and tried to scream, but a hand clapped over her mouth, suffocating her. Somerset bit like a cornered bobcat at the hard palm over her mouth. A candle blazed in her face, and Victoria’s eyes appeared directly in front of hers.


    “Goodness! You must be sick. I tried to shake you awake, Somerset, but you seemed delirious.”


    “Oh no.” Somerset huffed out an unsteady breath.


    “Maybe I should brew you some of Bess’s fever tea?”


    Somerset held onto the soft hands that were stroking her forehead and shook her head no. She’d rather go on letting them believe she was sick instead of crazy.


    “Maybe in the morning if it hasn’t passed,” she said. “I never sleep well when I drink it.”


    “I think we should send for the doctor.”


    “Please no. Just sit here a moment until this awful feeling passes and then I’ll go back to sleep.”


    Victoria scooted farther onto the bed and set the candle on the window sill.


    Somerset pulled her damp nightgown away from her wet body and pushed herself up against the pillows.


    “I’m sorry I woke you,” she whispered into the darkness. “I’m not feeling well, and I dreamed a horrendous nightmare, the kind you don’t forget about in the morning.”


    “What was it about?”


    “I dreamed the entire Union army surrounded me and there was nowhere to go. I could see their pale, leering faces. I could feel their intentions. Every man we lost in battle, every misdeed we survived here—they were all committed by some of the faces in that hideous gang of men. The way they pushed and multiplied and went on forever was heinous. I was drowning in an ocean of harm but no one would help me. There were these massive crows and they—it was terrifying.”


    Victoria hung her head.


    “I won’t forget your dream, either,” she shuddered.


    Her young, heart-shaped face looked vulnerable in the shadows. Somerset felt the stirrings of regret in her stomach at having confessed such an awful thing to a wounded person. Where Victoria was concerned, Somerset wanted to be compassionate and hold things back in order to protect her. She was still only a girl, a hurt girl, and didn’t need to be concerned with Somerset’s problems.


    “Go,” she said. “Go back to bed. I don’t feel as if I might fly to pieces anymore. Thank you for waking me. You’re the best sister, Victoria.”


    “If you feel worse later don’t hesitate to come get me.”


    “If I think I need the doctor, I’ll come get you. Thank you again. Good night.”


    “I love you, Somerset. Good night.”


    Victoria padded across the room in bare feet, blew out her candle, and cracked the door.


    Somerset rolled over on her side and lay staring out the window. The silvery light suggested that it was around two in the morning. She felt the chill of sweat running down her back and trembled. There would be no more sleep tonight, maybe not for several nights.


    Her stomach hurt. Her mouth was dry. Her mind repeated the cacophony of conversations that comprised all the broken events in her life. She tiptoed over to the worn cedar rocker that had been hers since Blanche first rocked her in it and sat down with her knees drawn up to her chin.


    Eric was gone, but beyond herself and his parents, everyone’s lives were intact. Sawyer was going to break things off with her if his gradual withdrawal from her life over the past weeks was any indication. She guessed there was something to becoming like the company one kept; he was growing more like Joseph, hard to entertain and harder to hold. If Sawyer didn’t want her, then Victoria’s life was devoid of improvement as well. She was well on her way to Richmond. She didn’t want to be handed over to an old dog, twenty years her senior, to command his household and keep his bed warm. The idea made her want the only person who ever made her feel safe.


    She rose from her chair and pulled on her dressing gown and slippers before any concrete idea settled itself in her mind. She skimmed the staircase on quick little feet and closed the front door behind her before anyone could have half a chance to awaken.


    The moon was surrounded by transparent, puffy clouds that might have been tissue paper. Its light gleamed down on her bare head, making her hair look black. She stood on the top step of Orchard Rest only long enough to make sure the porch swing and lawn chairs were empty. Thomas kept a variable schedule and there was never any telling when and where he would turn up. Assured that she was alone in the world, she broke into a run down the drive.


    She stumbled in the dirt country lane over loose rocks and skinned her knees and elbows, but the drive within her to unburden herself to the person she loved most urged her on to an unlikely nighttime destination.


    She unlocked the gate and let herself in, catching the hem of her gown on the latch and tearing it. It never failed to amaze her how peaceful a graveyard could be. The only eerie aspect was how the newer white stones shone under the light of the moon as if holding trapped life inside. She avoided stepping on graves and eased up to Eric’s as though she might catch him lounging at the base of the monument.


    “I haven’t been able to talk to you in a long time,” she said, “but I need to talk to you now. Everything in my life is wrong. It’s as though I unerringly made the wrong decision every time I was presented with a new choice to make. I wish you were here to advise me.


    “I used to be afraid that you were angry at me for moving on, but then I realized that you were a good man and never asked me to sacrifice happiness. I love Sawyer. I tried not to, but I don’t think I can learn to be happy without him. He doesn’t want to be with me anymore, Eric, and I don’t know why. These aren’t good times to get married, but he always asked—no, he begged—for me to just try to love him. I think there is more to it than that. I know he feels guilty about taking your place, and he knows that Mother and Papa expect a well-made marriage for me. I don’t think he wants to put up with them, constantly trying to live up to some lore that died the day General Lee surrendered. It exhausts me to pretend the past can be regained, and I can’t blame him for not wanting to be part of their exclusive world.


    “I wish I had you here to help me through this, but if you were here, we’d be asleep on the same pillow and poor Sawyer wouldn’t be an option. I haven’t felt your presence in years, Eric, although I used to be enough of a romantic to believe great love transcends even death. Sometimes I wonder if you are dead. I can imagine you all over the world, anywhere but the grave.”


    Somerset stopped and cast her eyes up at the sky, drawing on what she needed to say.


    She took a breath and plunged on.


    “I never stopped loving you. I just need to try to love people other than you. I can’t be consumed by a person who isn’t with me, but sometimes I get the feeling we have unfinished business.”


    Somerset recalled her nightmare, the way the troops stretched forever in every direction as far as the eye could see. She wrapped her arms around herself against the damp dewy air. A bat swooped low in pursuit of a mosquito, making her heart race as she recalled the way the crows screamed at her over and over during the nightmare.


    How do you know he was killed? There was no body.


    “I looked for you. I looked everywhere for you, Eric. I left no stone unturned when you went missing. Somehow I am still searching for you, and it’s wearing me out. I’m so frazzled that I’m forgetting how to live. No matter what happens after this night, I am going to remember how to live. I have to go home. I shouldn’t be out here alone.”


    Somerset hurried out and locked the gate with clumsy hands.


    It always troubled her that a body wasn’t recovered. She thought of her darling exposed to the elements and the wildlife. She thought of the enemies the Brotherhood made as they tracked down and killed countless Union officials. Eric had not caused his enemy to feel any love for him. Union soldiers might have taken Eric’s body and done macabre acts to it. He might have died in a Union prison after torture and starvation. He might be in a home anywhere, senseless and unable to say who he was. She thought of the West, where countless men had disappeared into the plains to start new lives after injuries, amnesia, and other maladies robbed them of their identities.


    “You always do this to yourself,” she said as she ran along the main road. “You doubt everything until you can’t recognize the truth.”


    There was only one thing left to do. She had to unburden herself to someone close to the situation. Sawyer might not want her anymore and Theodore might be unreachable, but Joseph was going to have to talk about it again. He gave her one terse account of Eric’s last day when they saw each other again for the first time after his death, and after that he refused to speak of the day.


    “I blame myself for not saving him, and I’ll be hung if I let you berate me for not being good enough. We weren’t outnumbered by much. The five of them to the four of us shouldn’t have caused so much trouble, and if we had been any count, we would have noticed them all when we were scouting the area. I already live in a house where people think I’m not enough, if you haven’t noticed!” he had hollered and slammed his glass so hard on the table that there was a permanent circular dent in the wood.


    She never spoke of it to him again, but she would tonight. His anger and regret were nothing compared to her lingering pain and the hollowness of her days.


    She let herself back into the house and navigated the hallway that ran through the men’s quarters. She glided past Thomas’s room on hushed feet, tiptoed down the hall past the office that he never used anymore, passed the room that had belonged to Theodore before he married Amelia, and stopped outside Joseph’s door. She exhaled and gathered her determination, then raised her hand to knock at the door. She stopped. Voices argued beyond the door.


    “I’m sorry but I can’t,” said a female voice behind the door. “It was nice while it lasted, but now it’s done.”


    The mattress creaked as someone rose.


    “I think you’re being hasty. I think you’ll regret this,” said a low, urgent voice.


    The mattress squeaked louder as someone heavier rose.


    Somerset took a step away from the door. She’d always known deep down that their relationship wasn’t conventional, but with that knowledge confirmed under the roof where they all lived, Somerset’s cheeks blazed hot. Although she could not see them, she didn’t know where to look. It was as if she caught them in their state with no walls or doors between them.


    “I regret coming back. I regret starting this up again.”


    Fairlee sounded tired and sad.


    “I think you should get back in bed and let me change your mind. There are plenty of hours left before the sun rises.”


    “You’re ignoring the issue at hand. It’s why we never fix anything. It’s why we’re not married now. I’m leaving and it will be much longer than two years this time before I return. Don’t come to me, either. There aren’t enough places in Tuscaloosa for me to get away from you.”


    She heard Joseph cross the room and say something in a tone so low she couldn’t make it out, but she knew from the inflection of his voice that it was obscene.


    A resounding pop met her ears, and she knew Fairlee had slapped Joseph’s face. Then she heard the high-pitched stream of liquid as it cracked ice in a glass.


    “You claim to worship me, but you idolize what is in that glass,” said Fairlee. “You said you would do anything to make things better. In your letters you begged me to come home and give this another try. You’ve been on your best behavior but you’ve had a drink in your hand the whole time I’ve been here.”


    “If you spent time in Elmira, you’d need a drink in your hand, too.”


    “Oh, everyone knows the Marshalls like their drink! Elmira doesn’t make you drink,” sneered Fairlee.


    She threw the door open to trod out of the room.


    Somerset got a brief view of Joseph tugging his trousers on while simultaneously reaching for Fairlee’s shoulder as she passed his nightstand. Fairlee’s face didn’t change when she found Somerset in the hall. She didn’t even bother to fasten her open basque.


    “What happened to you, Somerset? Are you hurt?” she asked as she took in the sight of her torn robe and scratched arms and legs. She reached out and pulled a twig from Somerset’s hair.


    “I didn’t mean to disturb you,” apologized Somerset. “I didn’t know you were here. I couldn’t hear my own thoughts in this house and went outside to think. I wound up falling, it was so dark out there. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop on you.”


    “I can’t hear my thoughts, either. No, I’m not angry, Somerset. I’ll still write.”


    Fairlee’s kiss on her cheek was brief and she didn’t look Somerset in the face.


    “I can change!” called Joseph as he buttoned his trousers and stepped out of the room after her.


    “You have changed—for the worse!” spat Fairlee. “You are a bitter, unfeeling man!”


    She swept down the stairs with remarkable dignity for an unmarried woman caught in her lover’s bed.


    Joseph put one hand over his eyes as if he could will the situation out of his head forever.


    “Yes?” he asked when he opened his eyes and Somerset was still standing there.


    “I think it’s time that we talked some more.”


    Joseph put a bare arm around her shoulders and drew her into his room.


    “Come inside, Somerset. I can’t win her back tonight anyway.”


    ***

  


  




  

Chapter 5


    Joseph gave Somerset his robe for warmth and put her in the chair by the window. He poured her a bracing drink, lit the second lamp, and searched to no avail for his shirt. He grabbed a rag from his bureau and mopped at all her oozing scratches. Then he found some salve for them without having to wake Tuck or Jim for it. He was so distracted that he became more mobile, and Somerset knew he would be miserable in the morning for all of the free movements he was making. Somerset wouldn’t believe anything unusual happened except for the rumpled unmade bed across the room. Each time she saw the sheets hanging from the foot of the bed, she took a swig of her drink and tried to keep her eyes trained on the window.


    “What happened to you?” asked Joseph.


    “I went to the cemetery tonight. I went on foot instead of taking a horse and I fell in the road a few times. I was in a hurry and wasn’t paying attention. I’m dirtier than I am hurt.”


    Joseph refreshed his drink and dragged a chair over to hers.


    “They were saying you were ill last night.”


    “I’m not ill. I just let them think I am.”


    “I’ve done that before. I’ll be doing that in the morning.”


    “I didn’t know Fairlee was in here. I promise I wasn’t spying on you. I needed to talk to you about some difficult subjects—I still do—and she just happened to be in here.”


    “Now I’m guessing you want to talk about me.”


    “No. Yes. I need to talk about me, too, but I can’t pretend I didn’t just walk in on the scandal of Century Grove.”


    Joseph’s smile was rueful.


    “You’ve been through plenty, but you don’t know a scandal when you see it. Fairlee and I? All of that is old news. You found out tonight so it’s sensational to you. That is all.”


    “How long have the two of you been doing this?”


    “Always. Since before the war. I told you she was a feisty woman with opinions about everything. She just thinks differently about some matters than you do.”


    “You were being crass to her, Joseph.”


    “She was provoking me. She wants me to change. I don’t want to change, and I’m not going to, either. The argument that she and I had? It isn’t so different from any other we’ve had over the years. After I came home, the arguing became worse. She wants to improve everything, even matters that I hold are just fine. She wants me to talk about all the killing I did, the killing everyone else did. She wants me to blather about my miserable experience in Elmira. She wants me to stop drinking. It really is as simple as I don’t want to and so I won’t. So she went off in a pet. It seems dramatic to you, but I’m accustomed to that behavior from her. In a few months she’ll be writing again and in a few more months, she’ll be back in my bed.”


    “You sound as though you’ve made up your mind that she’s only worth one thing,” observed Somerset.


    “No, no,” protested Joseph. “I love her. I’m being blunt, though, by stating that we have a pattern. Falling into each other’s arms and then needing distance is a part of that pattern. I respect Fairlee and she respects me. Oh, don’t give me that look. It’s true. I wish you had married Eric before he died so you would understand. Mother has tried to make us all believe that love is acquiring a surname better than your own and that’s wrong. “


    “No wonder you have no interest in Ivy.”


    “She is beautiful, of course, in her own way, but in the end, I don’t want to be with someone who has no thought beyond being loved by me. She’s delicate and vulnerable. Ivy will always be genteel, decorous. I want to be with someone fully alive and in the moment—even if I have to suffer for it a little or, in my case, quite a bit.”


    “You could get Fairlee in trouble. Then what?”


    Joseph grinned.


    “It wouldn’t be the worst scenario, sister. She would probably marry me if she wound up in trouble.”


    Somerset digested the idea while she finished her drink.


    “Enough about me.” Joseph gingerly rubbed his affected leg. “You said we needed to talk about a difficult subject. What sent you out into the cemetery at the witching hour?”


    “I had a nightmare.”


    “Did you? I seldom go visiting cemeteries at night after a nightmare. Why don’t you elaborate on this business?”


    “I’ve tried to find new love, Joseph, but something is wrong there. The man I’ve fallen for is pulling away from me. He’s distant, aloof, and withdrawn. So I’ve been thinking about the first time I lost someone I care about.”


    “Eric.”


    “Yes, Eric. I went to see Eric. The pain I’ve lived with since losing him shattered me and I reassembled myself to move on. I think about the happy bright girl who was and can hardly reconcile her with this cautious, guarded woman who exists now. The point is that I’m full of doubts. It’s enough to make me wonder if I’m sabotaging my happiness because I have so many questions about and hold onto the past. I know you don’t do things you don’t want to do, but I need your help, Joseph. I need us to talk about Eric without you getting angry.”


    Joseph stood and turned to the window with a set face. Somerset saw dread in it but also compassion.


    “I’ll make a deal with you since you’ve been open-minded and accepting tonight about my intimate life, which you, no doubt, find appalling.”


    “Yes?”


    “We will talk tonight and I’ll answer your questions so long as you honor one condition.”


    “What is it?”


    “After our conversation, I want you to leave me alone about it, never speak of it again. I try to live in the present, Somerset. The girls, the liquor, drowning myself in manual labor—it all goes to serve a purpose. I don’t need to live in the past. I don’t want to think about the hundreds of people I’ve killed, and I don’t want to think about how I’ve lost someone I should have been able to save. I don’t need to think about rotting in Elmira or how I nearly died when someone clubbed me over the head or when a tree fell on me. You and Fairlee are more alike than you give yourself credit for, my dear. The only difference is that you aren’t pushing to change me for my health. You accept me warts and all. So, what will it be? If I talk to you tonight, will you leave me alone about it afterwards?”


    “I’ll leave you alone about it forever, Joseph. Just answer my questions and don’t treat me like you think I’m a hysterical female.”


    “Fair enough. You have a deal.”


    Somerset settled back in her chair, tugging his robe around her and knotting the sash. She sought a conversational thread for an easy starting point. She didn’t want to begin with an idea that made him feel pressured from the start.


    “We talked about this when you returned, but I want to revisit the story of what happened the day Eric died.”


    “Go ahead.”


    “I need to hear what happened, Joseph. I want a summary of the events when you all were ambushed.”


    Joseph reached behind him on the console and grabbed a cigar. He lit it with expert knack and cracked the window behind him, exhaling smoke in its general direction.


    “We were on a mission on the Chickamauga. We’d gotten some information through one of our spies that Rosencrans was constructing something monumental on the Chickamauga. Initially we scouted out the area and hoped to find high-ranking officials within shooting range. Assassinating a general for the enemy camp seemed thrilling to all of us and also a good way to demolish any battle plans for the enemy side.


    “Needless to say, we didn’t find any generals, but we did run across some enemy scouts. They were familiarizing themselves well with the area and drawing up plans for a barricade. We thought they would be easy pickings. They weren’t, though. We lost them a humiliating number of times in the hills. Looking back I see it was part of the trap. Their appearances deceived us. As young and inexperienced as they were, as loud and uninhibited as they were, they should have been easy to kill. We didn’t know we were being set up.


    “They were bait in an intelligent game, and we were being herded like mindless cattle. Those scouts would pop up at the base of a foothill and disappear again at the start of a bluff only to reappear again at a stream. It went on and on. It was the only time we were taken in by someone smarter than we were. We had grown arrogant and careless by that time, Somerset. We thought we were unstoppable. Although those men were no one important and their work was only of minimal importance in the long run, we refused to let them go. It would be easy to blame Theodore for continuing to track them because he was our leader, but we all wanted them dead. We imagined ourselves as foxes stalking rabbits, but it was actually the other way around.”


    Joseph stood and reached for the decanter behind him. He thought better of it, and as if deciding he needed to be completely sober, he shook his head and returned it to its base.


    “We got to a point where we split up far apart in order to get a better scope of view and a better chance of killing them. I think they planned that for us, too. Sawyer and I climbed a tree. Theodore went up on a ridge far above us all where he could see everyone. Eric stayed concealed on the ground. By all accounts we had them surrounded, and Eric was well within shooting distance. He gave his signal to Theodore, and by then Theodore had seen the other men so he cautioned Eric to wait. We couldn’t see what he saw and were confused. The two scouts started walking as if back to camp and they were coming right at Eric. Theodore was trying to figure out how to remedy the situation, how to take out the enemies before they could kill us. He kept ignoring Eric’s call and Eric wound up in a situation where it became kill or die. Eric and I killed the scouts cleanly, one shot each. Then there was shooting everywhere. There weren’t two men. There were five. One was up high with Theodore and two were in the trees facing the tree Sawyer and I were in. Theodore took care of the soldier on the ridge, but by then Eric was shot. Sawyer and I killed the troops in the trees. Sawyer was worse positioned on his branch than I was. When he fired his gun, the recoil knocked him to the ground. He was unconscious for a time although he was fine. I leapt to the ground and started running at Eric, and Theodore started descending from his post.


    “I was sitting vigil with Eric when someone tried to kill me by hacking off the back of my skull with a rifle butt. It unnerves me to think he was so close to me that he couldn’t afford to make the noise to try to shoot. I guess it was lucky for me. By the time I was conscious again, Theodore and Sawyer were putting me on a makeshift stretcher, and it wasn’t long before I was back at Orchard Rest for a couple of months to recuperate.”


    Joseph changed his mind and took the decanter from the console again. He didn’t bother with the glass. He swigged directly from the pretty cut-glass receptacle. Somerset held out her glass for more, and he refilled it, liquor sloshing to the brim.


    “I don’t know who was behind the plot to take us out. There is a sixth man out there who knows more than I do, but I doubt he thinks much about it. Those days were war times and more went on than met the eye. He likely doesn’t remember our names. Someone was very familiar with our habits, the way we worked. I get some grim satisfaction that we were being plotted against and still managed to take out five men. I do pity those two young scouts. They probably thought they were going to come out of the situation unscathed and with promotions, but whoever cast them as bait knew they would wind up dead. It’s sad. Eric is lost forever and I nearly died. Theodore and Sawyer could have died, too. So much loss, all in the name of states’ rights, slavery, and a whole host of arguments that don’t help any of us now.


    “The rest you know, Somerset. We’ve lived it together, more or less.”


    Somerset drained her glass and watched the night breeze whip Blanche’s curtains into a frenzy. She knew the rest as thoroughly as most priests knew their catechisms. Things turned unfortunate in a hurry after the ambush and they had never really been able to reclaim lost ground.


    Joseph spent two months in a hospital recovering from a head wound. He spent two months at Orchard Rest and then returned to the front, only to be captured and shipped to Elmira Prison. He’d starved and been disciplined in every way imaginable. Theodore and Sawyer waited for him in New York to accompany him home after his release.


    Theodore was already a married man with a family. He returned to Charleston and ran a profitable indigo foundry. Somerset was never his pet after he married Amelia, but she seldom gave him much thought beyond her mother’s obsessive love for him. Helen and Theodore were members of a world she had never taken part in. Somerset did not know what it meant to be young and wealthy or to have every wish fulfilled all because of one’s name. She found it appropriate that she had grown close to Joseph and Victoria while her two oldest siblings were vague impressions of people, almost like characters in a novel.


    Sawyer met her in Atlanta, sacrificing a furlough, when he passed her at the depot when he was slated to return home. He spent two weeks searching through the wounded with her, making sure she ate, and otherwise protecting her in a time when the town went into upheaval. They inquired at jails, searched cemeteries, and sorted through the dead on battlefields only to come up empty-handed. Somerset kissed him at a moment when her emotions were verging on the hysterical, but he was a gentleman about it and never brought it up again until years later when they fell in love.


    Yes, she knew it all. The story he had told her before was as familiar to her as any nursery story she was told as a child because she never stopped replaying it in her mind. As the alcohol burned within her tender stomach, she felt her thoughts shifting and her tongue loosening.


    “Thank you for telling me all that again,” she said. “I need to bring something up to you, though, something I’ve never said. This is the part where I’m afraid of what you’ll think of me.”


    “After this night, I fail to see where you would fear judgment from me. What is it?”


    “Could Eric still be alive out there?”


    “No.” Joseph’s answer was confident.


    “There was no body, Joseph. His grave is empty. Doesn’t that strike you as odd?”


    “There are lots of empty graves in this country now, Somerset. Lots of bodies never made it home.”


    “I don’t see it that way. Why did Eric’s body disappear while you were left to die? There were four of you together, and two of you were dead from any man’s reasonable perspective. Sawyer was knocked out from his fall. Theodore had to run down the ridge for quite a stretch to even get to his rope to make it down. There were the two of you lying dead together in the brush, and only Eric’s body disappeared. He might have dragged himself to safety. He could have forgotten who he was and wound up in a new life anywhere. He might be in a home for veterans or he might be out west somewhere. Think how many men started over in the west. He could have even been captured and taken to prison and died there. The possibilities are disturbing. All I know is that my darling’s body is not here and I would be amiss not to ask why.”


    “I understand your perspective, Somerset, but listen to mine. There was only one other man involved in the ambush. He knocked my head in. He wouldn’t possibly have been able to drag off both of us in the time it took Theodore to get down and Sawyer to come to consciousness. So it strikes me as a little personal. Eric was the first of our party to be injured and only his body disappeared. I don’t mean to intimate that we all have a dark enemy out there and we should all fear for our safety. What I mean is that whoever murdered him probably did it in retribution for a kill Eric made. Some wealthy socialite or powerful officer lost a husband or brother to Eric and decided that he would have to die as payment. A lot of things happened to enemy bodies in those days. We don’t really want or need to know.”


    “You were hit before you could see him die. You don’t know that he died.”


    “He had a terrible wound, a neck wound—I’ve told you. People who get shot in the neck die. They bleed to death or their neck is broken. They don’t survive and go on to reconstruct a meaningful life. Let’s say he did survive and crawled away into the river. It snowed that day. The temperatures were dropping while we were out fighting for our lives. He would have died from exposure to the elements.”


    Somerset shook her head.


    “You haven’t examined all the angles, Joseph. You admitted that it seemed a little personal to you. What if whoever shot him wanted Eric alive? He might have been taken in for questioning to learn more about your sniping practices. He might have died in custody or been sent to a prison. It struck me as bizarre when you were the only one out of the group who was captured and sent to prison. What if you were captured based on what Eric said about you to the enemy? Maybe he didn’t have the enemy. Perhaps you did.”


    “That is a fanciful but intelligent hypothesis,” agreed Joseph. “I’ll say something to refute it, though. Maybe it was far more personal than I can grasp. Maybe it was me who had the enemy after all. You’re concerned with whether Eric is alive and the answer is no. He would have died in captivity quickly. Even if he was only taken to prison, his odds were slim to none. I don’t talk about prison for a reason. If it can kill a healthy man, it will eat up a wounded man before anyone knows he’s there.”


    “But if you all were of interest to the United States government—”


    Joseph threw up a hand.


    “Somerset, good grief! We weren’t that important. The armies on both sides were full of snipers like us. I know we wrote home and made it sound adventurous and grand like something out of a dime novel. Believe me, sometimes it was, but shooting a gun is shooting a gun and the fate of the Confederacy didn’t rest on our shoulders. I know Theodore polished up the stories so that you girls felt like we were powerful, but he really only said those things to keep you from worrying so hard about us. He thought you’d all have time enough to grieve if something really happened and didn’t want you so distracted you couldn’t function when you had animal husbandry and crop planting to learn.”


    “Fine,” she acquiesced, “but what if he is alive in a hospital for veterans or someone’s home? He might be so addled he doesn’t know who he is. He might be in a bed, unable to move and dreaming of home.”


    Joseph rubbed his finger along the rim of his glass so that it began to sing. He looked thoughtful, as if he was weighing every word before he placed it in his sentence for effect. It was a long time before he spoke again, and when he did so he spoke to give all of his words due measure.


    “I’ll say it again. People don’t usually survive the type of wound Eric received. Let’s say you’re correct, and there was an ulterior motive at play. Let’s assume that he went to prison for questioning by the U.S. government.”


    Joseph stood up and turned so that his back was on full display. He held the lamp so that the rosy light reflected on a multitude of scars that Somerset averted her eyes from. She’d always suspected he’d been flogged. The scars on his back attested to the fact. There were indentations and gouges as deep as two of her fingers held together. There was scar tissue woven into scar tissue in a pattern so grotesque that he was covered in a flesh tapestry of his own suffering. She made a noise of revulsion before she thought. Joseph topped her glass off again.


    “It was outlawed supposedly, but I’ve been flogged,” said Joseph, replacing the lamp and reclining once more. “I’ve been flogged, bucked and gagged, and before they released me, they branded me. I’ve starved. I’ve slept in a rank bed with corpses, and I’ve slept in my own filth. I’ve had dysentery and the measles. Prison was the longest year of my life, and I’ll never be imprisoned again.


    “I’m telling you this because I want to you to know some things, and I want you to hold them at the center of your being. I try on a daily basis to survive my past. You see me as your handsome, dashing older brother, the mischievous one who likes his fun. I play the part because it keeps me from settling back into my coarse nature. Drink keeps me in the present. Hard work helps me know that I am useful and haven’t been completely degraded. If prison did all of this to me and they ultimately released me, can you imagine what they did to Eric if your theory is correct?


    “I’m telling you to take a good, hard look at who I am and accept that if he is out there somewhere, you don’t want him. If he’s alive after any of the outcomes you suggested, then he truly loves you because he had sense enough not to come home.


    “None of it is true, though. I’d wager this wounded leg that I’m so wild to keep that he’s dead. You’ll come out of this better if you blindly believe it. I know you wish there was a body. So do I. One isn’t going to turn up.


    “I want you to go to bed and think about what a good man loved you. He was true to you in every way. I’m wild about Fairlee and I can’t say the same. Most women can’t boast the type of love that you had. It might not be enough for you now, but it’s far more than most get. You aren’t ruined like Victoria, and you aren’t a drunk like me. You still have a chance. You can go into Mother’s annals a raging social success.


    “I don’t know about this man you love now, but I’m not completely out of tune with women. I have my guesses. Don’t debase yourself by begging to be with any man who doesn’t want to be with you. As Mother would say, you’re a Forrest and a Marshall, and that counts for something. Don’t tell her I agreed with her, please. We’ll blame it on the liquor just this once. If you’re curious if I know anything about the sudden change of interest, no, I don’t. I also am not going to get involved so don’t ask.”


    Somerset rose from her seat. She grabbed the console, finding herself swaying on her feet. The full effects of the alcohol were settling in and she got the dim impression she should go drink some water. She hoped Cleo or Bess had a pitcher in her room.


    “I’ll think about everything you said tonight if I can remember it all in the morning,” she said, her words sounding thick. “Thank you for listening to me, for treating me like an equal whose thoughts matter. I don’t know if I’ll come to agree with you on every point, but you’ve given me plenty of information. I loved him. I still do. He’d go to the ends of the earth for me. Why shouldn’t I do the same for him?”


    Joseph went to reply but, realizing he wasn’t certain who exactly she was speaking of, he passed over the remarks. He limped across the room on a damaged leg that was starting to show the full extent of pain he felt and held the door open for her.


    “I want you to remember our deal,” he said and she weaved passed him into the hall. “I talked to you man to man like you wanted, when I prefer to go forward not backward. I’ll never speak of it again. Don’t ask. I want you to leave me alone about it. The war, the day Eric died, Elmira, all these ideas you’ve troubled yourself with—none of them will change any of our circumstances now. Get up tomorrow and live a day that you’d be proud of instead of trying to please everyone around you. I’ve played that game and I was never happy at the end of the day. Just remember, I’m not talking about it anymore.”


    He shut the door against her and left her standing in the dark hall. The emptiness of his words reverberated in her chest. She saw the murky blue light beginning to tinge the edges of the draperies and retreated to her own quarters but did not sleep.


    ***

  


  




  

Chapter 6


    Fairlee’s engagement ring arrived at Orchard Rest by the end of the week. No note or return address accompanied it. Somerset knew this spiteful event never happened before in seven years of courtship. He took the news better than Somerset guessed he would. When Franklin put the square box into Joseph’s palm, Joseph didn’t bother to open it. He tested the weight of the box in his open hand, and he turned and gave the ring to Blanche.


    The gesture moved Somerset in a visceral way. Not only was Fairlee unwilling to reconcile, Joseph wasn’t invested enough in her anymore to try.


    Somerset watched a gamut of emotions flicker over Blanche’s face. She opened the box as though she could console herself by finding it empty, but the pear-shaped dark blue sapphire Thomas presented her with as a girl resided lonely in its cushioned home. She snapped the box closed, and for a moment Somerset feared she would devastate her son. His head was already bowed as if imagining the coming slights.


    “I tried, Mother. I tried to get her to marry me.”


    “I’m not worried about it,” said Blanche, the corners of her captivating eyes crinkling with good will. “I wouldn’t have a woman in the family who passed over one of my sons. I never liked that cheap little girl. If she changes her mind—and I’m certain she will—she won’t be getting my ring back. The next one can come from a general store. She won’t know the difference.”


    Joseph’s shoulders rose at least four inches, and he walked to the back yard where he was taking care of Blanche’s poultry duties until he had the strength to make it all the way to the barn and care for the horses.


    Blanche began to boil water for tea.


    “What happened this time?” she asked. She sounded distressed instead of enraged.


    Somerset thought and came up with no answer, true or otherwise.


    “Mother, I think they deserve each other, and I don’t know why they keep breaking it off.”


    “I’m used to our Joseph not doing things the time-honored way, but I did think matters were going to work out this time. I won’t allow myself to be grieved over it. I think her a nasty piece of work, but it’s insulting that she dropped him the way that she did. I admit that I didn’t want them living under my roof, the one place in the world where I find peace above all others. Joseph wouldn’t have tolerated them living under Evelyn Buchanan’s roof for an instant, and Evelyn wouldn’t have enjoyed having her stepdaughter living there. It did leave them at loose ends for a place to live. Maybe it’s for the best, but I feel slighted.”


    “He takes things harder than he lets on,” added Somerset, “and while I don’t think as ill of Fairlee as you do, I’d rather see him with someone less spirited.”


    Somerset thought of Ivy, whose ears must be ringing as she waited for news of Joseph and Fairlee. She longed to let her know that Fairlee had departed, but it would only serve to get her hopes up. It would be far better to let her know just how complex the relationship between the disjoined couple was, but there was no breaking Joseph’s trust.


    “Things in a marriage are easier when one person is mild-mannered,” observed Blanche, more to herself than anyone, as she began to steep her tea.


    Somerset recognized that Blanche was speaking of Thomas and deemed fit to make a conversational noise. He let Blanche have things her way as a matter of course. It was simple when he was never home. He was busy trying to reclaim the steamboat business that her daddy had been cheated out of in a different world in Baton Rouge. The affair followed on the heels of Blanche losing her brother Theodore, a man so rich in Marshall looks and brilliance, that Somerset’s own brother, Teddie, would never begin to measure up to him—a galling idea when one considered how Blanche prized her eldest child. Thomas seemed to live to right the wrongs of Blanche’s grim youth.


    Most of the handsomeness of his youth was tempered by the end of middle age. His dark hair was thin and his brown face starting to line. He was a lean man, never eating or sleeping much, with thoughtful hazel eyes that were passed down to all the children except Somerset and Theodore. He was around Orchard Rest more when she was a child but she barely remembered anything about him from childhood, and she was hard-pressed to recall a conversation between them since the war ended. She recognized he must be intelligent and hardworking to be successful prewar and to rise above the hardships of Reconstruction, but his silence and distance made him a stranger. She supposed when the competing person in the home was Blanche, it was easy to be eclipsed in memories.


    Somerset wanted to hear the story of Thomas’s proposal to Blanche, but her mother was not a woman who as a matter of habit talked about her youth. The luster of her eyes and the gentle set of her mouth told Somerset that she was reminiscing and she sought to get her to tell her stories out loud. The tale of Thomas’s proposal was a mix of the romantic and macabre, a story made for the society pages of big newspapers but best forgotten.


    “Joseph is twenty-seven and not settled,” said Somerset. “How old were you when you married, Mother?”


    “Sixteen.”


    “Papa was on holiday and came to Baton Rouge to see you.”


    “No. We never courted in Virginia although Thomas wished for it. Our families were old friends, and our mothers were visiting. The entire Forrest family came with Mrs. Forrest. To see their faces was something. You would have thought they landed on another continent, it looked so foreign and foreboding to them.” Blanche’s laugh reminded Somerset of flickering butterfly wings.


    “Everything went wrong on that visit,” pressed Somerset. “What happened?”


    Blanche’s eyes were filmed with a faraway nostalgia that made her eyes resemble blue ice as she looked back over the troublesome, cheating years.


    “Our mothers were good friends, but they also despised each other,” she said as she sipped her tea. “You don’t have friends of that nature because you’ve been sheltered out here from the brittle shellac of society living. With competing successful tobacco plantations, one was always looking to outdo the other. When my father, Admiral Marshall, announced he was moving us to pursue the steamboat business, Miriam Forrest was ecstatic. Richmond would finally be her sole hobby. The sewing circles, the church groups, the gardening clubs would be her children to do with as she wished.”


    “What happened?”


    “They came to visit us after a few years, mostly for amusement, I think, but everywhere Miriam looked made her envious. She didn’t realize that we didn’t sell the Marsh in Richmond. We sublet it for a time and made a profit on it. The Admiral’s success in Louisiana turned her hateful with jealousy. Mother is a domineering, pragmatic woman who can carve out a fruitful life on a slab of marble if she chooses, and when Miriam saw Somerset Manor she became petulant. She couldn’t be satisfied with Brightleaf Manor anymore. She wanted everything that Honor had, and she cursed the Admiral’s ingenuity each night as she paced the guest rooms of Somerset Manor. She emasculated Edward Forrest when she tantrumed each night about the money Mother and Pa spent, the dresses we wore, and the table we set. She demanded that he provide her with the same standard of living. He was cracked after decades of her venomous tirades, and he came up with a way to take Marshall Steam.”


    “What did he do?” asked Somerset. She knew the story. It was sewn on her heart, but it sounded better when told by the woman who lived it.


    “Pa was in the middle of making improvements to his ships and going through the local banks to get loans. Edward offered him the money at lower interest rates, and not long after Pa accepted, he called in the loans. It was obvious that Pa had been cheated, but there was nothing to be done about. We lost Marshall Steam but not Somerset Manor. Miriam was irate to learn it was paid for in cash on the day we laid the final stone.”


    Somerset wrapped her shawl around herself and snuggled deeper into her corner of the settee.


    “It was worse than that,” she said. “What happened next?”


    “Oh, next.” Blanche shook her head. “What happened next compounded the nightmare and set everything in motion up to this day.


    “My brothers and I took the Forrests’ children out boating while Edward was calling in Papa’s loans. We were around the same ages and we’d been in the same circles in Richmond. Thomas was there with his dashing brother Gentry and his sisters, Millicent and Muriel. We dined on the deck of the largest Marshall steamboat while we paddled down the Mississippi. I can’t tell this story without tasting the meal: roast quail with Bess’s mother’s fig preserves. I haven’t eaten any to this day and figs used to symbolize home to me.”


    “I remember you didn’t like Pa.”


    Blanche laughed.


    “Oh, he was handsome in his observant, unassuming way. Thomas was on the fringe of things. I had eyes for Gentry. Gentry was daring and his hazel eyes used to singe the lace on my basque, he’d look so hard at me. Gentry was a madcap, always telling the most outrageous jokes and squiring so many girls that a handful were always exasperated with him. He caused more duels than anyone I’ve ever known, come to think of it.”


    “He sounds like Joseph.”


    “I never thought of that, but yes, some of our Joseph came from Gentry. I spent the entire boat ride trying to impress Gentry with everything the Admiral was doing with his industry. It makes me angry to think of it now. He was old enough to know what Edward was doing. He lapped up our hospitality that day even though he was aware his family was sending us to Purgatory.


    “After we dined, Muriel went to the railing to admire the view. She was silly and shallow, but she was always dressed like a color plate out of Godey’s. Her wardrobe made Mother’s look conservative. Muriel went to the railing hoping to attract Theodore and when she looked over her bare shoulder at him, she slipped on a slimy patch in her ridiculous shoes and fell under the railing into the water.”


    “He tried to save her.” Somerset pulled the shawl up to her chin and gripped it as though she could ward off the chill creeping over her body.


    “Theodore stripped off his suit before the rest of us could finish our cries of alarm.” Blanche’s voice purred with pride. “He swam better than the fishmongers at the wharfs or the sea captains on their vessels. He was a golden boomerang as he dove into the water. Only he didn’t return.”


    The impact of Blanche’s ending thudded between Somerset’s shoulders with the same brutality as the kick of a rifle or a blow on the back. She’d heard the story from Blanche only once before, but she hoped the ending would be different this time. Blanche’s eyes were dry and distant as she paused to drink her tea.


    “He didn’t come back,” echoed Somerset.


    “No, he didn’t. Thomas dove into the water and rescued Muriel while your Uncle David lowered the dinghy, and all the servants combed the waters for Theodore. We never found him. I can’t fathom a watery grave as the final home for that boy. He belonged in the family crypt with carved marble and boughs of roses over him.”


    “Anything might have happened to him,” said Somerset. “He might have hit his head when he dove or broken his neck when he hit the water. He could have been caught up in the current from the paddlewheel.”


    “The fish got him in the end,” Blanche said. “We never found him. He might have changed everything, been a general in the war or became president of the Confederacy. So much hope squandered. So much potential lost. All because a pretty girl in high heels wanted him for herself.”


    “Wait a minute!” cried Somerset. “Why wasn’t there a lawsuit or a duel challenge? Why have I never heard about the Admiral demanding justice?”


    Blanche’s lips pressed fine.


    “He demanded justice. He roared like a wounded bull when he lost Marshall Steam and challenged Edward. They were to fire once at twenty paces. The Admiral’s pistol jammed, and he was unable to signal before Edward got him through the collarbone. Don’t you remember the way he used to hold his left arm?”


    Somerset couldn’t.


    “The authorities showed up and they both spent time in the jailhouse for disorderly conduct. Pa wasn’t satisfied, but he owned Somerset Manor and all of the Marsh. He announced that he was going back to tobacco farming. With the exception of Miriam, the Forrests were too much objects of hate to ever go home, and the Admiral lost his tobacco competition forever. He made up every penny he ever lost. The Forrests remained in Baton Rouge. I’ve heard that Muriel couldn’t leave the safety of their house because of public sentiment against her. Those were wild, dark days and the people of Baton Rouge thought someone should die to atone for Theodore. Miriam fled to Brightleaf Manor. It seems she didn’t care for money and nice new things so much as the ability to queen herself over everyone else. She found plenty of ways to spend Pa’s hard-earned money, though she was ostracized everywhere she went.”


    “Then Pa proposed to you.” Somerset clapped.


    “Your pa did something that has turned into storybook lore. He said that if I would marry him, he’d sever all ties with his family and work toward regaining what we lost one day. The only catch was that he didn’t want to live in Louisiana or Virginia. He thought separation would give us room to heal. We were homeless for a year. We roamed across the South, staying with my cousins and family friends. Then we found Century Grove and Orchard Rest was finished just in time to have Theodore.”


    Yes, that was the story. Blanche and Thomas settled in time enough to bring Teddie into the world, a throwback to the first Theodore. He would never be as handsome, accomplished, or intelligent as the original, but he brought healing to a damaged girl. Somerset wondered if Thomas felt he’d received a good exchange for all he gave up. Blanche might be beautiful, but she was so particular, spoiled, and temperamental that she couldn’t help but think he had been taken in by her attractive veneer. She could admit he was selfless and brave, but she didn’t know quite what to think of her mother accepting him after all his family did. She wasn’t sure selflessness and bravery were adequate compensation for all that was lost by the wayside.


    “I hoped things would work out for Joseph. I’ve thought the love of a good woman might help to ease his burdens since he left New York. I was ill with grief when I married your papa, and I think his care was all that got me through Theodore’s death.”


    Somerset latched onto the conversation. Blanche seldom brought up those painful early days.


    “Do you ever hear from Uncle David? It’s been the longest time since you mentioned him.”


    “David? He lives in Richmond with all the rest of the Marshalls.”


    “I’ve never met him.”


    “You haven’t? Well, David is different. He keeps to himself a bit more than most of the family. He must take a bit more after Mother’s side, reserved. David also puts me a little in mind of our Joseph. He wants to be part of the picture, just not necessarily in it, so to speak. He distanced himself after dear Theodore drowned. He’s independent, intelligent, and has too much wit. He owns banks in Richmond.”


    “Do you ever see him?”


    “We cross paths sometimes when I visit Virginia.” Blanche put her cup down again. “Somerset, I plan on taking a trip home soon. I meant to go earlier in the year but Joseph’s unfortunate accident delayed me. I think it’s the perfect time for you and me to make a long visit.”


    “Oh?”


    “Yes. Mother is failing fast and I should check in on her more often than I do in these fragile days. You like Richmond, don’t you?”


    “Not as well as I like the Manor,” said Somerset.


    “Ah, well. We were just at the Manor last summer. We have plenty of time to summer there but not many seasons left to honor your grandmother.”


    “I should stay and nurse Joseph. I’m the only family member with nursing experience. Dr. Harlow says it’s touch and go. He might become septic at any time. He isn’t dependable about cleaning the wounds.”


    “He’s well enough that you can show Cleo or Bess how to manage.”


    Somerset sat in her chair with the sensation of smothering. She looked out the window and predicted the direction the conversation was about to take. She had no recourse. She dug her fingernails into the hard shiny leather of the armrests and counted in her head to try to calm herself. When she looked back at Blanche, her mother was smiling in a relaxed manner, the picture of tranquility.


    “Let’s talk more about it, dear. I think you’ll like what I have to say.”


    Somerset said nothing.


    “I don’t just worry about Joseph. I worry about you as well,” continued Blanche in a friendly, conspiratorial tone. “I think it’s high time we put you in the path of some gentleman who has the means to give you the life you dream of having. Richmond is full of young men who are showing promise in their careers and most have breeding like yours. You’re twenty-three, Somerset.”


    “I know my age, Mother.”


    “Well, people are starting to talk. Here you sit in all your beauty without a husband to speak of. We can get you married, sweetheart. You won’t have to be lonely a day longer.”


    “I’m not lonely, I promise. I have Ivy, Joseph, and Victoria to keep me company, and I’m so busy minding the kitchen and the rest of Orchard Rest that I never have a moment to think of being lonely.”


    “Don’t you think I know that? You’ve been terribly busy doing your part to keep this ramshackle old place up and running, and we love you for it. Still, wouldn’t it be nice to have a grand house with plenty of servants and help while you organized luncheons and committee meetings with your friends?”


    “I’ve gotten used to the way things are. I’m content. I like hosting dinners for our neighbors, and I’m gaining skill at making all of our clothing. I may nurse again. Who knows? I know you don’t understand, but there’s something to working with others. There’s a whole world beyond Orchard Rest.”


    Blanche looked at her with a mixed expression as if she didn’t know whether to believe Somerset or whether she should be angry that Somerset wasn’t dying to be the subject of matchmaking in one of the greatest cities in the country.


    “Nursing.” Blanche waved her hand and dismissed the idea.


    Blanche crossed the parlor and removed the gilt mirror beside the hat rack. She brought it over to Somerset and, standing behind her, she held it in front of her face so they could both see.


    “Look at your face,” she said. “There was a time in my life where I would have done anything to have a face like yours, and I was recognized as an outstanding beauty. Helen could have gotten by nicely if she only resembled you in passing. You inherited everything worth having from the Marshalls and Forrests. Look at those wide blue eyes. Look at those high slanting cheekbones and that full red mouth. I’ve never seen such a smile when you really mean it, but you’re twenty-three years old. Your looks will fade soon. You can’t stay hidden here in the country and become an old maid, Somerset. Times have changed but our people haven’t.”


    Somerset closed her eyes so that Blanche would take away the looking glass.


    “You changed,” she retorted. “You lost the family member you love most and you changed. You got married and moved here to the middle of nowhere. Until all of your children came of age, you were happy, too.”


    “I did. I did what was best for me at the time instead of looking at the big picture. I should have listened to Mother. She was harsh but correct about these things, and you need to listen to me about them. There isn’t anyone left in Century Grove who can give you adequate prospects or you’d be engaged by now.”


    Somerset didn’t know which direction to take the argument. She couldn’t say she was engaged. She hadn’t spoken alone with Sawyer in weeks. Bringing up the subject of her engagement would only serve to embroil her in matters further. The only thing she knew to do was to go to Sawyer and tell him how Blanche planned to take her to Richmond to find a husband. She didn’t think it would change anything. Sawyer would be relieved that he wasn’t throwing her over, that she had other chances awaiting her.


    Blanche looked her over, curiosity waking in her eyes.


    “You have some suitors, I’ve noticed. Are you spoken for?”


    “No. I do care for one of them, though.”


    “Who is it?”


    “It doesn’t matter, Mother. If I’m not spoken for, it doesn’t amount to anything.”


    “Don’t only think of yourself, child. Think of your family. If you make the right match, we’ll all grow old in comfort and style.”


    “Yes.”


    “I wish you wouldn’t look as if I’m trying to punish you. I’m trying to give you a great gift. I want all of my daughters to be well taken care of. I don’t want you to know empty stomachs again or wear makeshift dresses for the rest of your lives. I want you to luxuriate in finery.”


    Somerset grasped the only rebuttal she could.


    “You say you want all of your daughters to be well taken care of. What about Victoria? If I stay here where most people know or have guessed the truth, most any husband I choose would let her and Warren come live with us. That isn’t so in Richmond. You couldn’t even bring yourself to write home about Warren. They don’t know he exists! What are we going to say about him there? That he’s yours? If he was yours, you would have written family about him. They’ll just think it odd that you had a baby and didn’t tell them. Victoria is never going to leave him no matter how much you wish he is your son. I have to think of her before I think of myself in this matter.”


    Blanche’s face went ivory under the heavy waves of thick blond hair, and Somerset steeled herself against a verbal attack or a slap.


    “That’s true,” she acknowledged. “I’m going to have to make a new plan in order to take care of her. Somerset, women have been having babies since the dawn of time, and that makes babies easy to explain away. People accept falsehoods when they don’t want to embrace the truth. If I can’t buy her a husband here, I can send her west to get one. Westerners aren’t fastidious about the details as we are, but maybe it won’t come to that situation. If you make a successful marriage, I can afford her with a nice enough dowry that someone here will take her and Warren—maybe a widower. She’s a pretty girl, young and sweet. It won’t be as hard as you worry it will be if we both apply ourselves.”


    “Mother, I wish you’d leave well enough alone. It’s too much pressure to have the hopes of the entire family riding on my marriage. If you miss Richmond life, why don’t we just go back and visit more? You could be part of it all again if you made your presence felt.”


    “No, I’ve been gone too long. People like to admire me from afar, but they don’t actually want to let me into their sacred clubs and teas. Thomas still doesn’t care for Richmond, and for all I know, his mother is still alive there. You have a chance, though, to get everything you’ve ever wanted, and I’m going to help you get it. I’m going to take care of Victoria, don’t worry. It shouldn’t matter so much to you if you have no attachments here, Somerset. You’re so resistant to my ideas that I can’t help but wonder.”


    Somerset felt a headache coming on. Her temples throbbed, and she felt her pulse flickering like a rattlesnake’s tail as she shifted in her chair. There was no escaping the constant demands, the relentless pursuit to be more than she was, and the promise of tedium over a wave of long, dull years. The argument was constant: she was beautiful, but she was growing old and needed to secure a position before her chances were lost. It never ended, this need to be the best at everything, to trump everyone when there was nothing left to surpass because they were all broke. She was tired of tradition and the notion that she must live up to the Manor, the Marshalls, the Grove, Theodore, and Richmond.


    “Don’t you ever get tired of wanting more?” she asked. “It’s tiresome, this always striving to be the best. You’ve come full circle, Mother. You left Richmond for Baton Rouge and then you wound up in the Grove, only to miss Richmond after all, so you’re sending me to conquer it for you. I pity you. Have you ever done anything in your life without wondering how it looked to someone else? Do you know what it is to do something as simple as genuinely smile or laugh without trying to see it through another person’s eyes? I feel exhausted for you.


    “I miss Eric so. His death changed my whole world. He was the most perceptive man I ever met. He saw me and valued me for what I am, but it went far beyond that, Mother. He was able to sense the tension in this house. He felt sorry for me. He wasn’t marrying me out of pity. He thought I’d be a suitable wife to him, someone he could rely on but share a joke with. But you don’t know what I’m talking about. You’ve never known that kind of ease, and you’d rather put me in an awkward situation with plenty of assets than have me be comfortable, either.


    “Do you know what it is to help someone? To wash them and bind their wounds? It isn’t just a physical act. Doing something from your heart for another heals both your spirits. I’ve learned things about myself I never dreamed of, just being there for vulnerable people. Don’t you want to know something other than want, Mother?”


    Blanche stepped forward and rested her hand under Somerset’s chin while peering into her face as if she could see what Somerset felt. Her sweetest smile broke across her face, a willful and determined ignorance at play behind it. Her eyes were bright.


    “Somerset, don’t distress yourself, dear! This is just girlish nerves. You’ll change your mind and be excited to go when you see all the lovely new things I’ve bought for our trip.”


    ***

  


  




  

Chapter 7


    Somerset attempted to keep out of sight and out of mind for a few days. She wanted to see Sawyer before Blanche took her to Virginia. Blanche thought the end of the following week was the perfect time to travel, and Somerset wanted to give Sawyer several days’ notice before she went away. She hoped to change his mind even if Joseph counseled her not to humble herself before any man.


    Blanche brought new articles of clothing to her each day. It might have been exciting had she not known the motives behind the fancy new wardrobe, but her heart sank lower with each new addition to her trunk. In addition to the two new ball gowns she already owned, there were a half dozen more new dresses. They were all as formal as the previous ones, but a few were of even more interest because Blanche appeared to be transitioning her from black to white to colors. There was a gray poplin with white trim, a beige silk that glowed golden in candlelight, and a lavender organza with bows and lace trim in deep purple.


    Blanche’s generosity did not end with dresses. There were coordinating long gloves that buttoned all the way up to one’s elbows, darling hats with daring flower arrangements, new dancing shoes and boots. Bess and Cleo shook their heads and moaned with each new purchase, declaring that there was no more room in the two trunks Somerset owned and that Blanche needed another trunk if she wished to keep on.


    In addition to feeling trepidation with each new item, she also felt guilt. They were still cautious about the purchase of food and household items. A complete socialite’s wardrobe seemed extravagant and unnecessary, especially when she considered that her heart was not in the enterprise at hand. She knew Blanche was taking in extra sewing as well as putting long hours into the poultry business on the farm. With it being the only chore that Joseph had the endurance to complete, the birds were getting specific, dedicated care and seemed to be producing more eggs and chicks at every turn, which was worth small cash, but she wondered if the silver service and Blanche’s jewelry collections were all intact or if she had managed a bank loan. Thomas didn’t approve of such financial recklessness. He was tight with money, and she was nervous to see him again before she left.


    When she knew Blanche was tied up in the kitchen, she called Bess to her room and asked for her help getting ready.


    “What you gonna do?” asked Bess, crossing her muscular forearms over her generous breasts.


    “I have to go tell someone good-bye before Mother drags me on a trip. I need to look presentable to go, and I need Franklin or Jim to get a horse and wagon so I can get out of here without making a big scene.”


    “Who you gonna see?” asked Bess, entering the room and shutting the door. “Maybe some young gentleman?”


    “Oh, you know I am, Bess. Help me get ready.”


    “It’s one bad idea if ever I heard one.”


    “Why, Bess?”


    “Because I’ve lived a lot longer’n you an’ I know. You’re in a tight spot between what your momma got planned out for you and what you thought you was gonna have here. I got ears and eyes. The Mistress ain’t subtle. Neither are you.”


    “You’ve got that right,” said Somerset, going to her closet. “I’d look better in a little color, but I guess you can lace me for the black organza ball gown, the plainer one. He hasn’t seen me in it, and if I show up at their house in color then Sarabeth might comment on it to Mother.”


    Bess laced her corset until the strings protested over being pulled so tight and helped her don the black organza. Then she arranged Somerset’s wavy dark hair on the crown of her head and fastened it with the pearl comb that once belonged to Blanche’s mother.


    “How do I look? All put together? Not like I spent the morning hoeing weeds?”


    “You look good but you look nervous. Try to smile. Stop fiddlin’ with the ’broidery on the waist of that dress.”


    “I am nervous. I wish you could know how nervous. Send Jim or Franklin for the wagon. I’ll be waiting on the side porch near the azaleas for it. What will you say to Mother if she asks for me while I’m gone?”


    “I’ll manage the Mistress. You go say ’bye to that spineless beau of yours. You’re just pretty enough to make him regret your leaving, though.”


    “Well, all right. Just hurry before I lose my nerve and spend another evening sulking up here.”


    ***


    In half an hour’s time Somerset was on the main road in the wagon heading out to the Russell home. She hoped to find Sawyer outside the house. It would be more discreet than having to ask whoever answered the door about his whereabouts, or worse, be captured by his sweet mother and spend the afternoon visiting. Her efforts at getting him to open up to her about why he was so upset had failed, but she hoped that, when he was presented with the fact that she was leaving, he would change his mind about the distance between them.”


    Her wishes were granted, and she didn’t have to knock on the front door of Riverside. She found Sawyer alone in the stable shoeing a horse.


    He was covered in barn dirt up to the knees of his trousers, and his sleeves were rolled back tight above his elbows. He was sweat-streaked, sticky, and reeked like the stable. His hair was pulled off his forehead with a bandanna, and he swatted at the overzealous horseflies as they annoyed him and his horse. Somerset took a breath for courage but was unable to think of anything to say to get his attention. She took a step forward in the doorway but then took it back, and finally she stood in the doorway beside a hay bale and shredded her handkerchief with her fingernails while Sawyer continued to work. What do you say when you love someone who doesn’t return the sentiment? What was the dignified way to announce you’re leaving?


    The horse tensed at her presence and protested by shying away from its master. Sawyer, caught off guard, dropped the hoof and arose from his squatting position. He wiped his grimy hands off on his pants and backed out of the stall.


    “Somerset,” he greeted her. He sounded wary. “I should have known to expect you sooner or later.”


    “Hello to you, too.”


    She thought she would be sad to tell him that she was going but she felt raw. So he was going to be rude to her? After a long courtship and an engagement that resulted in him jilting her, she was hardly in the mood. It was good if he wanted to act ugly. It would make it easier to say what she thought as well.


    “Been working hard, have we?” she asked. Sawyer flinched. “I suppose that’s why you couldn’t meet me like you promised. Goodness knows that no member of the exclusive Brotherhood would ever shirk a duty or be a coward. What happened? Did you have to go trade a horse? Groom a horse? Shoe a horse?”


    She watched him close his eyes and exhale through his nose.


    He looked contrite when he opened his eyes again.


    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I was rude to stand you up the way that I did. There are no excuses.”


    Heat from her anger coiled in her stomach. She scowled.


    “That is all? You’re sorry that you did it? I’m so glad I bothered to come out here to hear that.”


    He met her blows with self-control that acted as a bellows on her smoldering wrath. He gestured toward the house.


    “I think we should have a long talk. Would you care to go to the house where it isn’t so uncomfortable?”


    “I don’t think we’ll feel comfortable no matter where we are.”


    “I can’t argue with you.”


    She set her jaw and followed him to the house.


    Riverside was crawling with family members and workers alike. Everywhere she looked work was being carried out. The stone steps were being scrubbed. Everything was being whitewashed. The windows were being cleaned, and the rugs were being beaten with rocks until dust wafted out of them and clung to the air. The shrubs and roses were pruned, new flowers lined the walkway, and tables dotted the green lawn all the way down to the river.


    “What is all this?” she asked. “What is the house being made ready for?”


    She pinched his sleeve.


    “Did someone die, Sawyer?”


    “No.” He freed his filthy shirt from her grip. “No one died. Mother is having a birthday party.”


    “Whose birthday is it?”


    “My brother, Phillip’s.”


    Somerset could not place him and her forehead creased with the vexation of not knowing that her own fiancé had another sibling. Sawyer read the puzzled expression on her face and went on.


    “He’s much older than I am, the oldest of all the Russell children, so you wouldn’t know him. I don’t know him well myself, but it’s been splendid getting to see him again. He’s a true Russell, too, dry sense of humor and sharp intelligence. After the war, he wound up in business in South Carolina. He made a mint in the mining business. This is the first we’ve seen of him since the war. Mother is throwing him a party for his birthday, the first social event we’ve had since before the war. It will make a nice homecoming for him. We’ve been busy here preparing for him for the last two weeks.”


    “You should have met me—or at least let me know how you were detained.”


    “Yes.” Sawyer pointed to a picnic table under weeping willow trees. “Look. Why don’t we sit over there? It’s in plain sight of everyone, but far enough out in the yard that no one can hear anything.”


    “Is this conversation going to be so awful?” murmured Somerset.


    Sawyer didn’t reply.


    She sat on the shadiest side of the table and was thankful she had put on her lightest dress. The sun beat down with the tireless vigor of midday. Sawyer lowered himself onto his seat on the other side of the table and at the edge of the seat farthest from her. He sat looking at her with thoughtful green eyes, waiting for her to say something. With the sunlight on his hair, she noticed that the golden brown had extra honey mixed in from all the work outdoors. No matter how he hurt her she discovered that she was unable to dash ice water on her attraction to him. She wondered if she should be there. Perhaps Joseph was right.


    “Do you want to tell me something?” he asked.


    “The way you’ve been acting is hurting me. Most of the reason I love you is because I thought I’d put my heart in the hands of someone who wouldn’t toy with it. I didn’t think I’d give it to anyone after Eric died.”


    She felt pleased. Her opening was dignified and placed the wrong on him without making herself sound helpless. She waited.


    “I should have been honest with you, Somerset. I should have. I hate myself for the way things have played out over the past couple months. I’ll never look at myself the same way again for being such a coward. I never thought I deserved you, never believed you could love me. I never dreamed that my withdrawing from you would actually hurt you.”


    “I want to tell you something important, Sawyer.”


    “I’m listening.”


    “Mother is taking me away.”


    “Good. That’s good. I think a little distance between us will help to neutralize things for the time being. Less uncertainty. Less stumbling in social situations. You can forget what a bloody disappointment I turned out to be.”


    Somerset shook her head.


    “No, it isn’t that kind of trip.” She was amazed at how calm and collected she sounded. “Mother is unhappy that I haven’t married anyone yet. She says that if I had no attachments here, then it’s all for the best that we go to Richmond. She thinks because we have deep roots in the city that I can marry anyone. She has a plan for our future. I’m the means to carry out her wishes. Metaphorically speaking, I’m going to go out to the highest bidder.”


    Sawyer had been drumming his fingers on the table, but he stopped and looked at her with an expression akin to disbelief.


    “And you’re going?” he asked.


    “What can I do? I can’t tell her that we’re engaged. You’ve been running from me for weeks.”


    “Growing up, Teddie always said she had a handle on everything under her roof. I thought he exaggerated, a typical son tired of being mothered. You can’t go marrying anyone. That’s insane. ”


    “Girls have their marriages arranged all the time. It isn’t anything new under the sun, Sawyer. I wanted you to know what was happening before I left, that’s all.”


    “I don’t want you to get married.”


    “Oddly enough, I wanted to marry you before you changed your mind. Look, I know you’ve changed your mind about me. That’s fine, but I’ll do anything to keep out of Virginia, to not marry someone I don’t care about. Sawyer, I still love you. Do you think we could get married anyhow? I wouldn’t make your life difficult. I promise. I could keep Victoria and Warren with me, and I’d let you do whatever you wanted. You could keep on with whoever has your fancy now. I think nothing of mistresses. Don’t the Europeans have them all the time? I’ll leave you alone and let you have things your way. I’ll cook and clean for you and make your day-to-day life comfortable. Just don’t force me into a life of servitude somewhere else. I have so many reasons that I want to stay here. After weathering war and Reconstruction, I do want to stay near home.”


    Somerset couldn’t believe the words as they came out of her mouth, but her ideas sounded so genuine, so clear cut, and so well thought out that she felt no shame. She didn’t look away or stammer once as she proposed. Sawyer’s gaze never wavered either, but his face was awash in pity for her. He reached out and took her hand.


    “You are the sweetest thing,” he said. “You’ve been wounded so many times. I can’t bear that I’m causing fresh wounds. There isn’t a thought in your head beyond staying with people you know and making sure Victoria is taken care of, is there?”


    “There are other thoughts. You may have changed your mind, but I still love you. I won’t love anyone else after you. It’s too hard to go on losing people. Almost everyone we know is dead and gone. I can’t keep doing this, Sawyer. I can’t learn to love the next man. I’m tired of grieving for so many people. Just say yes to me.”


    “I can’t say yes, Somerset. I’m leaving.”


    “You’re leaving? Why? Where are you going? I need you to stay here. I need protection.”


    “I know. Maybe you and Joseph can figure something out. I’m going after Phillip’s party. I made all the arrangements weeks ago. I planned to tell you when we met at your and Eric’s house, but I was too ashamed. It’s another part of why I didn’t show up that night.”


    “Where?”


    “I’m going to the Dakota Territory. My cousin has a homestead claim out there. He’s a bachelor and could use all the help he can get.”


    “Dakota Territory?”


    “He’s a wheat farmer. I’ll be far enough from you that both of us can move on. I’ll have back-breaking work to do, but I’ll be learning plenty of new things. It’s an unforgiving country up there. I guess I’ll be like Joseph and rely on heavy labor to make it through each day.”


    “It’s weeks from here, Sawyer. There’s nothing out there.”


    “The journey there won’t be safe, my dear. The place is inhabited by the Sioux tribes and they aren’t peaceful at the moment. There’s a conflict taking place right now called the Powder River War. I wouldn’t put it past you to show up there. Don’t. Don’t risk everything to come be with a yellow-bellied coward like me.”


    “You could be killed. The journey, the weather, the animals, the Indians—it never ends, Sawyer. Stay. I’ll go. I promise to go and marry anyone if you’ll stay here and keep safe.”


    He leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek. She saw the first hint of warmth in his eyes since she arrived at Riverside.


    “Better the devil you know than the one you don’t? I can’t stay, Somerset. You haven’t heard why I’m going.”


    “I don’t need to know.”


    “You do need to know.”


    “I don’t want to know then.”


    “I have dreaded this moment in a soul-sickening kind of way that I think only you can understand, and you already have and will have again the right to hate me forever. I need you to listen to me. I need you to be patient. Above all, I need you to believe me. I’ve practiced this conversation a million times over the slow weeks that have passed, and I know there’s no way to tell you this with gentility. You need to know the truth. It will give you the strength to move on.”


    Somerset stared out at the river, feeling unmoved. She thought chivalry would prevail in such a case, and he would yearn to save her. At the very least, she thought he would be glad to take her up on her offer of a convenience marriage to a quality wife while he slipped out and did whatever he needed to be happy. She wasn’t the least bit interested in hearing about the price of wheat that he couldn’t turn down or how he’d fallen in love with a girl at a bar and gotten her into trouble and must marry her or how his new life’s work would be restoring Riverside piece by piece as he toured the country. Nothing he could say was worthwhile. She only knew that she would still love him in the morning and that he loved her but was leaving anyway.


    The eyes she turned on him when she was ready to hear his answer were clear, resolute, and devoid of emotion. He scooted along the bench until he was across from her and, with an effort that was painful to behold, he lifted his eyes to hers. His face was as white as the snow Victoria painted in landscape portraits and his chin trembled from the effort of holding back. He cupped her hands in his.


    “I’m waiting,” she said.


    “I killed Eric.”


    “I beg your pardon?”


    “I killed Eric.”


    “You—”


    “Killed him.”


    “Oh, Sawyer. No!”


    “I did it, Somerset.”


    “You aren’t going to goad me into hating you so that you can leave with a clean conscience. For the love of—”


    “Somerset, listen—”


    “No, you listen! It is deplorable and despicable that you would use Eric’s death in order to free yourself from this relationship. I can’t believe that you of all men would stoop to such a level. You think so little of me that you’ll use the most agonizing event in my life to free yourself? What did I do that was so displeasing? I’ve never once thrown it in your face, but I will now: you begged me to love you!”


    “Please listen to me! Do you think any person in their right mind would want to say these sordid things out loud? Don’t you think if I was tired of a life here that I wouldn’t just tell you and invite you to go with me? If I wanted one of the other girls here, don’t you think I would respect you enough to sit down and tell you? Because if I fancied Ivy Garrett or Frances Buchanan or Lorena Hall, wouldn’t you find out about it in the end when I married her or when we appeared at the next social? Think! Is there any reason that I would tell you such terrible news if it weren’t true? Somerset, I killed him.”


    Somerset jerked back her hands and jumped to her feet. Sawyer wore the same look she had seen on hundreds of hospital patients who lost their minds and realized it, trapped in an in-between place that was full of terror. She noticed how his square chin quivered like fat under a surgeon’s scalpel and how his nose crinkled like the shell of a tortoise as he fought his tears. Then her vision narrowed down to a tunnel and all she could make out at the end of it were the little diamonds that made up the air, the grass and the lake.


    “So what you’re telling me is that you loved me from the first moment you saw me, just as you’ve always said, but you got rid of Eric so you could have me because you never stood a chance?” She was aware that she was blubbering but could not control it. “Because you were present for the whole thing, Sawyer! You wrote me when he disappeared. You met me in Atlanta and helped me look for him. It was all part of an elaborate plan!”


    “No. No! That isn’t what happened. Please, I told you I needed you to be patient and I told you I needed you to listen. I beg you, Somerset. I do. Please sit down! Please let me finish. I’ll do anything you require if you’ll only hear me out on what happened that day.”


    “It doesn’t matter what happened. You robbed me of my entire life.”


    “It was never my intent. I love you. I loved Eric, too. He was my best friend and more a brother than the one I have in the house now. You have to believe me.”


    Somerset winced.


    “You murdered my love and you have taken advantage of me. You can’t expect me to trust you.”


    “Did Theodore or Joseph ever give you their accounts of what happened that day?”


    “Yes. They both gave me the same tired facts. I know all about how you all tracked a pair of scouts through the hills only to get ambushed in the end. Joseph told me twice and Theodore many times over. It’s always the same story of pride and tenacity that nearly gets all of you killed.”


    “That is the way that it was.” Sawyer took off his bandanna and wiped his face clean of dirt and tears. “We had gotten so good we wouldn’t let anything go. Those two little scouts—oh, I can see them now plain as day. The way the sunlight glinted off their uniforms, the way they sketched battle plans—it’s right before my eyes. We would have spared you and each other a world of trouble if we had just walked away once. Just one time. We never walked away from anything.


    “Well, Theodore went up on the ridge. His eyesight was the best of all of us, and he could see things that were only blurs to me. He wound up in dire straits and none of us knew it. He could see Joseph and me stuck in our posts, unable to move, and he could see Eric crouched in the brush with the enemy approaching, but he could also see plain as day that someone was tracking him. There was nothing he could do. He always talked at night in camp about all the possibilities that ran through his mind when he saw we’d been trapped. Well, Eric ended up in bad shape. He tried to coordinate a kill before they walked right over the top of him, and Theodore hid up on the ridge, trying to stay out of the tracker’s hands. It was horrendous.


    “Eric acted. He had no choice. It was kill or be killed. He and Joseph took the pair out together, and the resulting action worked to Theodore’s advantage in getting rid of the fellow who followed him up there. Eric thought he was in the clear. I watched him back out from under the brush. Then I saw it all. I saw it before a single shot was fired. There were two Union officers right behind him. They were dressed to blend in with the terrain. I panicked and I raised my gun and I—


    “I fell out of the tree from the recoil. I hit my head and broke my shoulder. When I came to there was blood everywhere, and Joseph was almost gone. Theodore was just getting down, and we had to rush Joseph off for medical help. Eric was gone.


    “I didn’t mean to kill him. I was trying to save him. I’ll be honest, Somerset. Out of the four of us, I was the worst shot. It was noble of Theodore to let me come along for the adventure, but I wasn’t in the same caliber as your family. I missed targets in practice all the time. I had my doubts for the longest time about what actually happened, but I know the truth now. I saw him go down after I fired. I fired well before anyone else did, and I saw Eric go down bleeding. I heard the rest of the gunfire start up after I fired, as I fell. Joseph was the only one who saw Eric when he was wounded. Joseph said he was shot in the neck. I almost always got the neck whether I aimed for the head or the heart, and the pair of men was on top of him so you may as well say that I was aiming right at Eric. My aim is that poor. So there you have it.


    “It was me. I killed Eric. I tried to protect him when I should have let it alone. I took everything away from you, and I won’t saddle you with a marriage to the man who did it.”


    “It’s been years.” Somerset’s voice was hoarse. “Why are you telling me now?”


    “I didn’t remember a thing. Joseph’s accident sparked something deep inside of me. When the tree hammered him down and I saw him lying on the ground bleeding, well—it came back. I tried to fight it. I tried to deny it. I tried to believe anything in the world other than what happened. I thought about begging you to run away with me, get married before I accepted the truth of that day. I’m relieved I didn’t.”


    “Does Joseph know?”


    “No, and he won’t if you don’t tell him. You’re the only person I’ve told this secret to. You don’t deserve to have to live with the burden, but’s it’s better that I tell you what I did than to go on living the same lies day after day. You should be free of me, Somerset. I hope something happens to me in the Territory. I deserve it.”


    Sawyer went on talking but she stopped hearing him. She heard water running over rocks in the distance and the hitching of her breath. She was aware of her relative outward calmness but inside of her there were long wails and guttural screams. She felt the distancing of emotion and self within her body. It happened when Eric died. It happened when she got to the barn minutes too late to help Victoria and was completely unarmed.


    Sawyer shook her shoulder and she gasped, having forgotten he was there.


    “Did you hear me?” he asked.


    “No. I have to leave now.”


    He grasped her fingers.


    “No, I need to finish. I’ll never have another opportunity to tell you these things.”


    “I don’t feel well. I have to get back to Orchard Rest.”


    “I’ll leave you alone after today. You’re my best friend in this world. If I don’t tell you, there’s no one else to tell.”


    He tugged at her arm and her body seated itself, although her mind didn’t agree. The racket in her head faded to whispers and hisses.


    “I want you to know that I hate myself more than you hate me. I didn’t even want to be a sharpshooter. I just went along because the boys asked me to. Why ride in the cavalry when I could be with my friends? But, the killing does awful things to a man. It changes you in a slow, unalterable way, and I live with those changes. I automatically map out anywhere I am. I always have a strategy in mind in case the enemy presents himself. What is that verse about a little leavening working on the whole lump? I haven’t shot a gun since the war, Somerset. Now I know why.


    “I never would have approached you, never courted you had I figured it out sooner. You are right, Somerset. I begged you to love me. I was never good enough. I may be a gentleman by any set of standards, but I’m not Eric Rutherford. I’m just some country boy who got ahead of himself. I never had the right to ask you for your heart or your hand. It’s blasphemy that I ever touched you, knowing what I’ve taken away from you. You’d be living in that very fine house with Eric and maybe have a couple of children if not for me and my inept ways.


    “Anything you require for retribution will be granted. I just won’t stay here. If you asked your pa or Joseph to challenge me that would be fair. I haven’t handled a weapon in so long that I’d be sure to lose. That would be good for both of us. You and Eric would get justice, and I’d go where I really belong.”


    She pulled her hand away from him and wiped it on the table.


    “That’s why you came back from your trip to Nashville early,” she said in a faraway voice. “That’s why I caught you in the cemetery.”


    “Yes. I’d figured it out. I went to Eric’s grave. I told him what I did. I prayed about what to do. The answer is to protect you from me, from any more mistakes that I might make.”


    She stood back up. Her whole face smarted and her chest burned. Laughter floated across the lawn to her as Sawyer’s sisters kept dropping ribbon that they were trying to spool through the bannister beside the back steps.


    “I have to go home now. You shouldn’t have told me. You should have just disappeared and left us wondering what happened.”


    “I’ll go and soon. I’ll have a train ticket by the end of the week. The way I see it is that there won’t be too many more opportunities for us to see each other. The birthday party is easily managed. It will be a Grove-wide event so it will be easy to stay away from each other. I won’t keep exposing you to the hurt of being around me.”


    He stood up and he put his arms around her. She did not return the embrace. She stood as he kissed the top of her head and watched the girls on the patio tying bows. They looked like hard candies in their bright print dresses. The longer she stayed, the more distracted and removed she felt from everything that had ever happened.


    “I would give my life if it would bring him back. I am devastated that I ruined the life of the person I love most in the world. I wasn’t worthy of you in the end, but thank you for choosing me, for making me see how good and selfless love is.”


    “You showed me how very selfish love is,” she heard herself say. “If you really loved me, you wouldn’t have told me. You would have locked it away inside of yourself and never let it surface. A real man would have dealt with it and not left it on the shoulders of the woman he claims to love. You are pathetic and unworthy.”


    She wobbled to the wagon and left Sawyer under the weeping willows.


    ***

  


  




  

Chapter 8


    Somerset dreamed that she sat on wooden crates with Sawyer in the Unnamed House in a pool of mellow light caused by the snowfall of a winter afternoon. Their breaths made a maze of lacy frost on the air as they huddled together under the lap robe Somerset brought from the carriage house.


    “A braver man would light a fire in the fireplace.”


    “And give away our meeting place? Never. I can handle the cold. I don’t feel it unless you bring it up. Did you buy a horse at auction today?”


    “No, there were other things that caught my eye. How was your day, sweetheart?”


    “Long. I sat at Warren’s bedside all day to let Victoria sleep. His fever finally broke, but he’s spots all over. Mother’s so afraid of illness that she can’t sit with him. She’s ashamed of my nursing skill until someone falls sick, and then I stumble into esteem for a week.”


    “Do you still want to nurse for a profession?”


    “I do. Finding a training program or hospital that accepts me won’t be easy. There’s a formal program starting up in England so maybe the States aren’t far behind.”


    “Your future is decided.”


    “No, my future is indistinct, a blurred shadow. Even if find a course that will take me, I don’t have enough money to get started on. It isn’t as though my family is going to condone me working.”


    “They won’t, but they haven’t seen your work beyond a trifling illness or ailing child. They can’t imagine your sagacity or levelheadedness in a crisis. When I think of those anarchic days in Atlanta, the way you reassured the poor cadet when the doctor hacked at his leg with a bone saw or the way you stanched the blood flow from the chest wound of that infantryman who decided he wasn’t going back to fight, I—Somerset, those examples are only a handful of what you did, but it cowed men stronger than me. I had to look away but you didn’t.”


    “I’d like to believe that someone out there was compassionate with Eric, that he met his end in a humane way or someone ameliorated his pain at the last. There’s a hole in my heart, Sawyer, and this work fills it.”


    Sawyer’s eyes channeled empathy. He chafed her chilled hands in his brawny, rough ones.


    “Are you hungry? I packed a basket for us.”


    “I’m not hungry. I don’t want to waste time eating when we could be talking. These visits take too long to come, and when they arrive, they’re over too soon. I wish we could suspend these moments in time.”


    “Let’s try.”


    Sawyer combed through his basket with dexterous fingers and withdrew his hand with seven golden crocuses on his broad palm, their petals lifting up as if to glorify the cloud-shrouded sun.


    “Crocuses.” Somerset swept them into her hand.


    “Can you believe that I found them out there?”


    “I can’t recall the last time I saw anything this perfect.”


    “Seven of them. One for every year I have loved you.”


    “Since I was fifteen,” she meditated. “Seven years is a long time, but seven is said to be a lucky number. Zeus loved Hera so much that the land bloomed thick with crocuses. Perhaps this will be a banner year for us.”


    “You’re the only woman I’ve ever loved. This time with you has been sacrosanct for me. You’re better than I am, and I know I’m not him. Except in that I love you more than anyone in the world. I hope you’ll forgive me for daring to ask, but—”


    He cast off the lap robe and rose up on one knee.


    “Somerset Blanche Forrest, will you be my wife?”


    The vapor from his proposal drifted warm in her face and smelled of apple tobacco and tea. The robe slid down the bold curve of her skirts as she pushed herself off the crates.


    “Just try to love me,” he said.


    “I do love you and for much longer than I knew.”


    “I know how you loved him. I can’t replace him, but I can take care of you. I can love you enough to make up for who I’m not. I promise it to you.”


    “I’ll marry you,” she said.


    He slipped a ring on her finger, but she didn’t look because her lips were on his.


    The scene dissolved.


    A single gunshot dissolved the peace of a winter front moving into the foothills. Somerset opened her eyes to find herself prostrate on the hard, frozen ground. The moisture in her eyes frosted over as a crow fought to stay aloft in the gusts of wind.


    ***


    Somerset woke with a gasp and heaved aside the blankets wadded up around her face. The covers lay in knotted piles around her, and the muddled light of a humid afternoon leeched through her window. She sat up and vomited into the chamber pot underneath her bedframe and sank to the floor beside the bed.


    I should have known from the beginning that it was ominous my proposal centered around Eric, she thought as she held her throbbing head. He told me I would be grateful for how things worked out if we didn’t announce our engagement.


    She wretched again into the chamber pot and drew her knees up to her chin. Tears ran down her face and splattered the floor.


    Sawyer’s proposal had been the second sweetest moment of her life, and it amounted to nothing.


    It’s too cruel. It’s too cruel, she thought. How could I love the man who killed Eric? How can it be that pensive, thoughtful Sawyer ruined the futures of three families with one errant bullet?


    She knew he told the truth. Sawyer was analytical. He was honorable. His story filled in the gaps of Joseph’s rough outline. Her head shook no even as her mind acknowledged that Sawyer was a lousy shot. Deep down she knew he had no business in a tree with a Whitfield.


    “He didn’t do it on purpose,” she whispered to the floor.


    He killed a family member and your husband, her conscience said in rebuttal.


    The door opened. Somerset startled and hit her head on the bedframe. Victoria rushed into the room.


    “Oh my stars!” she cried and got down on her knees beside Somerset.


    “I’m fine,” said Somerset. “I must have eaten something that disagreed with me.”


    “Dr. Harlow is coming after the evening meal. You haven’t come downstairs in nearly two days. Bess brought back all your trays untouched.”


    “I’m better now. I’m out of bed.”


    Somerset sat up on the floor and watched the wreaths of roses on the wallpaper do minuets.


    “Is that the dress you went out in days ago?”


    Somerset looked down and saw she was wearing the black organza she visited Sawyer in. It was crumpled like wadded stationery from collarbone to hem.


    “I need to take a bath, and then I’ll eat as much food as Cleo puts in front of me. Don’t call for the doctor early. That will only upset Mother and make her think the worst when I can’t handle her today.”


    “I’ll have Bess bring up some hot water for the tub and then we’ll work on getting you fed. I hope you don’t think I’m overstepping my bounds, but if you don’t want me to call Dr. Harlow, then maybe you’ll tell me what’s wrong with you.”


    “You know I’ve had a bad cold.”


    Victoria’s eyes were topaz stones in her sweet face. Blanche Marshall showed herself in her features and disappeared.


    “I know that’s what you’ve told me. I think the truth is in order.”


    “Maybe it is,” said Somerset.


    ***


    An hour later Somerset sat in a tub of heated water up to her neck while Victoria sat on a stool at the foot of it with a piece of mending. Victoria asked Cleo to fix a tray of biscuits, grits, and sausage while she bathed and have it waiting for her in the bedroom by the time she came out. Somerset submitted to being taken care of and couldn’t imagine the life of ease everyone knew before the war, how anyone could be worn out or ill in those days.


    “I’ve lived through tragedy, too,” said Victoria as she threaded her needle. “You know my story. You walked in on it. You’ve been as loyal to me as anyone in the family could ever be. I can be trusted with your story if you tell it to me.”


    “It’s awful enough that I can’t tell anyone.” Somerset rested her head on the curving lip of the tub. “Of course I’ve been loyal to you, Victoria. I’m the cause of all your problems.”


    “I don’t have problems. I have a son.”


    “You have him because I sent you to the barn.”


    “I have him because I crossed paths with some Yankee devils. You didn’t do what they did to me. You saved me.”


    Somerset’s quick, bitter laugh cut the air, a disappearing scythe.


    “Is that what you think? That I saved you? I didn’t have a weapon on me. That’s a poor excuse for a savior. You should be angry with me.”


    “You set the fire that freed me. I wouldn’t have thought to set fire to the hay bales under us. No one would have but you.”


    Somerset raised her head from the tub.


    “How do you stand it?” she asked, biting back tears.


    “I was fourteen. I didn’t know anything.” Victoria’s eyes filled. “I know what happened to me, of course, but while it was happening—I don’t know. After they pulled my skirts over my face, I didn’t know anything. I smelled the barn dirt and could see the light coming through the loft window through my skirt. I heard the animals nickering and the buzzing of flies in the manure. I even heard the slosh of water when one of them knocked over a bucket, and to this day I can’t stand to hear something spill. The act itself though, well—I went somewhere else in my head, and I didn’t come back until I felt the flames on my shoulder. You can’t tell me anything worse than that.”


    Somerset forced herself to look at Victoria. Habit made her think she was a child, but at eighteen, she could be married and have a household spilling with children if circumstances were different. She wasn’t a child and hadn’t been for years.


    Her coping skills are exemplary, thought Somerset. She gets up and does a full day’s work while caring for her child and everyone else on the plantation, when most women would have gone crazy, killed themselves, or been packed off to an asylum by eager family members.


    “There’s nothing left under the sun that can shock me,” said Victoria as she bit off her thread.


    “As terrible as your story is, mine would startle you.”


    “I doubt it.”


    “Can you keep a secret?”


    “You know I can.”


    “I was supposed to get married.”


    Saying the words made Somerset feel better.


    “You were? To whom?”


    “I can’t tell you that, and I’ll get to why. We kept the engagement a secret because I was worried about what people would say. I didn’t want to seem disloyal to Eric, and I couldn’t face his parents and flaunt my happiness when they’re suffering for their son. I loved the man I was engaged to, but I felt guilty about moving on with my life.”


    “I see. What happened?”


    “Joseph had his accident. It made me realize how cautious I’ve been, how I’ve lived the life expected of me without ever examining what I want. I went to him and told him I wanted to announce our engagement but he changed his mind.”


    Tears blinded her and her back bucked as her story came out.


    “He jilted you!”


    “Not without reason, Victoria. His conscience told him that he needed to come clean about something he did during the war. He did something that he’ll never forgive himself for, and I don’t think I’ll forgive him, either. He destroyed people’s lives. He didn’t mean to. He’d give anything to take it back, but he caused pain, loss, and unhappiness to everyone we know.”


    Even though she felt as if she might be sick again, Somerset’s stomach relaxed like bread dough after a rise just to get the words out of her.


    Victoria’s thin black eyebrows were half-moon crescents on her high forehead as she bent over her mending.


    “It sounds simple to me.”


    “It does?”


    “He didn’t mean to do whatever he did. If he’s hurting so badly that he can’t forgive himself, it sounds as if he’s worthy of your forgiveness. I’m going to assume this wicked, abominable act he committed was during the war. Lots of people did awful things during the war that they wish they could take back. He’s paid enough.”


    Somerset dropped her bar of soap in the steamy water and stared.


    “What? But you don’t know what he did, and I can’t tell you.”


    “I don’t need to know what he did. Oh, I believe you that it’s bad. You wouldn’t have been sick in your room for two days if it wasn’t. If it hurts you that much, I can imagine the effect it would have on me. You said he didn’t mean to do it. That’s all I need to know. Forgive him.”


    “I don’t want to forgive him, and I don’t care if he forgives himself. My vote is for vengeance, retribution. I should let Joseph or Papa deal with this problem so it doesn’t come up again.”


    “Does this man still love you?”


    “I don’t want to believe it but yes.”


    “Do you still love him?”


    “No. It hurts me to think of him but not because I love him. I’m ashamed I loved him. It shows I’m more gullible, flawed, and naïve than I thought possible. I’m supposed to be made of finer mettle. I’m not supposed to be this fallible.”


    Victoria’s laughter echoed in the steamy room to hear Somerset’s personal assessment.


    “I would like to have your confidence,” she said. “Don’t choose vengeance to rectify an accident, Somerset. It won’t fix the past. If you choose vengeance, you become like those stragglers in the barn, and more innocent people suffer than the one you seek to punish. Don’t repeat his mistakes. Don’t hurt people. Appeal to the goodness in you, to the war nurse. I’ve always wanted to be you.”


    “You have?”


    Somerset couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to be her. She felt stained from the inside out.


    “Yes. Theodore and Helen might have gotten the best of everything Mother and Papa had because they came first, but what did it amount to? I look at Helen’s oil portrait of her debut on the mantel and I feel sad for her. Bedecked in red silk and costly rubies, she was miserable. She never said anything, never enjoyed anything, never had an idea all her own. She’s just a dull, plodding creature. Bless her. I never mean to insult her the way I do. She’s as kind as kind can be and conscionable.


    “When you enter a room, people rush to see you. I used to think it was your beauty, but something less shallow prevails with you. It’s in your spirit. Most of us are frightened by potential, but you seem too engrossed by the world and everything in it to be afraid. I’ve tried to be you. When I decided to keep Warren, I asked myself what you would do in my shoes. The answer was simple. The girl who ran away one night and caught the train to Atlanta to look for her fiancé would raise her own baby. The girl who thought to burn down a barn to save her sister would raise her own baby. The girl who used to push the clock hands back so her fiancé could stay an hour longer would keep her own baby. You may have lost everything several times over, but you’ve never set one foot wrong.”


    “Why are you telling me this?” asked Somerset.


    “I’m appealing to your unconventional side. Anyone could demand vengeance, but you aren’t anyone. You have the determination to rise above this, whatever this is. You won’t ask a family member to take someone’s life over a mistake, will you?”


    “No.” Somerset bowed her head and knew that it was so. “I have to find a way to live with it, though. How have we lived under this roof all this time and never had this kind of heartfelt conversation?”


    “People don’t know what to say to me so they don’t say anything at all. Don’t apologize, Somerset. You may have seen me as a baby sister through the years instead of a friend, but you’ve always been where I needed you to be, whether it’s stepping between me and the Union army or intervening on my or Warren’s behalf to Mother. You didn’t see me as I am, but your heart has always been in the right place.


    “I want you to be as happy as you used to be. You don’t have to have a beau to enjoy the good things in life, but I hope you won’t shut this boy we’ve been discussing out. He loves you or he wouldn’t have told you about his past. He knows that even if you can’t be together, he still wants to be worthy of you on a fundamental level. You know how much that counts for.”


    “I can’t love him anymore, but I will try to be happy. I’m afraid my heart will always have this queer pain in it. I never knew a heart could hurt, but mine does. There’s a cold ache right here that never lets up.”


    The door opened without a preemptive knock. Somerset expected Bess to enter with a pressed dress, but Blanche walked into the room.


    She was drawn with black circles under her forget–me-not eyes. Her face looked saggy as she stood in the lavatory. It was her sick headache look, and it was a look they knew well. Blanche was prone to these headaches. Twice per month Blanche had to take to her bed for a couple days while they summoned Dr. Harlow, and he ministered to her with tonics, powders, and laudanum. They drew the curtains together on the entire second story and tried not to make a peep because she claimed even Cleo rolling out biscuit dough in the kitchen outside the house made her grit her teeth and be sick.


    “You’ll have to go to the party without me,” Blanche said as she pressed a hand to her temple. “Sarabeth will be livid that I missed her function, but I’m indisposed. Sarabeth hinted at a ball so you’ll need to don your lilacs if you want to dance.”


    “Sarabeth?” asked Somerset.


    “Joseph said earlier that Mrs. Russell is throwing the party to end all parties tonight,” whispered Victoria in an aside. “That’s fine, Mother. I’ll send your regrets. I’ll bring a piece of cake back for you.”


    “Thomas arrived home this afternoon, but he’s staying home in case I need the doctor. I suppose it was the telegraph that arrived today. It’s like David to spring company on me without asking first. This place is more and more like a train station with people coming and going as they do.” Blanche ground her teeth.


    “What are you talking about?” asked Somerset as she moved to the end of the tub with the towel.


    “Victoria, tell her about our newest guest. I have to lie down and have Bess fan me.”


    Blanche stumbled out of the room, both hands to her head, shielding her eyes. Victoria handed Somerset her towel.


    “Uncle David’s daughter, Myra, is coming to stay for a while. Mother didn’t say why, but I gather she’s finding as much trouble to get into as stay out of in Richmond. Uncle David must have thought a trip to the countryside would help her behave”


    Somerset enveloped herself in the towel and stepped out of the water.


    “I daresay she’ll be bored out of her mind here. I see Mother’s point about being inconvenienced. It’s strange that we don’t know Myra or Uncle David, though. She said there’s a party tonight? Sawyer told me about it and I didn’t intend on going.”


    Somerset strove to make it sound as if nothing were amiss between her and Sawyer.


    “You might have escaped it if Mother hadn’t taken a sick headache. We’re not going to get out of it now.”


    “Cleo is making supper and Bess is nursing Mother. Do you mind helping me dress?”


    Joseph passed them in the hall. He was resplendent in a new jacket that Somerset made for him and Blanche fitted. He had retired his cane and walked with only a suggestion of a limp as he headed toward them with his pipe hanging from his lips. He looked as much himself as he was ever going to post-injury, and his biceps showed through his sleeves again now that he was working with the animals.


    “Where have you been all week?” he asked. “I’ll drive us out to the Russells’. I think I’m ready to drive again. What man wants to be driven to a party by a lady?”


    He blew a smoke ring.


    “Mother said no smoking in the house,” said Victoria.


    “Mother has the vapors and won’t venture out of her room for the next two days. By then the house will air out. Don’t be sticklers for the rules. Plaster on some smiles. We’re bound to have a nice evening with everyone else staying home.”


    “I’m ignoring you for my own well-being,” said Somerset. “I’ll have to tell Sawyer to lock the liquor up so you won’t be in your cups by eight o’clock.”


    Joseph laid his hand over his heart in mock hurt.


    “There’s nothing you can do about the punch bowl.”


    When they were in Somerset’s room, Victoria laced Somerset for her new lavender silk that was intended for Richmond.


    “Will the gentleman in question be there tonight?”


    “I’m afraid so.”


    “You must be nervous.”


    “You’ve given me some perspective. I can’t undo or remedy what he did, but I refuse to spend the rest of my life wallowing in it. I have to heal somehow. Tonight will be the first step.”


    Victoria half-carried and half-dragged the gown from Somerset’s closet, and with exertion and heavy panting, they managed to get it over Somerset’s head. Somerset basked in the drape of the fabric against her body and the way the overskirt was tied up by a dozen dark bows to show off a shimmering warm ivory underskirt beneath.


    “You look perfect,” sighed Victoria. “You won’t make any female friends in Richmond, but you’ll be so deep in callers that it won’t matter. I wish I were going.”


    “There’s no reason why you can’t,” replied Somerset.


    “I’m not leaving Warren, and he can’t come with us so that leaves me at Orchard Rest. I wonder what Mother will say to Cousin Myra about him.”


    Somerset met her sister’s eyes in the mirror.


    “I’ll bet that’s what really brought on her sick headache. She’s tired of having to think up excuses all the time to save face. Life would be easier if she would say what needs to be said about Warren and move on.”


    Victoria began pinning Somerset’s hair to the top of her head.


    “I wonder if Holt will be there,” she said.


    “I’m sure he will. Are you sweet on him?” Somerset laughed.


    “He’s very nice. He paid me plenty of attention at Joseph’s party. It might be nice to see him again. Do you think he’s handsome?”


    Somerset thought of Holt’s kind, nondescript face in her mind’s eye and saw nothing objectionable about him but couldn’t recall so much as his eye color. He wasn’t her idea of a man to steal a girl’s heart, but she realized that coming from the Harlow family and with the specific care Victoria required after Warren’s birth, Holt could understand Victoria’s circumstances more than any other bachelor in the Grove. He was saving to go to medical school.


    “I think he looks like a hero out of a novel,” confided Somerset, “and if you tell me to, I’ll switch the place cards at supper tonight so you’ll be certain to sit with him.”


    “Somerset, I’m not nearly so brave.”


    It was well known that Eric Rutherford switched place cards at the Christmas ball at Orchard Rest to get access to Somerset. He begged and pleaded permission of the Forrests to court her, and while they approved of him, they denied his requests in order to fuel the flames of his interest. They decided long before Somerset was of age that an alliance with the Rutherfords would be sound for their plantations and friendships. Not even Theodore’s entreaties could sway Blanche to let his friend take Somerset for a walk. Blanche never dreamed that Eric would pay Cleo fifty dollars before supper to let him sneak into the dining room and switch place cards. When the meal was served, Eric smiled like an angel at Blanche and slid into a chair beside Somerset.


    “I would like to sit with him,” said Victoria.


    “I’ll fix things for you.”


    Warren ran into the room banging a spoon on an old pot like a drum. He climbed up Somerset’s silk lap and embraced her middle.


    “Want bread and butter.”


    Somerset snuggled the little boy and gave him a brief tickle as she looked at Victoria’s dark ringlets adorning his head and the pale green eyes that came from no one in their family.


    “I’ll fix a biscuit with butter and molasses and give you beans, too,” said Victoria as she picked him up. “Grandmother is sick tonight. Can you be a good boy and be quiet while I go out?”


    “Tuck taking me to see the chickens ’fore bed.”


    “Good. Feed them but don’t pull their tail feathers out this time. Somerset, I don’t need help dressing. Remember that Dr. Harlow is on his way to see you.”


    Victoria left with Warren. Somerset opened her jewelry box and removed the massive garnet ring Sawyer gave her as an engagement ring, along with the pearl earbobs he bought for her on a recent trip to Ashville. She placed them in a handkerchief and added his daguerreotype. It was an excellent likeness that captured his sensitive mouth and worried eyes. They were not washed out as in Eric’s. She thought he could see her through the photograph. Her stomach cramped from looking at him.


    “You took my past but I still own my future,” she told him as she knotted the lace corners.


    She went downstairs to meet Dr. Harlow.


    ***

  


  




  

Chapter 9


    Joseph ushered his sisters onto the wagon seat while Cleo, Jim, and Franklin rode in the back. Sarabeth hired them for the evening to help with serving food and chaperoning, and any evening that didn’t involve nursing their mistress’s ailments seemed promising to them. They chatted and laughed, feeling comfortable to be under Joseph’s carefree leadership, as he set off for Riverside. Jim was courting Lizzie, the Russells’ cook, while Cleo was determined to get their muscadine jelly recipe once and for all. Blanche had spent the last three years coveting it, but Sarabeth and Lizzie were closemouthed about their cooking.


    Dr. Harlow had been puzzled to be called for Somerset. He pulled down her eyelids, made her stick out her tongue, and listened to her heart. He said he saw nothing wrong with her except that she needed what all ladies needed, less work and more leisure time, and then he pronounced her well enough to go dancing if she would promise to remember to rest between dances. Then Thomas led him upstairs to see Blanche, and he was still upstairs when the Forrests left to go to Riverside.


    “I love a good evening away from home,” proclaimed Joseph. “This is my first since I was hurt. Old Mrs. Russell throws a nice get-together. They were really nice before the war, too. Remember her crab cakes? Try to get Lizzie’s crab cake recipe, Cleo. You hear?”


    “Where we gonna get crab?”


    “I’m amazed she lets you in her home after that last party you attended,” sniffed Victoria.


    “You aren’t old enough to remember just what I did.”


    “She’s old enough to know that no one comes back in their skivvies from a raccoon hunt,” said Somerset.


    The entire wagon exploded with laughter. Jim, close to Joseph since childhood, laughed the loudest.


    “I was drunk,” said Joseph. He tried to sound contrite.


    “Well, that was the only time I’ve ever seen Mother whip anyone with a switch, although she threatened it daily,” added Somerset.


    “I don’t recommend being switched naked,” said Joseph, “and I was too old for that punishment. I was, what? Eighteen?”


    “You were old enough to know better.”


    “It was a brilliant evening up to that point. Lorena Hall let me kiss her.”


    “Would you look at that?”


    Riverside sat glowing in the darkness. Candles shone in every window, the drapes having been tied back. The house seemed to be golden with light. Clever lanterns painted gold were illuminated from within by candles and lined the wide sloping steps and the walkway. Even the drive was curtained by the little boxes of light, and all the trees and docks by the river shone with strung lanterns. The white-clothed tables spilling out of the house onto the lawn seemed only an extension of the rushing water beyond and the effect of the décor was heightened by the band playing off the porch. As they drove up and someone hastened to take the reins from Joseph, it sounded like an upbeat improvisation of “Auld Lang Syne.”


    “I forgot all about her lanterns,” said Somerset. A tear ran down her cheek. Her soul felt tender, and after all the pain she suffered, such beauty was hard to bear. “They always made for the prettiest balls. It’s a wonder the army didn’t commandeer them just for spite alone.”


    Joseph swung her down over the wheel, then Victoria, and gave them each an elbow.


    “Sawyer said she put everything of value under the slaves’ cabins and the Raiders didn’t have time to search them all,” he said. “I’d forgotten what a proper party looks like.”


    Sarabeth and Lawrence Russell descended the steps upon recognizing the wagon, thinking Blanche and Thomas there, and flew upon them all with arms thrown wide.


    “Joseph, you old cad! You’re up and about yet! I heard it was a close call. It’s good to see you out tonight,” exclaimed Lawrence in his growly thick voice laden with the scent of pipe smoke.


    Sarabeth kissed the girls while Lawrence pinched them under their chins, and Somerset found it difficult not to love her. She was a faded beauty but looked inviting and warm with her gray-showered golden brown hair and dark green eyes. She was sweet and maternal. She would have made a fine mother-in-law. Somerset shrugged the thought away and tried to look at her with unbiased eyes.


    “Oh, is Blanche not with you?” she asked as she fanned herself. “I am disappointed.”


    “Mother is indisposed tonight so Papa stayed with her,” Victoria said. “We are happy to be here tonight!”


    Somerset felt pride at how well Victoria carried herself. Since she spent time on Somerset’s social calls, she spoke without looking at the floor and without a hint of a quiver in her voice. Her hair was almost black against the golden beige of Somerset’s loaned dress and her cheeks were rosy pink. Her hazel eyes shone ocher from the candlelight surrounding her.


    “What? It’s not catching, is it? Oh, I didn’t mean it that way, Lawrence! Is Dr. Harlow here yet? Should we send him? I’ll send her a big bottle of my cherry cordial as a party favor. It clears up all kinds of sickness.”


    “Dr. Harlow was seeing to her before we left,” said Somerset.


    Sarabeth glided up to her and raised her head to kiss her cheek.


    “You beautiful thing! Do you see this face, Lawrence? It’s a shame her sister is named Helen. She should have been named Helen. She has a face that could launch a thousand ships. Is it any wonder Sawyer hangs about Orchard Rest so much?”


    She turned and tapped Joseph.


    “He pretends it’s all about plowing, hammering, and harvesting with you, young man, but I know better. It’s about this girl right here. Come with me, dear. It’s been too long since I’ve seen you.”


    She detached Somerset from Joseph’s arm and pulled her up the front steps. A dozen ladies and a good many more gentlemen called out greetings to her as they went up, and Somerset indiscriminately threw up a waving hand to them all. She was dazzled by the music, the hundreds of lights, and the sensational smell of food floating out to her. Sarabeth was always kind to Somerset and made a point of singling her out whenever she saw her. She knew the children courted and wanted Somerset to be as at ease around her as a big sister.


    “My wedding dress wasn’t as fine as what you’re wearing now, and we had guests from fifteen states,” Sarabeth said to her in her jolly way as they went up the last step.


    “You’re too kind.”


    “Believe me, I know these things. You’ve been in black since poor Eric Rutherford died. After he fell, it was one tragedy after another. Your dear mother’s family always mourned for well past the proper length of time. When your pa brought her here from Somerset Manor, she mourned Theodore for a full year although she only had to for six months. She taught you girls well.”


    Jim rushed to open the front door for them, having been delegated to letting people in and out for the night.


    “My oldest son is home, my dear. You must meet him. I don’t see him about at the moment, though, my Phillip. We haven’t seen him since the war, really before the war—he’s so much older than the rest of ours. The good Lord made us wait to round out our family. Eve and Laura are waiting to see you. They’ll be wild over your frock, and they’ve been asking about you for days. Look, Somerset, there’s Helen and George. Oh, hello there! Ninety people are coming tonight, all because I wanted to throw a party. Can you believe it? I’ll be written up in the Tuscaloosa papers if I’m not careful.”


    Somerset observed Helen on George’s thick arm as they chatted with Evelyn Buchanan about something dull or proper. Not even her new black gown with its yards and yards of white satin trim could disguise her recent pregnancy, but she looked happy and well. Her stance beside George said she was clearly enamored. Somerset shook her head at the vagaries of what made people fall in love. She smothered a smile and raised her hand in greeting, then made a mental note to go speak to them when Mrs. Russell released her.


    “Come, my dear,” said Sarabeth, squeezing her arm. “See the dining room. Obviously it won’t hold everyone so we have all the picnic tables scattered down to the river. This is where my family will dine tonight—and Joseph since he is infirm—and we’ve set up the food buffet-style on the porch. See those candlesticks? My great-grandmother brought them over from London when she sailed. We hung them upside down from the rafters in Mitzi’s cabin, and no one ever saw them. I’d forgotten about them myself until just last year. Mitzi laughed fit to kill when I asked her why she didn’t bring them to me, said she forgot they were there herself. Look at the buffet. I can’t thank Cleo enough for the mountain of chicken she fried for us yesterday or your dear mother for selling it to us at cost. She is a dear. The Marshall women are always such sweethearts.”


    Somerset felt amazed at the porch buffet. Beyond the massive chargers that displayed Blanche’s livelihood were platters of the Russell ham and barbeque, enough to feed an army or, at the very least, Century Grove. Somerset, tired of chicken at every meal, suddenly saw the benefit of raising pigs as a career and felt hungry at the provocative odor of sweet, salty meat on the air. There were skillets of cornbread, pots of greens with thick cuts of side meat, and pans filled to the brim with the last of the corn for the year. Biscuits rose up light and airy on the ends of both tables, flecked yellow with butter, and the familiar odor of black-eyed peas drifted through the air to her discerning nose. She knew the Russells, not being as wealthy as other neighbors in the Grove, had been less affected by the fallout of Reconstruction than most. They went on running their modest pork plantation with less sacrifice than anyone could expect, tightening their belts by only degrees while everyone else teetered on the brink of losing everything. Still, Somerset knew that many families in the Grove must have sold food at cost as her mother had to fund such a party. Her heart warmed at the sense of community her neighbors felt for one another and wondered how anyone got by in cities like Richmond.


    “It is wonderful to behold,” winked Sarabeth. “Just think, I haven’t shown you the dessert table yet.”


    “Cleo used to make a fudge pie on purpose for me with a meringue two inches thick,” reminisced Somerset.


    “I’m not saying I had one made up for you, but with eggs so very common nowadays, you might find one on the table,” Sarabeth said with dancing eyes.


    “Joseph said he’d forgotten what a proper party was,” said Somerset. “I’d forgotten, too, but when we drove up and saw the house lit up like a sunbeam and heard ‘Auld Lang Syne’ playing, it made me cry. I haven’t heard a band playing that since Mr. Rutherford came home his last Christmas!”


    “I thought we’d all drink a cup for old times past—even if it is just for tonight. Now I’ll stop monopolizing your time. I saw the mad rush over you when you arrived, and I’ll let you young people get back to the good times you deserve,” Sarabeth said and, giving her a kiss on the cheek, she stepped back into Riverside, leaving Somerset on the back steps with startled company.


    “I came out here to give you a wide berth if you came tonight,” said Sawyer.


    He stood in his best gray jacket, with his hands jammed in his trouser pockets, looking abashed. It was obvious he’d been drinking, but he didn’t wear Joseph’s bright-eyed alert look. He looked tired and untidy.


    “Indeed?” asked Somerset. She took a step back.


    “You look well,” he croaked. “So very well.”


    “I feel well, and I came to have a good time. I’m not letting you destroy what’s left of my life.”


    “And I don’t want to.”


    He took two long steps toward her. She noticed how dark green his eyes appeared by moonlight and how tall he was compared to her. He placed his hands on either of her shoulders and she couldn’t help but feel threatened.


    It’s only Sawyer, she told herself. It’s only Sawyer.


    “I’ve been thinking,” he said. “Thinking about you. Thinking about me. Thinking about what I did.”


    She smelled the rye on his breath. She made a face on top of the already cold expression assumed upon seeing him.


    “You let go of me now or I’ll expose you for the murderer you are to all these people,” she hissed and jerked away from him.


    “I’m not a murderer. Killing and murdering aren’t the same things.”


    He grabbed the post by the back steps to steady himself. Somerset couldn’t help but note Ivy was singing “Her Bright Smile Haunts Me Still” while someone played the piano. Her lush soprano voice burst out of Riverside.


    “I take it all back,” he pleaded. “I’ll marry you like I said and make your life as comfortable as can be. I told you what I did because I’m weak. I’m not strong like you, but you could teach me. If you could just forget—”


    “I’m not likely to forget anything you told me either in this life or the one to come,” she whispered, her voice fierce. “You are intoxicated at a public function and you are humiliating yourself. Anyone could come out here to get some air and see you. Now do try to get yourself under control. You may have failed at everything you ever attempted, from being a sharpshooter to running a profit this year on your plantation, but maybe, just maybe, if you applied some effort, you could appear like a gentleman for a few minutes.”


    “I still love you.”


    “Here.” She thrust her handkerchief at him. “This contains the earrings you bought me, my old engagement ring, and your picture. Take them now. They don’t belong in the same box as Eric’s gifts.”


    “You don’t have to go to Richmond,” he said. “There are other alternatives if you don’t wish to be with me anymore.”


    “Any alternative I choose has nothing to do with you. You abandoned me.”


    “I changed my mind. I’d rather die than be without you.”


    Somerset reached for the back door.


    Sawyer grabbed her wrist.


    “You can do anything you want to do. Blanche can’t make you marry anyone against your wishes. Think! You’re intelligent, Somerset! You were a nurse during the war. Go find work in a hospital somewhere, but don’t marry a man you don’t love just to hurt me.”


    “You made your decision, Sawyer. You can regret but not take back your words.”


    “Do you remember the night I put this ring on your hand?” he asked. His words slurred.


    She twisted her wrist away from him and opened the back door hard. It popped closed behind her as she ran into the house. No one was in the entranceway to see or hear them. She smoothed her hair after looking in the sunburst gilt mirror on the wall and walked into the ballroom. Ivy was the first person she saw.


    Ivy looked beautiful in a green dress that was the exact shade as Blanche’s prized cinnamon ferns. It made her milky skin glow and gave her dark gray eyes a pronounced shimmer. Somerset thought it was extraordinary, the commonplace colors Ivy could make look rare.


    She felt at a loss for words as she tried to push away her distressing exchange with Sawyer. She should have paid Ivy a visit since Fairlee fled Orchard Rest in the middle of the night or sent her an invitation to visit. She promised herself she wouldn’t be an unworthy friend ever again. She was going to be less absorbed in her own problems, she told herself. There was never a moment when Ivy wasn’t willing to put their friendship first.


    Ivy seemed cheerful to see her in turn, though. If she had felt lonely or passed over for Fairlee, there was no indication on her face. Ivy was a lady and would be pleasant no matter what Somerset did, and Somerset knew she would never deserve her friendship. Somerset embraced her and felt the words tumbling out of her mouth unchecked.


    “I’ve missed you! I don’t ever want to go that long without seeing you again!”


    Ivy laughed.


    “It wasn’t a good time to visit, Somerset, and I knew it. You look pretty, though. Every girl in the room has noticed you.”


    “You dear! I could kiss your face. Isn’t this party divine? I feel about sixteen years old hoping to see my dance card soon.”


    “Did you hear? There are no dance cards tonight. Everyone is fending for themselves to find partners. I was always afraid of dance cards anyhow. I lived in fear of being made to dance with too many cousins. Remember what fun we had dancing together as young ladies when most of the gentlemen had enlisted?”


    “We’ll just have to dance together a time or two tonight and make all the men envious, won’t we? I’ll lead!”


    Somerset threw her arm around Ivy’s waist and took her hand and waltzed her around the mauve-carpeted parlor. Several of the ladies clapped and several gentlemen cheered while Somerset passed a plethora of familiar faces. Dr. Harlow’s wife, Ruth, was in the crowd beaming at them. Evelyn Buchanan stood scowling on Mr. Buchanan’s arm but wearing what Somerset guessed was every piece of jewelry she’d managed to save during the war. Joseph raised his glass briefly to her as she spun past him. Lorena Hall stood next to him, and Somerset had just enough time to see her looking up at him before she and Ivy turned. Ivy’s mother looked on them with concern. It was showing in her thin, colorless face that young ladies had no natural modesty anymore. Frances Buchanan smiled, but it was a tight smile that showed resentment that no eyes were on her when she was turned out in a brand new sky blue velvet dress with navy blue ribbons. Kirk Harlow saluted them as they twirled past, and Benson Garrett whooped in approval. Mary Lynn Hall giggled in excitement and asked no one in particular if the Forrests didn’t have the best time at parties.


    Somerset stopped where they started on the rug by the marble-topped console and caught her breath. She hadn’t danced in nearly five years and the heft of her dress had slowed her down as she led Ivy across the floor.


    “It was an honor,” said Ivy and dropped a curtsy to Somerset.


    Another round of applause followed.


    Kirk Harlow put his glass down on the piano.


    “Who says dancing follows supper?” he cried. “I say let’s have some dancing now! Ezra? Ezra, start up a quadrille!”


    He grabbed Somerset’s hand and led her into the middle of the ballroom as Ezra directed the band to play the Lancier’s quadrille. Joseph cheered again and, taking hands with Lorena Hall, he led her onto the floor as well. Somerset’s heart raced with excitement. Mr. and Mrs. Russell were laughing in indulgence at the youth but joining their formation, and then Holt Harlow and Ivy Garrett joined.


    “You look stunning!” exclaimed Kirk as they bowed to each other.


    “And here you are dancing with me, you old rebel,” laughed Somerset as she bowed to Mr. Russell before they rushed forward to meet Joseph and Ivy.


    “I make my own luck,” he called to her over the band. “I haven’t danced since sixty-four and never with you. We are making up for lost time tonight, my dear.”


    She had the best time since her debut. Timothy Russell claimed her for the following polka and then she found herself on George’s arm for the Carolina promenade. He was serious, diffident, and he bored her. However, she was on the dance floor, and her heart was light enough to not mind. Then she found herself in Kirk’s tight arms again for the Spanish waltz. She couldn’t suppress her grin at his nerve and didn’t bother to twit him about manners. It was nice to spend time with a daring, handsome man.


    “Every man is the room is going to dance with you tonight,” he said as every pair of masculine eyes tracked her.


    “I know.” She sighed in contentment. “Being out of black is divine.”


    “I thought Sawyer would have stolen you from me by now. Where is he?”


    “He was enjoying the moonlight last I saw him,” she said.


    “Are you spoken for yet, my lovely?”


    “Indeed no.”


    “You could take pity on me and rob me of my bachelorhood.”


    “Then what would we talk about?” she demurred.


    “Touché.”


    He smiled at her in old friendship, and then she was in Joseph’s arms for a few minutes.


    “How light on your feet you are tonight!”


    “I feel as if I was never hurt.”


    “Lorena Hall is watching you over George’s shoulder.”


    “Ah, yes. She gives simpering a new meaning. I shouldn’t have grabbed her for the quadrille. She was already looking inquiringly at me before that.”


    “When this figure ends, you can fetch me a cup of punch. I forgot what thirsty work all this is, but what a time, Joseph! What a wonderful night.”


    “I believe you’re having a good time,” Joseph said in amazement. “I thought you’d forgotten how to smile, much less laugh and dance.”


    “See, if I can change my character then there’s hope for you yet.”


    Joseph chuckled.


    The number ended and they strolled over to the refreshment table to get a cup of Sarabeth’s much-lauded watermelon punch. As Cleo filled their cups, Somerset felt a sharp rap on her shoulder and, turning, she found herself eye to eye with Caroline, Eric’s sister.


    She was a tall woman, and she was attractive in the Rutherford way with unruly black hair, blue eyes, a straight nose, and a strong jaw. She was stately with no rounded softness, no feminine frills. She was in full mourning and the white accents on her tired black gown were becoming to her snowy skin. Somerset recalled that her husband recently lost a brother and she hastened to smile. She used to want Caroline for a sister but had not laid eyes on her for at least a year. She tried to think of an opening to begin a conversation but Caroline always had something in mind.


    “Can this damsel in lilac be the same woman that my brother was so wild about?” she asked plaintively. “Now that you’re grown I feel worse jealous of you. I thought people lost their looks as they aged.”


    “I look a fright and I know it,” said Somerset. “I’m so tired of the conventions of dress: heavy mourning, full mourning, half-mourning. This is the first true color that I’ve worn since sixty-three, and I’m so happy to be out of black. Growing up, I always wanted a bright blue silk and I may get it yet.”


    “Even if there was another war, there would be nobody left to die,” winked Caroline, “so you’ll probably get your wish. Is this scalawag your brother? I am so far removed from you in Tuscaloosa that I can’t keep up. You should write more. We don’t have Eric anymore but we have the connection, child. Joseph, is it? We used to fight over DeeDee’s fudge pies when we were small. Eric usually got them while we whined and harassed each other. Do you recall?”


    “How could I forget? Any girl who hit harder than me is bound to be unforgettable.”


    Joseph hung back a little, smiling but striving to stay out of the conversation. Somerset recalled that he disliked Caroline’s straightforward manner. He’d called her cake with no icing on a number of occasions.


    “Tell me, have you seen Mother and Daddy yet?”


    “No, I haven’t seen them. Are they here?”


    “Well, they saw you when you went waltzing around the room with the Garrett girl. They want to see you before the night is over. I have an open seat on my community improvement committee if you want it, Somerset. Now that you’re out of mourning you’ll be able to dart in and out of town the way that you used to. I know that you, Mrs. Forrest, Mrs. Garrett, and Helen used to handle quite a few projects in the Grove. I could sponsor you. You’d meet plenty of new friends. Of course, you’ll spend lots of time fundraising and making crafts to sell, but there are worse ways a lady could spend her time.”


    “I’m only just now out of mourning so Mother is used to me being at home,” declined Somerset.


    The one characteristic she forgot about the Rutherfords from one interaction to the next was what involved people they were. It didn’t matter if it was community theater or Main Street beautification, a Rutherford clamored to be involved. Eric bore it all with amused tolerance. He hadn’t lived long enough to go on a volunteering rampage the way all of them did, but his family still whispered that, with his thriving law practice, resonant voice, and charismatic manner, a Senate seat would have been his if he lived.


    “That’s fine, Somerset, but I’ll hold the spot vacant for a few weeks just in case you change your mind. We were almost sisters, and I’d like to work with you. I suspect that face of yours would come in handy selling raffle tickets on the square. Oh, there’s Charles motioning for me to come greet Phillip. Excuse me, please. I’m hunting you back down with Mother and Daddy. We haven’t caught up.”


    Caroline bustled off into the crowd.


    “She makes me appreciate a docile woman, and you understand that takes talent,” whispered Joseph.


    “She’s a Rutherford,” observed Somerset. “What is bred in the bone tends to come out in the flesh, I’ve noticed.”


    “She’s a shark,” corrected Joseph.


    Ivy, fresh from a waltz, spotted them and made her way to the refreshment table. She didn’t make eye contact with Joseph, but she looked them in the faces as she joined them. Somerset wondered who told her that Fairlee was gone. She cut her eyes at Joseph to warn him to behave, but he was too busy considering the rug to notice.


    “Curtis Lawton just nearly tripped over my toes three times in a row, and how they throb!” she laughed with a wince. “Somerset, how many times did you dance with Kirk tonight?”


    “Enough to cause a stir but it didn’t mean a thing to either of us,” said Somerset, passing her a cup of punch. “We both love to dance, and he thought well of me waltzing you about to get the evening started. Kirk loves a good time almost as much as our Joseph.”


    “Oooh, this is the watermelon punch. I’ve missed it. Oh, there is Sawyer. I wasn’t sure he was here. He looks terrible.”


    “I would too if I were going to the Dakota Territory to homestead it,” said Joseph to her.


    “Dakota Territory? Why go there? One rough year on this plantation isn’t enough to justify packing up and going to fresh frontier.”


    “His cousin is out there and needs a partnership to get his wheat farm off and running. Sawyer thought a year or two out there might get him started, and then he might come back. Lawrence is going to take over Sawyer’s duties in the meantime. Business in the store has been down for so long that it just makes sense for him to have the free time to put back into the plantation.”


    “We want him here. He’ll be in grave danger in a new uncivilized place like that. I thought he had his fill of adventure during the war and would never leave home,” Ivy mused.


    “So did I,” Joseph agreed, “but people change.”


    “Why are you both looking at me?” asked Somerset in a huff.


    “I thought that the two of you had longevity,” said Joseph.


    “Now who’s the shark?” she asked.


    “I thought he’d propose and you’d come live here,” said Ivy.


    Somerset kept the emotion off of her face and managed a shrug.


    “Oh, we did some halfhearted courting,” she said.


    “I thought it was quiet but not halfhearted,” mused Ivy. “I thought it was rather intense.”


    Joseph turned and looked at her with a quizzical expression. Somerset got the impression that he just noticed he was conversing with Ivy. A smile appeared at the corners of his mouth as he studied her, and as he kept on looking the corners of his eyes crinkled.


    “I haven’t had the pleasure of dancing with you, Miss Garrett. Would you honor me with a waltz?”


    He extended his arm, and Ivy took it, blushing from her hairline down into her dress. Somerset rolled her eyes heavenward as she heard him murmuring to her about her powers of perception and pretty dress. Ivy’s blush looked burned into her face as he took her in his arms. Somerset would have to remind her later to take everything he said and did with a grain of salt, perhaps the whole shaker.


    She turned her back on Walter Macon, who was coming, no doubt, to whisk her onto the floor and caught sight of Victoria, who had found her way to Helen and George. She remembered what she had promised Victoria and headed for the front door.


    “Taking some air?” asked Kirk as she passed him. He was trapped by a gaggle of unmarried girls, hemmed in all sides. It made for an entertaining picture as they gawked at his blond hair and strong features. He couldn’t take four steps in any direction without having to entertain some eligible lady.


    “I am,” she said. “Would you escort me? Protect me from all the things that go bump in the night? It’s too hot in here.”


    Every Buchanan girl near him frowned in frustration. Kirk blazed a grin at Somerset that should have lit everyone’s handkerchiefs on fire and slipped through the throngs of hopeful women. They strode out the door together just as the band began to play “I Cannot Sing the Old Songs.” Laura Russell’s smooth alto joined the sounds of the band.


    Somerset strode down the steps.


    “What are we doing, my lady?” asked Kirk with faux gallantry.


    “Now that I’ve saved your hide from a dungeon of Buchanan dragons, I’m embarking on a quest to unite a lady with her knight of choice.”


    “I take it you are not the lady nor am I the knight.”


    “No.”


    Somerset slipped around the corner of the house. There were couples, chaperones, and servants in various formations all around the yard and the lanterns made it brighter than day. She made a beeline for the picnic tables.


    Kirk hummed along with the music.


    “I can sing the old songs,” he said, just as they reached the beginning of the tables. “They don’t make me sad anymore. Do they you?”


    “They used to cloak me in sadness.”


    “But no more?”


    “No, no more.”


    “We lived a magnificent dream,” Kirk continued. “I won’t be sad for the memory of those wonderful times in my life. I wouldn’t dream of dishonoring them in that way. I like Sarabeth’s way of honoring the past. I’ll drink to it any old night. Wouldn’t you?”


    Somerset located Victoria’s seat and snatched up the little handwritten placard with her name on it.


    “I finally know what it is to live for today,” Somerset said and held up the card. She turned to look for Holt Harlow’s.


    “So Somerset Forrest is playing the role of a Fate tonight?”


    “I’m afraid so.”


    She moved on to a fresh table and began scanning the seats. Sarabeth had done well in laying out the dinner guests. Her skill in mixing the young and old with the eligible and the taken was adept. Somerset realized she hadn’t seen her own seat and that she might be in the main dining room beside Sawyer. She decided she might need to switch more seats than just Victoria’s and Holt’s.


    “Aha!” She held up Holt’s card.


    “Trying to make a match of it between my younger brother and your sister?” asked Kirk.


    Somerset removed Lorena Hall’s card and put Victoria’s in its place. She left Lorena’s at Victoria’s previous seat.


    “If you say that I did this, I’ll say that you’re lying or confused or whatever good lie strikes my fancy at the time. Sisters love to matchmake for each other. You have sisters.”


    “None are unmarried so I suppose they do.”


    She began climbing the steep lawn back up to Riverside. Kirk offered her an elbow and she took it as the worn heels on her shoes sank into the damp earth. Kirk considered something before he spoke.


    “And Warren is?”


    “Not my son,” she replied. She thought the question should offend her, but she and Kirk were old friends. He was as bold a man as she was a woman.


    Kirk cleared his throat. He paused and gestured at the strings of lights in all the trees.


    “Will you look at all these lights, Somerset? It is like Heaven—or yesteryear. Picture the year of sixty-four. There was never a conflict. You come out here in a gown of—of—of what?”


    “Blue silk with cherry trim is the dress I wanted and never had.”


    “You come out here to gaze at the moon with Eric in a gown of silk with cherry trim. Bess is toting your first baby and you have another on the way. The orchestra is playing your favorite song—what is your favorite song?”


    “‘I’ll Twine ’Mid the Ringlets.’”


    “And that is being played. Later in the evening you’ll go home to a luxurious home all your own. You have everything that you want and, better yet, need. All is right with the world. Can’t you see it?”


    “It’s a charming picture. I’ll have sweet dreams tonight. Thank you.”


    “With some substitutions it could be real. You aren’t in blue and cherry, but you’re a vision in purple. I’m sorry not to be Eric, but I’m told that I’m handsome, if in a different way, and I’ve saved enough money to build my own home now. Drat, I’m no good at making flowery speeches. I have entertained some charming pictures, too. I think I can show you better than I can tell you.”


    Kirk closed his eyes and began to lean forward. Somerset put one hand up and tapped his chest.


    “Now that’s no way to treat a lady after she rescues you.”


    “I—”


    “You’re charmed by all this moonlight. You’re elated to be at your first ball in years. You might have had too much to drink in between dances. Blame anything. I’ll make allowances for any of it, any excuse you want to offer me. You have been my friend since we were both in dresses, and I will overlook anything from you but this. I don’t want a proposal, and I don’t want to be kissed.”


    “Somerset, I—”


    “You had too much to drink. You got taken in by the Marshall charm under the starlight. For a moment I reminded you of a girl you used to love. You’re going to escort me back in and ask a lady to dance while I forget this moment ever happened. No one saw. I forgive you. Just don’t ask me to sacrifice a perfectly good longstanding friendship to an impulsive kiss.”


    “Maybe I’m the pale wildwood flower in your song,” Kirk said. He sounded rueful and his smile was brittle.


    She led them up the steps. Her heart was not as heavy as it might have been. It made her blood rush for someone as handsome as him to try to take liberties with her, but she didn’t want to risk any more failed attachments. They were too much alike to risk romance. She wished they had been farther from the house so she could soothe his humiliation with a hug, but the number of chaperones forbade such a friendly gesture. Franklin opened the door for them and Kirk, relieved that she made it so easy to get away, hurried to take Lorena Hall onto the dance floor.


    Somerset started for the dining room to be sure she wasn’t seated at the family table.


    People were breaking into groups for parlor games on the edges of the room, eager to distract themselves with whatever merriment they could extract from the night. She saw Sawyer, Joseph, and Timothy Garrett sitting around Mrs. Russell’s tall rosewood table. There was a flaming bowl of raisins in a shallow porcelain bowl in the center of the table so she knew someone had suggested a game of Snap-dragon. She would remind herself to stay away from the punch if the quality of the night was fading so soon. She glanced at the clock and saw Mrs. Russell was about to announce supper and realized the importance of making sure she wasn’t expected in the dining room, especially since Sawyer was intoxicated.


    Victoria, Helen, Ivy, and several other girls abandoned dancing to gather in the draped nook that Sarabeth used to store her antiques for a game of Pass the Slipper. Helen was it. Somerset laughed aloud to see her standing in the middle of the circle. She was terrible at Pass the Slipper and never would open her eyes in time to see who held the treasure. Somerset saw it was Caroline Rutherford, of all people. Her sharp face blended in with the surrounding expressions of innocence. Helen didn’t stand a chance.


    Mrs. Russell began to ding her triangle to quiet the room.


    Somerset hurried toward the dining room. Through the wide door frame, she glimpsed Cleo lighting a rosy hurricane lamp on the sideboard. Her secrets would be safe with Cleo. She could wad up her card and wander down to the river with Victoria, Ivy, and Holt, where she could eat barbeque under the stars and maybe try to make poor abashed Kirk feel less shamed when she ran into him again.


    She passed through a straggling group of people playing Blind Man’s Bluff. Interest in dancing and games was breaking up in favor of supper. People were beginning to drift in clusters toward the porch exits in hopes of getting to the beginning of the line at the buffet of food.


    “I’ve almost got you!” proclaimed the abandoned man who was unfortunate enough to be it at mealtime.


    “No, you don’t. I’m not playing.”


    “You might not know that you’re playing but you are,” he retorted. “I can’t see through this miserable blindfold, and you’re no different to me than anyone who volunteered to play this wretched game.”


    “I was making my way to the dining room. I’m not playing,” repeated Somerset.


    He made a grab at her and she leapt away from his grasp. He was tall and built broad through the shoulders. He struck her as fast, though, if he wanted to be. She darted behind him toward the door, and he turned too well to be as blindfolded as he claimed to be. He made another expert lunge at her. Several nearby observers made high-pitched impressionable murmurs at the display in front of them. People began to migrate away from the doorways.


    “You’re very stubborn,” she said as she inched back.


    “So are you,” he said.


    He made another maneuver for her and she found herself blocked in between a walnut bookcase, him, and Mrs. Russell’s floral velvet settee. She made as graceful an evasive move as she could in such a heavy dress and found herself teetering on the edge of the settee. A ripple of conversation ebbed across the room like a high tide and she was the moon. Joseph was watching them with greater interest than he could contain. Sawyer’s eyes met hers across the room, and Helen covered her mouth in delighted surprise. The masked man who was it reached out a hand and took her forearm to steady her. Another hand reached out and touched her face.


    “I think it’s folly to make someone who doesn’t know anyone be it,” he declared. “I couldn’t possibly know you or anyone else by touching their features. I’ll unmask myself now and see whom I caught.”


    He flung away the black bandanna with a flourish. It draped over Mr. Rutherford’s shoulder like an old shoelace, and he looked sheepish as he laid it on the end table beside him.


    “Now I can properly see you,” the stranger announced.


    Applause crashed through the room with startling amplitude.


    Somerset looked down from her precarious position on the settee into a face as handsome as it was loved. The light blue eyes, the thick black brows, and the head full of coarse black hair met her gaze as naturally as a tintype image. She swallowed and looked with eyes too shocked to blink at the long face and the decidedly square jaw and the smile that just bordered on a smirk.


    She gasped as partygoers hurrahed and toasted.


    He offered her a steady hand to assist her to the floor, and when she took it, the crowd went wild.


    ***

  


  




  

Chapter 10


    The applause died away at the climax of the game and the crowd shifted back to the exits in search of sustenance. The room fell away from her and she forgot the guests, her own discomfort, and the reason she was going to the dining room. Somerset took the proffered hand and let him swing her from the settee to the floor. She eyed him as he studied her in turn.


    “You,” she said, fending off a wave of hysteria. “You. How did I not know it was you behind the mask from the start?”


    “I indeed, but who are you? Perhaps Venus? Are you Rebecca of Ivanhoe? No, Guinevere of Camelot. Yes, Guinevere. It is good to be known in these parts, I’ve been gone so long.”


    “I—I’m Somerset,” she stammered.


    She drew back. His voice was all wrong. It was deeper, more resonant than his. When he spoke, she felt it in the center of her chest. It was thunder, if thunder could be described as self-assured. Eric’s voice had more of a lighter tone, a rich but ringing melody fit for courtroom argument and sweet compliments susurrated to the nape of her neck as she went inside Orchard Rest for the evening.


    She was convinced that, if he suddenly materialized at a country dance, someone other than she would find it remarkable. Corpses arrived home again and again in the days right after surrender. Mistaken identities and false casualty reports were a way of life, but a dead man returning home five years after the fact would draw everyone’s attention. She’d falsely believed the approbation when he hurled away his blindfold and took her hand to be celebration that he returned home.


    His eyes flashed in recognition.


    “Ah, Somerset. I am pleased to meet you, Miss Marshall, I presume? Of the Marshalls from Somerset Manor, a daughter of the steamboat and tobacco business?”


    “Forrest,” she corrected. “My mother is a Marshall.”


    “A daughter of Thomas and Blanche Forrest then. Hmm. Tell me, Miss Forrest, do you routinely find yourself in games you don’t want to play? You make the nicest birthday present I’ve ever received and all because you didn’t watch where you were going.”


    “Phillip Russell,” she said.


    “Yes. I’m myself as you established when I unmasked. Are you staying through supper tonight? As the guest of honor, it will be considered the height of rudeness if I don’t appear at my own name-day meal so I’m afraid I have to go to the dining room now and preside over the table. I should like to talk to you more later, if you don’t mind, and dance with you. You wouldn’t refuse a man a dance on his birthday?”


    “No, never.”


    Mrs. Russell appeared again in the ballroom and gestured to Phillip.


    “We’re waiting on you, young man. Your food is growing cold and the cake will be brought in soon for you to cut. Somerset, Miss Garrett was inquiring about you. I told her you’d soon have your plate ready and join her, dear.”


    Somerset smiled. Mrs. Russell played the consummate lady. She realized something was awry with her and Sawyer and was taking care to keep them apart in public displays. She put aside the urge to hug the woman in gratitude even if she did lead her to Sawyer earlier in the evening. She started for the porch and felt Phillip’s gaze on her back as she departed the room.


    Once outside, she bypassed the mountain of food and traipsed down the sloping back lawn to the weathered tables with their white skirts blowing in the breeze. It was growing warmer, there was a mist in the air off the river, and she felt the warning of rain later in the night. Heat lightning flashed once, twice, five times over the woods beyond the river. People’s voices rose and fell as if on cue as they sampled the food from their double-served plates and rivaled the cacophony of the katydids. She spotted Ivy sitting near the river, chatting in a uninterested way with Lorena Hall. The set of Lorena’s chin said she was displeased that Somerset would be holding court at her table, but she smiled and spoke to Somerset as if they were bosom friends.


    “I declare, Somerset, you make the rest of us look dull. What excitement you caused by crossing Phillip’s path during a boring old game!”


    “I tried not to play, but he was of another mind or just desperate not to have to play anymore. I think he was hoping to make me be it,” said Somerset, sitting down and arranging her train.


    “I haven’t been able to get him to look my way all evening,” continued Lorena in a peeved way. “Doesn’t he resemble Eric, though? Well, the Rutherfords and Russells are cousins.”


    “Perhaps if you wouldn’t stand so close to him he could see you better,” interjected Ivy with dry venom.


    “He’s said to be a powerful businessman, the likes of which we don’t have here in the Grove or Tuscaloosa. It comes with age, I suppose. He’s ten years older than Sawyer, which puts him on the brink of forty. Not that you can tell. Everyone looks aged and distinctive if they served in the war. He’s got crow’s feet around his eyes like Sawyer, but his hair is as black as can be. Sawyer is getting very gray in the temples, I’ve noticed.


    “When you bounded away from him and landed on the settee and he reached out and caught you, I thought my heart was going to come out of my throat. You both looked so passionate although I thought you were going to die of fright when he whipped off his mask and everyone clapped and crowed. Whatever was going on in your head?”


    “I felt foolish that I jumped on the furniture in front of everyone.”


    “No one thought you looked foolish,” said Ivy. “Aren’t you hungry?”


    “No, I don’t think so.”


    “Look, there’s Joseph going out to smoke,” pointed Lorena. “He looks well, so debonair. I can’t believe how ill he was only a short time ago. Somerset, do you know if he is still courting Fairlee? A rumor has been flying around that they parted company last month and she gave him back his ring.”


    “The engagement is broken,” responded Somerset. “Whether they stay apart remains to be seen.”


    “Your interests are diverse enough that surely one of them will work out for you,” said Ivy.


    “Now Sawyer is joining Joseph. I love the way he leans on those brawny forearms against the porch railing. He looks like he could hoist a wagon over his head. He’ll be utterly wasted on the prairie. There’s no one but savages and people who couldn’t succeed here in the East.”


    Helen drifted down to their table to her seat with her plate.


    “What a poky old party,” she yawned as she sat down. “I pity youth today for not realizing what good times Theodore and I had growing up.”


    “I think it’s a splendid party,” Somerset said.


    “You don’t have much to compare it to. You look beautiful, dear.”


    “How is the baby?” asked Ivy.


    Helen began to list the innumerable wonderful things about the newest addition to her family, and Somerset sat back in her seat, feeling more relaxed as their table filled up and the conversations evened out. Kirk Harlow and Demeter Hall found them, and Kirk sank into his seat beside Somerset with the same expression she used to see on patients’ faces during the war when they determined they’d rather die than cling to life. She studied his sharp nose, long jaw, and jutting chin in profile with the gold curls spilling over his forehead. He brooded well, and she couldn’t say anything to console him for his outburst earlier without drawing everyone else in on the situation.


    “Psst,” she hissed. “Convention says we shouldn’t dance more than three times in one evening, but I have always wondered what it would be like to lead a reel with you.”


    He stretched his lean body out more relaxed in his chair, balancing the plate on one palm so that it looked like a doll’s saucer. He knew she was trying to make him feel better but he didn’t mind. She knew the sight of her mischievous smile and dancing eyes in the shadows perked up his spirits when he sniggered. Kirk always found the humor in any situation, Somerset realized, and was willing to make fun of himself if need be.


    “My dance card is full,” he jeered, “but I might be willing to break rules just once if Momma isn’t looking.”


    Lorena leaned toward him.


    “Kirk, I declare! We haven’t spoken all evening, and I know I’ve passed you in the ballroom at least three times…”


    Ivy raised her eyebrows at Somerset.


    Caroline broke with tradition and dragged her chair away from her designated table, where Holt and Victoria were having a quiet conversation, and deposited it behind and between Kirk and Somerset.


    “This is more like it,” she sighed, dropping her napkin into her lap and setting to work polishing off her drumstick.


    “Hello, Caroline,” Kirk greeted her.


    “I felt decrepit over there with all the youth,” she explained, holding her napkin to her mouth and gesturing to her old seat.


    Kirk’s eyes tracked his brother smiling as Victoria tittered at a joke. He nodded in affirmation at Somerset and she squeezed his elbow in excitement.


    “I assure you that you don’t look decrepit, but I sympathize,” he drawled. “I thought I was a young man until I saw all of our younger siblings having a good time tonight.”


    “I’m married so I know I’m no spring chicken, but I don’t necessarily want to feel old,” Caroline continued. “Goodness, did I used to laugh so timidly? Did my husband ever make jokes so furtive?”


    “I witnessed the courtship. The answer is yes,” Joseph said, appearing out of nowhere.


    He must have walked off the side of the porch down the old gravel trail to the river and come up behind them. Somerset shivered that she never heard or saw him. Her stomach grew cold and taut for an instant, imagining how different the scenario would be in the woods at night during the war. She didn’t doubt his lethality for an instant. All he was missing was his Whitfield. She smiled at him in greeting, and his returned smile was so warm that she was drawn back into the moment.


    “Bother, where did you come from?” Caroline turned as though wrenched, she was so startled.


    “I took the gravel path to the river. No one heard me?”


    Somerset shook her head no while Lorena laughed and told him he was like a phantom.


    “Mrs. Russell put me in the house with the family because she was worried about me getting tired. I don’t think she realizes I’m almost well. It felt too intimate to be at the table with the family. I finished my meal, and I came out to see if Miss Garrett would like to go look over the dessert table with me.”


    Ivy agreed. She couldn’t keep the joy off her face as she put aside her half-eaten plate and joined Joseph.


    “There, Caroline, that wasn’t too furtive, was it?” asked Joseph over his shoulder as he led them back to the porch.


    Lorena pursed her mouth, clearly in a pet.


    “Is he going to see her now?” asked Caroline.


    “No,” replied Somerset.


    “She looks at him like he’s her whole world. So Fairlee called it off, eh?”


    Kirk turned in interest to hear Somerset’s response.


    “Yes, she broke the engagement.”


    “Pity,” sighed Caroline.


    “Why?” asked Kirk.


    “The nerve of her,” said Lorena.


    A tall figure strode toward them. Phillip rose up out of the dark corners of the lawn and into the ring of light surrounding their table. He cast a long broad shadow across their table.


    “I cut my cake while everyone sang to me, and now I’ve come to see if you might let me make amends to you for the way I cornered you earlier.”


    His mouth twisted in what Somerset could only describe as part humbled apology and part leer.


    “I probably ought to make amends to you for taking over your game at your party,” said Somerset. “What are you proposing?”


    “I was thinking of beginning by serving you dessert and a drink under the awning.”


    Under the harsh direct light from the lanterns, Somerset could make out the lines around his eyes. He was a good deal older than the rest of them, but his handsomeness and self-possession made up for it. She beamed up at him, feeling as sparkling as the lights she sat under.


    “Far be it from me to turn down a piece of fudge pie when it’s offered,” she said, coquetry spilling from her voice.


    She rose from her seat and followed after him.


    “It’s not switching place cards at a dinner,” muttered Kirk as they walked away.


    “That display in the house? Pshew. That was a thousand times better,” retorted Caroline.


    ***


    Somerset couldn’t stop scrutinizing him as they walked up to the house together. Her pulse jumped with every detail: the Roman nose, the expressive eyebrows that changed constantly with every word, and the long mouth that always seemed to be on the verge of saying something else. His stride was fast and heavy and put her in mind of days when she had to scurry to keep pace with someone else. She always joked that she could keep pace with Juno more easily than she could keep up with Eric. There were differences, though. He seemed a little shorter, his shoulders were broader, and his eyes were the same shape as all the Russells’ even if they were pale blue.


    “What do you think of my party?” he asked as they ascended the steps.


    “I was on the verge of not coming but I’m glad I made it.”


    “It was worth every penny,” he said. “Mother has wanted me to come home for ages. She offered to throw me a birthday party. I couldn’t think of her spending what little she has on a party for me so I agreed to come home for a visit if she would allow me to foot the bill for the ball.”


    “It’s chivalrous of you to look out for her. Riverside had a rough year.”


    “It doesn’t feel chivalrous in hindsight. It seems more than a little self-serving. I think I gained a good deal by coming out here.”


    “You’re very direct.”


    “So are you.”


    They came up behind Joseph and Ivy. He carried her plate, which he had served with ice cream and strawberry pie, along with his, which was weighed down in chocolate cake. He asked her if she wanted coffee or port and she looked at him in rapture out of her luminous dark gray eyes. Somerset wished there was a way to separate them. Joseph likely thought he was doing her a favor, but when he never looked her way again after the evening was over, Ivy would be anguished and heartsore. She took a cup of coffee from Phillip and together they went to sit at a table under the willows.


    “That is your brother?” asked Phillip.


    “Yes.”


    “He inspires talk wherever he goes, I’ve noticed. He’s something of an icon though he’s young.”


    “His looks are Forrest but he’s Marshall to the core. I’m sorry, that probably didn’t mean a thing to an outsider like you. Not that you’re an outsider exactly, but you aren’t familiar with all of us.”


    “He enjoys himself.”


    “To put it mildly. His work doesn’t suffer any, mind you, but a sixteen-hour day won’t deter him from doing what he likes at the end of the day. He is independent.”


    Somerset wondered how she could have confessed so much to a complete stranger. Phillip didn’t seem rattled by her admission.


    “Here is the pie you spoke of. Here, let me carry that plate for you. No, I won’t be having anything. The piece of cake I ate in the dining room was enough. Care to join me on the swing? We’ll be close to the music there.”


    Somerset settled on the swing with her plate and Phillip leaned his back against the railing and faced the house as she tried to only peck at Mrs. Russell’s excellent pie.


    “How long will you be staying on, Mr. Russell?”


    “Only a few weeks.”


    “And why has it taken you so long to return to these parts?”


    “I own a mine and it requires supervision. It’s a volatile business with volatile workers. Mother would have me sell it and move home if she could have her own way, but I grew used to the distance long ago. I was already accustomed to life in South Carolina after school at the Citadel, and there’s age difference enough between my siblings and me that I don’t feel that I know them.”


    Somerset gave up on politeness. She dug into the pie with her fork and contemplated asking him his age but thought better of it.


    “It was always that way between me and my older siblings. We didn’t have to contend with that much of an age difference, I don’t guess, but Joseph and I always felt distant from our older siblings. I was Teddie’s pet when I was small, but as adults we drifted apart. The war affected them more so than us because they grew accustomed to an opulent life of leisure. Joseph, Victoria, and I are all conditioned to hard labor and having less than we’d like.”


    Phillip gave her such an intense look that Somerset felt he was looking through her.


    “It doesn’t surprise me to hear you say that although you’re sitting there arrayed like a princess. You’re descended from a family accustomed to creating, losing, and regaining dynasties. It’s in your blood to work hard whether you like to or not.”


    “I like it. I made an excellent nurse until I was forced to come home. You seem well-versed on my family.”


    “There aren’t many who don’t know about your family. I believe your grandfather’s loss of Marshall Steam, your uncle’s death, and Mr. Forrest’s subsequent proposal to your mother was a nursery tale when I was growing up.”


    “You’re teasing me! And it’s a grisly story.”


    “Children like grisly stories, and it has a happy ending. The wronged family reclaims a fortune when they return home like the prodigal son did, and the prince and the princess marry.”


    “You make it sound so unlikely.”


    “You’re dreadfully young. As you grow older you’ll find the most improbable things are likely and you’ll come to doubt nothing that happens.”


    “I hope so,” said Somerset, laying down her empty plate. “I’m tired of being told to give up hope.”


    He looked caught off guard.


    “What are you hoping for?”


    “I’ve spent most of my life thinking that I’ll wake up one morning and the past will be wiped clean like my old school slate.”


    “That’s a terrible way to feel.”


    “It is but I don’t feel that way anymore.”


    “When you’re as old as I am the only moments that will matter will be the ones you’re living in right now. I wouldn’t trade all of my worst days for this one perfect birthday tonight.”


    “You wouldn’t?”


    “No. Entertaining a girl in purple who loves pie is everything in the world to me just now. The only thing that can improve the moment is the dance you promised me.”


    Somerset couldn’t remember the last time she blushed or felt coy, but she felt the heat creeping into her face and lowered her lashes. She wished she had remembered to bring a fan. It would be so useful to hide her emotions behind it, but she’d never needed one. Since youth she had been in such total control of her visage. She felt about as experienced as Ivy Garrett being shepherded about the back yard by Joseph. She was an experienced huntress. She knew there was no need to feel this heady about one man.


    He extended his hand.


    “Ezra, a waltz.”


    Franklin hurried to throw both doors wide. Ladies and gentleman, somnolent from the quantities of food they gorged on, stood and shook themselves to wakefulness. People began to shuffle in the general direction of the ballroom. Somerset passed Mrs. Russell as she entered the house and smiled at her, showing all of her teeth, as Mrs. Russell stared befuddled at them as they went by. It was not lost on her that it was Phillip’s first dance of the night.


    The music changed tempo and the waltz began. Somerset’s skin tingled as if magnetized. She more or less felt that she was pulled into Phillip’s arms and then fell into the swaying motion of the dance with him. She could feel the heat of his hand through her dress and it was a good feeling. She tilted her head back under the heavy weight of her pinned curls and looked him in the face. He was a masterful dancer but lacked Eric’s easygoing natural grace. He was more powerful, more commanding as he guided her around the floor. She thought this was to throw off her balance and make her rely on him, hold tighter to him, and she was fine if that were the case. She began to relax and feel confident as other couples began to join them.


    “Happy birthday,” she said as they turned.


    “It has been most memorable. I don’t normally care for dancing, but Miss Forrest, you may have changed my mind.”


    “Everyone in my family loves dancing. I’ve danced with so many gentlemen for the first time tonight. I used to dance my three dances with Eric and sit the rest out. Mother used to get so embarrassed.”


    “Eric?”


    “Eric Rutherford. He was my fiancé but he was presumed dead in the war.”


    “Ah, my cousin. I met him on a holiday here and there. He always said we could be brothers, though I don’t see the resemblance. He was a good man, and I’m sorry for your loss. When did he pass?”


    “He went missing in eighteen sixty-three. I went to Georgia and I nursed the wounded, sorted corpses, scavenged battlefields—did all the horrible things women do during wars to find their loved ones. Mother demanded I come home in the end.”


    “Not having the body causes confusion. One doesn’t know whether to feel hopeful or reach acceptance,” he said.


    “I’ve been indecisive about it,” she admitted, “but I’ve finally accepted it.”


    “Is that why you moved your engagement ring over to your right hand?”


    “What?”


    She looked at her hand. Eric’s stone glittered under the chandeliers as brightly as if he had just placed the ring on her finger. She must have put it on her hand before she crawled into bed and forgot the two previous days.


    “I haven’t worn it in years. I tried it on before the ball today and forgot to take it off.”


    “I think it’s touching that you still honor him.”


    “I was never closer to another person. Five years apart doesn’t do much to diminish the relationship we had. I find myself remembering him at the most inopportune times such as now when I’m waltzing with a near stranger. It must bore you to hear me go on and on about him.”


    “I was actually thinking that I admire your loyalty. I don’t encounter the trait often and you can be sure I see it less and less often in the mining business. I’m afraid it’s a sordid world, very cutthroat and unapologetic. It’s wholesome to come home and see people like Sawyer making their way simply. It seems I could learn so much from my brother.”


    “On the contrary, your world sounds very exciting. We’re too traditional here in Century Grove. I love it here but I am grateful that Tuscaloosa is such a short trip away.”


    “So Century Grove is your Camelot?”


    “It is.”


    “Even with your king gone?”


    “Was I supposed to take the veil then?” asked Somerset.


    “Not at all. I only wondered how devoted you are to the area.”


    Somerset made a wry face.


    “It seems not very. Mother has decided to take me home at the end of next week.”


    “To Virginia?”


    “Yes.”


    “Don’t you want to go?”


    “I think her motives extend far beyond family picnics and social calls.”


    “Would it impose upon you if I were to call on you then before you depart? It seems a shame that we’re starting off so nicely only for you to go away and I to go to Charleston shortly thereafter.”


    The waltz ended. He released her. Somerset felt regret and hoped he would ask her for another dance right away, but instead he led her to the refreshment table. She considered his request as he filled her cup and handed it to her.


    “It would be no imposition at all,” she answered.


    “If you’ll excuse me, I have guests I’ve yet to greet, but I’ll be seeing you.”


    He nodded at her and disappeared into the crowd. Her disappointment was deeper than she would have liked.


    “You met Phillip,” said Joseph.


    He was fetching Ivy a glass of water.


    “I did. He is interesting.”


    “Is he? I don’t think I’ve seen him since I was in dresses. I would say he’s interesting and rich. His resemblance to the Rutherfords is striking, though. He could easily be Caroline’s brother.”


    “He was taken with you,” added Ivy in her hushed voice. “I didn’t want to say so in front of Lorena, but the way he looked at you when he removed his blindfold was smitten.”


    Her eyes were wide in earnest.


    Somerset appreciated what was said but appeared nonchalant. She wasn’t about to appear like a fresh-faced girl unused to attention. She was going to steer Phillip into pursuit of her while she appeared to consider his worth.


    “I didn’t notice, I guess because I was startled. I never did enjoy Blind Man’s Bluff,” she said in her best detached voice. “Do you hear that? A reel! I promised Kirk a reel over supper. Excuse me.”


    She pivoted to find him but he was already reaching for her hand with a bemused expression.


    Bless him, she thought. He is truly flustered over what happened outside and he wants it remedied as soon as possible so he’s willing to do anything I say to return us to the sphere of old chums. What we need is a hug and maybe a good laugh with a peck thrown in but I can’t deal with any of that right now. Oh, there goes Holt with Victoria. It’s the first time she’s danced with a man and she’s starting with a reel at that! I hope she remembers all the dance steps Joseph and Mother and I did with her in the parlor on rainy days.


    “I didn’t think you’d take me up on this,” she chattered to Kirk. “I thought you’d be peevish with me after I was so rude.”


    “Cheeky maybe. But rude? No. It was insulting of me to presume I could ask anything of you when I haven’t been to see you once.”


    “I blame it on the moonlight.”


    “I blame it on you. I can accept friendship, however.”


    She regarded his face as she bowed to him. He was usually impassive or sardonic but she discerned more than affection. There was a hint of self-loathing that he let his feelings slip but mostly she saw tenderness. He wouldn’t forget that she immediately rebuffed him, but in order to keep her respect he was willing to retreat to honorable ground. Somerset always liked Kirk but she found such new worth in him in that instant that she relaxed enough to enjoy him without worrying about repairing the situation. He responded in kind and they enjoyed several more dances until Mrs. Garrett was scandalized and caught Somerset’s eye to let her know it was quite enough.


    She danced as she always dreamed of dancing: with friends, with would-be flames, and even with complete strangers. She rested her aching feet with Caroline, who detested dancing, and watched the folly of the evening come into full bloom. Established couples flirted and pushed the boundaries of acceptable but stifled courtship. The budding interest of fresher couples continued to tickle their senses of humor. The pursuit of a good time by the middle aged was wondrous to behold. It soon became apparent that the punch was laced with something heavier than fruit, and ladies began abstaining as the night grew louder and less formal. The chaperones were less watchful guardians and more sleepy obligatory figureheads as the night rolled on.


    Somerset was on the arm of Demeter, about to take part in a polka, but was scanning the masses for Phillip Russell when the clock struck midnight.


    The party seemed to sober up for a moment as they all paused their absurdities to listen to the hollow toll from the ancient Russell grandfather clock. Several whoops and yawps rose as the twelfth gong started.


    “I have always hoped to carouse into a fresh day!” exclaimed Demeter. “What do you say, Miss Forrest? Shall we christen August eighth with a dance?”


    Mrs. Russell, weary from party preparation and showing her tiredness, began ordering the servants to make ready beds and pallets for overnight guests. She suggested someone dispose of her old punch and freshen the bowl with new ice and drink. Then she silenced the band’s jaunty polka rhythm and, in hopes of winding the evening down, she requested “Auld Lang Syne” again. Laura and Eve scrambled to the piano to sing.


    Somerset parted her lips to tell Demeter yes but stopped short as the echo of the last gong stopped vibrating the floor. Intuition told her something was wrong while unease permeated her. The reason behind it was just out of her mental grasp and she looked about the room as though it would appear to her.


    “What is it?” asked Demeter with a sly smile.


    “What day did you say it is?”


    “My dear, midnight passed and it is August eighth.”


    Laura’s and Eve’s very different sopranos warbled in tune but never harmonized.


    “I’ve had the best time with you tonight,” she flung over her shoulder, “but I should have been home long ago.”


    Demeter’s laughing dark eyes grew serious and his mouth asked questions she didn’t hear as she trotted to Joseph and Victoria.


    “Joseph, come. Victoria, now,” she said as she sped by them.


    Others were heading out the door as well, having realized the late hour. Somerset pushed past them as they loitered on the porch with unhurried good-byes and promises to see each other soon and headed for the wagon.


    ***

  


  




  

Chapter 11


    Somerset climbed onto the wagon seat and waited as Jim went to retrieve their horse. Victoria was close behind, but Joseph hobbled out of the house looking annoyed.


    “What is the rush?” he drawled, throwing his arms wide.


    Sawyer appeared instead of Jim with the horse. He hitched the animal in minutes. He looked more sober and alert than earlier.


    “Somerset, why did you come tearing out of the house?”


    “I don’t have time to discuss it. I have to get home now and I’m not sharing why with the likes of a common—”


    Somerset glanced around. People weren’t so occupied that they couldn’t enjoy a dramatic scene. A few people looked over at them in the darkness, interested by the intonation of her voice.


    “You never mind,” she said between clenched teeth. “Let go of the reins now.”


    Joseph pulled himself up beside her with a low groan.


    “Hand her the reins, Sawyer. I shouldn’t drive. Somerset, what in the devil is the matter with you now?”


    She beat the horse across its back with the reins.


    “I’m following you home,” Sawyer shouted after them as they rolled away.


    “I don’t understand,” said Victoria. “I was having the best time.”


    Heat lightning flashed. It left a lingering red impression for a few seconds everywhere it flashed. Thunder pounded in the distance, and the wind kissed them with the foreshadowing of rain to come.


    “What day is it?” asked Somerset.


    Sweat moistened the bosom and underarms of her dress. Her back was sticky with perspiration and the basque of her dress felt about two sizes too small.


    “It’s August eighth.”


    “I don’t understand,” repeated Victoria.


    “I refuse to believe I’m the only one in our home who keeps up with this, but worse than that, I can’t believe I left Mother at home tonight. It’s August eighth. Isn’t this the day Theodore died? Doesn’t it all make sense now? This night was a ruse. She’s been looking for her diary for months, and she was ill enough to call for the doctor on a night she’s looked forward to. I can’t believe I was so thoughtless.”


    “She wanted us out of the house before she had hysterics,” inferred Victoria. “She wanted us out of the house when she lost it again.”


    “I don’t want to go home then,” declared Joseph. “Who wants to listen to her wail all night? Papa stayed home with her. He can mark a calendar even if I can’t.”


    “She is in pain,” chided Victoria.


    “So are we!” Joseph retorted. “I am sick of that woman’s vapors. How many sacred personal days does she need to remember? To think that this all started with some innocent boy’s drowning decades ago. Every other day of the year is a day she claims changed her life forever.”


    “Her life did change forever. A single day can change your life forever.”


    “Are you daft? Do you think I don’t know that? Do you not remember that I almost died on the Chickamauga? Have you already forgotten that I nearly lost my leg? We all have important dates in our lives, all of us, but we don’t get sick and weak just because an anniversary rolls around. I am done indulging her.”


    Somerset didn’t utter a word as she sat between them, listening to them argue. She thought of herself as an amalgam of Victoria’s blind compassion and Joseph’s stark realism. She was neither too soft to exist on her own nor was she so strong that she could cast out all the help in her life.


    Teddie might be the young god while Helen was the model sainted wife, and Joseph might be the black sheep while Victoria was the wronged sweet child. She was going to be more than the face that put Blanche back on the map. She had a long line of strengths and even weaknesses to draw on and cherish within her family. She lifted her shoulders and exhaled, hoping that she was going to be fine.


    “Fine then,” Joseph was saying. His bitterness seemed to intensify the heat lightning. “How many family members does she have to sacrifice then to absolve herself of the sin that she didn’t get the life she wanted in the end? Because Papa is running himself ragged trying to accrue back every penny the Marshalls ever lost. Because Somerset has become the sacrificial lamb at Orchard Rest. She’s going to try to marry above us—not that that’s even possible—to put us back on the social pedestal that Mother regrets she declined. Because Teddie married and moved hundreds of miles away just so that he could be his own man instead of being forced to reinvent himself as the resurrection of Uncle Theodore. Who was he anyhow? Other than some good-looking, wealthy simpleton who drowned trying to save Aunt Muriel, who was he?”


    “Stop, Joseph.”


    “I will not. I’m too sober to push it all aside tonight. Because poor Helen will never look in a mirror without wincing. Her crime? Being merely ordinary. Because I am not my brother. There isn’t a Marshall bone in my body, and Mother desperately wanted a second chance with a son after she failed with Theodore. It wouldn’t have done any good, though, if I had been like him—I’d been ignored for almost two solid decades by the time she got around to acknowledging my existence. And you, Victoria—”


    “Don’t you dare!”


    “You made such a surprising nice end to the family. You didn’t generate all the attention Somerset did, but you didn’t disappoint like Helen. You were going to do some amazing thing for Mother’s standing until you were in the wrong place at the wrong time, and now you have a child who not only ruined the last of Mother’s campaign but forced her into the unforgiveable position of letting everyone wonder just whose child he is. I’m certain you hope Somerset marries very well or chances are, you’ll never make it out of Orchard Rest before you die. I am tempted to save you all the humiliation and say Warren is mine, begat on some family excursion to a place where we have no real connections.”


    There was a shuffling noise behind Somerset as Victoria leaned across her back and then a sound as sharp as a pinecone falling in winter as she slapped Joseph full in the face. A warm wet sound that was Victoria crying soon followed. Somerset shut her eyes for a moment, although it was dark, as if she could block his words from her mind. It was all true, each nasty word, and she wasn’t going to waste breath on Joseph to scold him for telling the truth, but the manner he had told it in was scalding. She didn’t even care that Sawyer was following somewhere behind them. He had fallen so far beneath her notice that she didn’t care anymore what he knew or didn’t know. She’d tried to tell him plenty of times, but he’d never seemed to read between the words of what she said. But then, he was not Eric. She exhaled to calm her mangled nerves, and a single lightning bolt dissected a cloud in a jagged jumble of fuzzy light.


    “Disregarding all else, a bad thing occurred on this date,” she heard herself saying calmly. “Our place is not partying until dawn when a family member is in need. At least this time she tried to protect us by sending us away, and we all have to take care of each other for our own honor. Everything could be fine, too. She might have sent us out merely because she was ill.”


    “I’ll apologize sincerely to both of you if that is indeed the case, but when each one of us found out the date, we wore the selfsame expressions. We thought the world was ending, and when Mother wakes up in the morning it might.”


    The muffled fluid noise that was Victoria’s crying continued on as Somerset continued to drive. Joseph’s expression was veering toward repentance.


    “I didn’t say anything ugly about any of us, only Mother,” he sighed.


    Somerset made a sound of irritation.


    “When you tell the truth, you make it sound so—so—”


    “Unbearable?” finished Joseph.


    Somerset pulled up the gravel drive and came to a stop near the front porch. She didn’t bother unhitching the horse. She tied him to Blanche’s burgeoning forsythia bush and clattered up the steps. Victoria wiped her eyes angrily and followed her. Joseph fished a key out of his trouser pockets, and in the flickering weak light from the moon he managed to get the door unlocked. Somerset and Victoria filed past him into the entryway while he pulled the door to and relocked it. Bess had left some candles burning downstairs in anticipation of their late arrival home. They cast their three shadows as tall and slender giants in a doll-sized house across the scuffed wood floor.


    “All is quiet,” whispered Somerset. “We’ll each take a candle up and go to bed.”


    The sound of the front door being tested made everyone jump.


    “Sawyer,” explained Joseph. “He followed after us.”


    Joseph unlocked the door to admit Sawyer entrance. His hair was wet and clinging to his head.


    The rain must have started as soon as they made it in the house, reflected Somerset, as she dragged a rag rug with her foot over beside him to catch some of the water he was dripping.


    “What happened?” He looked around him.


    “Nothing whatsoever, Mr. Russell. I was under the false impression that we were needed at home. I apologize if we alarmed any of your guests tonight. You may sit here in the entryway until the worst of the rain passes before you take leave.”


    “He doesn’t need to go out in the early hours of the morning,” protested Joseph. “He came to our aid and can stay until morning.”


    Somerset was about to argue when a door opened upstairs. The patter of bare feet slapping wood floors met their ears.


    “Leave me alone!”


    “Blanche, get back here.”


    “I will not! Leave! I don’t know why you came home!”


    “I came home because I’m your husband. You needed me and I support you. Now put that down and go back to your room. The children are liable to come home at any time. Do you really want them to come in on this when we tried to spare them this once?”


    There was a sound of more running along the landing and then some panting as Blanche struggled to take something off its hooks in the wall.


    “No!” yelled Thomas. “Put that back, too! What do you think you’re going to do with that?”


    “Will someone explain to me what is happening?” complained Sawyer as he looked for another candle.


    “What was that? Who is there?” called Blanche above them.


    “I tried to tell you so many times,” replied Somerset as she held her candle up to try to make out what was happening above them. “I never lied to you once although I wanted to.”


    “The children are home,” warned Thomas. “It isn’t too late to make a better decision. Put those things down and come to bed.”


    “Don’t touch me, dog.”


    “I have to be able to see.” Sawyer dug through his trouser pockets and came up with a book of matches. Somerset doubted they would light, he was so soaked, but bitter smoke from a lit one soon wafted through the downstairs as he succeeded in lighting a lamp.


    “Don’t!” cried Thomas.


    Somerset thought he yelled at Sawyer not to light the lamps, but the crash of glass splintering against the wall upstairs confirmed that he had called out to Blanche not to throw something at him. A shard of glass flew over the upstairs railing and landed at Somerset’s feet. She picked up the cranberry curved shell and remembered the translucent hurricane lamp that her Mother had protected like a child through the war.


    “Don’t what?” shrieked Blanche. “Let everyone know how you all manipulate me? How you silence me so that no one knows what I’ve suffered?”


    “What’s goin’ on here?” came Bess’s concerned voice from upstairs. “Has she lost her mind? That lamp came from ’cross the sea!”


    Victoria ran to the foot of the staircase, strengthened by the sight of Bess’s frame in the half dark.


    “Warren!” she called out piteously.


    Bess leaned over the top of the bannister and looked down in horror at the group of youths at the bottom of the steps.


    “Don’t you worry, Miss Victoria! I slept with that child in his nursery tonight. I’m not lettin’ nothin’ happen to any of y’all.”


    Victoria’s whole frame shook even as she clutched the newel post. Somerset thought she looked petrified, unsure of whether to run upstairs, wake her sleeping child, and flee or to stay on the bottom floor as far from Blanche as possible. Somerset went to Victoria’s side and slipped her hand into Victoria’s free one and tried to communicate some of her own strength to her sister.


    “All I wanted was my diary,” sobbed Blanche. She was clutching something as large as herself that Somerset couldn’t make out. “If I just had my diary, none of this would have happened tonight.”


    Somerset faced Joseph. He stood transfixed in the center of the floor staring up at the tableau above him.


    “What did you do with it?” asked Somerset. “Give it back to her before she does something we can’t fix.”


    Joseph’s look of distraction faded.


    “I don’t have it.”


    “Joseph, now!” Somerset slapped her leg through her dress in frustration.


    “I don’t have it,” he repeated in earnest.


    “You!” Blanche turned on Bess with fury. “You took it, didn’t you, you miserable creature. Your life is worthless so you wanted to spy on mine.”


    “I don’t have it. It’s not legal for me to read.”


    Calm filled Bess’s voice, a byproduct of over twenty-five years of dealing with minor conniptions and genuine catastrophes.


    “Are you all going to stand there and let her be insolent with me?”


    No one answered.


    Bess lit a lamp upstairs, and dim light crept through upstairs and downstairs.


    “No one cares. That’s why I am the way I am,” wept Blanche. “If anyone had just shown me a modicum of concern, things wouldn’t have to end the way they’re going to end tonight.”


    “Mrs. Forrest?” called Sawyer, approaching the staircase, holding his light high. “Mrs. Forrest, it’s Sawyer Russell. I saw your children home tonight to be assured they made it safely. They are most worried about your well-being. Please tell me what is causing you distress.”


    Blanche’s hummingbird step brought her closer. Her face hovered over the railing many feet above them.


    “Mr. Russell?”


    “Yes, ma’am. It’s Sawyer. I can’t possibly ride home in this torrential downpour so I came in. I am bothered by what you’re saying and I want to help you.”


    Blanche’s voice wavered.


    “No one can help me.”


    “I feel that way about certain events in my own life. Since I served, there are people and places that have trickled away from me like a stream breaks on the rocks. I know loneliness and hurt, too, but I also know there will never be any justice for your pain if you won’t say what’s hurting you.”


    There was a stirring noise above them as Blanche got her own candle and placed it on the railing so she could better see Sawyer. The light from it illuminated Thomas, who was half-crouched, either to avoid more missiles or to spring and take his wife down, if necessary. The light showed that Bess was guarding the door to Warren’s nursery. She looked grim and immoveable.


    Blanche’s appearance was unkempt. She’d removed her hair pins because they always worsened her headaches. Her hair spilled over her shoulders, draped over her petite frame, and hit just under her waist in gold waves. Somerset thought that her hair was the only part of her that looked alive. Her face looked young but waxen in the dim candlelight. The purplish circles around her eyes were enormous, and her mouth hung slack in her face. Her famous Marshall eyes had the bright but lusterless, vacant look of someone who drank all the time. With all the pride of a young child showing off a beloved toy, she hefted up the massive object she held.


    Somerset and Victoria gasped and Joseph made a small noise that conveyed he knew it all along.


    Blanche held the Cumberland oil portrait of Teddie before he marched off to fight for the Confederacy. She’d had it commissioned about a month before the war began and invited Amelia and Teddie to stay with her for a month that spring. Amelia had been more than ready to depart for Charleston but then, she was a young wealthy widow when she met Teddie and used to having things her own way.


    Somerset knew the painting brush stroke by brush stroke and didn’t need to look at it hard to see all it contained.


    Theodore was a grown rich man in this painting, Zeus on his throne. He reclined in his best suit in Blanche’s stately, oversized leather chair in the library. A decanter and half-drunk glass of brandy rested at his left elbow. He’d filled out and bulked up since the hunting portrait. His chest deepened and waist narrowed down over muscular thighs, which Cumberland had painted well through the ripples in his trousers. He looked at the painter, resigned to being painted one more time but also with a hint of pleasure in his own celebrity. His Marshall hair fell over his forehead in waves and his blue eyes held no boyish wonder at the world around him. He knew the world was his.


    “I miss my son,” said Blanche.


    “I understand that well,” replied Sawyer. He sounded dazed. “He was a fine friend and soldier. You have suffered the greatest of losses.”


    Blanche rested the portrait reverently against the railing.


    “We’ve been in mourning for years now in this house. Someone has always just died. It goes on without ceasing with the dye pots, the crepe, and the veils. We try to mourn with grace and civility at Orchard Rest. Do you know how insulting it is that I can mourn my husband for the rest of my life if I so choose but my darling son only gets half a year of honor? I suggested to the girls that we do a full year and they accepted, but it galls me that I am supposed to be over everything in the twinkling of an eye.”


    “No one expects you to be over it,” insisted Thomas.


    “Yes, you do!” Blanche retorted. She peered down at Sawyer. “It’s the one-year anniversary of his death today. All I required was to sit quietly with my journal and read my impressions of what happened. I wanted to reflect and try to make meaning of it all, but I can’t find my diary. It disappeared weeks ago on the night before the anniversary of my dear brother’s death. They planned it all out. They don’t want to remember, and they don’t want to honor anyone besides themselves.


    She gestured at the painting and held her candle closer. Teddie’s face regarded them all self-assuredly. By attaining residence in eternity, none of them would ever attain his favor within the family.


    Sawyer moved closer to the stairs, arms out and palms open and empty. Somerset saw that he was convinced he could get Blanche to come down while the rest of them looked certain she would jump off the second floor. Only Joseph seemed calm.


    “I’d be upset over that as well,” said Sawyer. “It’s cruel when people don’t turn out as we knew them to be. Today is an important date, and I’m glad you let me know so I can honor Theodore on this day. When I get home again I’m going to indulge in a drink to his memory. Serving under his command is likely the professional high note of my life so far.”


    He tested one stair step and waited to gauge Blanche’s reaction.


    “I know it was!” Tears streamed down her cheeks. “He was so good, so adept at everything he ever did. He was so intelligent that nothing ever slowed him down. I can’t think of another soul who went from law school to the army and the ministry and then wound up an indigo baron. When Amelia’s daddy needed help with the business, he took over as though we’d bred him for it. I can’t believe that it’s been a year since I looked upon his face. Can you believe they wouldn’t let me see the sweet boy before he was buried?”


    Sawyer took two more steps.


    “I actually can believe that, Mrs. Forrest. I saw horrible sights in service that I can’t get out of my head. I wish I’d had someone protect me the way your family is protecting you.”


    “A mother needs no protection from the sight of her child.” Blanche’s tone went regal, and her head rose at least two inches as she spoke.


    Sawyer took another step.


    “While I want to assure you that Teddie passed quickly and didn’t suffer, I have to agree with your family in this instance. The explosion in the foundry was violent, and I’m afraid you wouldn’t be able to live with the images of his injuries in your mind.”


    Blanche jerked around to face Joseph.


    “You’re the one who said I couldn’t see him!”


    “It was a sound decision. I identified the remains. I would know if they weren’t fit to be viewed,” said Joseph.


    “I think you were eaten up with jealousy. You couldn’t stand Teddie’s relationship with me and you did what you could in the end to come between us. You spent your whole life wanting to be him and never measured up in a single instance.”


    “Momma, no!” said Victoria, then quickly added, “She doesn’t mean it, Joseph. She just misses Theodore.”


    “She does mean it,” said Joseph. “She is correct, though. I couldn’t stand their relationship.”


    Somerset thought that Victoria seemed strong enough on her own. She released her hand and went to stand beside Joseph.


    “Mother, please come down,” she called. “We’ll do whatever you tell us to do to make things right again. I see now how selfish and thoughtless we must seem to you. We’ll all apologize to you, and we can take the train to Charleston so you can visit Theodore’s grave. If you come down now, we might even be able to catch an evening train.”


    Sawyer began to ascend more steps.


    “We love you so much. We can’t do without you, Mother!” said Somerset.


    Blanche bent and retrieved one of the objects she had put down with the painting and the light. She stood up holding a dark, square-shaped bottle.


    “That’s laudanum,” Somerset warned the others. “Dr. Harlow must have given it to her tonight. I used it all the time in the hospital. Victoria, I want you to run to the cellar and get the syrup of ipecac right now.”


    “I don’t want to go on like this,” Blanche said. “I need to see my son again.”


    She put the tall bottle to her lips and began swilling it.


    Thomas rushed at Blanche and tried to wrestle her to the ground, but she fought him with great agility and the hostility of years of pent-up resentment, while Sawyer ran the rest of the way up the steep curved staircase and closed in on her.


    “This is the easiest way for me to go,” she pleaded. “I left the landing window open and I’ll throw myself off the balcony. I have a cutlass on me. I’ll cut my heart out if I have to.”


    Thomas and Sawyer each took a step back.


    “Mother, don’t do this,” yelled Somerset. “Find some other way to punish us.”


    “I’m not punishing anyone. I just want to leave.”


    Blanche raised the bottle to her lips again and began gulping.


    “I’m ending this once and for all,” said Joseph.


    He held his loaded pistol in his hands and aimed it at Blanche.


    “No, Joseph!”


    Blanche lowered the bottle. Her eyes gleamed at the sight of the gun trained on her.


    “I don’t care,” she told him. “Dead is dead. Any way out is sufficient for my purposes.”


    She raised the bottle to her lips again. Without so much as the grace to flinch, Joseph pulled the trigger, and the shot made a deafening blast in the house. The bottle in Blanche’s hands burst into thousands of crystalline fragments, and Thomas had just enough time to catch his unconscious wife before her body slumped on the floor.


    “She’s only cut from the glass, not shot,” announced Thomas. “Sawyer, ride for Dr. Harlow.”


    ***


    Somerset sat on the back steps in plain view of the little white marble stone that bore Theodore’s name. Blanche had insisted on having a stone for him on the plantation although his body was not interred there. Amelia would not hear of sending the body west. She wanted him interred in her family crypt so that she and their children’s families could be buried together one day. She was the permanent object of Blanche’s ire as a result.


    Sawyer came out of the house. He was on his way to the stable to fetch his horse. Jim put it up at some point in the night. He paused, appeared about to say something, shook his head, and went on.


    “Wait!”


    He stopped but didn’t make eye contact.


    “I want to thank you for coming to help us last night.”


    He nodded.


    “Victoria is sitting vigil upstairs. She’s going to want relief in a couple hours,” he said.


    Somerset nodded and looked out at the horizon. The thinnest fingers of apricot smudged the night sky.


    Sawyer pointed at the tombstone.


    “I pity Joseph,” he said. “I meant what I said about your brother, about the honor of his friendship. There isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t think of something he did or an old saying of his, and I smile to have had the pleasure of so much good living with so many good irreplaceable people. I miss Theodore, I do, and I know you all miss him night and day in a much different way. Joseph misses him, too, but he doesn’t get the opportunity to feel it because Blanche is always casting it up to him that he isn’t his brother. It’s the saddest situation I’ve ever encountered, and Joseph is the loneliest person I know.”


    “It’s not the saddest situation I can think of,” choked Somerset.


    Sawyer looked at her.


    “No, maybe not. I want to say I’m sorry for that again as well. I should have listened to what you had to say all along about her being so difficult to live with. I don’t know what I thought you were trying to tell me, but I failed you twice in monumental ways. No, it was three times. As if my bad aim wasn’t enough, I failed you again by not getting you out of here and then once more by telling you what I remembered. I’ll have a long time to think about my errors.”


    “Mother spoke of the enormity of a year without the one you love,” said Somerset. “I suppose we’ll all be finding out what an eternity feels like.”


    Sawyer walked off in the drizzle for a few yards. He appeared to remember something and stopped.


    “You looked well tonight, Somerset. I haven’t seen you in color since you were fifteen. I have the best memory to take away with me.”


    He walked out of sight.


    Somerset continued to watch the color morphing into dawn on the horizon as she sat in her damp, ruined silk gown. Yellow leached out of the apricot sky, reminding her of the petals of a tulip. It would be a clear morning once the rain stopped completely. Her bones felt weary, and she felt wary of what the next days would bring, but aside from all that she had hope.


    She knew from experience that some things had to become as bad as they possibly could before they grew better. She had countless patients go on to be released home to feast on life once more when, in the middle of the night, she would have sworn they wouldn’t outlive their fevers. Sometimes an amputation was necessary for life to continue on unscathed. A missing journal, a lost son, or a lover departing could be the amputations required for everyone else to go on existing.


    The door slammed again behind her, and Joseph came out. He looked rested despite having gotten no sleep. Somerset marveled at how much of a soldier he still was despite three years of civilian living.


    “Your dress is ruined,” he said.


    “It’s only appropriate after our night. Did you manage to dry out?”


    “I did. I see the rain is letting up. Did Sawyer make it out?”


    “Yes.”


    “I take it the two of you are done?”


    “Yes.”


    “I hate that, Somerset. Can you tell me why?”


    “No, but he and I were not who we thought each other were.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    “Yes.”


    “You won’t be going to Richmond for the longest time now,” said Joseph. “If you can find a bright spot in this mess, that would be it. Mother is on bed rest for the next month, and she’s to avoid visitors, traveling, and all excitement for the next three months. It’s going to be rough going here, I’m afraid.”


    “I’d stopped worrying about it so much. I have a dozen roads I can take,” said Somerset. “I can forge my own path out of here if need be.”


    “It’s just as well with cousin Myra coming. We’ll need a proper lady of the house with Mother being ill.”


    “Do you think we need to telegram and cancel?” asked Somerset in horror. “Plead illness?”


    Joseph came over and settled on the step beside her.


    “No, I think it’s too late at this point to cancel. We’ll think of something,” he said. “We always do.”


    “Do you think Dr. Harlow will tell everyone?” worried Somerset.


    “I have his confidences that he won’t. We had a long conversation when we were drying out before the fire before he went home. He’s coming back after breakfast to check on Mother. The Harlows are good people, Somerset.”


    “He didn’t pry much, I noticed.”


    “He didn’t. I’ll give him credit for that, but Teddie’s portrait was on the floor beside her where she fell. It doesn’t take any imagination to connect the shattered laudanum bottle to the portrait. I nicked up the painting some, though, when I shot the bottle.”


    “How did you think to do that?” asked Somerset. She confessed, “I thought you meant to kill her.”


    Joseph laughed bitterly.


    “I could have. It was the perfect opportunity. I could have said I was aiming for the bottle and simply missed it, and no one would have asked another word about it. Instead I acted in her favor—although I can’t say it was humane towards her—and now she’s lying upstairs priming herself for another round.”


    “You’re a good man, try as you do to hide it. Sawyer just spoke about how miserable of an experience it must be to be you.”


    “It isn’t as awful as all that. I have the winning hand in this game.”


    “Do you?”


    “As disagreeable as it is to be compared to him at all times, I just remember how fortunate I am not to be him. Now his was a life not worth living.”


    “Excuse me?” Somerset felt perplexed.


    “He was handsome, smart, and benevolent, of course, but can you imagine being Mother’s obsession? As flawless as he was, she was forever after him to be Uncle Theodore. There was a thankless task, believe me, although my curiosity is piqued enough that I’m going to find out all about him one day. She was always nagging Teddie, molding him, grooming him to be the savior of the Marshall name, a credit to her family. It’s no wonder he married Amelia and moved as far east as he could manage. Then, there’s the fact that he’s dead and I’m still here. I might have a chip on my shoulder and a glass in my hand, but I feel this wind in my hair and smell those fields flooded with rain. His life was short and brilliant, but I thank God daily that I’m not Theodore.”


    Somerset shuddered.


    “Don’t you think it strange what trouble people can cause when they’re dead?”


    “The person who’s causing all the trouble is upstairs vomiting into a basin, and the next time she decides to die, she might not have anyone around to save her. She’s never threatened to kill herself before. I always knew she’d get to that threat, but I was shocked that she made it there this quick and tried it.”


    Somerset made a vague noise as reply, and they sat in companionable silence. Several feet of sky were blooming in the east and the drizzle stopped. A handful of stars no larger than pinheads glimmered in the slate blue darkness, and the moon winked mischievously before disappearing into a bank of gun gray clouds. Somerset knew she should drag herself upstairs and relieve Victoria, but the motivation to stand was gone.


    Thomas walked around the back corner of the house. He looked harried, but it was obvious he had changed into fresh clothing because his shirt was free of blood spatter. He approached them with purpose, but the set of his mouth stated he was uncomfortable. Joseph ran the plantation for him, but he had little experience in addressing Somerset or Victoria.


    “I tried to spare you from living this day,” he said. “I convinced her that you should be at the ball enjoying yourselves. I hoped you would end up staying with the Russells. I never dreamed she’d try to—well. If it hadn’t been for the excellent marksmanship or the quick thinking about the syrup of ipecac, I don’t know what we’d be doing right now. She’s sick to her stomach and has numerous cuts from the flying glass, but she’ll be fine. I sent Cleo to sit beside her so that Victoria could go to sleep, and the little one doesn’t know that anything happened.”


    “Yes, sir,” said Joseph.


    Somerset examined his face. The lines around his mouth and eyes were more prominent than she remembered. She couldn’t remember the last time she saw him or spoke to him. She was no more at ease with Thomas than she was Blanche, although it was a different type of ill at ease, like trying to converse with someone and finding out they speak a different language. Yet his love was there. He still thought of them in his absence or he wouldn’t have sent them packing.


    “I know less than I thought,” he said. His hands were jammed in his pockets like Joseph, and he pushed a piece of gravel along the bricks with the toe of a boot. “I took precautions. When we came to the anniversary of her brother’s death, I hid her journal. I’ve never understood the way she chronicles every detail of the bad and refers to it and over and over again later. Then when Theodore’s death date approached I burned the book, thinking if she couldn’t read about the specifics, her memories and her behaviors would be mellowed. I hoped I could burn the bad right out of our lives.”


    Somerset swallowed and tried to assimilate the knowledge that the mild-mannered man who never had a word for anyone had gone to such trouble to try to keep the peace for them. Regardless of whether it had worked, she saw him as a hero. He was a gentle, silent hard worker, and she thought perhaps Victoria’s tender heart came from him. She could not fathom a time in his life when her mother would have been in a position to look down on him.


    “What did you ever see—”


    Thomas stopped her.


    “I love her as deeply today as I did thirty years ago. I thought I could fix the disappointments and letdowns that began far too early in her life. I believed with enough kindness and consideration she would revert back to the smiling lighthearted girl I used to pray to waltz with in Richmond. She was so cheerful she used to put me in mind of a sunflower growing in the fields. I misjudged what her upbringing did to her, that’s all. Mrs. Marshall required so much of her that she never got over it. She gave me five children, and she still gets as excited about a wedding anniversary as a fresh bride. She can recite volumes of poetry by heart. She’s my wife.”


    Thomas smiled at them. Somerset’s heart fluttered with the sentiment of the only real conversation she had ever had with the remote man. For a moment she understood him. Then he was headed toward the barn to check on a cow that was calving soon, and she was left with the sensation that she might have imagined the conversation.


    “I want someone to love me the way he loves her.”


    “To the point where they’ll blindly let you harm everyone around you?”


    “I want to be with a man who sees my good potential.”


    Joseph put his arm around her shoulders, and she fell asleep on his shoulder just as the top of the sun peeked over the horizon and the sounds of the night animals and birds quietened.


    ***

  


  




  

Chapter 12


    Blanche remained in her room without protests and submitted to Dr. Harlow’s daily visits without royal posturing or denials. She looked like a child as she rested in her oversized cherry poster bed with the blue canopies pulled back so she could gaze out her windows at everyone’s comings and goings. Dr. Harlow put her on strict bed rest with the likelihood of adding fasting and bleeding by leeches if she showed no signs of improvements. She was meek and compliant, but the most important aspect of her behavior to Somerset was that she was not apologetic.


    Victoria, Cleo, Bess, and even Thomas and Joseph were willing to go into the room in shifts and watch her as they worked on mending, accounts, or whatever household duty could be managed from a chair. Somerset kept her chair in the hallway outside the bedroom door, leaving the door open so she could see inside.


    “It isn’t bad being in there,” said Joseph. “She seldom ever talks. I think she’s mortified by her behavior. It will likely be smooth sailing for years now that a person outside of the family has seen her at her worst.”


    Somerset’s response was to move her chair farther from the doorway. She didn’t bring up what most people in Century Grove noticed already. Joseph moved out of the house. He had gone upstairs the morning after Blanche’s attempted suicide and slept until dusk at which point he left the house with no explanation and stayed out of the house with the exception of his duty to watch Blanche, during which he would grab a new set of clothing to change into.


    People noticed that he camped on the meager section of the river that just tapped into the back section of Orchard Rest. Joseph was well known for being an independent force who seldom bowed to convention, but his new living arrangement was suspect to several, including Evelyn Buchanan. She chattered to every member of Century Grove Episcopal that Blanche hadn’t been out and about lately, not since the night of Sarabeth’s ball when poor Dr. Harlow had to leave when he’d only just arrived. Wasn’t it a shame that the poor man couldn’t get one night off from tending all the ailments of the Grove? Just where was Blanche? And why was Joseph living on the river? It was difficult for the conversation to get far. People couldn’t contradict her because Mr. Buchanan was minister there. The Forrests were too large of a presence in the church, as were the Harlows. It was impossible to assemble much of a crowd before one member of the families came along eager to join the group and the conversation withered away before anyone could make conjectures.


    With the exception of Joseph’s decamp from the house, life at Orchard Rest continued much as it always had. Thomas tried to limit his travel for the next two weeks to be assured that Blanche was doing better before he set off to New Orleans. He spent much of his spare time in her blue brocaded room reading her favorite books aloud to her or having a light meal with her. No pleasant, easy laughter drifted from the room, but passersby could see Blanche’s hesitant smile sometimes as she sat up in bed in her dressing gown and accepted her husband’s numerous overtures to spoil her.


    The only other change to take place on the plantation was Thomas’s new rule that all the keys to the liquor cabinets be on his person. He did not wish Franklin to be confronted with Blanche’s wrath when she was able to get out of bed and so he personally scouted the parlors, the libraries, the dining hall, and all the guest rooms until he had accounted for every key to every cabinet on the plantation. He kept them on a large brass ring that he kept hooked on his belt loop at all times and even marked the bottles as a compliment to Blanche’s sheer will and tenacity. Blanche was served wine with her meals and had a nightcap at bedtime to try to keep her from becoming sickened from lack of drink. Somerset knew too well from her foray with hospital nursing what would happen to Blanche if they made her go dry at once.


    Somerset and Victoria didn’t mind the new arrangement. Alcohol was costly, and as Somerset found out when it fell to her to manage the household accounts in Blanche’s absence, far too much cash was flowing out of Orchard Rest to satisfy everyone’s thirsts. It stupefied Somerset and then enraged her to find out that Warren’s shoes, Victoria’s new underthings, and her own desire for a nursing text or volume of Hamlet had been considered luxuries to be carefully budgeted for, but a shipment of scotch from New York passed muster every month. She would have liked to sell the scotch by the bottle to neighboring families in order to purchase the needs of her family members, but it would open them up to scrutiny so Somerset shrugged as Joseph carted multiple bottles from the cellar to the river and made a note in the margins of her ledger that next month Victoria was to have a new corset and three new shifts and Warren was to get two new shirts.


    The day arrived when it was time to pick Myra up from the Tuscaloosa depot. It elated Somerset to have a distraction. The extra duties of preparing Orchard Rest for a guest burned up enough extra time that Cleo had to take extra shifts monitoring Blanche. Somerset busied her days with planning dinner menus, airing bedding, and washing curtains. She and Bess even climbed ladders to wash the expansive windows of the house until she could see herself in them. She even got down on her hands and knees and helped Bess and Franklin polish the wooden floors until they shone in the changing sunlight that foretells the dying of summer.


    She found herself with Joseph rapping on Blanche’s bedroom door for the first time since the night of the ball to let Blanche know that they would be gone for most of the day retrieving Myra from the train station.


    Blanche looked clear eyed but sweaty and shaky as she sat up among the many pillows that littered her bed. Her hair was in a braid that Bess had coiled around and around her head and pinned in place to keep it out of her eyes. Somerset thought she looked as if she wore a tall, gleaming coronet and sniffed at the sight of her. Blanche looked eager to see her as she leaned forward across the mountains of counterpane toward her.


    “We are going to the Tuscaloosa depot to pick up Cousin Myra,” said Somerset, without a greeting or asking how she felt. “Victoria, Bess, and Cleo will take turns looking after you, and I don’t expect that you’ll require anything extra before we arrive home.”


    The steel in her voice surprised her. She was as inanimate as ordering a servant to remove her breakfast tray.


    “I didn’t realize she’d be here this soon,” said Blanche. “Whose room did you give her?”


    “I made up two. I would prefer her in one of the wings away from the main house since I never can tell what will go on here, but I also prepared Helen’s room, realizing that she would probably like to be near family.”


    “Good, good,” praised Blanche. “I trust you aired all the bedding? You waxed all the floors?”


    “I did all of those things. You’d find that I was most thorough and efficient if you weren’t on bed rest. I scrubbed and whitewashed the verandah and washed the windows.”


    Blanche smiled.


    “I know you did everything that Orchard Rest required of you.”


    “I was more concerned with your current illness. Do you wish Myra to come to your room? Or shall I say you’re too ill to receive guests?”


    “I do want to see her. I haven’t seen her since before the war. She’ll be a grown woman by now. She was the funniest little girl. She reminded me of you. She always said just what she thought and asked the most direct questions. She could make a room full of people smile with no effort at all. She might just be what we all need around here.”


    “Oh, I don’t know about that,” said Somerset. “If your own children don’t satisfy you, I have doubts that someone else’s would please you. She is a Marshall, of course, but she wasn’t raised by your standards. She’ll probably be just like someone off the street.”


    Somerset left the bedroom as smoothly and quickly as though she had wheels instead of feet under her vast skirts, with Joseph telling Blanche a quick good-bye before he darted into the hallway behind her.


    Most of the drive to the Tuscaloosa depot was silent. The chores that required ticking off each day with Blanche in bed requiring twenty-four-hour surveillance from another member of the household seemed to multiply. How things could be any busier than when Joseph was sick was a mystery to them both, but Somerset thought Joseph was vital enough to the success of the farm that perhaps she should redouble her efforts to attend her mother and let Joseph get back to tending the fields and mending fences.


    “You were curt back there,” commented Joseph.


    “I thought I was polite.”


    “You stung her with every word.”


    “I’m not going to argue with you. I can’t live off the land like you so I have to live in the house with her. You survive your way, and I’ll survive mine.”


    Somerset bit her lip. She admired and liked Joseph, cherishing most of his failings to a fault, so filled with adoration for him was she. Yet she spent most of their precious time together sparring with him. She never intended to, but Joseph had an efficient way of getting down to business whenever there was an issue, and he had a knack for calling everyone out on their weaknesses. Even though she was in a pet, he was looking at her out of his hazel eyes as if he could see that she didn’t want any verbal jousting and he was reconsidering saying anything else.


    “Mother is a tyrant and I said plenty the night she tried to die,” he acknowledged. “I think life is going to go one way or another soon, meaning she’s going to turn for the better or the worse soon. The fit she threw that night can’t be sustained. No one has the energy to drift in the balance when it consumes so much energy. I think she’ll snap out of it and be the heroine that Papa remembers or I think she’ll realize just how much she craves death and succeed at it. We won’t always be living in the midst of such tension.”


    “I wasn’t trying to argue with you,” said Somerset. “I don’t know what gets into me. I forget we’re fighting on the same side sometimes.”


    “We aren’t just brother and sister, you and I. I like to think we’re friends like Sawyer. I’ve been rethinking something.”


    “What?”


    “Do you think I owe Victoria an apology for what I said?”


    “It wasn’t really what you said. It’s hard to demand an apology for truth. It’s how you said it. I’m inclined to let it blow over by pretending it never happened.”


    “I wasn’t trying to offend her. I was only expounding on what a prison we all share.”


    “She knows, I think.”


    “I’ll apologize if you think I should.”


    “I’d let it rest, Joseph.”


    “Gladly.”


    “I noticed you paid plenty of attention to Ivy Garrett at the ball.”


    “I did, didn’t I? She’s a nice girl. It was a curious change of pace for me.”


    “For that reason, I wish you wouldn’t pay her any mind. She’s a dear. She takes everyone seriously because she’s so genuine. I don’t want her to be anyone’s change of pace.”


    “I can be genuine.”


    “She’s even sweeter than Victoria. If you aren’t interested, do ignore her.”


    “I wasn’t mindlessly flirting. I just happened to notice her for the first time that night. All I ever saw of her was the sweetness. She has a mind I’d like to get better acquainted with—she seemed to know you well. It entertained me to hear her call you out like that about your beau.”


    “You do like your women brash.”


    “With the exception of Caroline, yes. That woman is like a factory. She’s always manufacturing some plan, some sale, some fundraising event extraordinaire. She asked me about the farm, and I actually demurred because I knew she would tell me I was breaking the horses the wrong way or that she knew some better way of storing cotton. It never ends with her. After listening to Caroline for a couple of hours, a dance with Ivy seemed some utopian retreat.”


    “She is cleverer than you’ve ever noticed. She’s covered for me scores of times when I’ve needed to slip in or out of the house. She handles Mother like a doll, and Mother would never think to question her when she stands there with those huge eyes looking as innocent as you please.”


    Joseph cackled in delight.


    “I’ll ask her next time I see her. She must have ten years’ worth of stories about you.”


    “She does, and they’re all true. I remember we shared a governess for our lessons for about eight months when we were fourteen. The poor lady became a maid afterward.”


    “I’ll ask her for a walk then after the business with getting Myra settled subsides.”


    They were at the depot now. Somerset’s stomach contracted with the busyness of it. She was fascinated with the train station. It made her realize how small the Grove and even Tuscaloosa were in comparison to the rest of the world. The world was a massive unknown place to her. She had traveled to Charleston to see Teddie’s children and to Richmond numerous times to see Grandmother Marshall, as unpleasant an experience as she could imagine. She loved Baton Rouge, though. It was the only place that she could imagine Blanche as a real person with hopes and dreams and good intentions. Blanche had been so oddly happy in Louisiana that she shone with the nostalgia of her privileged youth. She knew all the streets and lanes and back roads. She led the family down cobblestoned paths in pursuits of foods that struck Somerset as foreign after years of eating them, and her laughter seemed from the belly instead of a restrained titter. Other than those trips, Somerset was only familiar with Atlanta. She saw every square inch of Atlanta on foot with Sawyer at her side as they scrutinized every patient, every corpse, and every stray limb in the whole city. She’d visited the landmarks there but had seldom bothered to look up and view them. Most of the time her gaze was directed down, and she would have been blinded to signage and painted glass, along with anything else pleasant, had she bothered looking up.


    She was envious of her mother, who had been across the ocean to visit the manors of the Marshalls. It made her dizzy to consider all the places in the world teeming with people in their happiness and misery. It made her lonely to consider the vast prairie somewhere in the West where Sawyer would carve out a new life, never to return. She felt a pull deep inside herself, the urge to stay and bind the family together again against the secret desire to fly, as far away, as she could. The depot with all of its mysterious comings and goings, with the secrets of people’s trunks, bags, and chests, was alluring and frightening at the same time.


    Joseph nudged her.


    “I barely remember her but there she is.”


    Myra stood on the sidewalk with a maid and six trunks in tow. It was Myra, Somerset knew, because it could have been Blanche standing on the planks thirty years ago. She was a couple of inches taller than Blanche but just as slender, with a bearing that said she was the most important person at the depot. Her hair was wavy and golden and she wore it up, beneath the smartest little blue hat Somerset had ever seen. The hat was not as blue as her eyes, which were framed with thick black lashes and exuded an air of dismay at her surroundings but also mirth. She was ready to play and have a good time if there was any to have. The biggest difference between Myra and Blanche was in their mouths, Somerset saw. Blanche’s mouth was far smaller. Myra had a pair of plump lips that looked made to purse or to pout, depending on mood.


    She stood tapping her foot on the walkway clutching her valise against her side while the maid sat on one trunk and guarded the rest. The maid did not possess Myra’s humor and looked ready to climb back on the train and get to civilized country again. Myra murmured something to her and she gave a small hmmpf and went back to looking disparagingly at her surroundings.


    “Cousin Myra!” called Joseph.


    Myra’s head craned in their direction.


    “Joseph?” she asked.


    “The very same.”


    He climbed down from the wagon and helped Somerset down from her seat. Somerset thought he looked wary.


    Myra waved and proved that her mouth could do something besides pout. Her smile was big and wide. She looked bright and young, thought Somerset, in her blue tweed traveling gown. She recognized jealousy and tried to put it away. She put on her friendliest expression.


    “Hello! It’s your very own Myra,” the girl said. “Nice to see you again, Joseph. This must be Somerset. Hello, Somerset. We must be family. Looking into your eyes is like looking into a mirror at my own. This very dignified woman behind me is my maid, Birdy. Really, Birdy, they don’t have teeth and claws to eat you up with. They’re family! Birdy thinks any place outside of Richmond to be barbaric.”


    Joseph narrowed his eyes, not sure how to take her jolly speech, so Somerset returned her impulsive hug and led them to the wagon. Joseph began carrying trunks to the back. Myra sat down in the center of the front bench, her billowing blue skirts taking up most of it. She looked unaware that anyone else might occupy more than three inches of space. Somerset stood for a moment, precariously balanced on the wagon wheel waiting for her to move over, but she was more occupied with looking over her shoulder to be sure her trunks were being packed well.


    “You should take care with your dress,” said Somerset as she began to climb in.


    “I should, but it’s been beaten to death on the ride out here. I’ll have to throw it away or give it to Birdy when we get home.”


    The dress was pristine, according to Somerset’s sharp eyes, but she felt no guilt as she sat comfortably down and scrunched it up.


    “Birdy, guard Daddy’s old steamer trunk with your life. It’s filled with breakables.”


    Birdy, with gloomy, hooded eyes that seemed to be seeing her own demise in a rickety wagon on a country road outside proper civilization, climbed with a sigh onto the trunk to hold its already solidly fastened lid in place.


    Joseph took his seat with less consideration than Somerset and they set off for the Grove.


    “I do hope your servants can provide a late tea when we arrive,” said Myra. “I’m famished, and it won’t quite be time for a meal when we get there.”


    “A tea?” Joseph’s hazel eyes turned on Myra as if she were an unusual insect.


    Somerset recalled that old Grandmother Marshall was as formal and old world as she was pretentious. When they were in Richmond, she served tea every afternoon without fail, even on holidays where the only thing one could do was hold their bone china cup and pretend to eat a sandwich while suffering to hold in the multicourse dinner that had been eaten over a period of hours.


    “The Marshalls observe tea every day in Richmond. You know that,” said Somerset. She contrived to make it sound as though tea was something that was occasionally observed at Orchard Rest. “Myra, we don’t, as a general rule, have tea time at Orchard Rest. Things are far different since the war, you know. We’ve made budgetary considerations, and the work at Orchard Rest doesn’t stop long enough to allow a break as long as tea. Cleo or I will be happy to get you a bite to eat after you freshen up, though.”


    Somerset thought she handled the situation with dignity and aplomb, but the expression in Myra’s wide eyes was similar to a child’s after being told he must observe a month of Sundays before having a birthday. The expression soon faded and she put back on her determined-to-make-it-and-be-happy face. Joseph glanced at her as though she should room with Blanche.


    “I declare, this will be a grand adventure,” she chattered, “like going to a foreign land and discovering a new way of life, won’t it, Birdy?”


    Somerset couldn’t summon a reply, she was so shocked by this statement, but Myra continued happily on.


    “Of course, some work will be appropriate for me. I don’t know how to do a blessed thing. Mother says I have no aptitude for labor. I can’t embroider or knit.”


    She held up her long peachy hands with thin fingers.


    “Can you imagine these hands being used to such things? I can’t. And cooking. I can’t cook. Maybe you all can teach me to conjure up some divine dishes in the kitchen. I don’t even know how to break an egg. They tell us that Auntie Blanche is something of a poultry expert. I thought it was odd for ladies to do business, but Daddy says that things are so poor in your area of the country that people do what they must to get by. It’s funny to think of a belle reaching under hens’ bottoms for eggs, isn’t it, Birdy? Perhaps you all can do for me what seven governesses couldn’t. So I do look forward to the chores. I’m a lily of the field, fair to look upon but useless. What will you be toiling over tonight? Perhaps a sock needs darning or a table dusted?”


    Joseph met Somerset’s eyes over the back of Myra’s head. Contempt filled his expression. There would be little kinship between him and his cousin.


    “We didn’t expect you to do very much on your visit,” said Somerset as she bit back a laugh. “There is no darning or dusting to be done, though. Victoria and I were going to clean out the chicken coops tonight, and if we were done by nightfall, we hoped to put up several more quarts of tomatoes.”


    “Why, that’s servants’ work,” laughed Myra. “Don’t you make your hired help do it?”


    “We don’t have as many servants at Orchard Rest as you are accustomed to. I’m glad you brought your maid. You’ll find Bess and Cleo are sometimes too busy to help us dress.”


    “You’re joking. Surely you have more help than that! Daddy has twenty on the payroll just for our house at the Marsh.”


    “We once had eighty-two slaves,” said Somerset. “We now have five hired hands. Bess was originally a lady’s maid and still is but does as much kitchen and housework as the rest of us. Cleo primarily cooks and tends to the smokehouse and most food-related tasks. Tuck and Jim work the fields with Joseph and with Papa when he is home. Jim is also Joseph’s old body servant and does the driving for us as appropriate. Franklin was our butler, and now he oversees the daily schedule. He devises a chore list, a schedule for the others, plans menus, and contributes to the housework. He is also best with clothing repairs, laundering clothing, and fills in in the fields when Jim or Tuck is ill. If you have a question about who to ask for help, ask Franklin his opinion, and he’ll get you what you need.”


    “Only five servants,” murmured Myra. “Why, I generally have five servants doing tasks for me at one time at home.”


    “I think you’ll learn some self-reliance while you’re with us. You can’t ask someone who’s preserving several dozen pints of pickles to stop what they’re doing to sew your buttons on tighter. You’ll learn to do it yourself.


    “You’ll remember that Orchard Rest is set up as a main house with two small wings that once served as a ladies’ wing and a gentlemen’s wing. We made up Helen’s bedroom, which is very near to my room as well as Victoria’s, but we also prepared a room in the ladies’ hall if you like more privacy. Birdy is welcome to sleep on a pallet in the room with you or she might enjoy bunking with Bess or Cleo.


    “We rise at five most mornings to begin our work. Joseph rises earlier to tend to the farm. Breakfast is served between six and seven, depending on how heavy our schedule is. We don’t linger long over the table unless we’ve invited guests. We do try to slow our pace on Saturday and try to socialize some with the neighbors but it isn’t always possible, and the same can be said for church on Sundays. We attend Century Grove Episcopal, but if you were willing to ride farther out you could attend The Grove Methodist.”


    Myra looked speechless as she took in Somerset’s catalog of life in Century Grove, which was delivered with nurse-like efficiency.


    “It’s a simple way of living here then?” she asked.


    “Plain living but not simple living,” amended Joseph.


    “It’s no wonder that they thought a little time here would be good for me. There’s nothing to get into.”


    “No, if you aren’t from here there is very little to get into,” agreed Somerset. “What brought you here, Myra? Or shouldn’t I ask?”


    “I was a great hand for stirring up trouble,” confessed Myra.


    I just bet you were, thought Somerset as she watched Myra’s mouth pout.


    “I doubt that,” said Somerset. “You had far too many servants to manage to get into trouble.”


    “You would think so,” sighed Myra. Her fair brow wrinkled. “It wasn’t me. Richmond fellows are fast. They seem courtly in the drawing room, but they’re rakes when they get you alone.”


    Joseph turned his head at the word “fast” and began paying her attention. His eyes twinkled.


    “I didn’t kiss Hiram Whitman. He kissed me,” said Myra plaintively. “Why would I want to kiss an old married wart with gout even if he does own a bank or two?”


    “So you were the subject of scandal,” said Joseph in a pleased way.


    Somerset could feel him warming to Myra.


    “It wouldn’t have been a scandal if his wife hadn’t walked into the library and caught him,” flushed Myra. “She knew it was his fault. She knows that I wouldn’t look his way in a hundred years if we were the last two people on earth, but she very well couldn’t blame him. So she blamed me. Lenore is head of the Richmond Societal Improvement League and the Richmond Botany Club and a dozen other ladies’ clubs. She was so angry that it got around in no time and before I knew it, there wasn’t a tea or social in town where I had friendly reception. Most of the time, the invitations never came. It isn’t as if I wanted to discuss varieties of roses all afternoon or pretend to be interested in what plant we decorated the cemetery gates with for the holidays, but it did beat an afternoon at home. I wouldn’t have minded so terribly if it hadn’t cut me off from all the gentlemen. Some of them knew how to show a girl such a nice time. There were three men interested in me, but after I was branded an adulteress, what could they do? Nothing happened to Hiram. The myopic old mole is probably pinching some other young socialite right now and breathing his dank breath down her neck. Situations like mine come up all the time. By winter most of it will have died down, and I’ll go home and get properly married, won’t I, Birdy?


    “If you can find someone of the same station,” came the mellow, dignified voice from behind them.


    “You’re even prettier than we heard,” said Myra to Somerset and then she added with faux solemnity, “but take my advice and avoid libraries with married men.”


    There was no other word for Myra than jolly. She laughed all the way on the drive back to the house. She told scandalous stories about every other important person in Virginia and made them promise not to repeat them, and then she told Somerset that she had been courted at some time or another by every unmarried man in the state so she would be useful when Somerset met suitors there.


    “Most of them are dreadful kissers but I can tell you with certainty who has the thickest wallets and the best-furnished homes,” she said. “Only you have to affect a very languid and delicate nature because no one likes to wonder what is making you so giddy. Society in Richmond is a solemn thing to be part of so…” She pulled her eyelids down and made a horrific face. “It’s really best if you behave as though your heart is broken because your mother is being boiled alive after contracting the plague.”


    She talked almost without stopping all the way back, only taking pauses to catch her breath or pausing to point out something to Birdy. It was uncanny how very much she looked like Blanche. It made her gaiety and lack of reserve appear false but it wasn’t. Somerset couldn’t detect a shred of inhibition about Myra and could easily see why suitors flocked to her and wives disliked her. She couldn’t imagine any tragedy weighing on her conscience for long, though.


    Somerset puffed with pride as they drove up the tidy stone drive of Orchard Rest. She loved to see visitors’ reactions as they saw the house for the first time. It was striking with flowers and trees in full bloom and the unblemished blue sky hovering above it. Even the wisteria had a touch of order about it as it trailed along the porch. She thought of Orchard Rest as the crowning touch to her family’s achievements. It pulled on her heartstrings to recall the attention to detail that Thomas put forth on the house as a tribute to Blanche, the pinnacle of his love for her.


    Myra had other ideas about Orchard Rest.


    “Look, Birdy! There it is! Have you ever seen anything like it? It looks quaint and charming compared to the Marsh. We’ll be snug here this fall. Did Sherman get ahold of it?”


    Somerset swung her head to look at Myra and was dumbfounded when she found no traces of malice in her face, only a childlike curiosity.


    “Sherman didn’t come through these parts,” said Joseph. His tone suggested he didn’t know whether to burst out laughing or curse Myra. “Wilson’s raiders did come through, but they didn’t burn anything.”


    “Oh. Well, I’m sure it is just fine. I need some experiences to broaden my horizons. Beyond the society scandal I referred to earlier. I suppose we should go in so that I can familiarize myself with the layout of the house.”


    Myra climbed down from her seat and marched up the front steps with Birdy.


    “In all my days I never thought I’d see a family member so uninhibited,” whispered Joseph as he tossed the reins to Jim.


    “Her mother’s people were Baldwins. Aren’t they known for their loose rambling tongues?” asked Somerset. “On the other hand, she may just be unbelievably spoiled.”


    “I can’t see this arrangement working out well, even if I do like hearing her prattle in between the insulting remarks she makes.”


    “I’ve said those exact words about you, Joseph.”


    “She’s comely.”


    “Very,” agreed Somerset. “She looks so much like Mother it makes me jealous.”


    “Mother will be well pleased with her looks.”


    Myra hopped up and down while holding her valise.


    “Are you coming? I’m famished!”


    ***


    After Myra polished off two pieces of bread and three scrambled eggs, Somerset took her through the house.


    “I like the idea of being close to you girls at night, but I think I’ll stay in the guest quarters,” she decreed. “The one room is almost the size of my room at home so I won’t be cramped if Birdy stays with me. She’d rather keep near me. She doesn’t like socializing and doesn’t want to bother with getting to know your help. The view is nicer, too.”


    “We just want you to be comfortable,” Somerset said.


    They stopped outside Blanche’s room. Somerset knocked and waited for Blanche to admit them. Bess opened the door. Her eyes widened at the sight of Myra, and she barely had time to move aside as Myra barreled into the room.


    “Aunt Blanche!” squealed Myra and embraced her in her eager hug.


    “Stand back, child. Stand back. Let me look at you. What a sight for homesick eyes you are.” Blanche patted her hair back into place. “Look, Bess, its David’s daughter. I was never this young and beautiful, but how good it is to see some family features after all these years. I haven’t seen a face this familiar since—well, it’s been too long.”


    Bess inclined her head in acknowledgment.


    “But you’re in bed,” said Myra. “You canceled your trip. Are you well?”


    “My grippe turned to pneumonia,” replied Blanche. “I’ve been in bed for a week and am mending. Don’t worry about me, dear. How are they at the Marsh?”


    Myra rolled her big blue eyes.


    “Pa bought up most of the stock in another bank. I think he wants to have plenty to fall back on when the tobacco empire comes to an end. Mother was named secretary of the Needlepoint Society and vice president of the Orphan’s League. I think she has to provide them a hot lunch once a month and buy them shoes. I don’t know really, but she sends her love and gratitude for taking me in. I extend my gratitude as well.”


    “And how is Mother? Is she well?”


    Somerset could hear it in Blanche’s voice that it was a question of duty. She didn’t want to know, but she would ask because Myra would tell her mother that Blanche asked.


    Myra sighed.


    “Grandmother Marshall is a fierce lady. She’s the terror of Richmond. She lives behind the canopies of her bed, but nothing happens on the street or in secret that she doesn’t know about. Her memory is better than mine, and although the poor thing has gotten physically frail, she doesn’t look much older in the face than the last time you visited. She says she can’t die until she teaches Mother to cook, which just gives Mother fits because you know Mother’s lemon meringue pies always sell out first at all the benefits. She also says she can’t die until I find a husband and learn to hold my tongue. She said if I learned to hold my tongue, the husband would soon follow as a natural course. When she’s well, we take her to morning services every two weeks. She cuts people dead and won’t speak. It bothers Mother, but Pa and I laugh. I should have been more concise and said she hasn’t changed at all!”


    “How did she take to your personal predicament?”


    “She called Hiram out on it. She asked if he was so addlepated that he thought a Marshall woman would want his stringy lips on her and before he could answer, she said all the Whitmans ended up confused and mentally infirm. She shook her head at him sorrowfully and asked him if his wife would be so devoted to him when she was dressing him and feeding him in five years! It was worse than it sounds, though. She stalked into his board meeting and said it so now the whole town knows the tale. I daresay it worked in my favor, though!”


    Blanche smiled her tight, nervous smile and Bess chuckled a laugh that was rusty from lack of use.


    “It is fortunate that she has you nearby when you understand her so well.”


    “I get on well with her. I can’t say that anyone understands her well.”


    Somerset let loose a peal of laughter before she could stop herself. She was enjoying Myra more with every passing second.


    “Do your arrangements suit you then?” asked Blanche.


    “Yes, Auntie. Somerset went to so much trouble making up two rooms for me, but I’m glad she did. I chose the guest room. It is spacious, and I like the view out the window. It gives Birdy room to sleep and I’d like to have her near in such a foreign place. She keeps me in line but she’s a comfort to me as well. She’s been my maid since birth. Listen to me, telling you things you know! I believe I’ll leave you alone now, Auntie. Your rest is important so that you’re up and on your feet again soon, and after the trip I’ve made, I think I could sleep until morning.”


    Myra bounded forward with the same uninhibited, lack of reserve and gave Blanche a smacking kiss on the cheek. It was surprising to see Blanche return the gesture. Then Myra danced out of the room with her yellow waves streaming behind her and ran into Victoria, who was coming down the hall with an armload of towels, and knocked them everywhere. Myra’s loud enthusiastic apologies and louder zealous greeting could be heard all through the house. Blanche laughed to hear her.


    “You’ve done well as hostess for Orchard Rest, Somerset. Myra will be a welcome change from the gloomy monotony here. I should have known you’d do everything just so and make her feel at home. Thank you, daughter.”


    Somerset registered the compliment but stood looking at the bedside table. On it was the little walnut jewel box that Thomas brought back for Blanche from some ancient excursion on business. She knew it held the tiny ivory box that contained all of Theodore’s baby teeth. On the marble-topped table by the window where the blue drapes blew was his first Bible. Beyond that was the cedar armoire that Grandmother Marshall had hand-painted with festoons of blooming lilies, and she knew that inside of it slept the little linen bag full of Teddie’s baby clothes.


    A curious wave of resentment flickered and took life in Somerset’s gut and for the briefest moment, she felt hate for the dead brother who had never done wrong in his life. It was a dull and hungry feeling. It threatened to obliterate her. She quenched it as quickly as it surfaced and then the backhand from guilt nearly sent her spiraling. She imagined Theodore’s confused face from beyond the grave, wondering what he had done wrong this time.


    Bess caught her eye and gave an infinitesimal shake of her head.


    She saw Bess’s pain for her, felt Bess wanting to come to her and crush her hard in her arms and tell her all things were past now. Bess didn’t dare in front of Blanche.


    Her hurting eyes flickered to Blanche’s warm face and saw how hard she was trying to make amends. She saw how terribly her mother wanted to reach out to her and fix all the old wrongs. Her troubled gaze came to rest on the jewel box again despite herself.


    “Don’t call me daughter,” she said and walked from the room.


    ***

  


  




  

Chapter 13


    Somerset decided the next day that she should go to the Unnamed House and take what belongings she had in it out. The plantation was running well enough to allow her a break away from it. Joseph, happy to be well, worked from dawn until after dusk doing everything from caring for the stock to mending fences. He stopped long enough to eat a cold meal at midday, and despite the limp, he moved as ably as a housecat. Victoria offered to sit with Blanche in Somerset’s stead and promised Myra that she would tutor her in laundry before the end of the day. Even Warren’s introduction to Myra went well. Myra asked if Victoria was a widow and was perplexed when Somerset said no. She then pressed and asked if Victoria had a husband she didn’t know about, and Somerset told her that there was no husband, that Victoria had been in an accident. Myra’s reaction of stun, pity, and abject horror was appropriate, and as Somerset passed the parlor, she saw Myra lying on the settee with Warren cuddled beside her reading a storybook and licking a horehound stick of candy. Myra couldn’t pass up candy and knew there wouldn’t be any in Century Grove and came with bags full. Somerset reflected that Warren only ate candy at Christmas and made a note in her ledger that he was to get a piece, her next trip to a grocer in Tuscaloosa.


    “I’m going out now,” Somerset said to Victoria, Bess, and Cleo as she grabbed her ramshackle parasol from the stand to shield herself from the midday sun.


    “Be careful,” said Victoria. “I don’t need help so don’t spend your alone time worrying about me. I have Bess and Cleo to run to if I have any questions.”


    Cleo sniffed but looked pleased, but Bess looked heavenward as if asking the good Lord for strength.


    “Oh, stop it, you!” said Victoria. “I’ll be in the wash house for most of the day trying to teach Myra. Birdy said it was beneath her to learn and fussed, but Myra says she’s going to learn to contribute while she’s here. Then she asked if she had to get her hands wet, which concerns me, but I think she’s brighter than she lets on.”


    “Is Birdy settling in?”


    Cleo made an impatient mouth and polished the silver harder.


    “I respect her and that’s the extent of it,” she said.


    “A little high and mighty, is she?” teased Somerset.


    “She commandeered Cleo’s kitchen after breakfast,” giggled Victoria. “Cleo can’t stand anyone in her kitchen to the point that she gets ill with me when I pickle the cucumbers, and we know she doesn’t want to do it because she hates the smell. You can imagine how she felt about an outsider in there with her this morning.”


    “She made herself at home, all right,” said Bess. “She was darning the mistress’s dresses this morning. The nerve!”


    Cleo snorted.


    “She say Miss Myra has a delicate chest and she has to eat just so and be sure to take her medicines. She said they didn’t travel with medicine because it’s costly and she was makin’ Miss Myra and Miss Blanche cherry soothing syrup before I even got the breakfast dishes clear. She already set up her herbs for dryin’ in my kitchen like I can’t take care of my own mistress. And hadn’t Bess been makin’ our medicines for year now, too? I call it somethin’ besides high and mighty. That’s just plain presumptuous.”


    “I think Birdy just wants to be recognized as helpful and knowledgeable,” said Somerset. “She wants to make an impression on us as exemplary at everything she does. She’s trying to do that by taking care of Mother because she knew Mother in the old Virginia days.”


    “That’s good enough thinkin’,” said Bess, “but she might want to demonstrate outside Cleo’s kitchen.”


    Cleo’s haughty back was the final word on the subject as she swept out the hallway. Victoria squeezed Somerset’s arm in parting as she went out the door.


    ***


    Somerset stopped at the cemetery on the way to the house. She wanted to place a vibrant sunflower on Eric’s grave that she cut only that morning and then thought too rustic for Myra’s vanity. She placed it in the urn and spread the primroses from the Rutherfords around it. Then she knelt and placed a little conversation heart with the saying “I love you” on the base of his marker and noticed a pocketknife she would recognize anywhere.


    Sawyer’s best knife with the mother-of-pearl handle and the tiny inlaid sapphire that was his birthstone glistened in the sun. It rested on the base of the monument, laid there carefully as a tribute, an offering, an apology. She had seen it in Sawyer’s hands countless times. He had almost as many knives as he owned horses, but this one was his favorite. She had used it time and again to cut a limb of rocky roses or free a toothsome vine of blackberries on an impromptu picnic with him. She wanted to pick it up and feel the smooth, hard inlay under her fingertips but she didn’t dare. The knife had been put there as a token for Eric.


    She stood up and took a step back. Sawyer’s admission erased all of her worries and doubts and left behind the tranquility of her memories, a serendipitous sensation that such a man had ever loved her. It strengthened her and prepared her for the next segment of her life: finding employment. In a world without Eric or Sawyer, she was free to give back to as many people as she could. As the sunlight had leaked through her curtains upon her awaking, she felt a sense of purpose settle upon her. She gave the monument a caress as she left it.


    “Somerset Forrest! Hello!” Ivy hailed her from the gate.


    “I was just on my way out, but it is so good to see you, honey!”


    Ivy’s arm curled around her waist, giving her a hug as gentle but substantial as the coating of sugar on Cleo’s beignets.


    “How is everything at home, dearest?”


    “As well as can be. Joseph and I picked up Myra from the station, and she’s getting settled in. Her tongue never stops wagging but in a house as silent as ours, I can’t fault her for talking nonstop. Mother is enjoying her. I wish you would come up and stay all night with me. You would like Myra very much.”


    “I meant, how is your mother?” Ivy said.


    “She is well. Dr. Harlow says her illness is minor and she’ll soon be up and about. Why are you frowning at me?”


    “Joseph might have let something slip to me about the night of the ball,” admitted Ivy. “I do wish you felt you could be more honest with me than you are, Somerset. You’re my best friend, and it stings that you try to bear so many burdens alone. I’m not as delicate as you think, and I hope I’m not stepping over boundaries of decency by mentioning this to you. Why don’t you tell me these things, honey?”


    “I don’t know,” said Somerset. “You’re the grandest kind of friend I could hope for, Ivy. I just don’t, well—I just don’t—”


    “I know. You just don’t want to make the situation seem any more real by uttering the words,” finished Ivy. “We used to tell each other everything, though, Somerset. That is, we talked about everything until Eric passed away. I won’t distress you anymore by harping on it, but I am sorry from my soul that Blanche did what she did. I remember what she was like before Theodore died. I can only imagine now. If there is ever anything you want to tell me, I won’t be bothered a bit by it. I’ll switch subjects. Where are you off to?”


    “I’m on my way to what would have been our home. I recalled that I left a few personal items in there, and I want to get them out. I think, in light of everything, it’s best if I don’t spend much time there. It isn’t my house. It belongs to the Rutherfords.”


    “Is that Sawyer’s knife?”


    Ivy squinted at the gleaming case.


    “He must have come to say good-bye.”


    “Has he said good-bye to you yet?”


    “We said everything we needed to say at the ball.”


    “I don’t think any good can come of him going all the way out there. He says the closest neighbor will be seventy miles away. Can you imagine, Somerset?”


    “It’s a barren, barbaric kind of place in my imagination. I can’t commend him for going.”


    “He’s a hero, a chivalrous and adventurous hero.”


    “That’s what Joseph thinks, too, but he’d never say otherwise about a member of the Brotherhood. He and Sawyer are the last of the quartet so they are banded together for life. So he’s been coming to see you, I take it?”


    Ivy’s eyes shone.


    “He got permission to take me riding, Somerset! I can’t believe that he gave me a second thought after the ball. He has so many tales to tell, and his experiences are bigger than anything I can imagine. To think, he was a soldier, and all I can do is talk about the mundane things I do.”


    “Don’t be modest. You have as much to interest him as any other girl in the county. Besides, he likes spirit.”


    “I’m not spirited, not like you or Fairlee, but it is thrilling to be noticed! No matter what I do or say, Joseph makes it sound intriguing. He’s the most gifted conversationalist I’ve ever met. The two of you are similar so I should have realized how easy to get on with he’d be.


    “I think we should have a proper night together, Somerset. I could come up and stay with you some night next week. I’d love to get to know Myra. With your trip to Richmond on hold, do you think you’ll be able to help me organize my Harvest Tea this fall? The turnout is always better when you take an interest.”


    “I’d love to,” said Somerset with a shake of her head, “but I doubt I’ll be here then. I’ve been thinking, Ivy, and I’m not at home here anymore. With Sawyer leaving, I’m rearranging some of my priorities. I feel restless. I’m returning to pursuing nursing. I’m writing letters to several hospitals inquiring about employment there. It will fill the hours while Mother recovers, and I feel happier having a purpose.”


    “Somerset, no!”


    “I can’t go on at Orchard Rest. I need to think of Victoria and Warren, too. I think it’s best if I go on, learn, and grow. They need me to be independent and stable for the sake of their futures. I don’t know if she or I will ever marry, and it matters less and less to me these days. The most meaningful part of my life after Eric died was working as a nurse in Atlanta while searching for him. No one cared whose daughter I am. All that mattered was easing the suffering of others. It eased my own heartache to do good for others, to put the injured at ease and hold the hands of the lonely. For a shining few months I became more than I ever hoped to be. I’m starting to think serving others is the only worthwhile cause in the world. Did you know there is a professional nursing program in England now? If I can find a course of study here, I mean to take it.”


    “But so much is changing. You’ve always been there for me. I can’t bear to lose you, too!”


    “I don’t want to be without you, either. You’ve been the most dependable person in my life. I sat up last night searching my soul, though, and it demands a clean slate.”


    “They’ll never let you go.”


    “Mother is not going to deter me from living a worthy life,” said Somerset, and she raised her head high. “Papa is more reasonable than I give him credit for. I think I’ll have his blessing. I’m not asking for permission from either of them, though. A man my age would already be successful at whatever career or vocation he chose, and I’m going to forge my own path in life. It’s early yet—I may not hear anything for some months. It’s time enough to plan and prepare.”


    Ivy’s mouth wavered like a pond hit by a drop of water.


    “I’m trying not to cry because I know it upsets you. I always knew you were too special to be happy here!”


    “You are wrong! I longed to stay in the Grove. If Eric lived, all would be well. If things had worked out differently with Sawyer, I’d be happy. Life turned out with fewer options than I planned, and if I don’t seize my opportunities now, someone else will craft my life for me. Surely you understand. I’d never turn my back or abandon the people I care about, but I must do something other than play my part in formal society.”


    “I understand. This is what I get for wanting to know what you’re going through. You shield me for a reason, I suppose. Let me hug you, dearest. I’ll send a message about what night I can come up and stay. I’ll let you get on with your business. In the meantime I’m going to pray that you find peace without having to go across the country.”


    Somerset gave her a faint smile, one last embrace, and then mounted her horse to set off for Eric’s house.


     


    The house was more beautiful than she’d ever seen it, including in her imagination. As she tied her horse to an outlying cedar, she pondered whether the explorers who first set foot on this soil had felt amazed by the beauty before them.


    The house radiated nothing short of perfection in the weak sunlight. The trees around it were turning a touch early for autumn, and it made the architectural virtues of the house sing. Every eave, each window, every column, and her beloved cupola looked a masterpiece. The Rutherfords had fallen behind on keeping the property mown and banks of asters bloomed all around the house. She thought it looked like a sketch from one of Warren’s books about knights and kings.


    She trailed up the front steps, loving every inch of the house with each languid step. The house had seen a lot of love although it was not lived in. It had shared in the virginal love she shared with Eric as she sat on the dawn of adulthood and then witnessed the hesitant reblooming of love that she had with Sawyer. It had witnessed two heartfelt proposals, and still it sat empty. The house shared so much of her life that she imagined it as a person, maybe a shy hopeful maiden waiting to share her love with a family.


    Somerset pulled out the key that no one realized she still had and let herself in. It had been too long since her last visit. It needed airing out. Gossamer cobwebbing collected in the corners in airy tufts, and the air was stale. She popped open a window in the entryway, appreciatively sniffing the odor of pines and fresh earth that wafted through the opening, and went upstairs to sort through the items she had stowed in the bedroom and never brought home.


    The starkness of the rooms, the blankness of the bones of the house, made her shiver with imaginings as always. It caused her many more happy thoughts than if every item she and Eric ever owned was placed just so within it. Her imagination was rich and she dreamed new fantasies as she worked her way through the house. Before today she and Eric had read Theodore’s letters in matching green wingchairs before the crab orchard stone fireplace. They hung their first family portrait in the dining room above a magnificent mahogany table. She’d hit her thumb with the hammer and he’d kissed it but teased her ruthlessly for her clumsiness. They’d knelt in the small bedroom over a little maple cradle that truly resided in there and doted upon a sweet sleeping creature nestled among many blankets knit by her own hands. They’d eaten breakfast in bed every morning for weeks and made the servants whisper about them. Her daydreamed memories went on and on as she turned every corner in the house. Her imagined inexperienced girlish self swept through the place in dresses of sapphire blue and orchid pink and giggled when the flapjacks burned and waited impatiently at the window seat for the sight of a black head of hair to flash by in the evenings.


    She stopped in the bedroom that just missed the morning sunlight and would be an ideal place for a baby and dragged out the tiny maple cradle. It was the last gift Eric gave her and all the more precious because it came from his two hands. It resided on a base and was hinged so that she could sit and rock a baby for hours with no more effort than breathing, just by nudging it with a foot or knee if that was all she had free. She had no idea how she was to get it home. She’d forgotten about it, just as she always forgot that of all the qualities to be admired about him, his excellent woodworking skills were almost chief. She tied a string around her finger to remind her to see if there was a leftover pallet outside that her mare might be able to drag.


    The only other room that contained anything of hers was their bedroom. The bedframe that Eric had shipped from a furniture maker he’d encountered in Savannah resided in there. It wasn’t technically hers so she couldn’t take it but hated the sight of it propped against the wall unused. She wiped her fingertips across the deeply carved walnut frame and was dismayed when a thick coating of dust came away with them. The carved posts on it were magnificent. He’d known how she disliked the canopy beds that abounded at Orchard Rest. She told him countless times how they reminded her of shutting herself away in a coffin at night.


    Beyond the bed was the rosewood chest Eric carved to keep their mementos in. It was where he kept the onyx brooch that fell from her dress on the night of the still-talked-about dance when he swapped seats to catch her attention. She fingered the smooth dark surface of the brooch as she sorted through the contents of the box. There was a handkerchief that still smelled of the expensive Parisian perfume she used to wear, a dried-up corsage from some faraway night in Tuscaloosa, and an almost-empty bottle of champagne from the night they were engaged. His law degree lay in the bottom of the chest with browned, curling edges and next to it sat a compass that his father had carried in the Mexican War. She balanced the rusty thing in her hand and watched the needle as if expecting it to point her to greater purpose than sifting through a box. She would keep them all, she decided. She knew of their presence and the Rutherfords did not or else the contents would not still be in the house. Her Bible rested beside his, both heirlooms with peeling leather covers and rough binding. Next was their massive family Bible with the pages to record their children’s births, parents’ deaths, and the grainy passage of time. It was given to them by none other than Joseph, a long-forgotten engagement present. Then there was a pair of crystal wine glasses given to them by Mrs. Garrett. The cut glasses were sharp enough to make her anxious about holding them, and they reflected the rainbow somewhere no matter how they were held. Her sketch pad, filled with blurry line drawings of pansies and still lives, was crumpled in one corner. Finally, there was an ancient green marble that Eric said was as old as glass-making and a striped jasper arrowhead. They had found them after docking their canoe at Riverside on separate occasions. No sooner had they stepped onto the silt soil of the riverbank than the tokens had turned up, hoping to be treasured after years of abandonment. They were both small enough to stuff in her pocket so she did and was happy to be able to feel their smooth and sharp outlines against her fingertips anytime she wanted. She would have to see if a rug or pallet could be hitched to the horse to get the entire chest home.


    “Here is the jewel in the box,” said a resonant voice.


    She jumped and then turned around to face the danger, the inkling phantoms that were Wilson’s Raiders causing her hair to stand on end.


    Eric—no, Phillip Russell stood smiling genially in the center of the room.


    “I’m sorry,” he apologized. “I didn’t know anyone was in here, least of all you. It seems we’ve gone from Blind Man’s Bluff to hide-and-seek.”


    She wrapped her arms around herself for comfort and then patted her pocket to reassure herself of its valuable contents.


    “I didn’t hear you come up. You nearly scared me to death.”


    “I didn’t know I needed to warn someone of my presence.” He grinned. “What place is this? It wasn’t here the last time I visited the Grove.”


    “I call it the Unnamed House,” said Somerset. “Eric Rutherford built this house for us to live in before he died. I think of it as mine, but it isn’t. It went to his family after he died.”


    “The Unnamed House,” repeated Phillip, turning in place and looking over the room. “It doesn’t look real.”


    “He tried to base it on the plantation my mother lived in in Louisiana. It’s a tribute to me, my preferences, and the love he had for me. I’d give anything for it to be mine.”


    “A sort of Taj Mahal then.”


    “Far better,” she flashed.


    “Touché.”


    Somerset knew it wasn’t a good idea to be alone with him in an abandoned house on the Rutherfords’ property, but he was too interesting to let alone. She felt compelled to sit down on the chest and invite him to sit down on the window seat. She was rattled that she’d managed to forget about him so soon after the most exciting social event she’d taken part in as an adult. He was a new handsome stranger forgotten in the tumult of the past few days. She drank in the blue eyes and dark hair while trying to look bored. She felt it in the center of her stomach that she wanted to touch him, caress the curve of a bicep or the musculature of a hand, so she turned the arrowhead between her fingers and waited for him to say something else.


    He sat down on the rosewood chest so that he was too near her.


    “So you roam around crypts when you aren’t doing the work of a kitchen maid?” he asked.


    Somerset looked down at her plain calico work dress with several lard smears on the front and cursed herself for not checking the mirror before she went out.


    “This isn’t a crypt. I came to rescue a few precious keepsakes, and now I don’t know how I’m going to get them all home. If I look like a kitchen maid, it’s because I work as a kitchen maid most of the time. We aren’t all fortunate enough to be wealthy and well-dressed all the time.”


    “I think you look charming in that dress. I wasn’t trying to make you angry with me. I’m just getting to know you better. I have a habit of being forceful although I’m learning to rein it in. You’re disarmingly complex, and the more I see you, the more questions I’ll have about you. It’s a compliment. I find most people to be transparent and dull-witted, but just when I think I know what you’re going to say next, you surprise me.


    “I should have known the house was yours from the moment I laid eyes on it. It’s just as surprising and lovely as you are.”


    It was always on the tip of her tongue to ask him who he was. The answer couldn’t be as simple as Sawyer’s elder brother. That would be too simple. Her insides turned upside down around him. His compliments were outrageous but delivered in much the matter as discussing whether it would rain or when a meal would be served. He had the uncanny ability to stay two steps ahead of her in conversation. The two characteristics together somehow made her feel beautiful but foolish. She wanted to slap his mouth, but she also wanted to kiss it. She walked away from the trunk that he made his seat and settled on the window seat across the room from him where she felt safer in spirit.


    His gaze followed her across the room.


    “What is that dark painted silhouette there on the wall that you’re sitting by?” Phillip asked, pointing to her left.


    Somerset looked over her shoulder at it, already knowing what he referenced.


    “Eric had that painted before he died. It’s a silhouette of him holding me. It’s the most romantic gesture anyone has ever made for me.”


    She heard the softness in her voice as she looked at the crisp gray image. They stood in profile. The man’s hands were on the woman’s waist. Her arms went up and around his neck. She was looking up at him so that her back arched back gently while his face angled down.


    I’ve never seen anything like it,” remarked Phillip. “I’d much prefer a full color portrait of the two of you although your outline is beautiful. It is sentimental. No wonder you never married after him.”


    “No, it’s no wonder at all.”


    “Your face changes when I talk about him.”


    “My heart changes when you talk about him.”


    “I’d like to hear more about him.”


    “I think you can deduce everything you need to know about him from this house and the painting behind me.”


    “I see how he appealed to your romantic side, but those things don’t tell me much about the man, the person who got up and earned a living. Come, help me know my cousin better.”


    “He was a lawyer on a family mission to get a Rutherford in Congress. They do love their politics, their government, and their organizational involvement, but I’m sure you’ve noticed all that being part of the family.


    “He was calm and relaxed to be accomplished. Nothing ruffled him. He possessed a surety, a self-confidence that was unusual. Joseph says he was logical and it makes sense to me—whether it was a legal issue or a matter of the heart, he had an uncanny ability to sort the ramifications of a problem and settle it. I call it intellect but no matter.


    “We used to go riding for whole afternoons and evenings. We’d stop on the river and catch fish and build a fire to cook them on. One time we were caught in the rain just as we got the fish into the frying pan and we were soaked to the skin and lost our supper, too. We didn’t care, though. We dried out before the fire and raced home. He never let me win in a race. If I won, I had to do it fair and square. I respected that about him. He appreciated me as a woman but he didn’t make silly allowances for it. He wanted a wife to be a partner.”


    Somerset realized how much she was saying and how Phillip’s eyes were locked on her and she stopped talking.


    “Go on. I was enjoying what you have to say.”


    “He had hobbies galore,” remembered Somerset. “He carved the chest you’re sitting on. His could carve nearly anything with not much more than a pocketknife. I remember the archway he carved for his sister, Caroline, to get married under. It was ripe with pomegranates and honeycomb and all these beautiful natural things carved into the wood. They were all fertility and prosperity symbols, although most people didn’t notice. They were too in awe of the craftsmanship.


    “With his steady hands and eyes he was good at everything, like my brother Theodore. It follows that he was an excellent shot. He could hit anything from any distance. He was a sniper during the war with Joseph, Sawyer, and Theodore. They were in the same troop, and they called their little quartet “The Brotherhood.” I was comforted that they were out there protecting each other. They became the four most important people in my life. So long as they had each other nothing could happen to them. I used to sit on the stone posts flanking the gates of Orchard Rest and wait for their homecoming. Eric didn’t return, though.”


    “His is a life worth hearing about. You make me sorry I didn’t know him better.”


    “Well, I knew him better than anyone, and I’m left wanting to know more about him.”


    “You mentioned loving nursing. I assume you nursed during the war?”


    “I ran away to Georgia to look for Eric’s body. I stayed with a relative. Mother demanded I come home, but by the time she had located me, I was on every nursing committee in town. She received dozens of letter extolling my virtues and usefulness and let me stay in Atlanta a while longer.” Somerset laughed. “I was being selfish at heart. I thought I had a greater chance of finding Eric if I worked seven days a week, but ultimately I enjoyed my work. It taught me compassion, which I desperately needed, and revealed to me a whole world of people with all their flaws and strengths and sufferings.”


    Phillip raised an eyebrow in surprise. He scooted off his makeshift seat and approached her.


    “See? No one would think in eons that those kinds of thoughts were going on inside your head.”


    “You mean that no one would think to look beyond the color of my eyes or the smile on my lips?”


    He rested a hand on the lower curve of her jaw. Somerset smelled pine and light cologne with a hint of cloves. She took a step away and circled behind him for the bedroom door while praying that she was successful at hiding the excitement on her face. She’d have to come again for her belongings but it was no matter compared to the titillation of being trapped alone with him. She wanted to move closer to him, an excellent indication to get away from him, to her thinking.


    “It was very nice meeting you again,” she threw over her shoulder. “I’d like to stay and talk, but kitchen maids don’t have much leisure time.”


    “You said you would let me call on you.” He said it as a definitive statement.


    “So I did,” she replied as she descended the stairs, forcing him to follow after her.


    “I’m going to visit Orchard Rest soon, Miss Forrest.”


    “I’ll be glad to see you if I am home,” she answered and stepped out the front door before he could reply.


    ***


    As she and Cleo washed dishes that night, Somerset fought to keep him out of her mind. There were many other things to occupy her thoughts. She meant to carry Joseph a newspaper that Thomas brought back from Tuscaloosa, and she laughed until her sides hurt over Victoria’s escapades with Myra in the washhouse. Myra had used an entire box of starch in the laundry, and now all their aprons had the consistency of plywood. Cleo grumbled in tired asides to Bess about Birdy’s continued usefulness around the plantation. Somerset found that her thoughts kept returning to Phillip. She thought it insensible that she could still smell his clove and pine odor on the right side of her face, and as she washed the gravy boat, she asked herself what she meant by falling out of love only to develop immediate interest in someone else.


    She was fighting with the memory of the astounded look on his face as she detailed her short-lived nursing career when Myra ran into the kitchen looking excited.


    “There’s a heap of things outside on the front porch for you, Somerset. The hired help from Riverside brought it up and unloaded it all just now. I’ve never seen the like of it. There’s a beautiful jewelry box and this wonderful carved chest that I’d give anything to own. All the girls in my circle would be wild to have any of it! Oh, and before I forget, this letter came with it. They said it was to be given only to you.”


    Somerset, knowing exactly who the letter would be from, caressed the arrowhead in her pocket as she unfolded the thick paper.


    I am happy to have had the pleasure of conversing with you once more. I do enjoy your company and hope that you will decide to stay at home to receive my call tomorrow evening.


    I have sent your belongings by our servants. It is with sincere regret that I am unable to give you what you most desire, so enclosed is but a cheap reproduction.


    Regards,


    Phillip Royce Russell


    Somerset held the second page up to the light with trembling hands.


    In black ink was a perfect recreation of her silhouette with Eric. Every curve of her body, every line of Eric’s hair, and each flowing line of her dress were captured without flaw on the heavy stationery.


    “Did you have that commissioned?” asked Myra as she stood admiring it over Somerset’s shoulder.


    “No. Look, Bess. Do you think we might have a spare frame for it somewhere? I want to hang it in my room so I can see it first thing when I wake up in the morning. It’s thoughtful enough to make my heart ache.”


    “I suppose we got a spare frame in the attic.”


    “Whoever sent that means business,” opined Cleo.


    “It’s about time someone did,” grumbled Bess as she wiped her hands off on her skirt and went down the hall in search of a frame.


    “I want to go through your trunk,” begged Myra, grabbing Somerset’s hand. “Tell me all about this great love you had!”


    Still cradling the image in her hands, Somerset followed Myra out onto the porch and regaled her with stories until long after dark about the couple in her new picture.


    ***

  


  




  

Chapter 14


    Somerset took elaborate care with her appearance that week and went so far as to borrow some of Myra’s dresses. Myra brought to Orchard Rest several dresses that Somerset imagined were only good for curtseying to the queen at court. She had teased Myra about them and asked what she planned to do with them there when she had such a profound fear of living outside the city.


    “I’m prepared for anything,” said Myra who only that morning had been thrown out of the kitchen by Cleo for failing to properly lid her canning jars. “If someone wealthy and handsome wanted to see me here, I’d want to look grander than all the other girls, now wouldn’t I?”


    “If you cain’t settle in Richmond, you ain’t gonna be settled here,” huffed Bess.


    Myra pointed at Somerset.


    “There’s someone worth dressing up for right here or she wouldn’t be asking to go through my trunk,” she said in triumph. “I want to know who it is! Oh, please. I won’t come running down the staircase to meet him when he knocks. I just want to see him, and everything I’ve said about knowing who all is worth your time holds true here, too. I can just meet someone and know. All I’d have to do is ask him a couple of questions about his family and I could tell you things that you didn’t even know you wanted to know about him. I’m connected to everyone!”


    Somerset hid her amusement and asked to go through her trunk again, which Myra was proud to display.


    “I wore this to a tea with Jefferson Davis’s wife. I spilled tea on it right there. Do you see the spot? Well, there’s a spot there. I know there is. This pink silk is nice, but I daresay it’s too tight in the bust for you. It’s bad luck, too. This was the dress I was wearing when Whitman ruined my reputation. I’m going to wad it up and hurl it from the window on the train ride home. Do you like it? Maybe I shouldn’t throw it away. Here, Somerset, this blue matches our color eyes exactly. It will be more striking on you with your brunette hair.”


    She held up a royal blue dress with a fragile overskirt of silvery light material that Somerset thought might be woven out of fairy’s wings. Somerset grabbed it and begged Bess to lace her for it right away.


    The dress fit like a second skin. She and Myra were built almost the same way. Myra was slightly taller and Somerset had a fuller bust, but their figures were comparable enough that Somerset planned to make frequent use of Myra’s wardrobe. When the dress was on and all forty carved white pearl rose buttons were fastened, she clapped and demanded Somerset keep the garment.


    “I can’t take this!” protested Somerset. “It was kind of you to loan it to me but I’m not keeping it.”


    “You must. If I wear it again, I’ll feel discontented the entire time because I know that someone is better looking than me in it. Take it and keep it or Birdy will just end up making quilting squares out of it.”


    Somerset seldom had the urge to hug others, but with Myra she wanted to all the time. She grabbed her around the waist on impulse and gave her a tight squeeze. Bess chuckled.


    “I can’t thank you enough. It’s the most becoming dress I’ve ever worn. I’ve always wanted something to match my eyes.”


    “I’ll let you borrow my slippers tonight, too. You’ll look like a doll. You girls are so nice here that I should have visited a long time ago,” said Myra, nibbling on her candy. “I don’t think a single girlfriend has ever hugged me back home.”


    “Somerset, Ivy is on her way up,” called Victoria as she passed by the bedroom door, carrying a sleeping Warren.


    “What is she doing here this time of day?” wondered Somerset aloud as she sat down to do her hair.


    “I came to bring some of Momma’s aspic for your mother,” said Ivy. “She’s missing her in the sewing circle and thought some might give her a better appetite. Cleo is putting it on a tray for her right now.”


    Somerset saw the momentary confusion on her face as she looked at Myra’s face and compared her to Blanche. Myra sprang forward with the smile of a friend, extending her hand.


    “You must be Ivy. I’m Myra Marshall. I’m a first cousin from Virginia. I’d know you anywhere because Somerset has talked so much about you. She said you have eyes like the sea during a rain and you do. We’re just playing dress-up. You might as well stay and eat some candy with me. We’ll get to know each other while my better-looking cousin does her hair.”


    Ivy’s face pinked up under Myra’s greeting, and she accepted her hand as well as the proffered peppermint stick.


    “What is the grand occasion?” she asked, taking a seat on Somerset’s threadbare ottoman and licking her sweet.


    “She has a caller coming and won’t say who it is.” Myra’s mouth pouted.


    “Does it have anything to do with that silhouette on your wall by your bed?” asked Ivy, springing up to take a look at it.


    Bess made an impatient sound that indicated it was so. Somerset laughed.


    “Don’t pay any attention to Bess, Ivy. She hasn’t approved of a single caller since Eric.”


    “You hit perfection the first time. It’s all downhill from there,” grumbled Bess.


    “I’ve never seen anything like this,” admired Ivy. “It’s a replica of the one in the house, isn’t it?”


    “It is. Now I’ll have with me always even if I can’t live there. My hair is wild. I don’t want to tuck it in a bun, though. Do you think a chignon would work?”


    “I have a net with tiny silver bows somewhere in this trunk. It will be just the finishing touch,” agreed Myra.


    “That was a very personal and forward gift,” remarked Ivy.


    “I call it thoughtful,” disagreed Somerset.


    “Do you think Phillip meant the man in the picture to be him or Eric?” queried Ivy.


    “Eric, of course!” answered Somerset. She lowered her head so that Myra could slip the net on her hair.


    She surveyed her reflection in the mirror, craning her head from side to side. The waves of her hair were already poking through the netting, just like her mother’s hair did. She smiled at herself and pronounced her endeavors successful.


    “I want to meet this Phillip,” said Myra. “He sounds like he’s worth taking a second look at.”


    “He’s worth looking at,” concurred Ivy.


    Joseph knocked on the open door. His face was scrubbed, and he was wearing another shirt borrowed from Thomas.


    “I couldn’t help but notice a bevy of good-looking ladies and wondered if they could be persuaded to go walking,” he said.


    He asked them all, but the question was directed at Ivy.


    “I’d love to go,” she said. “Myra, will you join us?”


    “I think I will,” Myra replied, reaching for a shawl. “I don’t think Cleo will let me downstairs—it’s such close proximity to her kitchen. I’d best play gooseberry rather than encroach on her territory. I don’t suppose you’re coming with us, Somerset.”


    Somerset was on the verge of staying in but decided against it. She didn’t want to be found lounging around the parlor waiting for Phillip if he did show. Her dress proved that she expected to see him. It would be better to go out with the group. Myra was always arrayed in expensive finery, whether receiving company or failing miserably at her chores. She would look less overdressed beside her cousin.


    “I’ll come along. I hate to waste this pretty day indoors,” she said.


    ***


    She and Myra lagged several feet behind Joseph and Ivy as they walked. Joseph zealously pointed out all the improvements to the farm he hoped to make. Ivy showed absolute absorption in each word, but Somerset was bored as she had to listen to the same speeches every night over their meal and make the according notes to their finances. She drowned out the dull roar of his monologue about mending fences and finally finishing the barn and focused on the interaction between him and Ivy.


    Ivy glowed when she looked up at him, like the iridescent heart of a seashell illuminated by the sun. She made all the proper responses to his remarks and Joseph savored it. Somerset wondered if he began to regret his words about a woman agreeing with him all the time. Somerset rolled her eyes. She didn’t know a single man who was immune to flattery from a woman. There was mutual interest in their relationship, but Somerset saw the obvious lack of spark between them. Joseph was accustomed to other kinds of women, women with a certain contrariness to their personality and an underlying coarseness to their character. She wondered who Joseph was seeing on the side. If he wasn’t true to Fairlee, he wasn’t being true to Ivy, and she knew she could take that to the bank.


    “They’re a new couple, aren’t they?” murmured Myra.


    “Yes,” conceded Somerset.


    “She loves him.”


    “She always has. People say opposites attract, but I maintain it isn’t always for the best. How could you tell?”


    “He wants to touch her but he isn’t comfortable doing it. Normally a man finds some excuse to touch a woman and get away with it. He might hand her a flower or steady her and say he thought she was about to stumble. It doesn’t really matter what excuse he comes up with. He hasn’t tried to the entire time. She really wants him to, though. She looks at him as though he thought up the idea of love and all it entails. I take it she’s a wallflower and he’s a rascal,” whispered Myra.


    “Well, I don’t want to use those adjectives.”


    “I thought they were. He was engaged?”


    “Fairlee broke it off. She was the oil to his flame, his ideal mate. I witnessed the end of their spat. She wants some changes out of him that he is unwilling to make, although I’m in the dark about exactly what they are. They’re both prideful to a fault. She mailed back the engagement ring as an afterthought when she made it back to Tuscaloosa. I daresay she regrets it.”


    “He told me he was a captive at Elmira. He might just be the most fascinating man I’ve ever met. He’s an imp of mischief one minute, a hard-working machine the next, and a temperamental brute all in the same hour. I could spend the rest of my life talking to that man and not get to what lies at his core. I see Ivy’s interest in him, but I pity her. It will never last. It’s true—I know these things.”


    Somerset didn’t doubt Myra for an instant, but Myra’s mind was racing on to other courses of conversation.


    “I haven’t been at Orchard Rest a week but I’ve ruined the wash and also some preserves,” she said and looked pleased. “It’s been great excitement, though, and it’s ever so nice to have a framework of what I should be doing even if I can’t put it into practice. Your help doesn’t care for Birdy making her own excellent mark, though. The one thing I can do well is sit with your mother. Her pneumonia drags on and on. It cheers me to be of use to someone, and I don’t mind to take my turn and yours too if it leaves you to do real work. I can lounge on the chaise by Auntie’s bed and make proper conversation. I’ve spent the majority of my life being served tea in someone or another’s parlor.”


    “I hope you’ll stay with us always,” said Somerset.


    “Oh, don’t say that!” said Myra. “I like all of this well enough, but a girl like me can’t be happy forever in this desolate place. Can you fancy me getting up at the crack of dawn to make bran mash for the chicks for the rest of my life? Or washing dishes with a smile on my face?”


    “What’s that?” Ivy asked as she knelt in the dirt.


    She scooped something into her palm and straightened up, offering it to Joseph.


    “Would you look at that! That’s an old liberty cap half cent!” exclaimed Joseph with real interest. He took it out of Ivy’s open hand, and Myra nudged Somerset. “This kind hasn’t been minted since the last century. I wonder whose pocket it fell from as they marched across this country.”


    “Whoever he is, I hope he made it home,” replied Ivy. “I think I’ll keep it as a good luck charm.”


    “I have a good luck charm!” proclaimed Somerset and reached for the nonexistent pocket on Myra’s fine gown.


    She carried Eric’s arrowhead everywhere. It comforted her to feel the steady rhythmic banging against her hip as she went about her day. All she had to do in a sore moment was reach into her pocket and run her thumb along the sharp flinty edge of it and she was grounded and hopeful once more.


    “I forgot I can’t carry it in this dress,” she said sheepishly to the three pairs of expectant eyes facing her. “I’ll show it to you when we get home.”


    “Bother!” said Myra.


    “What is it?” asked Ivy.


    “I forgot that I’m supposed to relieve Birdy and go sit with Auntie. No, don’t escort me back to the house. There’s no reason to ruin everyone’s good time just because I’m flighty as a June bug.”


    “I’ll see you back at the house,” said Somerset. She didn’t relish being an extra wheel.


    “I do like that girl,” remarked Ivy as soon as Myra was out of earshot.


    “So do I, although not as well as the lady before me,” said Joseph.


    Somerset fell back a few paces out of respect and because she didn’t want to hear their flirtations. Instead she focused on the smattering of pink clouds on the golden horizon and the way it looked like Bess’s strawberry preserves spread on a slice of toast. She enjoyed the heavy breeze that occasionally spattered her with a fat raindrop, although it could not be said that it was even sprinkling. For no reason she pondered how different the sunsets in the Dakota Territories might be and wiped the thought from her mind with the same vigor she might remove a smudge from her mirror.


    A rider on a horse leading another horse came out of the woods suddenly on her left. She thought it was Sawyer for a split second because he rode Bruno, but then she saw it was Phillip. His black hair shone almost blue in the bright light that is the sun’s protest against twilight. He wore a chestnut-colored suit with a peachy waistcoat embroidered in cherry blossoms. It was fortunate that Myra had given her something new to wear, and she gauged from his appreciative look that he found her appearance lacked nothing.


    He returned Joseph’s caught-off-guard greeting and swung down off the horse, looking almost as powerful as the animal he rode.


    “Good evening,” he said. “I was just at Orchard Rest to see you, and the staff said you’d gone out on a walking party. I thought you might like to go for a ride.”


    “You met my brother at the party,” said Somerset. “May I present to you Ivy Garrett? I’m afraid I’m not dressed for riding the back roads, though, Mr. Russell. Won’t you join our little excursion?”


    “Miss Garrett, I’m pleased to make your acquaintance,” he said as he left the horses to forage for clover. “Walking isn’t the most competitive way to spend an evening, but I’ve no other plans this evening so I’ll join you.”


    “Must everything be competitive for you?” asked Somerset as he fell into step beside her.


    Joseph increased his pace to move himself and Ivy several yards ahead of them.


    “I wouldn’t be well known in the mining sector if I wasn’t competitive. Men who own gold mines aren’t demure creatures, Miss Forrest. I suspect that’s why we’ve taken to each other so well.”


    “You’ve said something in that vein since the night I met you, and other than a few poorly planned run-ins, I don’t see any evidence of it.”


    Phillip smiled at her.


    “Indeed, Somerset? Tell me: what did you do with the print I sent to you? What did you do with the gift so intimate anyone else would have returned it?”


    Her cheeks stung from the rush of blood to them.


    “I take it you didn’t throw it away then,” he surmised. “Did you find it romantic?”


    Somerset tossed her head.


    He looked victorious.


    “You must have thought it one of the most romantic gestures you’ve ever had. I can tell by your transparent reactions.”


    “It was not,” she protested, but her voice gave away the lie.


    “Really? Because I gave you the one material thing in this world that you want and don’t have. What ranks higher?”


    “Anything Eric ever touched,” Somerset said. “Nothing will ever compare to my engagement ring or the intent to gift me with house itself.”


    “What will it take to surpass him?” asked Phillip.


    Somerset stopped in her tracks and looked up at him. The slight give in her knees whenever she made eye contact with him was proof enough of her emerging feelings, but she kept her face calm as she studied the uncannily familiar blue eyes.


    “The house.”


    “You jest!”


    A ribbon of satisfaction wound about her insides as she digested the fact that she’d managed to take him aback. Her gaze never flickered from his. She couldn’t see past the pale blue of his eyes or the sharp indentation over his upper lip that was so like the one that she had kissed millions of times in her belle days.


    “I don’t jest. I want the Unnamed House. It really is mine even if I don’t own it. If someone could restore it to my ownership, that would be the most romantic gesture to me. The house is the cornerstone, the centerpiece of my adult life. It has stood guardian over me when no one else could. I want to take care of it in return—every corbel, every cornice, each cupola.”


    “You’ll never have it,” Phillip said. “No one offloads the last epic piece of their child’s life. If the house is what you ultimately seek, you’ll be disappointed to find the pinnacle of your romance is far behind you forever. Paul and Margaret would choose to be buried in it if they could.”


    “You aren’t telling me anything that I don’t already know,” she countered. “What did you think, Mr. Russell? That I expected you to procure the deed to the house for me? Come, you don’t think I’m that naïve, do you? There’s also no doubting that the pinnacle of my romantic life is far behind me.”


    He laughed aloud, and the sound rang out in the open section of the field they were in. Somerset imagined it carried at least to Buchanan’s Loft. Joseph turned and looked at them but Ivy nudged him to make him turn around.


    “I do enjoy sparring with you,” he said. “I can’t remember the last time I had such a good time in the company of a lady. I said before that you are complex, but I find your unapologetic realism most stimulating.”


    “I like sparring with you as well,” she winked. “Tell me something. Did you imagine yourself in the silhouette you sent me?”


    “Is there any difference between the one I sent you and the one on the bedroom wall?”


    “Not that I did notice.”


    “Then why does it matter? I’m no school chap in love, Somerset. I don’t know what you’re accustomed to, but I’m not about to make some tremulous confession in the middle of a field. I’ve made it obvious that I’m interested in you.”


    Somerset began walking again as she realized Joseph and Ivy were beginning to dwindle out of sight as they took a curve on the path that would lead them back to Orchard Rest. From that distance, Joseph’s gait looked as smooth and controlled as Ivy’s, and they were only two people-shaped blotches against a coppery sunlit sky.


    Her pulse thrilled at the prospect of being left alone with Phillip. There was something so provocative, so animated about Phillip and his inherent lack of frivolity that every time she was around him she found herself moving away from him. Some primal part of her desired nothing more than to push him into the copse of trees nearby and kiss him over and over. She wanted to know once and for all where his hands would come to rest when he pulled her close to him.


    “I see. You are ‘interested in me.’ I am interested in why you’ve never married.”


    “I’ve never met a woman whom I thought could endure the life I lead,” Phillip replied. “I travel even more than I would like, which is unfortunate because I enjoy travel to a new place. A man with as many assets as I is not a popular fellow, either, when everyone else is struggling to fill their plates. So I would subject my chosen wife to a lifetime of loneliness and required independence. I don’t want a marriage if it’s going to be fraught with discontent.


    “Of course, someone is always willing to let me escort them to the opera, the symphony, or the newest restaurant in town. There’s no shortage of ladies happy to help me spend my money and have a sophisticated evening out. I haven’t been lonely in the slightest, but at the end of an evening it would be a relief to discuss something other than the weather, the church fundraiser, or the audacity of Reconstruction. Every woman has the same cultured opinion about every well-bred topic to discuss. I’m not lonely but I am bored. I believe I’ve learned how to sleep with my eyes open over the last few years.


    “I liked you instantly at my birthday party, Somerset. I like to think about the game way you handled me cornering you during Blind Man’s Bluff. I have nothing but praise for the cool way you handled two hundred red-faced country oafs cheering you on when I advanced on you and you cleared the davenport. You’re used to being watched, plagued even, by the expectations of the public eye. The loyalty you express for my cousin isn’t mawkish and miserable. You haven’t dried up like an old apple over him the way other women have over their mates. The torch you carry for him is passionate and bright, and I covet that kind of devotion within my own life.”


    “Just what are you trying to say?” asked Somerset.


    Her senses whirled around her as she sensed the threads of a proposal being woven together.


    Phillip smiled, and the penny-colored light illuminated the creases around his eyes.


    “I’m saying that you interest me. What did you think I was saying? I already told you that I wasn’t going to make foolish declarations in a cow field. I like you. I hope that you like me as well, so that I don’t have to keep inveigling visits here and there. I’d like to have permission to see you for the rest of the time that I’m in town. The worst thing that could happen is that you find you like me a bit as well.”


    He sounded amused by her distress.


    “Don’t bother being coy,” he added. “It doesn’t suit you, Somerset. I think you like me. I think you are more yourself around me than you are around most of the hapless farmers wandering the fields of the Grove.”


    “I do like you. I like your assertiveness. Assertiveness in a man makes me feel safe. I don’t feel safe anymore, but the reasons behind that are too numerous and long-winded to go into tonight. When I’m with you, I feel divided between laughter, confession, and outrage,” she admitted.


    “Then let’s not play games,” he suggested. “Let’s settle upon an agreement for the remainder of my stay.”


    “I thought you liked games,” she quipped.


    “So I do,” he agreed and grabbed her.


    An indistinct, muffled sound of surprise escaped her as he caught one arm by the wrist and held it to his chest. His other arm wrapped around her lower back, with his hand resting against her hip bone, clasping her to him. They were pinned together muscle to muscle, bone to bone, and Somerset felt exhilarated that she was driving him to recklessness. She was disappointed to feel his heart thrumming away in a dull and sensible beat beneath her palm, though. Her cobalt eyes gleamed up at him, satisfied to find herself in such a position.


    “There has been one thought on your mind since the moment I unmasked myself.”


    “There’s been one thought on your mind since the moment you unmasked yourself.”


    “It’s nothing for me to admit my attraction for you. You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. It’s distracting, bewitching—but not blinding. I see the way you look at me, and I’m old enough to be sure of what it means.”


    He bowed her backward and bent over her and for a singular moment all she saw was the loved blue pair of eyes framed by expressive eyebrows coming down at her. She hoped in that instant that she didn’t look nearly as elated as she felt because she’d never experienced a hunger like this to kiss anyone. Savoring his evergreen and clove kiss was all she could think of. With the last shred of composure in her body, she put her free hand up and placed it upright against his mouth.


    “I’m glad you’re old enough to know what it means,” she said and was glad to hear her words coming out clearly, because she felt she struggled to speak. “I’m glad you’re old enough to know what it means because I’m old enough to recognize many things, too.”


    He released her and looked at her with curiosity as she went back to strolling down the path as if nothing had taken place between them.


    “I’m old enough to know how I feel, how you feel, and above all else, I’m old enough to have a certain measure of self-worth. As much as I would like to kiss you, Phillip, as attracted as I am to you even—well, if I let you kiss me in a pasture for no good reason, that doesn’t speak well of me, does it? No. I’ll kiss you when you’ve earned it. The nicest part of my advancing age is that I know the full worth of my pedigree, my appearance, and an intact reputation. I won’t let you besmirch any aspect of my being that may be my saving grace later. Know that anyone who has ever laid a hand on me has worked for the privilege. I advise you to get better acquainted with my heart before you try again.”


    “What makes you think I’ll come back?”


    “I’m not worried about it one way or another, Phillip. You aren’t my last chance even if you are a very nice one, but you’ll be back. I don’t think you’ve ever been quite so interested in someone before.”


    She moved away from him with the cool, confident self-assurance of a woman who had the upper hand.


    “That didn’t go as I planned, but I’m more than content to take your challenge,” said Phillip as he fell back into step beside her.


    He didn’t sound aggravated in the least. There was a thoughtful note in his voice that she had never heard before.


    “I’d like to take you out riding tomorrow since today didn’t work out.”


    “I’d be happy to go if the weather is nice. It’s one of my favorite pastimes.”


    They were approaching Orchard Rest’s back porch. Ivy was resting in Blanche’s favorite cane woven rocker while Joseph sprawled on the steps at her feet. Sawyer Russell stood on the bottom steps, addressing them with his back to Somerset and Phillip. Somerset’s heart gave a jerk and her pace slowed although she was nearly on top of him.


    “Brother,” said Phillip.


    Sawyer turned and spoke. His verdant eyes rested on Somerset in all of her borrowed finery, and they ached. He swallowed hard as he greeted them.


    “Now? I don’t want you to ever go—least of all now!”


    Tears shimmered on Ivy’s blotchy face and she jumped out of her chair and threw herself into Sawyer’s arms. He made vague soothing noises as he stroked the back of her sleek hair.


    “Bah, you won’t even notice I left. We’re all so busy these days. I’ll write.”


    He smiled a rusty, brave smile that had gotten too much practice and set her on the porch as she dug around for her handkerchief and turned to face Joseph.


    “I only came because I promised you that I would tell you before I left, Joseph.”


    Somerset sensed he was saying this for her benefit, to fill in why he was there when he’d promised to avoid her.


    Joseph’s hazel eyes clouded with a measure of acceptance as he held out his callused hand. Sawyer grabbed his hand and gripped it in a rough tight grasp, and Joseph pulled him in for a hug. They clapped each other on the back, making hollow thudding sounds that echoed under the low porch roof.


    “I could probably make a business deal on the farm that would make sense for you if you were having second thoughts about leaving,” offered Joseph.


    Sawyer shook his head.


    “I didn’t make a profit this year, but I’m not in arrears. I appreciate it all the same, brother. It’s time to move on.”


    “I have the feeling if you go out there you’re just going to disappear into the plains. I don’t want this to be the last time I see you. I want you to stay in touch, Sawyer. I want to be able to introduce the man I scouted this nation with to my children.”


    Sawyer laughed.


    “You’d best produce some children for starters if that’s your dream. You’ll hear from me when I get settled.”


    “We’re the only two left,” said Joseph. His voice was thick with unshed tears.


    “I never thought it would be the two of us. Here’s to hoping we both see old age.”


    The expression on Sawyer’s face was bereft, noticed Somerset. He wouldn’t be able to look any more pained if he were on a rack being tortured. He was being tortured from the inside out. She wanted to hate him and had started out hating him, but the anger had burned itself out like a candle pulled from a flaming taper too soon. She felt only pity for him. When he turned and looked her in the eyes, it was no different than making eye contact with a stranger on the street.


    “Good-bye, Somerset. I wish you well and hope you believe it.”


    He extended a hand but she could not bring herself to accept it. She had no wish to be touched by him again, but beyond that was the desire not to remember the specific warmth or pressure of his hand on hers. How odd it would be after having just been in Phillip’s embrace.


    “Thank you, Mr. Russell,” she said in a voice not unlike Blanche’s. “I hope you have a safe journey and wish you a fresh start.”


    “I appreciate your sentiments,” he said.


    “I’m not going to be here when you ride away to the depot,” announced Ivy. “I can’t bear it so I’m going home now.”


    She wiped her flint-colored eyes with her soaked handkerchief and walked down the steps without looking back.


    “Thoughts worth biding,” concurred Joseph. “I won’t watch you go. Good-bye, Sawyer.”


    He went in the house but looked out the door and waved before his unusually serious face disappeared down the hall. Somerset imagined the melodious thwump of a bottle being uncorked only yards away. A prickle shot up her spine at the imaginary sound of bourbon on ice.


    “In a different time and place they might have,” said Somerset. “Good-bye, Sawyer.”


    She looked at his straight, golden brown hair with the new streaks veining it and the faint hollowing of his cheeks. She looked at the deep lines around his grassy eyes and saw he did look older than Phillip.


    Remember his face, she thought. It may be the last you time you see it. Don’t let him remember you as vengeful.


    “Good-bye, Somerset.”


    She said good-bye to Phillip and went up the steps. She let herself in to Orchard Rest and leaned her back against Blanche’s robin’s egg blue wall as soon as she was inside. The moment was simple enough, but an epoch in her life was finished. As she held onto the mantel for support and breathed as deeply as her tightly laced corset would allow, she thought that she would never hear the siren whistle of a train engine again without a haunting feeling of finality.


    “Have a safe trip,” came Phillip’s rumbling voice through the cracked window.


    “It will be a lengthy trip. Don’t expect to hear from me before the end of the month. Don’t let Mother panic when she hasn’t heard anything in a week’s time.”


    “Of course, Sawyer. I’m a traveling man. I’m well-versed on the inconveniences of modern-day travel.”


    “Be good to Somerset. If you aren’t serious, don’t dawdle around her making pretty speeches—just go back to Charleston.”


    “I can assure you of my seriousness, but ultimately this topic is outside your jurisdiction now. If you want her, why leave her to me? That has cowardice written all over it, but then, so does this exit you’re making. What did you do? Do you need money? Do I need to buy you out of some petty crime? Perhaps you got some girl in trouble?”


    “It’s nothing of the sort. She’s the only woman I’ve ever loved and mostly from afar. Your life has been so simple and straightforward that you’ll never understand basic plights or the real tragedies in life. Everything in your life has always been as neat and shiny as a new gold coin so you’ll never understand what the people here have been through. You can’t comprehend loss, fear, hunger, or poverty. You can’t understand Somerset, not in the ways that matter.”


    “I understand her better than I’ve understood anyone. It’s an odd feeling to finally be on the same page as a woman. Don’t worry about abandoning her. I’m more than willing to take care of her, but as she archly pointed out this evening, there is always someone waiting for her in the wings. It doesn’t end with you or me.”


    The clasp of Sawyer’s familiar pocket watch shutting met Somerset’s ears. Her mind’s eye could see the brass fixtures shining against his tanned hands as he consulted it.


    “I have to get going,” said Sawyer. “The train departs in less than two hours. Please keep Mother calm while I journey. I’m glad we had the chance to get reacquainted before I left, Phillip.”


    “I feel the same. Be safe.”


    The only sounds were the two of them walking off to their horses in opposite directions, and Somerset went up to her room. She stood before the ink silhouette until the bell rang for supper and wondered whether she saw Eric or Phillip in it.


    ***

  


  




  

Chapter 15


    Somerset bounced down the narrow stone steps that led to the kitchen in search of something light to eat after she overslept and missed breakfast. Cleo and Bess sat on rickety stools at the plank counters drinking coffee so strong that the acrid smell made Somerset cough as she entered.


    “The princess awake,” teased Bess with a loving glance at her favorite child.


    With Blanche imprisoned in her bedroom, Somerset was free to hug Bess, and she started most days by squeezing the woman privy to all her secrets and responsible for most of her unconditional love as a little girl. She sniffed Bess’s liniment and orange smell and knew sweet rolls were rising somewhere in the room. Somerset folded herself up in the child-sized chair that fit under the low eaves of the kitchen and found a roll to bite into.


    “I have to go to Tuscaloosa to post a letter,” she said as she scraped a thin, curling twist of butter onto the top of her roll.


    “You been posting lots of mail lately,” Cleo said.


    “I’m home as much as I can be,” said Somerset. “Victoria is to the point where she can run the house so I feel less guilt about going out. What’s the news? Is Birdy settling in better?”


    “Hmph.” Bess rolled her eyes.


    “Bess been nursin’ these parts for fifty years and now Birdy’s sellin’ her own medicines. It’s bad enough she’s hornin’ in on my kitchen and on the mistress,” said Cleo. “When are they goin’ home?”


    “This winter,” said Somerset in the same tone she would use with Warren. “What do you want her to do while she’s here? Stay in Myra’s room and never leave it?”


    “Yes,” said both women in unison.


    “What else has happened?” asked Somerset, hoping for a less inflammatory subject.


    “These showed up for you ’round six,” said Cleo and pushed a golden bundle of blossoms in her face.


    Poppies, with supple golden petals and long stems, bent under her breath and reminded her of loose golden coins amid the puffs of fat, white phlox they were mixed with. The bundle was tied with a white satin ribbon, and the attached card that fell from the envelope was heavy with scalloped edges.


    I imagine all flowers look like weeds in your hands.


    Regards,


    Phillip Russell


    Phillip had visited Orchard Rest several more times to see her. He curried favor with Thomas by visiting him on a separate occasion and asking for permission to see Somerset and broke down Bess’s habitual distrust against suitors by not only knowing how to fix the damper on her prized range but doing so in his freshly cleaned and pressed suit one day when he and Somerset strolled past the kitchen. He was courteous to Victoria and eager to discuss Joseph’s wartime exploits. Upon finding Joseph less than enthusiastic to rehash them, he was content to have a drink and play a hand of cards with him. Everyone at Orchard Rest found him charming, witty, and a gentleman, and the only fly in Somerset’s ointment was the number of times her family started to call him Eric and then corrected themselves, so that his name came out “Er–Mr. Russell” as though they weren’t certain what to say to him.


    “She’s so caught up in them flowers she don’t think to ask what else,” cackled Bess.


    “What else?” asked Somerset, laying the flowers aside.


    “That Harlow boy called on Miss Victoria while you were out with Mr. Russell.”


    “No!”


    “Mmm-hmm.”


    “Well, well. I was beginning to think he didn’t have it in him.”


    Joseph came into the kitchen jingling his house keys in his trouser pocket. He poked Bess in the side and stole Somerset’s half-eaten roll.


    “I’m ready to drive to Tuscaloosa if you are, sister.”


    ***


    Somerset walked down the sidewalk with her letter clasped before her. She was contacting a hospital in New York to find out about training programs, and Joseph, much as he supported her in other aspects, looked at her strangely each time she insisted they go to Tuscaloosa to post a new inquiry.


    “Being a sniper and then a prisoner constructed the most formative years of my life,” he quipped, “but now that the war is over, you don’t see me running for sheriff or becoming a jail warden. I fail to see how taking care of the suffering eases your mind any.”


    Since that remark, she told him when she needed an escort to the post office but didn’t tell him why.


    Her head was full of cheerful thoughts. She told Phillip on his last visit that she was in the middle of inquiring about training programs, and he had behaved as though fascinated and commended her for her selfless behavior.


    “I’m all for social reform,” he’d admitted as he tossed pebbles into the river. “People don’t see it in me. As a mine owner, I’m often critiqued for what I pay, and then there’s the dim view of safety precautions in my business to contend with. The fact is that I’d go bankrupt if I paid all the hundreds of employees who work for me exactly what they were worth, and the truth remains that they can’t get by without the good money I do manage to pay them because they can’t subsist on farming alone. It’s an ugly situation, and sometimes necessity begets misery, Somerset. It makes me sorry, but I also refuse to be the villain simply because I’m the strong link in the chain. My mines have some of the safest track records in the state, though, and I’m proud of it to a fault. I applaud you if you have a talent for the betterment of man and want to pursue it.”


    She was expecting a reaction of disdain, to be told she was no working-class girl. An air of puzzled tolerance was the best she expected. His support lit her up from the soul outward, and she was radiant as she breathed in the nippy morning air, believing anything in the world possible. Didn’t Phillip say that as she aged she would find most things probable?


    “Tell me about this new beau of yours,” said Joseph as they jostled together on the teeming sidewalk to let a muddy crew of construction workers pass. “Papa mentioned him the other day—and you know Papa mentions no one—so he must be worthwhile. What is the difference between Sawyer and this Phillip?”


    Somerset made an ugly mouth at the last question.


    “Don’t you like him?” she asked. “I’ve noticed you’re not above drinking rye and cutting cards with him.”


    “I like him just fine, but the standards of men for friendship are looser than the standards of women for courtship. You run quicker than if a teakettle whistles when the knocker sounds. What about him is so wonderful?”


    “He heard Warren call Victoria ‘Momma,’ and instead of pitying her to death, he asked Warren if he wanted a piggyback ride. I think that one simple gesture speaks volumes for his character. Would you like to hear more?”


    “I heard all about the portrait in your room. You haven’t known him long. Should he have offered it and should you have accepted it?”


    “Are you really going to take the moral high ground with me?” asked Somerset. “I’ve only known him for a few weeks, but it’s been a consuming relationship. I’m not sitting around batting my eyelashes at him behind a fan, Joseph. I’m getting to know him well because I care for him. I would have accepted that picture from the devil himself, and the picture is further proof of what a fine man he is. He’s heard all about Eric and he knows about the house. That silhouette is the one thing in the world that I want and can’t have. That house is my house, Joseph, built expressly for me, and I can’t have it. I’m not giving the portrait back. It’s mine.”


    “You have my sympathy about the house,” admitted Joseph. “It’s an awkward predicament and no matter what is done with it, someone gets hurt. I still have to ask you: is this about you and your new beau or you and Eric? Because they resemble each other enough that I have to ask. It’s uncanny. If you feel as if you’ve come full circle and you’re going to regain what you lost, you’ll find yourself wrong in the end. There’s no way to step into yesterday, Somerset. If there were I would have done it by now.”


    It was on the tip of Somerset’s tongue to tell him she knew there was no way to regain the past or they wouldn’t have seen her in half a decade, but through the throngs of bustling, chattering people who were jostling together like cards being shuffled in a deck came a sight so familiar that Somerset lost all powers of speech.


    A tall and shapely woman with springing blond curls stepped out of the post office. Fairlee. Her cheeks were naturally flushed bright pink, and there was a sparkle in her long-lashed eyes as she picked her way down the concrete sidewalk in heels so high and spindly that she shouldn’t have been able to walk in them. Her dress was fashionable and held the eye. She looked the essence of autumn in an argyle-patterned dress of fawn brown, creamy coral, and peony pink. A full lacy jabot of warm cream bounced at her throat and long pearl earbobs on delicate gold threads swung as she walked.


    Somerset, about to alert Joseph to her presence, saw that Joseph had already spotted her and the companion catching up to her. His face changed in an instant from shock to veneration and then a guarded, taciturn expression settled in.


    “Good morning!” cried Somerset because there was no help for it.


    Fairlee didn’t see them until Somerset spoke.


    “Oh!” she cried and then composed her large features. “Somerset! Mr. Forrest! What a treat to see you both out of the countryside!”


    “Hello,” said her companion in a pleasant voice that bespoke his Alabama roots.


    He had a slim, upright bearing and nice, regular features. His dark brown eyes were friendly and his protruding chin sat beneath a mouth that tilted up at the ends, never far from a smile. He was turned out as well as Fairlee in a pale brown suit and darker brown hat.


    Fairlee wound her arm through his and leaned on him.


    “I want you to meet my friends, Vincent. This is Miss Somerset Forrest and this is Mr. Joseph Forrest. They’re siblings and live at Orchard Rest in Century Grove. Perhaps you’ve heard of it. They are dear old friends of mine.”


    “Indeed I have,” said her escort, taking a closer look at them. “I’m pleased to meet you, Miss and Mr. Forrest. The elder Mr. Forrest was in my office only weeks ago getting a blueprint made up for a new Baton Rouge office.”


    “Yes, he’s trying to buy back an old business,” said Somerset as Joseph’s mouth upended into a frown.


    “You must allow me to introduce Mr. Vincent Cooper,” continued Fairlee. “Knowing everyone in Tuscaloosa as intimately as I do, it isn’t often that I get the joy of introducing my new husband to anyone.”


    That she could introduce Vincent calmly came as no shock to Somerset. The woman had been running in and out of Joseph’s bedroom in the middle of the night for years without so much as a guilty expression. Joseph’s smile was tempered by blankness in his brown and green eyes as he bent low in greeting.


    “Newlyweds! How exciting, Fairlee. Let me kiss you.” She pressed her chilly, firm lips to Fairlee’s hot face. “When did these exciting nuptials take place? A small part of me feels hurt that we didn’t know in advance, but weddings require so much effort that we won’t hold a grudge.”


    “We married last week.” Fairlee looked chagrined. “We didn’t have a large affair. We married in my grandmother’s parlor with only our immediate family present. It hasn’t even made it into the papers yet, When we are better settled, Somerset, you should come up for luncheon and shopping.”


    “I do congratulate you both!” Joseph’s voice came out strong and hearty. “Mr. Cooper, you have an exceptional bride. Buchanan’s Loft is our closest neighbor so I can say I know Mrs. Cooper as well—dare say I—better than most of the residents in our tiny hamlet! Once more I congratulate you!”


    Vincent’s smile was convivial.


    “Thank you. Any friend of Fairlee’s is always welcome company. I look forward to building a relationship with you. Ordinarily we would invite you to dine with us, but we’re on our way to my aunt’s home for a special family reception.”


    “By all means. We wouldn’t want to delay you.” said Joseph.


    “No, we wouldn’t. We wish you good fortune in your marriage. Do run out to Orchard Rest one day, Fairlee. I am certain Mother would love to meet Mr. Cooper. She’s such a card. Who knows what she would say?” said Somerset.


    “I look forward to your visit,” agreed Joseph. “May I kiss the bride in congratulations?”


    Vincent nodded as he checked his watch on its fine leather fob. Pale and distracted, Fairlee turned up one cool cheek instead of her lips.


    Joseph kissed it with little enthusiasm. They might have been two twirling leaves in the breeze, he kissed her so chastely, but as he pulled away, Somerset watched him blow his hot breath against the small area of exposed skin on Fairlee’s neck. It was over in the time it took Mr. Cooper to put his watch in his vest. Joseph offered Somerset his arm while Fairlee’s eyes snapped in outrage. Vincent said a courteous good-bye to them and pulled his wife down the sidewalk.


    “Can you believe it?” Somerset asked when they were out of sight. “Did you know? Did she tell you?”


    “No, she never told me. I would have gunned down any man she showed the slightest interest in,” muttered Joseph. The blue veins in his neck pulsed as he clenched his jaw.


    “She certainly fixed things. I call that cutting off your nose to spite your face!”


    “You don’t have to be furious for my sake,” said Joseph. “I can be angry and hurt enough for myself just based on my own wounded feelings.”


    “It stirs something malevolent in me when people prove Mother’s words about them true,” said Somerset with a shake of her head.


    “If she’s an upstart, she managed well,” said Joseph. “That’s enough. We mustn’t entertain such nasty thoughts. She’s one of your closest friends, and for my part, well—I played my part in driving her away. She clearly outlined what she wanted from me, and I was unwilling to rise to the occasion. Now, my dear, let me find the closest saloon.”


    ***


    When they arrived back at the Grove, Blanche and Somerset made a rare united front that hadn’t occurred since well before the Russell birthday party. Somerset blew about Blanche’s bedroom like a fury, and her eyes looked as tight as her clenched fists as she stood on Blanche’s sapphire-hued rug.


    “And she was mincing down the sidewalk with that smug, self-satisfied smile of hers! In a dress that cost half our income from the plantation last year!” Somerset knew this was an exaggeration but for once it pleased her to be Blanche’s daughter. “She looked as innocent as a cherub and went on about how much happiness it brings her to introduce her new husband! And all the while the poor dolt is standing there, never realizing that she’s purring in public to the man she used to be betrothed to. She had the audacity to invite me to luncheon and shopping.”


    Blanche’s indigo eyes glimmered with calculated vengeance as she pulled her white satin dressing gown closer around her gaunt frame.


    “Good luck to her on ever coming home again and feeling welcome—not that I ever wanted her in our family but still, no one slights my son. Evelyn Buchanan has no social clout compared to me. She’s going to find certain doors in Tuscaloosa are shut against her as well. I’m not spending the rest of my life on some rest cure. We’re going to persuade Dr. Harlow to let me go about my usual duties. I’ve heard how you’ve managed Orchard Rest in immaculate fashion but there are matters I need to tend to.


    “I can see Evelyn Buchanan not breathing a word of it. She’s been dying to get Fairlee off her hands since she married Mr. Buchanan. Fairlee upstaged all her daughters with their long, thin noses and wan complexions, and if she was able to unload her on someone with a little money and a good family then so much the better, because that means Fairlee and Joseph won’t be living at the Loft. Evelyn hasn’t cared a speck about being family with us since dear Teddie didn’t return interest in one of those scarecrow daughters. I do fault Mr. Buchanan, though. I thought he was on better terms with Thomas than this!”


    “I wish there was something I could do for Joseph.”


    Somerset heard horse hooves and, upon looking out Blanche’s window, she caught sight of Phillip riding up to the house. Her feet itched to run from the room and greet him at the door. She woke anticipating their invigorating conversations and went to bed feeling let down that the day ended. He’d extended his trip home by one week, an event that Somerset hoped foretold great events for their courtship.


    “There’s your beau,” said Blanche as she leaned forward in bed to get a better look.


    “We’re going riding this afternoon, and we might take a light supper to Riverside and eat beside the waters before sunset.”


    “Who is accompanying you?”


    “Joseph.”


    “My, but he is handsome. Such hair and what shoulders! He made an impression on your pa when he visited and asked permission to court you. Thomas said he’s a bit longer in the tooth than he thought you’d care for, but there was no holding it against him with his stature and wealth. What do you think of him?”


    “He is unlike any man I’ve ever met,” replied Somerset.


    “All infatuated girls say that, dear. Is it serious?”


    “If it isn’t, I mean to make it serious.”


    “Sawyer was your escort for some time. What do Sarabeth and Lawrence say about this turn of events?”


    “I haven’t seen them since the night of the party. What can they say? Sawyer was only a suitor, and I didn’t leave, he did.”


    “Enjoy your outing, Somerset.”


    “Thank you.”


    “Somerset?”


    “Thank you for talking to me. I’ve missed it so. I know I’ve been intolerable to live with, and I haven’t apologized to you because I know words don’t fix anything.”


    “I’m going to be late, Mother.”


    ***


    Somerset squeezed Joseph around the middle as she made her way to the front door. He was standing on Blanche’s favorite Oriental rug with a lit cigar in one hand and a whiskey in the other, but he was sober. He’d ordered a single drink at a tavern on the way home while Somerset waited in a dry goods store and said no more about it.


    “I can ask Myra and Birdy to accompany me if you’re unwell.”


    “Myra’s with Victoria, and Birdy went out to do some mending for Ivy. It will do me good to get out of this house. I wouldn’t be in here if I hadn’t wanted the whiskey.”


    “We’ll talk about it before you go back to your tent.”


    “We won’t either,” said Joseph but Somerset was already running to the door.


    Somerset’s face strained from smiling as she pulled the front door open.


    “I packed a picnic basket with enough for three,” her suitor said.


    “You packed the basket? Surely not!”


    “A servant packed the basket but you’ll be delighted with the contents. Are we off?”


    `“Let’s go before I remember all the things I left undone this morning to go to Tuscaloosa!”


    ***


    “I think of South Carolina as my true home and I think the sea is part of me forever now, but there is something in these mountains and rolling hills that makes me wonder how I live apart from them,” said Phillip as they rode to Riverside.


    “I don’t know how you live there,” said Somerset. “It’s well enough to visit, but I never like the flatness of the land and seeing it roll out before me like a map for miles and miles. I feel exposed and can’t imagine living in transparency. Each mountain and ridge seems to me a protective mother looking down on us and shielding us.”


    “That’s an interesting thought. I’m the opposite, I’m afraid. When I fought during the war all these mountains, ridges, and bluffs seemed the most sinister things in the world to me. I would rather chance it on territory as wide open and level as a book. It makes me an easy target, to be sure, but it also makes the enemy an easy target.”


    Somerset arched an eyebrow as she contemplated that tidbit. Joseph, who tried to be respectful and keep some distance behind them at all times, was suffering a rare nostalgia for the war that Phillip hadn’t raised in him before.


    “Who did you serve with?” he called ahead.


    “The Sixth Regiment South Carolina Cavalry.”


    Joseph whistled. “You don’t say.”


    “You’re familiar with the Russell passion for horse flesh. Joining the cavalry was the easiest decision I ever made. I was certain that if I stayed on horseback nothing would happen to me, and it didn’t.”


    “The Sixth saw some nightmare action.”


    “I saw the Battle of Spotsylvania Courthouse.”


    Joseph whistled again. “Now there’s a battle I’m grateful not to have rattling around in my head. How did you get out of that one alive? You may be the only man I know to come out of it.”


    Joseph spurred his horse to meet up with Somerset and Phillip.


    “It was a sight I’d welcome forgetting,” acknowledged Phillip. “Men finally ran out of ammunition or lost the use of their weapons, and the hand-to-hand combat that resulted was imaginative and gory. You can’t think of all the ways men killed each other or the sheer number who killed themselves so the enemy couldn’t. I’ve never been troubled by dreams of the service like many of my friends, but every now and then I’ll dream of red earth and I know it isn’t clay. It’s the ground in Virginia after that battle.”


    “I’ll be switched. Did you carry a carbine?”


    “I carried a pistol and a saber during most of my reconnaissance, and I attribute the fact that I’m still here to my sword skills. I polished them at school, and I had plenty of time to hone them on the battlefield. Most men find it difficult to shoot well when a sharp blade is thrust through them. I still have my saber. It’s hanging on the wall of my office.”


    “I burned my Whitfield as soon as I got home. Anything that had done as much killing as that gun didn’t need a place in this world.”


    “My sword saved my best friend—up to a point. He later died in the same battle but my saber seems a friend if it prolonged our friendship.”


    “What happened?” Somerset couldn’t help asking.


    “He was Winston McGreen, and we went through the Citadel together when we were nothing but boys. He found himself in serious trouble with a Union cavalry member, cornered in a thicket so that he couldn’t maneuver or defend himself well. I rid myself of the infantryman who was approaching me with a bayonet lofted high and went to Winston’s defense. The first thing the Union soldier did was take his saber to my stallion’s throat and slash the jugular. I brought him from home, my favorite horse. It was sixty-four and he was still my only war horse. I pulled the cavalryman off his animal and cut his jugular the way he cut Juniper’s. I left them bleeding together in the mud and I took his mount in revenge. There wasn’t a thought in my mind when I acted.”


    “You said Winston died anyhow?” asked Somerset.


    “He died a few hours later on the Bloody Angle. I went out looking for his body when he didn’t make it back to camp. The slain lay five and six deep in places and I found him under two fallen men, rifle shot to the chest. His mother opened her house to me for two Christmases when I was in school with him, and I wanted her to have the body. Mrs. McGreen was financially ruined by time of the Battle of Spotsylvania, so I paid to ship him home to her in a pine box.”


    “We’re so isolated to be as close to town as we are that I forget to view the world through anyone’s lens other than my own. There were brotherhoods all over, outside the Grove even,” Somerset said to Joseph.


    “What a blow to lose your horse and your friend in the same day,” said Joseph with a shake of his head. “The first night alone must have been strange.”


    “But what a touching thing to ship the body home to his mother,” added Somerset. “She’ll never have to worry what became of him. She’ll have him always and never wonder. You do understand why I wish Eric’s body had been recovered.”


    “I was fortunate to already be well on my way to wealth or I wouldn’t have been able to carry it out for her. In the grand scheme of things it would have been wrong not to send Winston home.”


    They arrived at the river. Riverside sat only a couple of miles upstream, and Somerset could just make out the wash waving on the line as Sarabeth’s figure bent over her basket to select garments to hang. She looked old and weak, an aged gray tree bending in the playful breeze. Somerset wondered if it had to do with her youngest son leaving and turned her back from the sad sight as she dismounted. Phillip tossed down a faded red knit blanket over the packed damp earth and began sorting the contents of their feast. Joseph stood with the toes of his scuffed leather boots in the swirling water.


    “What halcyon days these have been,” said Somerset as she settled on the edge of the blanket. “I received a beautiful bouquet from you this morning. I chuckled to see poppies from you. What does phlox mean again?”


    “It means we think alike, that we are the same. They mean harmony.”


    “So we are,” began Somerset but stopped when Joseph turned around.


    He was as pale as the polished gravel at his feet and the sheen of perspiration stood out on his forehead.


    “Are you ill, Joseph?”


    He swung his leg over his horse and was in the saddle in one motion.


    “I’m not sick,” he replied, “but I am unwell. I feel hemmed in all of a sudden. I need to be alone.”


    Somerset sprang to her feet.


    “Let me go with you! You shouldn’t be alone tonight.”


    “No, I won’t ruin your evening. No one is going to catch you down here. The only person whose character should be questioned is mine.”


    He dug his heels into the horse and galloped off down the same path they used to reach Riverside. Phillip stared at the empty spot where his horse had been as if all the gossip about him was true.


    “Does talk of the war affect him?” asked Phillip. “I could go after him if you like.”


    “No.” Somerset shook her head. “It won’t do any good. His true love married another man. We found out when we ran into the new couple in Tuscaloosa this morning. I suspect he’s going to go drink himself into a stupor.”


    “Ivy?”


    “No, Fairlee Buchanan. They’ve been breaking it off and reuniting for years now. She just seized the last word on the matter. Look, Phillip, if we’re of like mind we’ll eat and head back to Orchard Rest. Joseph and I will never hear the end of it from Mother if we’re seen.”


    “Now there’s a person I’ve yet to meet,” said Phillip as he filled her glass and handed it to her.


    “Mother? Well, she’s been terribly ill.”


    “I’m sorry to hear it. Will she be able to receive company before I leave?”


    “To hear her talk today, she’ll be out of bed by the end of the week.” Somerset shrugged as she tasted a sandwich.


    “The great Blanche Marshall,” mused Phillip as he swirled his glass. “Is she like you?”


    “No, not at all.”


    “I hear decades later she’s still the belle of the ball. Mother reckons her a great beauty.”


    Somerset ran a finger along the length of Eric’s good luck charm for comfort.


    “She reckons herself a great beauty and she probably hasn’t changed one iota since she first set foot out of the Marsh all those years ago. She’s a complicated woman, my mother, a little like the shadow of Venus. She’s a rare and beautiful thing, but it’s hard to see her directly, head on, for what she truly is.”


    “That was as backward a compliment as I’ve ever heard.”


    “I’d like to tell you that the family drama ends with Victoria’s assault and Joseph’s jilting, but I’d be lying, Mr. Russell. Most of it stems from one beautiful, strong-willed, stubborn woman.”


    “When you’re as old as I am you’ll take for granted that every important old family has their share of scandal, Somerset, and if you marry into an important family it’s understood that you’re hiding something. Money can buy anything—even privacy, silence.”


    “I wouldn’t know anything about that. I only know life in the Grove.”


    Phillip pressed her hand to his mouth with a kiss. Somerset thought she should be outraged for him to take such a step with no understanding between them and when she already felt nervous about being abandoned by Joseph, but the gesture was so natural, so tender, that the only thing Somerset felt was touched. Phillip released her hand as though he read her mind.


    She saw a scar running across the outside of his hand. It was pale white, shiny, and so wide that she couldn’t believe she’d never seen it before.


    “What is that?” she asked, taking his hand.


    “It’s a parting gift from a street fight in Charleston. A tavern owner lashed a girl on his front porch for loitering. She lost everything in the war and was looking for a dry spot to wait out a rain shower, but he assumed from her dress that she was a prostitute. I caught the end of his bullwhip and pulled it from him. He didn’t hit her again when I finished.”


    “You were right. Our souls are alike,” Somerset said. “You see how the downtrodden need and respond. You’re complex, too, Mr. Russell. There’s a world more to you than the confident, wealthy rake you’ve shown.”


    “I seldom feel enough trust to show people the man beyond the drawing room.” Phillip squeezed her hand. “It looks as though you’ve finished, which means I need to make good on my end of the deal and return you to Orchard Rest,” he said and whistled for the horses, which were drinking from the river. “Oh, and stop calling me Mr. Russell.”


    ***


    Somerset woke at five in the morning with Blanche standing over her bed, shaking her. She sat up, thinking she was having a bad dream. She’d been having the best dream possible about building a new home with no memories in it. Phillip was there, poring over blueprints with her and kissing her down the side of the neck, as she tried to determine where to place the windows to best see the sunrise.


    “What is it?” she asked groggily, shielding her eyes from the flame of Blanche’s candle.


    “I’m worried about Joseph.” Blanche’s narrow foot tapped a march on the hardwood floors. “He never came home last night.”


    “He wouldn’t. He refuses to sleep under this roof.” Somerset turned on her side and curled up.


    Blanche shook her shoulder.


    “Franklin’s last duty of the day is to go to the river each night and make certain he’s safely at his tent. He never came back last night. After the stunt Fairlee pulled on us all, I’m worried about him. You don’t suppose he would—you don’t think he’d consider her worth ending his life over, do you?”


    Somerset rolled out of bed.


    “I don’t know. Let’s get dressed and wait at the staircase landing window to see if we see his lantern coming. It’s almost dawn. Maybe Cleo has some coffee on.”


    ***


    No ray of light pierced the banks of darkness created by peach trees and bands of mist. Somerset felt young again. How many times had she stood at the same window and waited for the Brotherhood to appear out of the tree line? She shivered and pulled her shawl tighter around her. Joseph had been in a fragile state when he took off but she had seen him in far worse. It only troubled her that he was sober. Sawyer couldn’t be the last member of the Brotherhood—not when he’d been the one instrumental in dismantling it. He was out there, somewhere, on a train or in a stagecoach, his sleeping head lolling on his seat as the morning sun pierced the windows and lit his face. He was out there somewhere and had no inkling of the trouble here.


    “There’s no light,” said Blanche. She put her hand to her throat. “I should go to Thomas’s quarters and wake him. We should drag the river and send out a pair of hounds.”


    “He’s been away before,” protested Somerset. “He always turns up for the worse, but he does turn up.”


    “All this over some hoity-toity social climber.” Blanche’s heavy Virginian accent sounded mournful.


    “We’ll give him until noon to show up. I can’t believe you have Franklin sneak out to check on him every night.”


    “He’s my only son.”


    Somerset wished she had more light to see her mother’s face.


    They were all congregated around the dining room table but not eating when Franklin announced Joseph was home. Everyone stood up to greet him, even placid Thomas who had heard enough of his wife’s imagined scenarios to think something had finally happened to the boy. He’d grown to fear dragging the river and had only been awake half an hour.


    Joseph appeared in the doorway with Ivy just under his shoulder. He told them with his most appealing boyish grin that they were married.


    ***

  


  




  

Chapter 16


    The only sound in the dining room was Blanche’s knife as it clattered against the table leg on its crash to the floor, as obnoxious and out of place as a hiccup during a wake. Bess jumped at the cacophony but never made a move to retrieve it. Somerset heard her make a querulous noise in the back of her throat as she settled against the wall by the sideboard to observe the commotion.


    Thomas sped to the doorway and embraced them while uttering something profound to welcome their new family into the existing one, but Somerset didn’t hear a word of it. Victoria hopped from her chair and flew around the table like a dove and followed his suit.


    “Go. Go to them now and welcome them or this will be the end,” she whispered behind her unused napkin at Blanche’s ear.


    “An elopement! How scandalous! I feel as if I died and went to Heaven,” exclaimed Myra.


    Blanche bustled out of her chair. Somerset saw Ivy’s eyes grow wide as she approached, as if she expected to be thrown out of the house. Blanche pecked at her cheek in welcome and Ivy trembled and turned pink as she kept her eyes trained on the baseboards.


    “Ivy, Ivy, how I wish you could have settled our resident wildcat sooner! Won’t you sit and eat with us? We haven’t touched a thing, and you all must be famished if you rode off in the night. You can tell us how this came to be while we eat.”


    “We ate at Maple Pool this morning,” clarified Joseph. “We spent the night there after the ceremony. I expect it’s our home now.”


    “How did the Garrett family take it when you showed up on their front porch last night?” asked Somerset.


    “They thought it was one of Joseph’s practical jokes,” said Ivy, “but once they realized it was true, they were happy. They said we could live at Maple Pool for as long as we like. I think the main feeling was relief that I’m not a spinster.”


    “Come sit even if you won’t eat,” said Myra as she licked blackberry preserves from her spoon. “I can’t eat a bite until I hear what transpired last night.”


    Joseph was flushed above the ivory collar of his shirt. Ivy approached the table much as a skittish deer approaches a salt lick and sat at the side furthest from Blanche, and he followed her with an air of embarrassed resignation.


    “Must we really tell?” he sighed.


    “You don’t get to have a wedding without your family and then leave the details a secret,” replied Somerset. She couldn’t wait to get Ivy alone.


    “Maybe Ivy will favor us with the details,” prompted Blanche as she pushed her plate away. She didn’t look upset but her usually composed face added a new dimension to the feeling of shock.


    Myra leaned across the table at Ivy.


    “Oh, I hope I’m you in six months,” she said as speared a waffle and doused it in maple syrup.


    “Well, I was changing for supper and I kept hearing something pecking at my window,” began Ivy. “So I opened it.”


    “Oh no!”


    “Were you dressed?”


    “She was dressed or she wouldn’t have opened the window! Go on, Ivy.”


    “Well, it was Joseph throwing pebbles. He called for me to come down. It was almost dark and I knew Pa would kill both of us if he caught us, but I also knew Joseph wouldn’t show up at such a late hour if it wasn’t important. So I crept out the kitchen exit. I thought I would be sick I was so nervous but I also thought that if we got caught, I’d be compromised and Joseph would have to marry me.”


    A round of laughter made its way around the dining room.


    “So I went down and he said—”


    “Don’t tell them what I said!”


    “He said some lovely things, but he’d die if I repeated what he said. It ended with a proposal though, one that would only come from Joseph. He wanted us to ride out to Tuscaloosa and be married, but I wanted to get home before morning to let my family know that nothing horrible had happened to me. I made him take me to Buchanan’s Loft and have Mr. Buchanan marry us. He said it had been years since he married a couple, and it must have been, because he kept forgetting the words. But we got married and went back to Maple Pool. We’d been gone about two hours and they were canvassing the grounds for me already.”


    “Well, if Evelyn Buchanan was there it’s already made the newspapers from coast to coast,” Thomas said.


    “She wasn’t at home. She was hostess at an aide meeting for the church,” said Joseph. “She’s probably livid this morning that she missed the biggest social function of the year that just happened to occur in her parlor.”


    “Everyone was relieved that I’m fine. We spent the night at home and Lee cooked us a celebratory breakfast this morning,” Ivy finished as she sank lower into her chair.


    Blanche caressed her hand.


    “The first matter of business is that you must let me throw you a reception so that people can receive you as a married couple. I missed the ceremony so don’t deprive me of a party, child.”


    Ivy nodded. Somerset expected the same response out of Ivy even if Blanche told her that she and Joseph must live in separate houses now.


    “I want to offer Orchard Rest to you as a home, too. There’s more room here than at Maple Pool. We could fix a couple of rooms for you, and it would be almost as nice as living in your own home.”


    “Do stay,” said Somerset.


    “I’m not competing with you for her attention,” said Joseph.


    Everyone laughed at the supposed rivalry.


    “Yes, live here. Maybe you can teach me to be useful,” added Myra.


    “You are a Marshall. You don’t have to be useful,” said Blanche. Her tone was hatchet sharp.


    “It’s much larger here, Joseph,” said Ivy. “They wouldn’t notice us, whereas at Maple Pool there’s barely room to pass each other in the hall.”


    “We don’t need much room. We don’t have many possessions between us.”


    “I’m not living on the river.” Ivy looked at him with mock stern eyes.


    Somerset bounded out of her chair and grasped Ivy’s elbow.


    “Let me show you some of the empty rooms. You don’t have to decide right now, but you might be sorry later that you didn’t look when you had the chance.”


    “Yes, let Somerset have at you for an hour,” chuckled Thomas. “You’ll forget you have any other home but here.”


    Somerset took Ivy’s hand and led her out of the dining room. Then she hurried her past the library, the main staircase, and the poorly lit foyer and down the narrow hallway that led to the men’s wing of the house. There wasn’t much to it, a small two-story box with a maple staircase to divide the levels. The shrine that was Theodore’s bedroom was housed there, the door ajar as if he sat just beyond his desk that had never been cleared of worn, dusty law books. The curtains in his room swayed as they passed as if he rose from the desk to greet them. An office littered with ledgers, receipts, and books sat beside it, and just across the hallway were the two adjoined guest rooms.


    Somerset thought these were the rooms Blanche had in mind when she offered Orchard Rest as their home. She could think of nothing more insulting than housing them in Joseph’s old bedroom upstairs where memories of Fairlee resided. She wanted nothing less than to encourage comparison between the two. She yanked Ivy into the first room and bolted the door behind them, ready to discuss the preceding night’s events.


    Just as Somerset felt her stowed-away surprise register on her face with the suddenness of a February snow shower, she felt competing emotions in her heart. Joy that Ivy realized her only life’s dream was balanced by the fact that Ivy had done so with Joseph. Somerset was afraid for her. She also felt the small particle of resentment settle in her sore, aching chest that Ivy, of all people, married before her and crossed yet other bridges before her. Somerset ground the feelings out and tried to smooth the worry from her face. She reminded herself that only days ago she promised to be the kind of friend Ivy was to her.


    She grabbed Ivy around her slim waist and hugged her tight.


    “I don’t know what to say,” she said through the drapes of sloe hair. “I’m overwhelmed that you’re finally my family, but sometimes I think you love the wrong brother. Are you all right?”


    Ivy laughed her thin, fluty laughter.


    “I’m married, not dead. Why wouldn’t I be fine?”


    “I’m happy for you but I’m worried about you. I love Joseph and you can’t doubt it, Ivy. But he is my brother and can’t hurt me the way he can hurt you. Sometimes he’s impulsive and does things without thinking. Then we all have to repent for him later.”


    Ivy climbed onto the emerald green canopied bed that now looked as if it had been predestined for her alone and patted the counterpane for Somerset to join her. Somerset crawled up and pulled the cotton drapes closed. The morning light filtered through, turning them a pale cedar green.


    “Somerset, I may have painted a cute picture of my proposal in the dining room, but that story was only a shade of what happened. Joseph sat down with me outside Maple Pool and we talked for a long time. I know that you ran into Fairlee and Mr. Cooper yesterday and I probably know as much about Joseph’s and Fairlee’s courtship as can be put into language. I don’t think there are words enough to describe it since we’re talking about truth here. Why do you think I insisted on going to the Loft to be married? I wanted to assist Joseph in spiting Fairlee.”


    “I won’t believe that you married Joseph to help him punish Fairlee. If that’s the case, you have a hollow victory on your hands.”


    “Honey, we spited Fairlee together, but that’s not why we married. We married because we love each other.”


    “What?”


    “Somerset, you have far more life experience than I do. You realize by now that we love people for different qualities and in more ways than one.”


    Somerset stretched out across the bed and stared up at the billowing canopies.


    “You purport not to love Sawyer, but I know you did. You loved him in a different way than you loved Eric. Eric got your first love, arguably the best. You loved Sawyer because he was sweet, helpful, and tenderhearted. You fell in love with him for digging with you through abandoned battlefields and escorting you to makeshift hospitals to look for Eric. Eric wasn’t tenderhearted or self-sacrificial, but you loved him even more for his strength, his intellect, and the protection he offered you.


    “I may not have stolen Joseph’s first love. I may not be an opinionated, voluptuous blond who can tease his days out, but I can be sweet, helpful, and tenderhearted. I can make him see there is more to him than the empty veneer that people have come to expect.”


    Somerset rolled over on her stomach so that she faced Ivy again.


    “Please tell me he was kind to you when he got you home last night.”


    All the green light cast in the room couldn’t disguise the crimson that crept from Ivy’s collarbones to her hairline.


    “He was patient and understanding,” she replied as she picked at the stitching on the counterpane. “I guess it was daunting to take someone as naïve as me to bed. His back has so many scars. I’d give anything to know what happened to him. It would explain so much.”


    “Elmira,” said Somerset. “He doesn’t talk about it but I’ve seen those old wounds a couple times now. I’ve treated flogged and branded patients in the hospital. He was disciplined without mercy in New York. Who knows, he may come to confide in you one day. Don’t ask. Whatever you do, don’t ask.”


    “I want you to understand that I’m happy. I’m safe. I’m loved. I promise you that I’m going to make Joseph feel safe and loved.”


    “I know you’ll try.” Somerset’s lip quavered. “Sometimes I don’t think there’s enough love in existence to heal all of us.”


    “Then it’s a blessing we’re friends because I do.”


    Ivy lay down beside her and they hugged each other.


    “Now show me these bedrooms. Joseph may not want to stay here but I do. He looked out of place in my tiny peach room and I’ll wager he felt out of place. There wasn’t room for either of us to turn over in my narrow bed. We raked knees and elbows across each other’s backs all night.”


    Somerset wiped her nose with the back of her hand and dried her eyes as she sat up and pulled back the canopies.


    “We’re in one of them now. It adjoins to a guest room larger than this one with a large enough area in front of the fireplace that we could fit in wing chairs and a drop-leaf table from the attic. It would make the nicest sitting area for the two of you.”


    Ivy went to the wall and opened the door to the adjoining bedroom.


    “This is much larger than anything at home. It must give us four times the space compared to my corner room. I like your idea about the sitting area in front of the fireplace, too.”


    Blanche, Thomas, and Joseph appeared in the doorway of the adjoining bedroom.


    “It sounds as if she’s made up her mind,” said Blanche, with a glance sent Joseph’s way. “Birdy said she would maid for Ivy until Myra goes home. Birdy has a little crush on Ivy. She says there’s no lady in Richmond to match her.”


    “Even I can admit this is palatial compared to our current accommodations,” muttered Joseph, but his eyes looked playful. “Thank Birdy for her generosity. I didn’t expect her to say that about a local.”


    “I think I should pay a visit to Maple Pool,” said Thomas. “We’ve always been on good terms with your family, but I feel compelled to say something to them about how happy I am for this latest turn of events. I want them to know we’re going to take excellent care of you. Would you like to come with me to gather some belongings?”


    Ivy nodded without daring to utter a word, and Thomas, who was accustomed to the tantrums and demands of other women in his household, looked awkward as he put his arm around the quiet woman who was now his daughter and showed her back down the hall.


    Blanche turned to Joseph.


    “That child doesn’t have a ring to her name. You could have come to me. I still have some jewelry that would have been appropriate to the occasion. You can’t marry a girl and not give her a ring. Let me give you something to put on her hand when she comes home if she doesn’t die of fright from being alone with your papa.


    “You are going to have to treat that girl well, Joseph. Papa and I like her, but we can’t be good enough to her to make it up to her if you treat her ill. You chose well. I want you to continue to choose well. Am I making sense?”


    Joseph was about to answer when Bess found them.


    “Miss Somerset, you got a guest in the drawing room.”


    “Who is it?” asked Somerset.


    “Mr. Russell.”


    Somerset hurried back into the main portion of the house, casting frantic glances into Blanche’s various mirrors as she passed them.


    Phillip stood at the end table in the drawing room perusing a beloved book of Thomas’s on English history. Somerset’s heart stuttered when she saw him and she stood for an instant with her hands clasped in front of her as she admired his carriage and the set of his mouth. Her instinct was to throw her arms around him and bawl, she was so glad to see him, but they weren’t familiar yet. To complicate matters, Bess was polishing a section of the floor and would never get over it.


    “I wasn’t expecting you,” she said.


    He dropped the book on the table at the sound of her voice and looked her way. Standing under the light from the window as he was, Somerset could just make out the hint of a dimple and she gulped to see it.


    “Good morning,” he said. “Wait, you’ve been crying.”


    Somerset wiped at her eyes with the backs of her hands and blinked. There was no hiding it and she should have known he’d notice.


    “It’s been an emotional morning. Joseph eloped with Ivy last night. They’re moving in here today. Papa just took Ivy home to get some of her things.”


    “Are you sad? I thought you loved Ivy.”


    “Sad? No! Worried? Yes. I’m content to have a sister in her, but she did marry my brother, who is known for all manner of—I’d like for it to work out well for Ivy.”


    Somerset’s tongue felt as if she had a cotton boll in her mouth and her mind felt as thick and slow. She sat down on the settee and waited for her manners, thoughts, and speech to coincide.


    “I came here to ask you to dinner tonight at Riverside but it can wait. I can see how you’re needed here. I’ve been remiss in my family duties, and now that I see the evidence, I won’t ask you to ignore your own in a time of need.”


    “No, there’s no time of need. Neither Joseph nor Ivy owns many possessions. They’ll be well settled before dark. I wouldn’t miss dining with the Russells. I’ll ask Papa to escort me out tonight.”


    Phillip smiled and the corners of his blue eyes crinkled the same way Eric’s did when he howled with laughter.


    “I’m glad it’s settled.”


    “I’ll see you out.”


    “Gonna go get my broom. The porch needs sweeping,” mumbled Bess.


    Somerset followed him out. She noticed how his butternut waistcoat was covered in silk leaves that complemented the trees in the landscape that were all going to sleep early that year. She wondered if the leaves were turning in Charleston and if he missed seeing the landscape there, as foreboding as he found this one. The hills and trees would probably always remind him of Virginia. The stories she would tell him one day, if she ever got the chance. There was nothing she wanted to tell him more than that he was correct, that they were alike because the past was never far from them. Tragedy burned itself on both of them and left profound marks, but they were stronger for it.


    She tried to imagine Eric’s face, for she had felt the same about him, but she couldn’t summon the memory. When she was with Phillip all she saw was Phillip. A future without him seemed very straightforward and dull. Already she was dreading his return to Charleston.


    He used his thumb to wipe traces of tears from her face.


    “That is all? An emotional morning? You aren’t leaving anything out, are you? I never thought someone else’s tears could be this distressing for me.”


    “They were mostly happy tears although I am worried, confused, and even jealous. Then I just thought how I hated for you to go home.”


    “My employees will rob me blind if I stay away any longer. If my brother hadn’t worried for our mother I’d already be at the mines again, but as I said earlier, I’m trying to make up for my extended absences.


    “The idea of you feeling jealous is foreign to me, but I’m flattered that you don’t want me to go. I don’t want to go either. I used to think of this backwoods place as just that, a prison filled with cotton and outmoded manners. Thinking of it would make me walk down to the shore and stare at the water with a drink in my hand for an hour, but after this trip home I’ll be divided. I’ll fret over the price of gold while wondering what man is taking you out for the afternoon.”


    “Bess is coming with her broom,” predicted Somerset. She could hear the heavy footsteps rattling the floorboards.


    “Then I’ll take my leave. I don’t want to turn over my hard-earned respect and have to fix another range in a suit. My vest was ruined,” he grinned.


    “Someone will bring me over tonight.”


    “Around six.”


    He bent down once more without permission and kissed her on the forehead. Somerset felt comforted. She wanted him to wrap his arms around her and hold her for a few hours while she watched the leaves fall from the trees. She thought about raising her face for a kiss after all, but Bess had her knobby hand on the doorknob, turning it so Phillip tipped his brown stovepipe hat and was down the steps before Bess could come out.


    Joseph was on her heels, and Bess, satisfied that their guest was mounted and galloping away, deposited her broom by the steps and went back inside.


    “I was coming out to apologize to him for my boorish behavior yesterday,” Joseph said. “I like the man very much and hate for him to think ill of me over it. I can’t believe he’s a veteran of Spotsylvania. It makes me like him even more, although now I feel compassion for him, too. There’s a connection between men who have done hard killing for their country.”


    Joseph dropped onto the steps by Bess’s corn husk broom and chewed his thumbnail.


    “I don’t think he thinks poorly of you. I don’t think he knows what to make of you either, but I think bad feelings are far off yet,” Somerset said.


    “I’m glad to hear it. I hope to cultivate a long-lasting friendship with him. I’d like to apply some of his business practices to crop sharing here. We could bring in a passel of money if we rented out our land, Somerset, and I think he’s the man to get us started.”


    “I hate to let strangers live out here,” dithered Somerset. It was her usual way of ending the conversation.


    “Well, let me have it.”


    “I’m not going to let you have it.”


    “That’s good to hear.”


    “Why did you marry her, Joseph? How cruel!”


    “I love her. This marriage is an act of faith on both our parts. I believe that she’ll make a man out of me, the real thing beyond some womanizing drunk who once killed everyone he ever stalked on the battlefield. She believes I’m going to treasure her, care for her, and see more to her than being a shy, overlooked girl. We’re compromising, Somerset, and we’ll find our way together. We came to the marriage on unequal footing but neither of us has been married before so we’ll slog through it together.”


    “She’s going to want more of you in the end than flippant banter and hands all over her. She wants to know you, all of you, even the parts you keep buried in your drink. She’s thoughtful and intense to be as quiet as she is.”


    “You said she’s clever, Somerset, and she is. Her one demand before saying yes to me was that I cut back the drinking. I don’t know how she knows as much as she does, but I’ll never be able to get anything past her. I figured she was going to ask for my fidelity. I’m relieved it wasn’t that important to her. Somehow it makes it easier to be faithful because she didn’t beg for it.


    “I’m going to try to drink less. It’s a good idea on its own, and I don’t want to end up like Mother because if I try to find my way out of this life, you know I’ll succeed. Sobriety is a confusing state of mind, like making up my mind to be good-natured when my heart has no desire for it. I feel like the unclean cup in the Bible.”


    “I asked if you were kind to her last night.”


    “What did she say?” Joseph’s face became hopeful.


    “She said yes but she is concerned about your scars, which brings me back to my original thought. She is going to want to know what made you the man you are. You should tell her.”


    “The only person I ever talked to about Elmira was Theodore. The only good point about his death is that no one else knows how low I was brought. Now it’s only me.”


    “I can’t hear you out when you say things like this.” Somerset reached for the door.


    Joseph took her hand and kissed it.


    “I am sorry for being a cad. Tell me you think I can do this. Tell me you believe that I can make Ivy happy.”


    “Of course you can,” said Somerset before opening the door. She prayed that she was telling him the truth.


    ***


    Thomas agreed to go with Somerset to Riverside. He remarked that he’d lost a full morning of work and might as well squander an afternoon as well. Somerset suspected he actually wanted to look at a rare map of the Mississippi that the Russells owned in order to plan a business acquisition for the steamboat company, but she didn’t care so long as she had a proper escort out.


    She borrowed a gauzy white dress from Myra that put her in mind of the cut paper snowflakes she and Victoria decorated their rooms with at Christmas as little girls. It was edged in yards of narrow blue ribbon that accented her eyes and had an ornate bustle so high and wide that her waist looked as narrow as a sapling in front of it.


    She left Orchard Rest with Thomas after taking a guilty peek at Joseph and Ivy in their new quarters. The door was open so it wasn’t the same as spying, she told herself. Joseph tried to build a fire in their fireplace, although they wouldn’t actually need one for several more months, while Ivy sat barefoot on the hearth with her chin on her knees and her long, shining hair glistening each time Joseph made a young fire and it flickered out. He said something in a low voice to her, and she laughed and kissed him square between the eyes. Blanche, in her wisdom, had sent their supper to their rooms on a tray. It sat untouched on the drop-leaf table. Somerset fled down the hallway before they could catch sight of her gaping at them like a child.


    Riverside was a beacon of joy after her day. She was less lonely at the sight of it rising white, wide, and winsome beside the water. Phillip was inside its walls. He knew her through and through. They were like two travelers of the same culture meeting on a bridge in another country. Somerset’s face lit up as Thomas assisted her to the front door.


    Trademark Russell dishes comprised the meal. Sarabeth’s fried catfish was succulent and spicy and the fried potatoes, roasted carrots, and pickled beets tasted as good as anything that Cleo could make. They all sat at the crowded dining room table, barely able to eat without knocking each other’s forks out of hand, but it was a companionable, cheery atmosphere.


    “Thomas, we’ve heard rumor that that young buck of yours stole off to Maple Pool and rode off with Ivy Garrett in his saddle,” said Lawrence as he took hearty seconds.


    Thomas inclined his head.


    “There is no rumor to it at all. I’m happy to confirm it. We’ve finally got another child settled, and they are to live at Orchard Rest until he can build them their own home.”


    “I’ll be switched. I never saw it coming. She’s a dainty, quiet thing, and you wouldn’t have thought she’d catch the eye of a ripping, roaring young cub like him.”


    “We couldn’t have a better daughter. She’s as sweet as our Victoria.”


    Somerset looked at the despondent expressions on Laura’s and Eve’s faces and saw that they wished someone would come for them as well. With their sunny, golden brown hair and introspective green eyes, they both looked like Russells through and through. Somerset watched them squeeze hands under the table.


    “There’s no one left for girls to marry,” Sarabeth said. “We’re happy for your young pair, Thomas. I hope they get years of blessings together. Young people today know what loneliness is. We never suffered that affliction when we were young.”


    Somerset turned her face away from Sarabeth. She’d welcomed her in effervescent fashion when they arrived and her manners were nothing short of impeccable, but each time Somerset made eye contact with her, Sarabeth’s forehead puckered. She guessed that she wanted to ask her what happened.


    Why did you let him go? Her expression flickered between resolve and pain each time Somerset look up from her fish. Didn’t you love my boy?


    “I like that they ran away. No one does that anymore,” ventured Laura.


    “Because everyone inherited so many guns through the war,” said Phillip. “Men are afraid they might get shot when they return with married daughters.”


    “I’d elope and not come home,” continued Laura. “People are starting to say I’m an old maid.”


    “You are twenty-five, missy,” laughed Lawrence. “What would you call yourself?”


    “Sawyer says it has as much to do with the way I dress and act as anything,” protested Laura. “I don’t think I look like an old maid.”


    Somerset looked at her and she didn’t look like one. In her rose and white striped gown she looked vibrant enough to turn a man’s head. Then she looked at Eve. Eve looked sour. Eve hadn’t uttered a word throughout the meal. Somerset caught her eye and smiled, but Eve’s eyebrows slanted down and her chin jutted out.


    He’d be here if it weren’t for you, her cool piney eyes said.


    “Yes, Sawyer,” said Thomas. He wiped his mouth and laid his napkin on the table. “Any word from Sawyer? He’s come to be a second son since Theodore died at the foundry—not that George isn’t, mind you. Sawyer was in my home every day for three years straight. It’s an odd sensation that he won’t be keeping watch over my plantation anymore.”


    “We’ve heard no word yet but it’s too soon,” said Sarabeth. Somerset could tell she strove to keep buoyancy in her tone. “It could be weeks before we know if he made it safe and sound.”


    She addressed Somerset as she spoke although her words sounded like they were meant for everyone.


    He’ll tell you he made it before he tells me, her eyes seemed to implore. You’ll know before anyone.


    “Momma, you’ll get a telegram in a week’s time, and then you’ll be bragging to everyone at church about how he’s helping to tame the west,” soothed Phillip. “You’ll be calling him a pioneer and talking about his achievements to anyone who will listen.”


    “He gets his wandering foot from my side,” Lawrence told them. “My great-great-grandfather could never stay anywhere for more than ten years’ time, and a couple out of every generation turned out the same. Phillip is the same way. It caught him early. He scratched out a life of ease and wealth in a city where he didn’t have a soul he knew. Our Sawyer will be the same.”


    Somerset sipped her madeira and waited for the conversation to pass. The old anger returned. Words fumed inside of her, words that she couldn’t utter to another human besides Sawyer.


    Murderer! interjected her mind and she sat her glass down. Her hands were shaking.


    Philip looked at her with disquiet.


    “I like this boy of yours,” said Thomas. “We’ve enjoyed having him at Orchard Rest. He proves that people who say you can’t have old-world charm in the new South are all wrong.”


    “We had a long time alone with Phillip before the other children,” said Sarabeth. “I guess we were able to impress upon him what is important, although all our children turned out sweet.”


    “We’re going to miss him when he goes,” said Lawrence.


    “I’m going back a few days sooner than I anticipated,” said Phillip. “My foreman telegraphed me about some petty theft and rivalry. My absence has never been a shrewd course of action.”


    “I regret that,” said Somerset. “Your absence will be felt.”


    Laura smiled in Sarabeth’s gentle way, but Eve continued to look stone-faced at her.


    “I regret it too. To think I came home to see my family and found a remarkable lady that all of Charleston doesn’t contain a rival for.”


    “You’ll send word that you arrived safely, won’t you?” asked Somerset.


    Her heart flitted in her chest like the wings of the bull bats that swooped over Orchard Rest in the evenings. If only he cared for her enough to return once.


    There will never be another man like him, either here or Richmond when I make my inevitable journey there, she thought. How quiet things will be.


    “I will send a telegram the second my boots hit Charleston soil,” avowed Phillip.


    “I wish you didn’t spoil the meal with telling us,” mourned Sarabeth.


    “I wish to convey cheerful news,” said Phillip.


    “You purchased another mine?” asked Lawrence, reaching for a cigar.


    “No,” laughed Phillip. “Maybe in a month but it’s irrelevant now. I want to say that I intend on coming to the Grove often.”


    Somerset looked up from her half-eaten meal with curiosity. Perhaps she would have a chance with him if he was going to visit on a regular schedule.


    “I’ve been so harried with making a name for myself that I’ve overlooked the important family connections that make life pleasant. I think I’ve enough success and assets that I can relax now and again, come home, and find out what life holds besides working.


    “I never expected to find a woman adaptable to my lifestyle, but she’s sitting at this table with us tonight.”


    Phillip stood and Somerset’s heart walloped her in the chest with such force that she didn’t know how she remained upright. She gripped the edge of the table.


    She looked at Thomas’s face, smooth despite its lines, and saw he looked at her in approval.


    He knows, she thought. He asked for my hand. He’s about to propose marriage in front of the whole family.


    Phillip walked around the table to her.


    “I know that we haven’t known each other long, Miss Forrest, but I don’t think I’ll be able to run my business, period, for worrying about what you’re up to. I apologize if I’ve read you wrong or been presumptuous, but I believe you care about me the same way that I care about you.”


    He knelt before her and still seemed tall to her while kneeling, but her senses were so scrambled that she wouldn’t notice if the house was burning over their heads. She pushed back her chair from the table and stood to get a better look at the expression on his face. She heard Sarabeth’s gasp and Lawrence’s rusty chuckle. Her knees knocked with a distinct lack of grace under her frothy gown.


    “I am asking you to be my wife.”


    Somerset reached out and took his hand.


    “You know the answer,” Somerset said. Her voice shook. Her eyes swam in hot tears. “I can’t imagine how I’d feel without you in my life. You’re right. It’s only been a short time, but it has righted so much wrong for both of us, hasn’t it? You know my answer. Yes.”


    Phillip handed her a heavy ivory envelope that bore her name.


    “What’s this?”


    “You’ll have a ring in time,” he told her. “You’ll get something suitable from a proper jeweler when I’ve had time to go home and order it. In the meanwhile, I hope you will enjoy your engagement present.”


    Somerset pulled a single piece of paper from the envelope and Phillip caught her just as she fell sobbing into his arms in front of everyone.


    In her hand, she clutched the deed to the Unnamed House.


    ***

  


  




  

Chapter 17


    “I’ll return in no more than a month,” laughed Phillip.


    Somerset hung onto his arm with the tenacity of a sticktight.


    “We should have run off into the night. It made everyone happy for Joseph.”


    “You wouldn’t deprive your mother of the joy of a big wedding, not when she loves planning them. You might have stayed satisfied with an elopement for a day, a week at the most. And remember, it will be good business to throw a big wedding in Charleston. People will be presented to you that will open doors and make your path easy there. Most importantly, stop tempting me to run away because I’d like to.”


    “Bother them. You’ll make my path easy. Kiss me one more time.”


    With their engagement announced, Somerset made full use of all the privileges accorded them. They sat in the parlor all day together without a chaperone, although Blanche sent Franklin or Bess into the room to retrieve imaginary items for her every half hour. They were allowed to kiss now, and Somerset indulged at every opportunity.


    “What will you do while I’m gone?” he asked.


    “I’m going to our house and looking at all the ways I can decorate it, and Mother insists that I get started on a trousseau. Ivy hardly has a stitch to put on her back so I think Mother will be buying her one as well.”


    “Where will you be going?”


    “Mother isn’t supposed to travel, period, but she’s cast aside Dr. Harlow’s recommendations. I don’t imagine she’ll brave anything more exotic than Tuscaloosa or Atlanta. It doesn’t matter. Either one will give me the opportunity to post some more inquiries about nursing.”


    “You’ll be too busy to miss me. The second you begin planning with a professional I’ll become a secondary detail. Wait and see.” Phillip’s sky blue eyes were amused.


    He made no mention of Blanche’s poor health. Thomas wanted to spare Somerset relaying the agonizing details of Theodore’s death date and, without directly saying so, had delicately relayed to Phillip the suggestion that Mrs. Forrest was unwell and no one knew if she would ever be herself again since Theodore died. Phillip could read between the lines better than anyone Somerset knew. He continued to stand behind his belief that every family had something terrible to hide.


    “A whole month.” Somerset’s eyes were doleful.


    “I’m bringing back a brilliant engagement ring for you,” Phillip consoled her.


    “I’d go without a ring if it meant you’d stay another month.”


    “I believe you.”


    Phillip kissed her on the nape of the neck as she leaned forward to pick up her cup and all the skin on her neck crawled with desire. She turned from the low cherry pedestal table and raised her mouth to his. They were absorbed in each other for a couple of minutes until Somerset heard Joseph approach and then move away from the door when he saw them uttering a muffled guffaw.


    “Walk me out. It’s a late train but I want to reach the depot before sundown.”


    The entire world looked burnished and coppery from the porch of Orchard Rest. The sun was sliding westward in the sky through banks of apple red and opal pink clouds.


    “The whole world is on fire,” said Somerset.


    “I’ve seen what looked like the world on fire and this isn’t it,” said Phillip. “You and Joseph are always talking mythology, though. You could say the sky is stained with blood because the gods warred all day, and the sun is setting in mourning.”


    Somerset regarded him with awe. Each time she thought that she had a complete handle on who he was, he would say something profound or fanciful and prove there was as yet another undiscovered layer to him. The notion that she would spend the rest of her life discovering him filled her with a blitheness she hadn’t experienced since she was first stepping into adulthood.


    “See the trees in their stained dresses embrace each other in consolation?” she asked.


    He stroked her hair.


    “I only see you and it will only be your face that I see as I sleep on the train tonight.”


    “Kiss me good-bye then,” she choked.


    He exercised more caution and less enthusiasm in their final embrace. Thomas might come walking up from the fields at any time, and Somerset was gratified to have a final memory of sweetness between the two of them before he left.


    This is only the first chapter, she thought. There will be thousands of days like these, a lifetime of feeling eighteen.


    “I love you,” he whispered. “Good-bye, Somerset.”


    “I love you. Good-bye, Phillip.”


    ***


    “Century Grove is ringing with news of your impending marriage,” said Blanche as she presided over the table.


    Thomas was staying in Atlanta overnight to receive counsel from an engineering firm and they were eating an assortment of odds and ends to clean out the pantry. He thought it best if he got ahead of his planned work for the winter in light of Somerset’s engagement.


    “Everyone wants to know about your wedding. The news has only been generating for less than two days now and I’ve received no less than fourteen notes extending good wishes.”


    Somerset ate the last of her bacon biscuit and reached for a crumbly slice of coconut cake.


    “I thought everyone gave up on me, and I was considered on the shelf,” said Somerset through a mouthful of coconut and pecans.


    “He may not be a Virginian, but I know all about him,” said Myra. “I can’t believe he’s been slipping in and out of here and I haven’t gotten an eyeful of him. Women are always murmuring about Phillip Russell, but I never connected him with the Russells here. Aren’t they, well, I hate to be rude but aren’t the Russells a little—”


    “Average,” finished Blanche. “They’re genteel and have a respectable pedigree—English like ours, though you’d never guess it—but when it comes down to it, they’ve never done as well as they might. Phillip came long before the others and inherited more of the Rutherford stock, which probably makes all the difference in his drive and success. He is the picture of a self-made man, and on a family tree his branch would stand well alone for all of his accomplishments and the literal distance he put between himself and his roots.


    “Dear, Mrs. Garrett was up here to see Ivy this morning and she described for me in the most colorful terms just how the two of you came to meet. I’d compliment you on your designing mind, but I’m well aware that you truly didn’t want to play Blind Man’s Bluff, so I will thank the Almighty for your chance encounter instead.”


    “There are women who have devoted their entire youths to trying to snag him and lost out on other good matches by taking the gamble,” continued Myra. “To think that I was scared to come out here and live. I’m witnessing two great loves. In Richmond all we have are convenience and political marriages.”


    “How did he convince the Rutherfords to give up the house?” asked Ivy. The emerald ring, a Marshall heirloom that Blanche gave to Joseph for her, glinted on her long finger as she lifted her fork.


    “They were behind in payments on it because they’re still paying for Margaret’s Glade,” explained Somerset. “When he offered to pay them fifty percent more than it’s worth they were thankful for the opportunity to get ahead financially. It was an added advantage that Phillip is a cousin so they can say it’s still in the family.”


    “Does it do you any good to own it now if you’ll be living in Charleston?” asked Joseph.


    “We’ll be coming back to visit,” said Somerset. “I’ll come back more often than Phillip, but it will be nice to have a place to call my own.”


    “The house was hers from the beginning, dear,” added Ivy in her hushed voice.


    “You both need a trousseau,” said Blanche. “Ivy, you have some lovely things, but you don’t have one thing for winter and nothing for a proper reception. Somerset, I get a sick headache just contemplating the kind of wedding dress you’ll need and all the finery to go with it. Is your engagement to really be so short?”


    “I can’t wait any longer than six months,” sighed Somerset. “Six months is a lifetime when I have a whole other life waiting on me. I want to see Turning Tide as soon as possible.”


    “There’s nothing against a February wedding. They’re supposed to endure, according to English tradition. My work is cut out for me to get you ready in time. Now that I’ve met the gentleman I can see why you’re in such a rush to have it settled. He takes over a room. Have you ever had a clear thought around him? I hear Turning Tide is one of the finest old homes in the South. I worry that Orchard Rest hasn’t given you enough practical experience to manage such a large place, you know.”


    Somerset laid her cheek on her palm and shut her ears as her mother continued to unravel the particulars of her new life. It was well they chose February. She had tasted love, bright and hot now twice, and it left her stomach empty and her soul starving. This time would be different. There was no war on and her intended had a head full of thoughts just like her own. He recognized it; his bouquets said so. They were in harmony with one another. They would be able to weather the course together.


    “Somerset? Somerset, aren’t you listening?” asked Blanche.


    Myra’s modish blue boot kicked Somerset’s calf to attract her interest.


    “I’m sorry. I was thinking about the wedding.”


    “I can’t think of any place more appropriate than Richmond to order your new clothes, Somerset. We’ve always shared mixed feelings about that great city, but I can’t think of a better place to share your announcement. Don’t you agree?”


    Somerset raised her chin in the amber light of the dining room.


    “Mother, I think we’re finally in agreement that we make our presences known.”


    ***


    Blanche decided that Joseph should escort them to Richmond in case Thomas needed to return to Baton Rouge on short notice. Victoria and Warren would stay at Orchard Rest to look after it, and Mr. Garrett would drop in twice per day to be sure she managed well in the event that Thomas needed to leave her. Somerset’s and Ivy’s only responsibilities were looking at fabric and talking with dressmakers and milliners while Blanche and Myra made social calls. Blanche hadn’t thought it wise of Myra to visit so soon, but Myra thought testing the waters would help her know how soon she might return to Richmond and pointed out that Birdy would be a valuable resource while traveling because she could maid for everyone. Birdy wanted to make sure Richmond survived without her, and she welcomed the opportunity to wait on Ivy.


    The storied land of plenty that Somerset found dreadful and Blanche yearned for no longer existed. Somerset’s last visit was months before Fort Sumter’s shelling, and she remembered little more than fanning herself in the corner of Grandmother Marshall’s ballroom while being forced to turn away lavish delicacies to impress others with her nonexistent appetite and the figure she cut in a corset that was as much whalebone as it was fabric. Blanche’s last visit was in 1863, and her memories were sharper because the bread riots forced her to flee the city, fearing for her safety.


    “I can’t believe it was brought to this,” Blanche murmured, her face pressed hard to the carriage window as they passed through the middle of town.


    “I have so much to tell you,” Myra said. “So much. Some married man kissing me? That’s nothing compared to what went on during the war. Nothing at all. Each time I see the city with fresh eyes I want to prostrate myself and kiss the sidewalk that I’m still here. There are many who didn’t live to tell the same tale.”


    Blanche’s hand pressed to the window as if caressing the city the same way she caressed Warren’s face when he was sick.


    “It’s ruined. Mother sent me the papers and I read them. I know what I read and believed it, but it’s ruined.”


    “The Marsh still stands,” Myra said in a low voice.


    Blanche squared her shoulders, her dress looking loose despite her alterations to make it fit her smaller, weakened body.


    “I don’t know how it stands, but I look forward to seeing it.”


    The Marsh was the name of the collective homes of the Marshall family situated on a compound of hundreds of acres outside the city. Grandmother Marshall’s home, Uncle David’s home, and the home that Uncle Theodore inherited from Grandfather Marshall—although he drowned before he could move into it—all rested there. Upon seeing the great stone fence that encircled the entire property, Somerset could see why the houses were all still there. The fence had taken Grandfather Marshall fifteen years to complete, and she had heard tell of the hundreds of slaves armed with weapons ready to defend their home as they gathered with war cries on the front grounds of the Marsh. It was an unlikely tale. She knew no love was there but fear of Grandmother Marshall’s retribution if they allowed one stone to scorch. The fire had reached the Marsh. Somerset could see blackened areas of fence all around the compound. Three years later and there was ash still sifting from between the stones where moss and twigs caught fire. There were places where the limestone looked melted. An army of goblin feet marched up Somerset’s back as she waited for the gates to open. Had anything happy happened at the Marsh?


    “I don’t have the creativity to imagine a place like this,” Ivy said to Joseph.


    “Grandfather Marshall was intent on keeping everything he ever owned. You can imagine how a man with a family home like this felt after being swindled out of his business,” Joseph said. “As tough as he was, you’ll find Grandmother Marshall tougher.”


    “Not that she doesn’t have a sense of humor,” Myra said. “She is probably the only person who sees it, but I think anyone as malicious as her has to have a sense of humor to live as long as she has.”


    “I think the Tuscaloosa seamstress would have been sufficient for my humble needs,” opined Ivy.


    Birdy pulled a house key from the inside of her sleeve when the carriage rolled to a stop in front of the imposing house that was Grandmother Marshall’s home. She stomped up the front steps and opened the front door with the suffering air of one who has been on a lengthy, disappointing vacation. Everyone trudged up the front steps after her, limbs sore and protesting after being cramped in a small carriage together.


    To Somerset’s astonishment, Grandmother Marshall was sitting in a wing chair before the fireplace in the drawing room waiting for them. Blanche gasped.


    “Come in. Come in.” The old lady’s voice was thin and contained a pungent richness that made Somerset think of ginger.


    “Good afternoon,” said Birdy as she replaced her key in the wrist of her gown and went to stand by Honor Marshall.


    “Good afternoon, Birdy. It’s good to see someone here has manners.”


    “Good afternoon, Grandmother,” said Myra.


    “Good afternoon, precious. You travel well. Is your tongue hung, Blanche? Well, it’s only been five years. I didn’t expect a to-do from my only daughter.”


    Somerset saw Blanche’s chin wobble. She looked around sixteen years old as she stood before her mother and as vulnerable as a baby lamb deserted in a pasture.


    “I’m happy to see you so well, Mother.” Blanche went to embrace her but the older woman held up a withered hand to prevent her. “I stopped in Tuscaloosa and bought you some gifts on the way here.”


    “I don’t look well and know it. Your compliments won’t pacify me. What do you think Tuscaloosa has that Richmond doesn’t?”


    “She’s brought you the finest ham, Grandmother,” chimed Myra. “They’re seasoned better than any we have here.”


    “You’ve gotten old, Blanche,” Honor said as if Myra hadn’t spoken. “Time has failed you. You look ten years older than you are, and that dress fits you about as well as a bushel sack. I’ll have Birdy alter it before you go out in it or else people will talk about what a poor reflection you are on me.”


    “I was going to change before I greeted you, Mother. I didn’t expect you’d be waiting just inside the front door for us.”


    “You didn’t? I didn’t expect three-day notice before a party of six showed up wanting food and lodging.”


    “About that, Mother—you’ll be pleased to hear—”


    “Who are the rest of this straggly crowd? Come forward. Let me see you.”


    Somerset, Joseph, and Ivy stepped forward at once. Honor squinted to get a better look at them.


    Somerset returned the hard stare. Honor Marshall had been pretty in her day but her looks had dissolved under the test of time. She was slight and bony with arthritic hands that bent like the boughs of the storm-wracked weeping willow in the back yard of Orchard Rest. Her cheekbones were sharp ledges in an aristocratic face. Somerset thought that she could balance something narrow on one like a piece of chalk and it would sit for eternity. She was a Marshall by marriage, not blood, and lacked the famous hair or eyes. It was unclear what color her hair used to be, as gray as it was, but it was plentiful and was wound artfully on her head in a tight, high bun from which no errant hair escaped. Her eyes were so black that Somerset couldn’t see the pupils behind her glasses.


    “Somerset. Turn around, all the way around. There.” Honor made a sound as if she was shocked to find no fault. “You know you’re named after me, don’t you? I was a Somerset before I married.”


    “Yes, Grandmother. It’s an honor.”


    “It’s an honor, she says.” Honor cast an amused look at Birdy. “She has no clue who my ancestors were but she’s honored.


    “You’re better looking than your mother. You’ve got some pep where she has only self-consciousness. Why aren’t you married?”


    “I’m engaged. Several of my dresses will come from your favored dressmaker.”


    “It’s time, child. It’s time. You’ve mourned that one dead boy too long, and looks like yours fade fast and something terrible at that. Why, just take a look at me.”


    Somerset preferred not to look at her.


    “Step forward, young man.”


    Joseph stepped like a soldier as he obeyed.


    “You have your father’s hazel eyes and straight brown hair. His family ruined mine and then my daughter rewarded them by taking their name. I give Thomas credit for inventiveness, though. He handed me the truth that my child would rather run off with the son of thieves and murderers than continue to have me pay for every blessed thing she ever wanted.”


    Blanche jerked as if slapped.


    Joseph said nothing.


    “It’s been almost eight years since I’ve seen you. You still look like a soldier. I heard all about your activities, your imprisonment. Is there any place you’re safe besides Orchard Rest?”


    “I doubt it, Grandmother.”


    “I doubt it as well. Do you still dig in the dirt like a field hand to make a living?”


    “Yes.”


    “Who is this girl?” Honor pointed a knobby forefinger at Ivy.


    “This is Ivy Garrett Forrest. She is my wife.”


    “No invitation to the wedding, eh?” Honor cast a baleful look at Blanche, who stood with her eyes suffused in unshed tears.


    “There was no wedding. We eloped.” Joseph sounded proud.


    “What kind of girl runs off with a boy like you? Come forward, Ivy.”


    Ivy stepped forward. Somerset thought she might faint and put out a steadying hand.


    “You’re as white as moonlight but have hair like an Indian. Very unusual. Have you two words to say for yourself?”


    “Thank you for allowing me to stay here. I’ve been friends with Somerset since I could walk and I’ve always heard mention of the Marsh. It’s glamorous enough to take my breath.”


    “What a compliment. Compliments are meaningless. You never answered my question. What kind of girl runs off with a boy like him? Granted, he’s handsome and glib, but he drinks prodigiously, I hear, and follows a plow all day. How many broken engagements has he had? Three, last I heard. Oh, I know you all think you’re buried in the country but the ladies of Tuscaloosa know everything about you and it gets back to me.”


    “I love him.” Ivy shook in her boots.


    “Love has ruined many a poor girl. I don’t doubt you’re a sweet, kind woman, and you seem to have propriety to spare, whereas my poor girls standing here have none, which brings me to my next point of interest.” Honor looked over her glasses at Blanche. “A member of the Women’s Auxiliary in Tuscaloosa let it slip that there is a child at Orchard Rest, a young boy. Did you have a change baby in your decrepitude?”


    Somerset sucked in her breath. Blanche was not well and couldn’t tolerate another five minutes of haranguing. Dr. Harlow told her with formidable bluntness that such a trip could set her back permanently, but Blanche was set on having the best for her daughters and wouldn’t heed him. Another insult and she would be searching for every bottle of claret in the house and laudanum to chase it with. After twenty minutes of constant attack, her shoulders drooped like a child old before her time and the marionette lines around her mouth were sunken. She put Somerset in mind of a beaten dog, and for the first time, Somerset understood why she fled the city and why she longed to return and dominate it.


    “He’s mine,” said Joseph. “I was careless during the war, and the mother died having him.”


    “Clever, Joseph, but then this young lady would have had even less reason to marry you. Gossip accredits him to someone else. It’s easy to hide a bottle of gin, Blanche, but people are harder to explain away. Why did you not send the child away? There are homes for unwanted babies. Victoria could have resumed her former standing and walked away from an unpleasant situation with a reputation still intact.”


    Honor’s voice cracked like rifle butt striking a glass window.


    “There was no money to send him away with, and after Victoria carried him to term, she wanted to keep him,” Blanche whispered.


    “I would have loaned you the money. I’d have given it to you. We nearly starved to death out here, but it wasn’t for lack of money. It was because the supply lines were cut. If you had gotten hold of your juvenile need for control, your youngest would have chances almost as good as Somerset’s. She would have gotten over the brat in time. Your neighbors would have thanked you for ridding them of an unpleasant token of scurrilous times.”


    “She didn’t have a baby because she lacked propriety,” said Somerset. “She was attacked in the barn and it was my fault. When I heard Wilson’s men approaching, I sent her to the stables to go on horseback to Riverside. They were already in the barn by the time she got there. She wasn’t much more than a child and she had no way to fend them off. I followed after her and I found her there in the barn under three rutting—”


    “Somerset!”


    “No, Mother. There is no shame in my story, only that no one wants to hear the truth. I didn’t have a weapon, but I started a fire with the last kerosene we owned. I set the hay bales on fire beneath them and then one of the cads caught on fire before he knew what I’d done. He’s probably off somewhere now telling his wife that those scars are from the burning of Atlanta when he really raped—”


    “Somerset!”


    “He raped a child,” finished Somerset. “She almost died from it.”


    “That tale is not fit for aristocratic ears,” remarked Grandmother Marshall. “I wonder that you can tell it as well as you do, but you shamed your name by working with the public during the war. You accept the world with all its tarnished qualities. There’s no need for you all to get quite so exercised. Loads of scandalous things happened during the war, didn’t they? I am appalled that you let the baby stay on the plantation and insulted that I had to hear the tale from an old schoolmate. I do not fault Victoria for her attack but wonder why she wanted the product of it. Here, Ivy, is it? Take a handkerchief. I should have known by the looks of you that you’re a weeper.”


    “Mother, we are tired from lengthy travel. Do you think we might rest in our rooms before the meal is served?”


    “Yes, Blanche. I recommend freshening up with a change of dress. I always forget how wearing travel is on a woman of a certain age.” Honor rang a bell and a pixie of a girl arrived promptly. “Trix, show everyone to their rooms and let them know where they can wash up.”


    ***


    “Have you ever?” asked Ivy. “I stood there and cried to hear the story and looked like a ninny. I should have said or done anything other than that. She’ll never respect me now.”


    “Does she seem like she respects anyone?” asked Somerset. “No, crying was likely the best possible course of action for you. I might try it next time.”


    “The one thing that I forget about the Marsh from one visit to the next is that I hate this place,” Joseph said. He spoke loudly, and his voice echoed along the confusing corridors.


    “She looks at me as though I had no right to marry into the family,” Ivy said. “Now that I see all this, I can see that I didn’t.”


    “This isn’t ours. It’s Grandmother Marshall’s home,” said Somerset. “Really, I think Uncle Theodore was to inherit the entire compound, but his death threw everyone’s wills into a giant query. It will never be ours.”


    “We owe you for having the emotional fortitude to become one of us in name after all that I’ve told you,” said Joseph.


    “Look,” said Somerset. “Is that him? I’ve never been on this level of the house before.”


    They stopped in front of an oil painting. It could have been their brother. It might have been their uncle. A man named Theodore stared down at them with utter solemnity.


    “No one has an oil portrait of our brother that Mother doesn’t have,” decided Somerset. “He must be our uncle.”


    “He’s as handsome as your brother,” whispered Ivy.


    “I’ve never seen him before now. Mother worships him—more so than even Teddie—but there isn’t a likeness on the plantation to be found.”


    “History repeats itself and a mourning mother runs a family into the ground over a lost son.”


    “You would think after losing him she would understand Victoria’s desire to keep her own son.”


    “Mother is mild as milk compared to Grandmother. I’ve never felt compassion for her the way that I did today.”


    “I recalled what Papa said about thinking he could fix all the things that were wrong with her after her upbringing.”


    The bell for supper rang, and they started before hurrying downstairs to find the dining room. Somerset cast one backward glance at the portrait on the wall as if she feared the man in it would step outside of the gilt frame, but then she rounded the corner of the stairs and he was hidden from sight.


    ***

  


  




  

Chapter 18


    “Tell me more about your intended, Somerset,” said Grandmother Marshall over breakfast the next morning.


    “He’s Phillip Russell of Charleston,” interjected Myra.


    “Your tongue, Myra, your tongue! If you could only learn to hold it, my dear, you wouldn’t be waiting around for a man or getting molested by a bored married one,” scolded Honor.


    “Yes, Grandmother.”


    “Phillip Russell of Charleston, eh? Did you visit Charleston, young lady?”


    “No, he went home to visit his family and I met him at his birthday party.”


    “His family lives in Century Grove? Ah, that out-of-the-way place harbors some important people then, doesn’t it? Go on.”


    “It was a whirlwind courtship.” Somerset blushed.


    “Well, neither one of you is young. He feels a need to rush things along. The man usually dies first. You’ll be a young widow. Look how long I’ve lived alone. Of course, you’re likely to remarry well again and die well off.”


    “We only courted for about three weeks, but it feels as though he’s always been in my life. I don’t mean to sound sentimental. I guess when you love someone you sound sentimental. We think alike, Grandmother. We’re practical people and we’re independent. Conversations with Phillip make all the other conversations I’ve had seem dull. Doesn’t it sound like a good match to you?”


    “No match has ever sounded like a good match to me,” spat the old lady and motioned for her coffee cup to be refilled. “It’s gotten worse since the conflict. Women have gotten forward and pushy, and men have romance confused with intimacy. I declare, I don’t want to think about it.”


    “It’s going to be a February ceremony in Charleston and we’re to live at his home, Turning Tide. I think I’ll like living near the sea,” continued Somerset, her joy in why they were visiting Richmond to begin with resurfacing.


    “Nothing but the finest will do if you’re marrying a rich man like him.” Grandmother Marshall peered over her cup at Blanche. “Do you need a loan to turn this girl out the correct way?”


    “No, Mother. I have money of my own.”


    “So I hear. Poultry breeding. A tobacco heiress hatching off chickens. It makes my head ache. Your choices have always been a letdown—like that dress you chose to wear to the table. It’s too youthful and it makes you look thick in the waist when your posture is already dreadful. You lost all your social graces by running off to the woods to live with that rake. The Forrests all have longevity, too, so I can’t hope you’ll marry better next time.”


    “Will Daddy be home while I’m here?” asked Myra.


    “David,” said Honor with the same expression Somerset imagined she would have upon finding a fly in her tea. “David took your mother on a holiday. He’s all play and no work, that man, and our ruin lies in his spending hands. Of course, your mother aids and abets him. Nothing is too fine for her.”


    “Do you think it’s too early for me to appear out?”


    “Everyone is still wagging their tongues, if that’s what you’re asking. Hiram hasn’t been seen since I humiliated him publicly. Do as you will, child. It’s going to take more than a myopic goat to set you back. I can’t speak for Mrs. Whitman’s attitude toward you, but her circle has been growing tighter since you left. I’ve made sure she was chastised for her efforts in punishing you. I don’t think she’ll look you in the face, but I would go back to Orchard Rest with your aunt for another month at least when she goes. It looks more natural.”


    Somerset added three spoons of sugar to her coffee cup under the dyspeptic gaze from the head of the table and wished there was a way to return it to the bone china bowl. Uncle Theodore on the back of a raring stallion during the Mexican War saluted her from above Grandmother’s head, although he died well before the war took place. Somerset sank down in her white brocade chair and wished a cavern would open up in the floor and swallow her alive.


    “Don’t sit like your mother, Somerset. Too many people in this town are lax about important things. When I set foot on the street, I wish the Evacuation Fire had taken everyone outside the Marsh.”


    ***


    “I changed my mind,” Ivy said to Joseph as they all piled into the carriage for a day of shopping and sightseeing. “I would live on the river with you anytime you said. Just don’t make me return to that vengeful shrine again.”


    Then Ivy saw Blanche and hurried to apologize to her new mother-in-law, but Blanche was mired in memories thirty years old and didn’t hear.


    “Grandmother is in a remarkable cheerful mood,” insisted Myra. “There’s nothing she likes more than a house full of company. She does hate my mother and most of the new people in the city, but she’s ordered roast pheasant for supper tonight. I can’t think of a clearer indicator that she’s having a nice time.”


    “What is she like when she’s having an awful time?” asked Somerset.


    “You don’t want to know,” said Blanche. There were faint blue crescents under her eyes and her face looked pained. Somerset thought she must have sat up all night writhing at all the things her mother said.


    They were alike, though, reflected Somerset. Blanche was an amateur at Honor’s brand of malice, but the similarities were apparent. Both wasted their goodness by yearning for their dead firstborn. They had a greedy need for the superficial coupled with an entitled, superior attitude that verged on hubris. Yet there was genuine kindness in Blanche. Somerset had witnessed it and wondered where it came from. She bet her papa instilled it through years of soul-sickening work.


    “Where are we going?”


    “I had your grandmother make an appointment with one of the city’s most prestigious dressmakers.” Blanche sounded distant.


    “Mother, I’d like to know more about Uncle Theodore,” said Joseph from the corner of the carriage. “What was he like that he lives on in everyone’s hearts to this day?”


    Blanche continued to look out her window as they passed burned ghosts of landmarks.


    ***


    “Your figure is enviable and, with your coloring, I think any wedding dress will look lovely on you,” said Flora Montgomery. “Of course, white has been the rage since Queen Victoria chose it. Did you have anything in mind? Most ladies want something copied from Godey’s or Peterson’s.”


    “I like the idea of white but I’m also partial to blue,” said Somerset.


    “Both are lucky colors,” said Flora as she wrote down Somerset’s measurements.


    Flora had strawberry blond hair, bold brown eyes, and a nose and chin that suggested she knew everything. Blanche assured Somerset and Ivy that, when it came to fashion, Flora knew no boundaries and set the last word in dressing. Since her husband died running a blockade on fine linens, Flora had shored up the last of his fortune and spun a well-lived life for herself by crafting gowns for Virginia’s elite. Blanche said it was a pity they couldn’t use their connections to reach Worth and have something made, but there was no shame in going to Flora when they might end up paying her more than they would Worth.


    “What color did you wear?” Somerset asked Blanche.


    “I was in heavy mourning,” replied Blanche as she leafed through a Peterson’s fashion magazine. “It was the only rule I ever broke, marrying while in heavy mourning, but it was an important one.”


    Somerset chided herself for not remembering the circumstances and recited to herself the end of the traditional wedding verse.


    Marry in black, you’ll wish yourself back.


    She should have remembered. Perhaps she should heed tradition just for the sake of nuptial luck.


    “I can see why you would want to wear blue,” Flora continued as she began to pull a bound collection of Godey’s from under the counter, “but I think white makes a statement about your life to come. If the Queen herself can depart from silver for white, what does it say about you if wear it?”


    Myra looked at Somerset standing in the back of the shop with the afternoon sun streaming over her dark coffee-colored hair and creamy skin and smiled.


    “I think the only thing that will work for this dress is white silk with point de gaze Brussels lace overlay,” she said. “I wanted something similar for a debut gown, but it didn’t happen with the shortages of dry goods.”


    “I can see her in it already,” breathed Blanche.


    Flora snapped her fingers, licked the end of her pencil, and began sketching on a pad by her counter.


    “I have several ideas to show you,” she said. “You are going to thank me for these ideas until you take your last breaths. I’m afraid I won’t be able to negotiate much on price if you use point de gaze…”


    They left the shop feeling finer than the royal monarchy.


    ***


    “You don’t have to purchase so many nice things for me, Mrs. Forrest,” said Ivy when they were all in the carriage again.


    “I do. I’d like to see myself shower one bride in finery and leave the other one out.”


    “Where is Joseph?” asked Myra.


    “He said he was going to a saloon to rustle up a game of cards and would meet up with us at the Marsh,” said Somerset. “I think we should eat luncheon off the Marsh today.”


    “That sounds refreshing,” Blanche agreed. “No sense in Momma ordering a fine meal for us today if she has a special menu for tonight.”


    “I would wait until she became venomous before I skipped meals,” advised Myra.


    Blanche made them stop at a café where they dined on chicken salad and lemonade.


    ***


    After lunch, they set off on a walking tour of Richmond. Everywhere that Blanche stepped held a resurrected memory. She pointed out the brick outlines of burned hotels where she danced as a girl, street corners where she just evaded the advances of men who should have known better, and the smoke-stained remains of churches where her family worshiped just to be seen and admired.


    “I wish I’d never returned and seen it this way,” murmured Blanche as they followed after her in the muck.


    “That was the American Hotel,” pointed Myra.


    “It’s gone,” said Somerset.


    “We held a starvation ball there in sixty-four,” said Myra. “Grandmother was right. We were one of the few families for whom money was no issue, but when the supplies became scarce and the lines were cut—well, we went for days at a time without eating. Grandmother rented out the entire American Hotel and all of Richmond’s elite put on their finest garments, which at the time were pitiful rags. We were merry over cups of water and too tired after an hour to dance. I’ll never forget the irony of sitting outside on the stoop under the starlight in my faded daffodil silk dress with my hands shaking and my collarbones sticking out with my belly rumbling. My escort’s belly was rumbling, too. We tried to laugh like it was funny but it wasn’t funny. I was cold and dizzy, and every time I tried to look up and view the moon and stars they would waver. I was sick. I fell asleep on the hotel stoop, and Birdy was too weak to pick me up. She had to drag me by the heels into the hotel and smack my cheeks until I woke up. A slave boy, Lonnie, gave me sips of his vegetable broth. He starved to death in sixty-five.”


    “A goose walked on my grave just now,” said Ivy.


    “It happened.” Myra’s voice was low.


    “How did you keep from losing all your money?” asked Somerset. She couldn’t imagine frivolous Myra surviving starvation, but the question remained of how the Marshalls kept all their money when everyone else lost it.


    “We put it in gold and invested in the North,” said Myra. “No one knows and if they guess, they can’t prove it. Everyone thinks we really did have that much more money than them. We were rich and the war made us richer. Inside we know we aren’t respectable anymore. I think it sharpens Grandmother’s hatefulness.”


    “We didn’t come close to being hungry after the chickens came,” said Somerset. “There was a point between Eric’s death and Victoria’s accident where I would have welcomed starving to death, but the fact remains that we always had meat for the table even when we could barely scrape together a garden. In hot weather we had the fruit trees at least.”


    “There was a time when my stomach was bloated with hunger and my breasts were flat as a washboard,” said Myra. “We couldn’t get anything through the black market because our servants had their throats cut like hogs for things like salt pork and cornmeal. We might as well have been tossing greenbacks in the gutters.”


    Blanche insisted on visiting the ruins of Gallego Mills, having seen pictures of it. The gutted ruins with exposed waterwheels within made Somerset’s hair stand on end.


    “It burned plenty of times. I wonder why this time feels so different,” sniffed Blanche.


    With sorrow written on her already serious face and gold waves escaping her chignon, she looked like an angel sprung off a fresh canvas.


    “I always despised it here,” said Blanche as she ran her hands over the wood. “The social games of chess made me mad and I was so relieved to find myself on a riverboat in the middle of nowhere with my Theodore. Yet I never expected to see Richmond ruined. It’s like a ruined pretty girl. You want to remember what was but all you can see is what is. And it all happened within two years of my last visit. I don’t know what to think. It’s like the Judgment happened but I was overlooked.”


    She stood with her hands in their black lace mitts, balled up at her bony sides, tears oozing from her Marshall blue eyes.


    “This was my home. I never cared a lick for it, but it was my home and now it’s nothing. I apologize. I don’t know what’s hit me so hard, but all these poor bricks and all this scorched mortar—I just—I just—do any of you have a handkerchief? I can’t believe how a trip home affects me. I was as spoiled as a girl could be. I can’t believe I’m crying here over buildings that can be rebuilt, but it was so beautiful here.”


    Ivy’s flinty eyes were compassionate as she took out her handkerchief and passed it to her mother-in-law. Somerset fished Eric’s arrowhead from her pocket and stroked it, willing herself to hold together.


    “I have something I want to show all of you,” said Myra. “Let’s get in the carriage and ride, Auntie. People will see you and this isn’t the entrance you planned.”


    Myra signaled for the carriage to stop outside a row of empty stores on Main Street. It was an unremarkable cold stretch of scenery, and Somerset wished they could get back to the Marsh to ready themselves for the relentless shell of artillery that would accompany the pheasant.


    “Daddy and I were out here on the night of the Evacuation Fire,” said Myra. Her Marshall eyes were as listless as two marbles.


    “Not on the night of the Evacuation Fire,” said Somerset.


    “We were. We were so hungry that we risked safety on the compound to come out and steal some sides of bacon. You thought the bread riots were reason to flee, Auntie? They were a cotillion in the White House of the Confederacy compared to what happened on this street that Sunday night. There were looters of every class imaginable, from Confederate officers to my very own minister. Have you ever heard the sound of hundreds of outraged, starving people? I have. It sounds like the hiss of flames as they swallow sheets of plywood whole and the cacophony of a gun barrel smashing a glass window. It’s profanity and murder on the street in front of a pair of naïve fifteen-year-old eyes. There are respectable people walking the streets around us who killed that night for a side of meat. There was no law that night. We were so hungry. Daddy knocked a man out over a piece of hog jowl, and then a man held a knife to Daddy’s throat and we gave it up again.”


    Somerset gulped. It was inconceivable to connect the frivolous, well-coiffed girl who bought candy by the pound with the plain-talking, sober-faced woman in front of her.


    “Do you see that gutter there by Ivy’s shoes? Our soldiers got into the liquor stores and they poured it in the gutters to keep it out of General Wietzel’s hands. The scent of the air would have intoxicated a teetotaler. The fumes would have set my hair on fire if I had lit a match. I was so hungry that I was seeing stars. They couldn’t really be seen for all the smoke in the air, and it was mostly Marshall tobacco in the warehouses that burnt up. I saw all the liquor careening like flood waters down the gutters, and all these people were emptying kegs in the streets, drinking like the world was ending. I took off my silk pump and I hunkered down on the sidewalk and scooped it up. I drank and drank and drank. I was so hungry. It was the most solid meal I had in days. Our wagon got stolen and burned, I presume. I hobbled home to the Marsh with one shoe while leaning on my Daddy’s bleeding shoulders, holding a slipper filled with rotgut whiskey. I was sick for days, and my stomach was too sick from it to be hungry. What a blessing it was to not be hungry.”


    Tears slid down Myra’s cheeks as she continued pointing at the trench beside the sidewalk, and sobs burst forth that sounded as if they had been caged for three years. Myra and Blanche were in each other’s arms, crying in public on each other’s faces, looking like an original sculpture beside a reproduction, their breasts heaving with every breath.


    Somerset tapped Ivy on the shoulder.


    “We have no understanding of this. Let them be and we’ll wait in the carriage. They don’t want or need our sympathy.”


    ***


    The pheasant sat on a silver platter surrounded by currants and grapes. Red wine, port and sherry glasses abounded on the sideboards as if they were as common as river water. Roasted apples filled the air with the fragrance of nutmeg and cinnamon while mashed parsnips rich with cracked fresh pepper beckoned from the opposite side of the table. A pot of greens glistened with hunks of ham hocks and side meat. A charger filled with glazed carrots arrived on the table, set down by white-gloved hands, and then a tower of biscuits so yellow that they wouldn’t need extra butter.


    “I love currants with fowl,” proclaimed Myra as she took a double serving. There were no traces on her face of the tears she shed in the street hours earlier.


    “This table looks like something out of an alley in the heart of town,” remarked Honor as she sat down at the head of the table. “I want to know why my money is being thrown about in such reckless fashion. If you pay for the best, you should get the best.”


    Her tiny white teeth ground and her black eyes snapped.


    “You all are looking the worse for wear. That is what happens when you pop out for luncheon and go gallivanting all over town without a real meal or civilized nap in the meantime. Blanche, I’ve never approved the use of cosmetics, but if you don’t perk up I’m going to send Trix out for something to make your face more cheerful.”


    Blanche put her napkin in her lap.


    “I’m sorry, Mother. I am. I hated to see the city looking ransacked.”


    “I sent you the papers as they printed, didn’t I? Why be shocked? You lost three cousins when the powder kegs exploded. You ought to have known this place wasn’t going to look hospitable.”


    “I think she means that there is a difference between knowing and seeing,” said Somerset.


    “Don’t sass me, young lady. You haven’t married your rich miner yet, and if you do, you still won’t take a tone with me under this sacred roof.”


    “I wasn’t being impertinent,” said Somerset. “I meant it can—”


    “I know what you meant and I’ll have none of it. Where is Thomas Junior?”


    Somerset and Ivy looked all around the table with dismay. Somerset wondered if the stress of the hateful household had driven Joseph to break his deal with Ivy so early in the marriage. She hated to think how tempting several drinks would be after sitting in a saloon all day playing cards and dreading to return to the house in the afternoon. She wondered when Blanche would need more to drink than her wine with dinner. She suspected that as soon as Blanche made the trip home, she would begin pilfering liquor from the servants’ rooms.


    “He’s making some social calls,” said Ivy. Her voice was smooth and confident, although there was worry in her eyes.


    “What did you think of Flora?” asked Honor.


    “She was talented,” said Somerset. “She made half a dozen sketches and I liked them all, but I’m to go back tomorrow and finalize one.”


    “I thought she would be a good match for your perkiness. She gets a feel for a person and can guess what their tastes are going to be. It’s a shame her husband caused scandal before he widowed her, but if he hadn’t widowed her, she’d be under his thumb while he ran around on her. She’s aging well, but if I made that kind of money on a frock, I’d be in good spirits all the time as well. What color are you marrying in?”


    “White,” exalted Somerset. “Pure white silk with Brussels lace. I feel like a bride already. Phillip dresses well all the time. I told Flora that I wanted to impress him.”


    Honor couldn’t find anything lacking in Somerset’s remark, giving everyone a moment to enjoy the food.


    “You’ll have your work cut out for you as mistress of Turning Tide. Your intended has been by himself for decades. He’ll be used to having things his own way and won’t like feminine touches to his windows and tables. You might want to start small with your room and then sneak up on him by starting in one the parlors.”


    “He won’t care,” Somerset said from behind her napkin. “He’s too busy to notice even if he did care. I’m going to be as busy working as Phillip. I doubt I’ll want to alter his home.”


    “Busy working?” Honor frowned.


    Somerset searched for a euphemism for her future work.


    “Charity work,” she said with haste. “I want to help Charleston’s poor. Phillip has been enthusiastic about my dreams of aiding those who have less than us. He wants to help me.”


    The creases on Honor’s forehead relaxed and she nodded before refilling her sherry glass.


    Joseph entered the dining room.


    “I’m sorry to be late. One game of cards led to another and before I knew it, I was making friends. I met a veteran of the Chickamauga tonight, only ten years older than me. He took a minié ball through the shoulder at the battle so we compared scars. Most of the time we weren’t even playing cards, we were swapping battle stories.”


    Ivy’ shoulders relaxed and she took a bite of pheasant. Joseph threw her his apologetic smile and took the seat next to her.


    “Young man, I do not tolerate lateness,” Grandmother Marshall said. “Be it ten seconds or thirty minutes, I can’t abide it. You may not dine at this table tonight.”


    “Grandmother, please reconsider,” begged Myra. “He’s new here. He doesn’t know all the rules.”


    “He’s been visiting the Marsh since he was in diapers. He is not new here, as you put it. Since he’s so fond of being out of this house, he can dine outside of it as well tonight.”


    Joseph pushed his chair back up to the table.


    “As you wish,” he said as he laid his unopened napkin beside his plate. “I do apologize.”


    Blanche didn’t dare look up from her plate.


    “I will be back after I eat,” he said.


    “I will go with you,” said Somerset.


    “You are not excused.”


    “You don’t want him wandering the streets in the dark in a strange place,” said Somerset, wiping her mouth.


    “Don’t presume to tell me what I intend. You are the hallmark of all that is wrong with your generation.”


    “Because I don’t want him eating alone?”


    Ivy looked on the verge of tears, but she didn’t have the bravery to leave the table.


    “We will return in timely fashion,” said Somerset. “I mean no disrespect.”


    She held her head high, as Blanche never managed under that roof, and took Joseph’s arm as they left.


    “It’s hard to be angry with a girl like that when you are her mother,” they heard Honor say as the door swung closed behind them.


     


    “You didn’t have to sacrifice yourself,” Joseph said as they strolled down the street.


    “I didn’t mind. You didn’t deserve to be banished for the evening just because you were late to supper. I could tell Ivy wanted to join us but was too afraid.”


    “She is a dear. Did you find your wedding gown?”


    “I choose a design tomorrow. I’m thinking about sending Mother home. I can always ride up by train for fittings. I don’t think any of this is worth the constant pecking Mother is taking.”


    “I intend on never returning here. The Marsh gives me the creeps, and it violates my principle of always moving forward. Didn’t God tell Lot’s family not to look back? His wife looked back and she was turned to salt. There’s value in pressing ahead.”


    Somerset wondered how Joseph could spout off so many Bible stories when he lived so hard. She wondered if he had a Bible in prison that he read to himself at night before falling asleep on the tamped, cold dirt floor that served as his bed. She wondered if he listened to Theodore’s sermons on Sundays in camp, one brother encouraging another.


    “We’ve visited seldom enough that most of the insults and berating must have flown over my head,” continued Joseph. “I’ve held Mother in such low esteem all these years, but to my intense regret, I have to give her credit. She’s as close to a likeable, functional, sane human being as could ever come out of that prison.”


    “Like begat like. Have you ever seen so many oil portraits of one person?”


    “I don’t care who he was anymore or what made him head and shoulders above every man who ever lived and provided the living template for Teddie’s life. It chills me to have him watch me while I sleep and while I eat breakfast. Ivy took the portrait in our room down, and Birdy put it up again when she came to collect our clothes.”


    “Well, I can’t imagine him being a bit superior to our Teddie.”


    “They were just men, Somerset. At the end of the day they lived and died as anyone else does and probably with plenty of mistakes during the living.”


    “There’s a restaurant ahead,” Somerset said.


    “Then it’s lucky I won most of the hands of poker I played. I’m flush with cash.”


    The maître d’ scowled at them in derision when they asked for a table without a reservation, but an employee of David’s bank recognized them and suggested they be given a table. The maître d’ apologized as though his job depended on it and led Somerset and Joseph to a secluded table in the back of the building that looked out on a scenic row of houses and shops.


    “I won’t miss this kind of service either,” remarked Joseph after he thanked the flustered attendant and pushed Somerset’s chair up to the table. “I miss my anonymity.”


    “I take it that you’ll leave with Mother in the morning if I can persuade her to go?”


    “Yes, but I don’t know if I’ll go home directly. Ivy and I looked upon this trip as a honeymoon, but it hasn’t been as romantic as I hoped. Maybe she and I will take a detour on the way home. Ivy has cousins in Chesapeake. I hate to take her home with the atmosphere of this trip looming over us.”


    “She looked worried when you were late to dinner, but I think things are off to an idyllic start even with this trip.”


    “You don’t know how I feel when you say that, so thank you. I can tell she’s happy. There’s something to hearing someone tell you they love you when they never thought they’d hear it in return. I want to hear it from her all the time.”


    Somerset thought of Sawyer and the way he said it to her, and fury stirred in her veins only to be quieted by impressions of grief. Had he made it to the homestead of his self-imposed exile? Had he made it and been killed? It would serve him right if only he hadn’t thought of it first.


    “There’s more to Myra than I thought,” she said as she pushed against the current of thoughts in her head.


    “I hoped there was more to her than a girl who likes chocolate, jam, and expensive silk dresses. What did you find out?”


    “We toured the city ruins today: the American hotel site, Gallegos Mills, and the center of town. She’s lived rough, and I don’t mean in the sense that she comes from the Marsh. She came close to starving. She showed us where Grandmother hosted a starvation ball and she fainted. She pointed out a trench in town that she drank from when the Confederate army unloaded Richmond’s liquor. Her sense may seem mirror-deep, but she’s as full of insight as anyone who’s had a brush with disaster.”


    “I’ve learned most of us have depths we seldom share.”


    “Phillip says so.” Somerset’s voice wavered with loneliness.


    The waiter brought platters of roasted duck breasts and root vegetables carved into whimsical figures around them. Somerset let him fill her glass with merlot and settled in to make her meal disappear.


    “Isn’t this the life?” said Joseph. “I tramped all over this country and saw sights worth cataloging in my memory until I die, but I never put my feet under a restaurant table the whole time. It’s funny that luxury feels wasteful now. I know how privileged I am but I’d just as soon be eating crackling cornbread with Ivy before our fireplace.”


    “I could eat this way every night,” said Somerset.


    “I expect you will soon. I suppose now that you’re engaged you won’t want to work outside Turning Tide.”


    “The staff has been there for years. I don’t think I’ll have much interest in interrupting their routines, and Phillip is so busy, I’ll need something to while away the hours.”


    “Have you discussed this with him?”


    “He thinks I should make myself happy. He’s emphasized the lonely, independent life I’ll be leading, and he’s relieved I have other interests.”


    Joseph ladled cherry and port sauce over his duck breast. The sardonic lines of his mouth revealed that he wished to argue about it, but he managed to keep his eyes kind.


    “I expect we’ll hear from Sawyer soon after we get home,” he said. “It will be interesting to find out how he makes it to the Territories in the end. My money is on by horseback. I can’t see him taking the stagecoach on the last leg of the journey. I imagine he got off the train at the sight of a mustang herd and paid every dime he had to the first cowboy he met with one to sell.”


    “I don’t know.”


    “It’s an odder feeling than I ever thought it would be to have him gone. I feel like the last member of our old quartet even if Sawyer is alive and well. Ivy has been a comfort, though. She tells me every night that I’ll see his face again. I suppose I will if you marry Phillip.


    “Speaking of which, will it be awkward when you tell him that you’re marrying his brother? He was as besotted with you as a man could be with a woman. I expect he’ll have regrets that he traveled off and left you to another man.”


    “Phillip is going to tell him when he’s settled. He isn’t going to traverse the country again only six months after arriving, Joseph.”


    “I hope he does. If Dakota doesn’t suit him, he might use your wedding as an excuse to get out. People have changed their minds and turned around sooner than six months to get out of there.”


    Somerset concentrated on chewing her parsnip. Under Joseph’s direct stare, she chewed until there was nothing left in her mouth.


    “Why did you send him away?” asked Joseph, his cat’s eyes gleaming under the chandelier above.


    Somerset laid down her fork.


    “I begged him to marry me,” she said. “I begged him. He had the best reason for us not to get married. Your friendship is alive and well because I let him go. If he were here, you couldn’t be friends anymore.”


    Joseph wiped his mouth and sat back in his tapestry set. The indentations of his eyebrows conveyed how perturbed he was and the stoniness of his eyes said that he wouldn’t pry any further.


    Somerset pushed her plate away. The gilt and embroidery of the restaurant was distracting, and the food sat like sour milk in her tense middle. She thought of Phillip with his wiry black hair falling forward into his square forehead and the way his eyes looked whenever he talked about the dynasty they would build. She thought about his reassurances that every family had plenty to hide. She ached all over for him when she recalled how much better she felt when she rested her face in the nook of his chest and his arms circled her waist. Even the cupola of the Unnamed House didn’t give her the same feeling of safety.


    “I have a proposition for you,” Somerset said. “I’m sending Mother home tomorrow. Suppose you and Ivy don’t go to Chesapeake. We could go to Charleston for a brief visit and pass back this way for my first fitting on the way home. I need to be with Phillip.”


    A smile cracked Joseph’s face but his eyes stayed troubled.


    “As you wish, my lady. You’d better tell Ivy that I’m staying out playing cards tonight. Most of my earnings today will cover this meal and you girls might want some spending money in Charleston.”


    ***

  


  




  

Chapter 19


    Grandmother Marshall sounded acerbic the next morning at the breakfast table when they announced their intentions to leave, but Somerset sensed a film of loneliness at the surface.


    “Leaving, are you? I predicted this would happen, didn’t I, Birdy? I hoped genteel manners would prevail in the end. The length of your visit wasn’t worth the work my staff put into airing out the rooms and washing all the bedding,” she cawed from the head of the table. “Blanche, half a decade passed from the last time you saw me to now. The next time you’ll see me I’ll be lying in state.”


    Blanche hadn’t managed to eat and hold down a bite of food while at the Marsh, and the woman Somerset put on the train to Orchard Rest was a thin, nervous mosquito in her restless movements. It was a boon to know she traveled with someone as bighearted as Myra and as disciplined and capable as Birdy.


    Joseph stood at the end of the sidewalk, listening to them but as removed from them as he was at his tent on the river.


    “We’ll be home again in a week or less,” Somerset said. “You must—you have to take care of yourself and not get sick again. Do you understand?”


    Blanche stood in her loose dress as though she’d swallowed a railroad spike, and her eyes darted around the station as if expecting Honor to come and admonish her about posture, while Birdy bid Ivy good-bye.


    “I don’t know why I thought I could go home,” she said.


    “Never mind the Marsh. You’re going home now,” Ivy said.


    “My only goal in life was to be a better mother than her.”


    Blanche’s voice washed them all in the pangs of her failure.


    “I’ll see you in a few days at home,” said Somerset. “I’ll tell you about Turning Tide when I get home, and you’ll want to hear all about my first fitting.”


    Myra placed her hand on Blanche’s lower back as she stepped aboard the train and looked at Somerset as if questioning their decision to go back to the Grove. Somerset motioned for them to continue.


    “He died so young,” Blanche said over her shoulder before she disappeared. Her white forehead was as wrinkled as her oversized dress. “He died so young.”


    Myra waved to them as she galloped up the steps and then the door pulled to.


    “Who was she talking about that time?” asked Ivy.


    “It doesn’t matter,” said Somerset. “He did die young. They all do nowadays.”


    ***


    “Who are we staying with?” asked Ivy as the train barreled down toward the marshy outer region of the peninsula.


    Joseph’s eyes were brooding as he stirred and stretched in his seat.


    “I telegraphed Amelia before I came home last night. It was ugly of me to give her short notice, and if she truly doesn’t want us, we can afford a hotel but little else.”


    “Phillip will take care of us if it comes to that,” said Somerset as she watched a crane flying low on the horizon, a handkerchief in the wind. “I haven’t seen Amelia since the funeral. I wrote her twice. She never responded.”


    “We’ll never be more than our mother’s children to her, I’m afraid.”


    “What is she like?” asked Ivy.


    “None of us knows,” said Joseph.


    “We haven’t been around her long enough to find out,” said Somerset.


    “She married Theodore faster than Somerset is marrying Phillip. They met at a ball, went for a few rides, and then they had a lavish ceremony and moved to Charleston. She never wanted to visit long so we never discovered who she really is.”


    “She’s guarded,” said Somerset. “She and Mother never got along. Not giving Mother Theodore’s remains was the last infraction in a long list of wrongs.”


    “Theodore Jr. and Elizabeth are strangers to us.”


    “She’s wealthy. She’s gone through two rich husbands and is an only child so Winfree Indigo is all hers.”


    “Will she be friendly?” asked Ivy.


    “Initially,” said Somerset.


    ***


    Winfree Indigo rose up out of the lowlands like a creamy oyster shell. Somerset had never seen it, and to her eyes, which were unfamiliar with low country housing, it was a novelty. Every window was thrown open and muslin curtains flew out the windows at the wind’s beck and call, tens of welcoming white arms heralding them as their driver brought them up to the house.


    “This is it,” she said, wishing that she could inhale the salty air harder. “Theodore’s home. Our niece’s and nephew’s home.”


    “Where is the foundry?” asked Ivy as she craned her head.


    “Behind the house. Behind the stone wall.”


    Joseph surveyed the place with hooded eyes as if he couldn’t bear to look at the place with them open, Somerset thought. He had come there to identify the body, she remembered, and watched as Ivy patted his knee and buried her head deep in the crook between his neck and shoulder. It was startling to see them acting naturally as a couple.


    “You family?” ventured the driver.


    “Not blood,” said Somerset.


    The glint in his eye said that he should wait a minute and see if Amelia let them in the house as they climbed down from their seats, but he looked over his shoulder as he hit the horse’s back and drove away.


    “Do we knock?” asked Ivy and Amelia opened the door before anyone could.


    She was taller than Somerset, with light brown hair, cheekbones high enough that they seemed to put her vision in danger, and smoky eyes. She should have been beautiful, but her features all seemed pressed forward too close together, giving her the appearance of squinting. Her eyes were lost beneath her short, dark, bushy eyebrows and her severe cheeks, and her mourning garb washed out her bright white skin. Her face showed expression lines although her face was a blank canvas.


    “I welcome you to Winfree Indigo,” she said, and her smile was as tight as a string on one of Joseph’s guitars.


    “Amelia,” said Somerset. She opened her arms and let Amelia take her in a clumsy, short embrace. “Thank you for having us. I realize it was rude of us to ask. We left Richmond sooner than we intended. You remember Joseph, my brother.”


    “I do.”


    Pain filled Amelia’s eyes and Joseph cleared his throat, shuffling his feet like a little boy caught naughty at church.


    “May I present to you Ivy Garrett Forrest? She experienced the calamity of marrying Joseph not even a month ago.”


    “I’m pleased that we’re family,” said Amelia. She fished a handkerchief out and dabbed at her eyes.


    “Likewise,” said Ivy.


    Amelia motioned for them to go into the parlor.


    “Why were you in Richmond? Why did you leave it?” she asked as they took seats. She motioned for a servant to bring coffee.


    “Having my trousseau made,” said Somerset. “I’m marrying a Charlestonian in the coming winter.”


    “Did you tire of the old lady?” asked Amelia as she stirred a lavish amount of cream and sugar into her cup.


    “I don’t think she felt well,” said Somerset.


    The second that Amelia’s eyes rested on her cut through her lie to her core.


    “Who are you marrying?” asked Amelia.


    “Phillip Russell,” said Somerset. She tried to remain as serious as Amelia but joy broke out on her face at the utterance of his name.


    “Teddie always said you’d marry well. There are women in these parts who have killed themselves over him. Did you know that? I take it Blanche has everything she ever wanted in life now that you have him.”


    Amelia blew on her coffee to cool it.


    “No, she doesn’t have everything she ever wanted.”


    “I’m alone. It must please her.”


    “If you don’t want us here, you only have to say the word and we’ll leave,” said Somerset. “No one in this room has wronged you, and if all you care for is to let ancient wounds fester, then I’m happy to oblige you. I will leave and let you alone in your misery.”


    “Why? Have we quarreled in the three minutes you’ve been here?” asked Amelia. “I’ve opened my home to you on no notice at all. I may have been married to Theodore, but I don’t know any of you, Somerset. You’re names in the family Bible that I never open. Do you realize that we’re strangers?”


    “I’ve tried to make us closer,” said Somerset.


    “You’re hundreds of miles away from me, and you live with family who bemoans the day I laid eyes on their son. How close did you think we were going to be? You’ve never been realistic.”


    “I thought there was more to you if Theodore married you,” interjected Joseph. “I thought family would be important to you because it was to him.”


    “Would you listen to yourselves? You’re as bad as Blanche. He isn’t going to come down those stairs any minute, you know. He isn’t going to upbraid me for being rude to you. He’s gone. You of all people, Joseph, should accept that. You scraped him off the cement.”


    Amelia rose and threw wide the wooden shutters and gestured to the plants that seemed to multiply into an endless sea.


    “I’ve been widowed twice. My daddy died before Teddie. That leaves me to keep the foundry up and running if I want my children—Teddie’s children—to have their inheritance. I don’t have time to bring Theodore and Elizabeth for forays to the country or pen interesting letters for you all to read around the supper table. I have to sell this place or work to keep it. Teddie loved this foundry, and I’m working to keep the dream alive for our family. Before it was my husband’s, it was mine. My family has been growing and processing indigo for nearly a century. Do you think I can stand to lose it?


    “You’re the most self-obsessed group of individuals I’ve ever met. I’ve spent a few days total with you over the years but you’re always bleating about Teddie, about Blanche, about lost dynasties in Baton Rouge, in Richmond, in Century Grove. Did you know that everyone else in existence feels the same way about their families? Did you know other people think their loved ones are just as important?”


    Somerset stood.


    “We’ll go now.”


    “No! I loved my husband and I’m not throwing his kinfolk into the streets. You aren’t listening to what I’m saying. I’m telling you that I don’t find you practical. I’m working for my children’s futures, and you think that because I’m busy, I’ve wronged you all. Well, I haven’t. My life is every bit as large as yours and you can’t see it.”


    Amelia left the shutters open, and Somerset sat listening to the rattle of indigo seed pods, the sound of bones rubbing together in an inhospitable land.


    “I’m not sitting up at night, rubbing my palms together, dreaming of spending Phillip’s money,” said Somerset. “I’m going to work, maybe even going to school if I can find a program. All of us have wounds you can’t see. Just because I’m acting friendly doesn’t mean I’m not hurt on the inside. We’re all hurt, Amelia, just like you.”


    “One person caused all that hurt.” Amelia pulled her handkerchief out and rubbed her eyes; the skin around them shone pink as salmon flesh.


    “She did. That she did,” agreed Joseph. “I won’t argue with you there. None of us would argue that point.”


    “I loved Theodore,” said Amelia. “Not because he was handsome or wealthy. Not because he could devise a sermon or argue a court case and win or take over a business he knew nothing about. I loved the man, all of him, and I never had all of him because he was her favorite. We never made a decision in our seven-year marriage without thinking of Orchard Rest first, about what the fair queen would think.


    “I could see from the moment I laid eyes on her that she would never let her children grow up. I might have settled closer to Orchard Rest if she hadn’t been mad with jealousy from the moment we met. I was the older widow to her. My five years with Theodore might as well have been fifty from the way she carried on. Teddie and I had a good life here, and if she knew how much a part of it she was, she might not hate me. I’d still despise her.”


    Ivy leaned toward Amelia in her peony-tapestried seat.


    “I know how it feels,” she said. “They’re all so loud, so intelligent, so endlessly funny. This one is a legend. That one is a beauty. The other one is a rake. It never ends, does it? They love each other while coveting each other’s strengths. They dislike each other but can’t stay away from each other. It’s exhausting to watch, and in the end, no one sees you because all eyes are always on them. It’s the same as being a grain of sand in a pile of sea glass. It’s awful to feel that insignificant.”


    Somerset caught her cup as she almost upended it off the edge of the table. She knew Ivy had appealed to Amelia’s loneliness to try to appease her, but she recognized truth when she heard it. It rang in Ivy’s thin, light voice. The words were as close to anything coarse or unladylike as Ivy would ever say, but her admission that it got old to reside in the shadows would never be absent from Somerset’s mind.


    “And yet you married Joseph,” finished Amelia. “We have more in common than I thought.


    “I shouldn’t have said those things to you, Somerset, but I doubt I’ll have the opportunity another time without Blanche present. You’ve watched her suffer because I never bring the children by, but what about my side of the story? Would you want your children being idolized by her?”


    “You’ll see us at my wedding. I imagine we’ll see each other all the time, Amelia, with you and Phillip being such powerful business people. If you got to know me, we might have something more in common than Theodore.”


    “The children aren’t home this week. Mother took them to a family wedding so you won’t be seeing them. Let me show you to your rooms,” said Amelia. Her smile frightened Somerset because she tried to instill genuineness in it, and Somerset realized, be it six months or six years down the road, Amelia would always be the wealthy widow who slipped in and out of the Grove in the blink of an eye and took her brother with her. Friendship would not be forthcoming.


    ***


    “It all went better than I thought it would,” said Joseph as he helped Ivy take a seat in Amelia’s luxurious closed carriage.


    Somerset couldn’t tell if he was making a joke. She arched an eyebrow at him as he snuffed out a cigar and climbed in.


    “I’d sooner spend a night anywhere than where someone tries to be nice to me,” said Somerset. “I was more comfortable at the Marsh. You know what you’re getting with Grandmother.”


    “I feel sorry for her,” said Joseph. “She got the same rough deal Teddie got, and now she’s alone with two small children. Any man who wants her will only be interested in her assets and she’s smart enough to know it. You didn’t come see her when Teddie died. You can’t fathom how bad she was after the foundry explosion.”


    “I wonder what Theodore saw in her,” said Ivy.


    Somerset watched Joseph look at her with a ready answer, let it die on his lips, and then gave her the same appreciative expression he wore when he noticed her perception at the Russell ball. He pressed his lips to her bone-white forehead and let them linger there while Somerset looked the other way.


    “She wasn’t born the way she is now,” said Somerset. “At least, I hope she wasn’t.”


    “Did you send word to Turning Tide?” asked Ivy.


    “No. I want to see the expression on his face when I appear out of nowhere. Will he stammer? He’s probably never stammered in his life. Will he catch me up in his arms? Will he scold me for being reckless? There are millions of endings to this day, and we’re about to find out which one happens.”


    “We’ll be lucky to find him,” said Joseph. “If he works as much as I think he does, we might wait for him all evening to turn up or not at all if he’s traveling.”


    “That’s the fun of surprise.”


    ***


    When the carriage stopped and they disembarked, Somerset was gleeful. The white double house on the corner of the street was old enough to make Orchard Rest seem shiny and new. While the Greek revival homes of Century Grove always lacked what she felt they were intended to be, Turning Tide was mellow with history. The three stories towered over her in such a way that said it was happy to be her home for now but it would go on existing long after she was gone. The Ionic, Doric, and Corinthian columns that lined the piazzas were lovelier than anything Eric had managed to put on the Unnamed House before he died. Turning Tide was graceful over its grandeur, like a beautiful old lady at a ball who knows she has nothing to be ashamed of.


    “Why are all those people lined up all the way out of the house and down the street?” asked Ivy.


    Somerset looked again, ignoring the finer points of her new home. At least one hundred people waited on the street. They chatted in straggly lines around the house and stood on the high whitewashed steps of the house on the curving entryway and even waited in the open doorway. They were dirty, garbed in stained rags, with unwashed, work-worn bodies.


    “I guess they could be employees of the mine,” said Somerset as she adjusted the dyed purple feather in her hat and moved toward the house. “It could be payday, although I can’t see Phillip paying our employees out of our home.”


    They eased up the steps past the line. Rheumy, bloodshot eyes trained on them from every angle. Women pressed tired, crying children to their patched skirts. Men chewed tobacco and spat over the railing of the front walkway. The onion odor of unwashed bodies wafted to Somerset’s nose. She paused in the doorway where a butler with more dignity than she could acquire over a lifetime rushed to assist her.


    “We’re looking for Mr. Phillip Russell,” she said.


    The butler’s mouth curved down as if he expected no better than this request from her. It was a request he heard fifty times a day from the way his ancient chin pointed at her. Somerset stood up so straight that her flaring skirt and cascading train pushed into the indigent beside her and tried to assume the look she imagined Phillip’s wife would have.


    “I didn’t give notice of my arrival,” she said, “but I’m Somerset Forrest, and Mr. Russell will want to see me.”


    The butler’s snowy eyebrows rose at her name, and he shouted instructions in French to an elderly lady in a stiff black uniform who could have only been the head housekeeper. She rushed from the room with a squeak and returned with Phillip’s resonant voice trailing her.


    “I tell you it’s impossible,” the voice rumbled as it advanced in the hall and then he was standing in front of them.


    “What was that you told me about the most unlikely things being probable?” asked Somerset.


    “I don’t believe it,” Phillip said.


    He closed the feet between them and crushed her in his arms in a hug that made Somerset realize how he soothed her and how ruffled her spirit had been. The kiss he pressed to her brow was suitable for the dozens of eyes trained upon them, and she felt lighter when he placed her on the ground.


    “Mr. and Mrs. Forrest,” he said as his eyes fell on her escorts. “You must be famished. Louis, escort Mr. and Mrs. Forrest to the piazza and serve them whatever they want to eat. I look forward to catching up with you both, but you, being newly married, can understand why I want to catch up with my intended first.”


    Phillip’s eyes radiated joy as he took Somerset by the hand and walked her into the parlor and shut the door.


    “It’s been a handful of days since I saw you last, but time has passed in a slow, cruel way,” he said. “I can’t complete an hour’s work without stopping to wonder how you are, where you are, or what you might be saying at any given moment.”


    Somerset tilted her head back and kissed him with enough enthusiasm that her new hat tumbled off her head, but neither one of them made a move to retrieve it. The familiar clasp of his hands on her waist was far better than any silk bonnet with ostrich feathers. There was no sweetness in the kiss. He wanted her to know how much he missed her, how much he wanted her. She broke the kiss but stayed in his embrace so he wouldn’t feel rebuffed.


    “How did you come to be here, dearest?” he asked.


    “I was in Richmond for my trousseau, and our stay at the Marsh wasn’t as peaceful as I hoped it would be. I wasn’t about to go back to Orchard Rest without seeing you. Are you mad that I didn’t telegram? It was worth it to see your incredulous face when you stepped out of the hall. I’ll relive that moment in my head for the rest of my life.”


    “Mad? When have I ever been mad at you? I haven’t found fault with you yet. This hour has brought me the best surprises of my life.” He kissed her cheek and led her to the settee. “Where are you staying? A hotel?”


    “With Teddie’s widow.”


    “Amelia.”


    “Yes.”


    “Was she glad to see you?”


    “No, but I think she wishes she could be glad to see us, which is an improvement according to Joseph. She’s made up her mind things can’t be made right, and I can’t argue with her. She’s the one with a family and no husband. I hoped she’d make up her mind to be friends. It’s going to feel absurd in the spring when we’re traveling in all the same circles. No town is large enough to hide from family in—not even this one.


    “Speaking of close quarters, Phillip, who are all those people in the street filing through the house?”


    “You came on the best possible day, my love. I’ve explained to you how unpopular I am in certain circles because of my success in an era where success is a rare animal. This is a way to combat that popular sentiment, and I believe in what we’re doing here. The first and third Thursdays of the month I run a free soup and bread kitchen out of Turning Tide. Half the town is starving to death, and some Thursdays I think I feed half of Charleston.”


    “Do you serve them?”


    “I can’t be here every time we run a kitchen, but I do help with the serving when I am here.”


    “I can’t wait to help with all of it! To think that I sneaked into town and could have caught you doing anything, but this is what I walk in on. I’m the smuggest woman in existence right now. What a pair we make, Phillip.”


    He kissed her hand and pulled her closer into his corner so that her hand was on his heart and her face against his shoulder.


    “We can’t stop with the soup kitchen,” she murmured. “There are endless opportunities to improve this city. We could fund a new hospital or a free clinic. Dentistry, this city needs more dentists. Half the people in that line had issues with their teeth, even the children.”


    “With you on board, I won’t have to worry about rehabilitating my image long,” said Philip into her hair. “Whatever you want, you only have to ask. What do you think of your home?”


    “It’s a living entity like Somerset Manor. There’s a perfection to it from witnessing history and housing people that you can’t purchase from an architect. It looks like your home: solid, timeless, and gracious. I don’t think I’ll feel as exposed here in town as I feared, but I still prefer Amelia’s seclusion in the country. I envy Joseph and Ivy eating on the gorgeous piazza, but they haven’t been alone in days. They’re probably glad to be rid of me.”


    “Would you like to see the house?”


    “It’s been hard paying attention to what you’re saying. I’m so intrigued by Turning Tide that I thought I was going to have to ask to see it.”


    “The house was built in 1819 by George Perkins Edisto,” said Phillip, leading her back to the foyer. “He wasn’t of the same tribe that inhabited Edisto Island, but he did have interest in purchasing a sea island cotton plantation on that same island. He and his wife died of malaria the year they came to Charleston and the house was owned by the bank until I decided I wanted it.”


    Curious, watery eyes met Somerset’s at every turn. The hungry wanted to know who she was, but it was evident that they resented her and admired her beauty as she stood with her black shiny boots peeping out from her mauve underskirt and pearls grating against each other with every movement. Phillip waved at them.


    “Hello, all. I’m pleased you joined me at my home tonight. While I do enjoy seeing all of you, I thought you’d forgive me for stepping out of the kitchen tonight in light of my new bride coming into town to surprise me. This is the future Mrs. Russell.”


    Somerset didn’t know whether to speak or wave so she nodded her head and managed a small smile. Several of the women and all of the children returned her greeting, but their red-rimmed eyes didn’t contain even the dullest spark of interest as they surveyed her in her finery.


    A man in a dirty brown derby hat wiped at his face with a holey handkerchief.


    “Congratulations, boss,” he coughed.


    “Thank you for the well wishes,” smiled Phillip and he took Somerset up the straight, wide maple staircase. “There is a drawing room, a study, a kitchen, and a parlor on the ground floor along with several offices and a room that adjoins the parlor that I keep as a ballroom.”


    “Should we go upstairs together?” asked Somerset.


    “Why shouldn’t we? This house is better staffed than most debut balls. There are two of us and twenty servants. We have nothing to hide.”


    “That man downstairs is an employee of yours?” asked Somerset.


    “He’s worked for me for the past eight years.”


    “Yet he stands in line for free food.”


    “I’m doing all I can for him.”


    “I don’t understand. Wouldn’t it be easier to pay him decent pay rather than open up your home twice per month to negate the fact that you don’t?”


    Phillip stopped outside one of the rooms.


    “I’ve told you before that I’m in charge of too many employees to do that. I pay much better than most mines in town. Ask questions about my competitors if you want proof, but I can’t pay every man what he is worth or I lose everything. Then I can’t fund charities, soup kitchens, or prospective free clinics. Charleston was hit harder than anyone in the war, Somerset. Reconstruction is going to go on indefinitely. Social reform won’t happen overnight, my girl. It’s more a matter of tiny, clumsy steps toward the goal.”


    He opened the door in front of them.


    “This is your room, my love,” he said.


    Somerset stepped over the door sill.


    “It needs some renovations. It was the original lady of the house’s room so it’s been unused except for the few months she lived here. The crown molding needs replacing, and the new carpeting has been ordered. I chose a blue as close as I could find to the color of your eyes. It comes next week. I thought I might steal in here after a long day of drudgery and remember you better when swathed in a room of that color. I got rid of the canopy on the bed and am having the walls painted. This part of the room is a gem, I think. Your sitting area opens up onto a private balcony. The help tell me it’s beautiful in spring.”


    Somerset looked at the numerous windows in her room and the top-to-bottom glass doors that opened onto the balcony, but her eyes kept dragging back to the tall, imposing bed in the center of the room. She thought about how she would soon lie in Phillip’s arms at night and watch the heat lightning tag the summer sky or snowflakes glitter against the white starlight of winter. She wondered if he would press her close through the night, an arm draped over her side with a hand on her breast or a hand along the curve of her hip. The thought made her blush, and Phillip’s awareness that the bed had her full attention made her blush deeper.


    “I was thinking that—”


    “I’m old enough to know what that look means, Somerset,” he interrupted. His blue eyes looked self-assured and dangerous. “Shall I—”


    “It’s a beautiful room,” she said as she stepped back out into the hallway.


    “It has the makings of a beautiful room. I’m going to make it worthy of you. Don’t you want to see your dressing room? It’s nearly as big as the bedroom.”


    “Thank you, no,” she said as she continued down the hall. “I’d like to see more of our house, and then we ought to find Joseph and Ivy. If they’ve finished eating, they’re probably eager to get back to the foundry. It isn’t the shortest drive.”


    His warm breath skimmed along her ear as he stole up behind her and wrapped his arms around her middle, his hands coming to rest under her navel. Somerset felt all her nerves jump.


    “You don’t have to be nervous around me,” he said into her neck. “That’s our room, and I’ve wasted hours thinking about us in it. I’m not going to do anything without your permission, Somerset.” He kissed the nape of her neck in the way he had that always made her want him as the smell of evergreens and cloves enveloped her. She twisted away, although she wanted to go back and bolt the door against the outside world for days.


    “You’re not making me nervous. I’m making me nervous. Mother would be proud of my timidity. Now, what you do say to a cup of coffee with me on the piazza before we leave for the evening?”


    ***


    “How is the newly wedded couple?” asked Phillip as a silver service for coffee was wheeled onto the piazza.


    “We’re well-traveled but exhausted,” said Ivy as she accepted a cup.


    “Any sage words for the uninitiated?”


    “Don’t run away to be married,” chuckled Joseph. “People are more inclined to want to be a part of everything later. Suffer the agony of a big wedding and then depart on an extended honeymoon to sort out your new life.”


    “Are you going anywhere after the wedding?” asked Ivy.


    “Yes, are we?” seconded Somerset.


    “We might go somewhere providing I actually work up until February. I skipped out on a month of work last month and now I find myself delightfully distracted once more. Speaking of February, I’ve forgotten to worry about my role in the ceremony. I haven’t chosen a best man. Joseph, do think you’d be up for the job?”


    “I’ve never been a best man before, but I’d be honored to be it for my little sister’s wedding.”


    “Good. I know it’s going to be a large ceremony, but I’d rather keep family in the party than friends and business associates. Perhaps if we do it this way, all of Charleston won’t read the details of the big day before it occurs.”


    “At least the wedding dress is tucked away in Richmond,” said Somerset. “It’s funny how I used to be sour about the war cutting into the balls and parties that should have comprised my youth. I think this wedding is going to make up for it and then some.”


    “I am going to spoil you until there is nothing left to spoil you with,” said Phillip and he kissed her on the forehead despite their company. “You all like parties so what do you say to joining me here tomorrow night for a large one? It was supposed to serve as a routine business party so that I could get to know some of my suppliers better, but we could invite some company for you girls and use the evening as an informal debut to the city. Would you like that, my love?”


    “I can’t wait,” said Somerset.


    ***

  


  




  

Chapter 20


    “Here. Take this. Take it all, Joseph,” said Amelia. “I don’t need it in my house.”


    She dumped a box on the library floor that sounded heavy and cluttered as it hit the hardwood. Somerset and Ivy sat down on the floor by it and peered in at the dank contents.


    “What is it?” asked Joseph as he leaned over the box.


    “Junk, souvenirs, mementos of a bygone day. Things that rightfully belong to you more than they do to me.”


    “These are my Teddie’s things,” said Somerset with a scrunched-up nose as she pulled a soiled, tattered dime novel from the box.


    “They’re my Teddie’s things, but I’m giving them to you as a peace offering,” corrected Amelia. She looked exhausted. Somerset didn’t know if it was from toting the box or the mental energy required to let some of his things go.


    “Why?” asked Somerset.


    “Why? Because these are his things from his time spent in the Brotherhood. I had nothing to do with those days, and to be frank, Joseph, I hated every fiber of your being for getting him to yourself those long, hollow years. What do I need with his westerns and his military decorations? You might as well all get some things of Teddie’s to keep. I know whatever Blanche has she’ll never turn loose.


    “Besides, I have the things that matter. I have his wedding ring. I have his books, his diplomas, the scores of letters he wrote me from the battlefield. I have love and the evidence of a thinking mind. I may not love you, but you’re his family and deserve to be treated as such.”


    Amelia pulled out her handkerchief and rubbed at her upturned, narrow eyes. Somerset wondered if she would ever see her when she wasn’t upset. The brutal force of Amelia’s emotions made her feel punched in the gut even when Amelia was trying to be neutral.


    “It’s a copy of Hamlet complete with Theodore’s notes in the margin,” said Ivy as she held up a copy used to the point of the pages hanging to the spine and binding by threads.


    “The cards we played poker with by firelight,” said Joseph as he shuffled the deck between his nimble, rough fingers. “Look how used they are. I don’t know how we ever shuffled them. Eric always won. I hated losing cards to him.”


    “His composition book that he wrote letters in,” crooned Somerset. She picked it out of the box, mindful of spiders. “He started a letter to Victoria on this page.”


    Dear Sissy,


    In answer to your question, no, I am not so hungry as I was over the winter. We have had hardtack, chicory coffee, and some side meat this week. Sawyer was able to buy grits off a widow on the southern edge of the mountains so my belly is full.


    The letter went no further. Evidently the writer found his meals less than worthy to mail or he started a new letter on a later ripped-out page.


    Joseph’s face contorted as he fished out a warped fiddle bow and he positioned his hands as if playing an imaginary instrument.


    “He’d play the fiddle most nights when we weren’t fighting or tracking. You’ve never heard ‘Amazing Grace’ until you hear it played on a cigar box fiddle on a moonless night while you rest on the ground three hundred miles from home.”


    “Oh, Joseph,” said Somerset.


    Ivy crawled from the box to his feet and wrapped her arms around his knees and put her chin on his lap.


    “I don’t have my own memorabilia from those days,” said Joseph. “I threw my uniform on the fire with my Whitfield. His uniform—it smells like him.”


    “I go and stand in his dressing room with my eyes closed for hours at a time,” said Amelia. “It smells like him yet. Sometimes I’ll find a golden hair of his on a jacket or a shirt collar. It makes it easier to remember his voice. Voices are the characteristic of people that I have the most trouble hanging onto. I always forget the pitch, the intonations, but if I can smell his smell, I remember the way he used to sound when he told me he loved me or begged me for a pecan pie.”


    Amelia’s heavy jaw convulsed, and Somerset realized she’d had enough of discussing her precious memories with the likes of them. Amelia had meant to make a simple gesture and leave it at that. She hadn’t meant to share her life.


    “He’s been gone a year but it’s as though he never existed,” said Joseph.


    “No, it’s like he just left the house this morning,” said Amelia. “Somerset, I was already attending the soiree tonight and now I have to dress for it. It’s my first function now that I’m out of deep mourning.”


    She left the room with unhappiness etched in her high, white forehead.


    “I can’t believe she gave these to us,” said Joseph as he withdrew a series of maps from the box. “I don’t have one thing that belonged to him. I can’t remember his face unless I’m looking at a portrait and those are all pre-war. Yet when I touch these things, I can almost remember his face as he made notes over a campfire on a winter’s night.”


    “The glimpse she gave us must be the woman Theodore married,” said Somerset.


    “For your mother’s sake, you probably ought to keep quiet about this gift,” said Ivy. “She’s vulnerable enough as it is after the Marsh.”


    “We probably should gloss over that we stayed here. Let her think we stayed at a hotel.”


    “What is this?”


    Ivy pulled a photograph, bent and creased, from inside a dime western.


    Theodore and Amelia—he in a chair and she at his side with her hand on his shoulder—looked to the camera and their future on their wedding day. Amelia’s mouth was set in a grim line for the cameraman but there was a light in her smoky eyes and the hand that touched Theodore’s shoulder clinched it in bridal possessiveness. She looked a new bride and not a wealthy, experienced widow. Teddie’s eyebrows arched high above his Marshall eyes and his chin just dimpled, too overcome with excitement to bother looking stern. His right hand rested on his knee on top of a law book stacked atop the Bible. A peeling crease cut across the image horizontally as though carried in a billfold for a long, long way.


    “She doesn’t know she gave this away,” said Ivy.


    “She has photographs and paintings all over the house,” said Somerset. “I don’t have a picture of him. I want to keep it.”


    She stuffed it in her basque. It was the most dishonest act she ever committed. She smiled at the floor as though she had done something much worse.


    ***


    Somerset met Phillip in the parlor before the first guests arrived. He poured her a glass of claret and set it on the sideboard so that he could encircle her in his arms.


    “Do I look the way you imagined your lady of the house would look?” she asked.


    “I think you look like Bathsheba before David took her,” he breathed into her hair.


    His fingertips glided in taut circles on her spine, making her inexplicably wish he would start undoing the Satsuma buttons that gilded the back of her green silk gown.


    “I’m never going back to Orchard Rest if you keep saying things like that.”


    “Having you at Turning Tide is such fulfillment that maybe I won’t send you back.”


    “I thought you said that you waited so long for this occasion that nothing would do but a sophisticated wedding,” Somerset said under his ear.


    “Watching you in this house and feeling that you belong here makes me want to bite my tongue off for insisting on a luxury ceremony. I need to be less of a perfectionist and more of a strategist.”


    He took her face between his marred palms and interlocked his fingers through her fussy updo.


    “The dress is in Richmond, but it isn’t important. I’ll marry you anytime you say the word. The greatest loves I know were spur-of-the-moment unions.”


    Somerset arched into him, raising up her face like a bird seeking rain, but all she found was sun. His importunate mouth came down on hers with vigor, and Somerset felt agreeably scorched, the sensation of incalescent heat spreading outward from her as she kissed him back with greed. His hands meandered along her form, and she thought as she teetered on incoherence that he couldn’t hold her any tighter, that he would pull her inside of him if he tried. She twined her hands through the impenetrable ebony moor of his hair and pulled him down against her on the brown paisley divan. He was telling her in his voice that was too loud, even though he whispered, that he loved her, and she unbuttoned his waistcoat with shaking, blind fingers as his hands found the curve of her ankle under her mint green underskirt and snaked up her bare calf as it curved up and around his hip.


    The library door slid open and Louis walked in. His smooth countenance never changed, although Somerset shrieked and managed to sit upright under Phillip’s large body.


    “Mr. Russell, Mrs. Forrest has arrived and is waiting in the ballroom to be received.”


    “Thank you. We will join her soon, Louis.”


    Louis left the room without making any expression and drew the door closed again.


    Somerset disentangled her hands from Phillip’s hair and watched as he straightened his cravat and began buttoning the brass buttons on his waistcoat. He was as unhurried as a morning fog retreating from the banks of a river.


    Somerset got up and smoothed her skirts.


    “Better that Louis catch us than Joseph or Amelia,” she babbled. “I don’t know why she insisted on taking a separate carriage from us when we all live in the same house. I’m sorry. Every servant in the house will be whispering about us by nightfall. It’s an odious way to begin in this house, I’m afraid.”


    Phillip took her hand.


    “Somerset, you seem to be under the impression that you’ve hurt your esteem in my eyes, and that’s not the case. I was going to wait until later to give this you, but I think you need reassurance.”


    Phillip slipped a ring over her fourth finger, and when Somerset held it up, she admired an emerald-cut diamond flanked by a collar of small pave diamonds. The chandelier light reflected off the large diamond’s face as if giving her a wink.


    “I love the life we have planned,” Phillip assured her. “I can’t wait to get started on this philanthropic, busy life of privilege with you, and I mean that whether we don’t see each other again until February at the ceremony or whether you demand we elope tomorrow so that we can finish that bold prologue on the divan that we started. Do you understand? I love you, and it doesn’t embarrass me that you return that love. Two people who are getting married should be passionate about each other.”


    Somerset’s discomfort wore off as she looked into the intense, bold face above hers. She found the glass of sherry at her elbow and drank it dry. She planted a kiss on his chin with confidence.


    “I forgot myself,” she said with a guilty smile. “I’m afraid it isn’t the first or the last time I’ll do it around you. Now, what do you say about receiving our guests?”


    ***


    Louis opened the entire downstairs floor of the house to the guests. The onslaught was rapid. One minute Somerset stood on Phillip’s arm chatting in irregular spurts with Amelia, and the next the house roared with the mixture of excited, unfamiliar voices as the frantic caterers dodged about stocking the rooms with the increased last-minute food orders.


    Somerset found the people charming, courteous, and bolder than their Richmond counterparts. They were frank in both their compliments and their questions as she and Phillip received them at the ballroom door. Somerset found them refreshing, like a puff from Joseph’s cigar during a brief absence from a Marshall dinner, and it only illuminated her original thought that she would feel as stifled and unholy in Richmond as Blanche did.


    “My most sincere condolences on the loss of your brother,” said Ophelia Baldwin when Phillip introduced them. He explained to Somerset that Ophelia’s husband manufactured most of the implements used in his mines.


    “You are uncanny to look at because I thought I’d never see his eyes again, but there they are in your face. I don’t recall meeting you at the funeral service. Pardon me, I should be offering up hearty congratulations, but Mr. Forrest was beloved to this fair city and I know more so by you.”


    Somerset gazed into Ophelia’s light brown eyes set in her round, attractive olive face and felt instant kinship.


    “Thank you for that,” she said. “No, we’ve never met. My mother was too distraught to attend the service and I stayed with her.”


    “And this must be Amelia’s first public appearance since he passed. You can tell she’s been mourning him. She’s five years younger than me but looks ten years older.


    “Will I get to meet your mother at the wedding, dear? I’ve longed to for most of my life. I remember when I was a young woman my family went on holiday to New Orleans. I bought a postcard of Somerset Manor in one of those quaint general stores they treasure down there. There was a blond girl in a sky blue hoopskirt painted in that everyone said was Blanche Marshall.”


    Somerset was mystified at the idea of any such thing existing and couldn’t wait to ask Blanche if she had one tucked away in an old hat box in the attic.


    Phillip reached down and squeezed Somerset’s shoulders.


    “If we can last to the winter ceremony, Ophelia. I didn’t expect to see Somerset until next month and she showed up on my doorstep during our charity meal as a gift to me. I’ve been prodding her for an earlier wedding. It’s such a shame to send her home when she fits so well here.”


    Ophelia’s round peachy mouth stretched into a grin.


    “I can’t imagine you letting her out of your snares, Phillip. Miss Forrest will have to tutor most of the lady’s clubs on how she beguiled you. Everyone wants to know how you slayed a sworn bachelor.”


    She kissed Somerset’s cheek.


    “You and I are going to go around together, dear. Porter brings me up here all the time when he signs contracts with Russell Mining. It’s such a treat to walk in the garden out back while they discuss their wretched dealings.”


    A young man with black eyes and tanned skin stopped at Phillip’s elbow. His penetrating gaze swept Somerset with daring as his eyes lingered over her expensive dress on loan from Myra. He didn’t look as old as Phillip but the conceited way he carried himself lent itself to being past the flush of first youth. Somerset returned his gaze, noting his burgundy silk waistcoat and bowtie with the same bold touches on his hat. Even confident Ophelia’s lashes fluttered at his arrival.


    “You are right,” he said to Phillip. “She is everything you described her to be. I thought you were exaggerating and am beside myself that such a woman exists.”


    His speech was articulate but delivered with a heavy seasoning of French accent, and when he smiled wide shallow bowls that were dimples appeared at the corners of his mouth.


    “Somerset, this is my attorney. Jules Bernard, this is my fiancée, Miss Somerset Forrest of Orchard Grove, Alabama.”


    Somerset held her breath as the swarthy head bent low over his hand.


    “He went home to Alabama with grudging and returned with a story so wild no Charlestonian would believe it,” grinned Jules. “Mr. Russell has always taken his independence seriously, but now that you stand before me I can guess why he might want to share his life with you. Are you enjoying our city?”


    “I feel as at home here as I do at Somerset Manor.”


    “I have heard outsiders tell that we are a hard group to get on with, but I say that we are most lenient toward outsiders.”


    Ophelia tossed her head and rolled her eyes.


    “Really, Jules? Have we ever been lenient toward anyone in this city?”


    “Our traditions are a hard bridle and bit for the outsider to wear.”


    “Doesn’t marrying Phillip make me an insider of the city?” asked Somerset. Mischief colored her features. “Or is he an outsider still too?”


    Jules wagged his finger.


    “She is intelligent,” Jules said to Phillip. “Marrying Phillip makes you whatever you want to be.”


    Ophelia squeezed Somerset’s shoulder.


    “No one will expect very much of you until you host your first event. People will see your wealth and influence as a reason to judge you so you’ll not want to place one foot wrong. I’ll help you make a success of things, and Mrs. Forrest will also give you names of the best vendors and caterers. You’ll have to learn at a fast clip.”


    “I’m going to send you both away before she changes her mind about coming to live here,” said Phillip.


    “Mrs. Forrest? Ah, you are of the same family as Winfree Indigo,” said Jules and his eyes lit up. “You are staying at the foundry, no doubt. Mrs. Amelia was one of my first clients when I graduated law school. Mr. Theodore performed my wedding to Agnes. We were his last ceremony before he took up the indigo business.”


    Jules pointed to Agnes in line at a buffet of pastries. Her skin was as brown and creamy as his and her night eyes glowed under eyebrows that slashed dramatic arches in her delicately featured face. Somerset didn’t think she looked a day over sixteen.


    “She will be a good friend to you when I explain your connection to us. She gets homesick for our home country and will warm to another outsider of the city.”


    “Is she old enough to have left the nest?” asked Somerset.


    Jules croaked with laughter.


    “She was nineteen her last name day. We have been married almost three years.”


    Ophelia’s eyes dragged away from Agnes.


    “Don’t let him fool you, Miss Forrest. Jules valued his independence as well as Phillip. It was high time he settled. Of course, most of Charleston hoped he would choose someone a wee bit longer in the tooth, but she is a sweet soul even if she does steal the show with that dark, dewy appearance of hers.”


    “I would have married you, Ophelia, but I would have had to kill Porter first and he is one of my best clients,” Jules said in his lilting voice.


    “If he’s as good looking as everyone else here, perhaps I’ll take up with him,” laughed Somerset.


    Phillip kissed her cheek.


    “You and Ophelia seem to have made a fast friendship. Can I leave you in her care while Jules and I sign a contract with a supplier? I won’t leave you alone for half an hour, my love.”


    “You may. I’m having a fine time. I’m going to get a nibble to eat and make sure Ivy and Joseph are treading social water in this sea of people. Don’t worry about me.”


    Ophelia took Somerset’s arm and led her through the crowd, where she was introduced to no less than ten ladies and business associates before they made it to a banquet table that almost buckled in the center from the weight of food upon it. Ophelia handed Somerset a plate and a linen napkin and waited while she selected a bite of pastry stuffed with mushrooms and ambrosia served in its own cunning miniature compote.


    “He can’t be quiet about you for ten minutes,” confided Ophelia. “He had Porter and I up for Turning Tide’s famous pork tenderloin last week, and Porter was checking the time wondering when we could leave without offending anyone. Porter came to discuss business but Phillip wanted to talk about you. He let it slip that he danced with you and we knew it was a permanent situation. Phillip is adept at it but he hates it. I couldn’t wait to see your face and talk to you when he told me you waltzed together.”


    “I often consider how unlikely it was that he and I met when I’ve been off in my own secluded corner in the country,” said Somerset between bites of pastry. “If I were raised in Richmond or Baton Rouge, it would be more probable, but as it turned out, Phillip hails from the same insignificant place as me.”


    “He says he’s cousins with a man you were engaged to during the war who was killed.”


    “Yes, Eric Rutherford. He didn’t make it home. We were in the middle of building a house when he died on a scouting mission. It’s strange. I was a girl and he was a grown man when he died, but from where I sit now, he was just a boy like all the rest.”


    Ophelia nodded.


    “Yes. I lost my brother in the war. A minié ball got him in the chest and he died a lingering death in a field hospital up north. He was the second oldest in our family and older than I am now, but in hindsight, you get to know people better after they’re taken from you. He was young, just getting started really. We all are until we die, child.”


    A firm finger tapped Somerset’s bare shoulder. Agnes Bernard stood at her side looking as though she wished she hadn’t. Her dark cheeks were the color of ripe persimmons.


    “Jules sent me over to tell you hello,” she said in a melodic French voice that was almost too heavy to understand. “I have started to speak to you and changed my mind at least three times, but I don’t want to appear unfriendly. I would like to be good friends with someone I am going to see often, especially when you will be far from home like me.”


    “It’s good to know you, Agnes. I was just commenting to Mr. Bernard about your youthful looks. I hope you’ll run up to Turning Tide and see me when you can. We’ll have to support each other through homesickness.”


    “Agnes is wild over Jules, of course,” said Ophelia, “but she misses France. Our ways seem rough to her. Perhaps you can convince her of our charming ways.”


    Ophelia’s kindly brown eyes danced in her face.


    “Yes,.” Agnes looked uncertain. “Send me a note when you are back at Turning Tide after the ceremony, Miss Forrest, and I will come up to see you. I fear I don’t know much of Charleston, but I have plenty of tales about the old world and can show you all manner of needlework and even lacemaking if you are interested.”


    Somerset reached out and squeezed the girl’s hand.


    “I’ll send you my card the week I am back,” she promised.


    Agnes’s smile was as gentle as candlelight as she backed away.


    “I will see you in March then,” she said.


    Ophelia pressed her hand to Somerset’s shoulder blade.


    “You need to watch out for her,” she whispered.


    “She’s as sweet as they make them. She reminds me of my youngest sister somehow. Why?”


    “There are dozens of women in this room who would do anything to trade places with you, and she’s one of them. The difference is that she’s young and attractive enough to make it happen with a little persistence.”


    “Why would she want to be with Phillip? Her husband is bursting with wit, charm, and handsomeness.”


    “I hear he isn’t kind to her at home. She’s not much more than a novelty to him.”


    “Does Phillip realize that she plays up to him?”


    “Phillip realizes that everyone plays up to him.”


    Somerset considered this for a moment while relief set in.


    Ophelia patted her.


    “It isn’t a nice thing to tell you, Somerset, but you ought to know. Phillip thinks I should be responsible for you because he and Porter have been doing business since he bought the mine. I think you should know that all the smiling faces aren’t real. You’ll get along far better if you realize now that there are people who resent you.”


    “It isn’t anything new,” said Somerset, but the sting of it remained.


    “No. Women play horrid games with one another. I’m not old enough to be your mother but close enough. We can pretend I’m an older sister.”


    “I have enough family,” said Somerset and the tone of her voice proved she meant it. “I hope we’ll be good friends.”


    “As much as I’m at Turning Tide with Porter, I hope we’ll be the best of friends,” returned Ophelia.


    Hands that could have been steel clamps settled on her shoulders. Somerset knew from the heat that they were Phillip’s. She turned to look him in his bright eyes. His expression was excited although he tried to hide it.


    “I want to borrow you,” Phillip said.


    “What are we doing?”


    “There’s something I want to show you outside.”


    Somerset slipped her hand into his and told Ophelia she hoped to see her again before the end of the party.


    Phillip led her with long, quick steps out onto the front steps. The dark was as warm and fuzzy as the wings of a moth enveloping them.


    “What do you see?” he asked her.


    “Nothing,” she replied. “Horses and carriages where we ran out of places to put the guests’ transportation.”


    “What do you see across the road?”


    “Storefronts. They’re mostly empty.”


    Phillip’s arms slipped around her waist and pulled her close but she couldn’t make out his face against the night.


    “I fibbed earlier,” he said. “Jules and I weren’t signing a contract with a supplier, but I was arranging a business deal.”


    “I’m not shocked.”


    “The second building from the left over there with the blue front. Can you see it?”


    “I can make out the roof and that’s about all.”


    “Do you think it would be of much use as a free clinic?”


    “You don’t mean it!” Somerset grabbed the lapels of his coat and his hands caressed the sides of her neck.


    “I do mean it. It would give you what you want, and I would get the peace of mind of knowing exactly where you’re working. You’ll cross the street and no farther to follow your heart’s desires.”


    “Are you going to come by when I’m on duty and see me?”


    “I think I’ll stick to handing out soup, coffee, and bread. After Spotsylvania, I found my capacity for assessing gore went downhill.”


    “I wish I had more to offer you in return. Phillip, can we stop talking about it and get married as soon as possible? Joseph and Ivy are here. I don’t need a big ceremony, and there’s no point in going back to Orchard Rest when I consider my home to be where you are.”


    “Do you mean that or are you caught up in the excitement of the moment?” he asked, cupping her face in his hands.


    “I mean it. We’ve both joked about it quite a bit, but I think in the end we’ll both be happier if we go ahead and get married. Don’t you think it would be fitting to thumb our noses at tradition and please ourselves?”


    Phillip chuckled.


    “I do.”


    “Then let’s see about a license tomorrow.”


    He pecked her cheek and moved toward her mouth with a series of slow dawdling kisses.


    “We’ll see about a license tomorrow. Now give me a proper kiss before I go sign the papers on your new office.”


    Somerset turned up her lips.


    “You’ll find me inside telling Ivy that we’re moving up the wedding date. Hurry back, Phillip. I want us to go on a tour of the building.”


    “I’ll hurry back to you. I can’t wait to show you, Mrs. Russell.”


    Somerset’s whole body felt as though it shimmered to hear him call her by that name.


    ***


    Somerset found Ivy by herself gazing out the back window of the ballroom. She caught her by the bow of her dress and turned her around.


    “Such news that I have!” she sang.


    Ivy’s face looked like candlewax by the moonlight drifting in the window.


    “Ivy, aren’t you having a good time?”


    “No, I’m miserable, and this room is suffocating me. I can’t find Joseph. I think he got caught by someone who attended the university with Teddie and can’t excuse himself.”


    “You should get something to eat. Have you met any of these people?”


    “I’m not hungry, and I don’t feel like mingling with strangers.”


    Ivy’s lips were as white as her face and the effect was only heightened by the silvery gown Blanche had insisted upon buying for her before they left Richmond. Everywhere that her palms touched on her skirt left prints of moisture.


    Somerset slipped an arm through hers.


    “Let’s go on the piazza and get some air. You’ll feel better.”


    Somerset led them outside. The piazza was deserted, and Ivy sat down on a wicker chair and put her slippered feet on the nearby table.


    “I’m sorry to ruin your party,” she said. “I feel awful.”


    “I have plenty of parties coming. I can’t enjoy this one if you’re sick. How long have you felt bad?”


    “Off and on for nearly a week. Somerset, I think that I’m pregnant.”


    “You haven’t been married that long,” said Somerset. “If you were pregnant, I don’t think you’d know it.”


    “I’m sick all day long and I’m late.”


    Somerset held on to the Doric railing and inhaled the muggy air. The only role she could see Joseph less in than husband was parent.


    “Have you talked to Joseph?”


    “No, but he’s bound to notice soon. He’s already commented on my lack of appetite.”


    “Give it a few days. We’re far from home and we’ve been eating all manner of food we don’t usually eat. You could be suffering from a bad oyster as much as you are from a baby.”


    “I don’t want him to be angry with me.”


    “Honey! Why would he be angry? He has as much to do with it as you do.”


    “I didn’t think we’d be crossing this bridge so soon. Joseph is—Joseph can be selfish with his time, and I don’t imagine he’ll want to share it with a little one not even a year after we’ve been married.”


    Somerset wryly pondered the wisdom of marrying someone who was opposed to having children. It was the one thing she and Phillip hadn’t talked about. She assumed any man his age would welcome a child, and the sooner the better at that.


    “You are beside yourself with worry and likely for no reason,” she said and smoothed Ivy’s glossy high bun. “Here is my fan. Keep cool. I’m going to get you a glass of water and find Joseph. He needs to take you back to the foundry to get some rest. Amelia will just have to share her carriage with me tonight.”


    Somerset let herself back in the house. The night was ready to step up a pace. A band was setting up around a piano in the corner of the ballroom and the caterers returned with fresh silver tiers of hors d’oeuvres while someone else put urns of phlox everywhere. Somerset smiled when a gentleman at her back mentioned a fireworks display. She hadn’t seen one since Eric brought some home for Christmas on his furlough when he, she, and Victoria had set them off in the sprawling yard of Margaret’s Glade.


    Joseph supported himself against a wall, cornered by a sharp-dressed gentleman who discussed Appomattox as though he’d had enough bourbon. Joseph backed away an inch at a time, looking irritable and tired. Somerset waved at him.


    “This has been a fascinating discussion,” he said, and turned his boots in her direction and departed while the other man still spoke.


    “Joseph, Ivy is on the piazza. She wants to go home. I can ride with Amelia or Phillip can bring me by later.”


    “Why? What’s wrong?”


    “She says she feels sick.”


    Joseph’s shoulders heaved.


    “I shouldn’t have brought her out here. She’s been looking peaked, and I know I’m to blame.”


    “You do?”


    “Of course. Since we’ve been married, how many roofs have I dragged her under? How many have been welcoming? A girl who’s never been away from home like her is probably pining for her mother. Meanwhile, I’m dragging her from pillar to post as if on a museum tour of our family’s follies.”


    Somerset wound her handkerchief around one palm.


    “I don’t think that’s it.”


    “Well, I do. I’m going to take her home and ask Amelia’s staff to put together a meal for us, and we’ll pass our night curled up in front of the fireplace. She doesn’t do well with large groups and hubbub, my Ivy. She likes to have time to reflect. Let’s go get the poor, sweet thing.”


    “Oh, there goes Phillip past the door. I want you to tell him good-bye before you leave. He and I have news to tell you, Joseph, the best news of all. I hope you and Ivy will be supportive.”


    They followed Phillip’s black head as he walked toward the back office with a ledger held before him.


    “He never stops working, not even at his own engagement party,” said Somerset. “He’s bought a clinic for me, Joseph! It isn’t a clinic now, but in a few short weeks it could be. I’ll be cleaning wounds and splinting limbs just as I’ve dreamed of doing for years. He only has to finalize the contracts and one of the buildings across the street is all ours.”


    “I don’t understand the compulsion, but if you’re as happy as I think you are, you deserve all of this. I hope he can set you up with all you want, Somerset.”


    “He will.”


    Somerset pushed the office door open and found herself in a sitting area with walls of ledgers, textbooks, and several degrees bearing the South Carolina seal on them. Just around the partition came Phillip’s hushed voice, which still came out loud.


    “I tell you it’s a splendid building for a clinic for a girl like her. The foundation is solid, and a new roof was put on just last year. I talked the seller down two thousand from the asking price so it was a steal. There’s enough room for an office so I’ll post an advertisement around December. I don’t anticipate it being difficult to find someone for her to work with. She’s as smart as they come but easy to get along with.”


    Joseph nudged Somerset in approbation and she tugged on his bicep to stop him from walking around into the office. She needed to hear what else Phillip thought about her. Hearing him compliment her behind her back tickled her face like champagne bubbles.


    “It doesn’t suit either of us to wait around any longer. We’re going to move the wedding up if I’m not mistaken. My thought was to apply for a license tomorrow so we’ll be ready, but I wanted to let you know rather than have you read about it in the society pages.”


    “So you’re going to uproot everything?” The unseen voice stabbed through the air with malice. “I guess you weren’t lying then. You are in love with her. I don’t doubt it after laying eyes on her face and speaking to her. She’s the most charming thing in the world and it would take a hardhearted person not to fall in love with her.”


    Phillip laughed.


    “Indeed. Her curiosity, her drive, the way she looks when she’s concentrating—they’ve driven me mad the past few weeks. She has a way of looking out of those blue, blue eyes that makes me feel powerful, which is saying something because I’ve grown used to the feeling.”


    “What about me? Once I made you feel powerful. Are you really going to push me off to the side?”


    “We’ve discussed this before. Things can go on between us as they always have. I’m going to be tied up more to begin with, but things will even out in time. You’ll see. Your spending allowance will go on unchanged.”


    “So just like that you don’t love me anymore.”


    “Loving you and being able to marry you are very different things. Even if you were divorced now, I couldn’t marry you. Can you imagine the scandal and the hissing that would create? Public interest in my company would plummet, and I’d be drummed out of town to have taken the wife of another prominent figure.”


    Somerset had only fainted twice in her life: once, when she got the telegram that Eric was missing, presumed dead, and once more, when she read Amelia’s telegram that Teddie was dead. She thought she might a third time. She clawed at Joseph’s hard shoulders, and her head swayed like a sick mare’s as he struggled to hold her upright without revealing their presence.


    “I’ll always think of you as mine. I get racked with jealousy just imagining you kissing those pink lips and touching that fair skin. It isn’t fair that you’ll be spoiling her after all the years of me having you to myself. There are memories of us all over Turning Tide, and now you’ll be making newer, fiery memories with her. I would almost have never known you than have you compare your new memories to the ones of me.”


    “I’m not going to lie to you and tell you that I don’t care for her. I do care for her, and I respect you enough not to tell you otherwise. You don’t regret anything with me. Come here. I don’t have long. Give me this last.”


    Somerset felt Joseph’s hand clamp over her mouth to keep her quiet even as one arm braced around her ribcage to hold her up. The hazel eyes blazing in fury above hers imparted a second strength that she didn’t think she had coming. She fought him to get free as she heard little whispers and heavy breathing coming from around the partition. She flung off the arm from her middle and stormed around the wall, feeling as if the plagues of the Bible had less power than herself.


    For a second Phillip didn’t see her so she had time to memorize the sight of him bending Ophelia backward over the long mahogany desk, one hand on her hip and the other hand cupping her face as he kissed her. It was a slow, languorous kiss, the kind they had shared only hours earlier. It was the kiss of two people who are familiar with another and couldn’t be reproduced but by sheer means of desire. Then she saw the faint outline of a scar across Ophelia’s shoulder that matched the scar from the whip in Phillip’s palm. Ophelia. He’d never married because of Ophelia.


    “How dare you!” yelled Somerset.


    He released Ophelia, her head nearly hitting the desk as he let her go, and jumped up.


    “How dare you!” she repeated.


    An emotion Somerset couldn’t name colored his cheeks.


    “Somerset, let me explain,” he said, as he reached out to her.


    “I will not. Do you know who I am? No man treats me like a possession that can be put away on a whim. Have you lost your mind? I can have this story all over Charleston in the time it takes to walk out into the hall! Have you forgotten who my mother is, much less my sister-in-law?”


    Somerset couldn’t think of anything else to say. Joseph eased around her, his hand reaching for the pocket where she knew he kept his knife.


    “I’m leaving this house tonight,” Somerset said. “We will not be getting married, and it isn’t something you can barter for or negotiate.”


    She wrenched the ring from her finger, and because she wanted to hurt Ophelia, too, but didn’t trust herself to make it through another speech without crying, she pitched it as hard as she could at Ophelia’s face.


    “Come on, Joseph. Let’s go home.”


    ***

  


  




  

Chapter 21


    Somerset sat in the wingback chair near the parlor window wrapped in one of Blanche’s shawls made by Flora and shipped from Virginia. Flora had kept their deposit on the trousseau and promised that she would create a worthy wardrobe when Somerset did marry. The prospect didn’t interest Somerset.


    Kirk Harlow had ridden over from the Hollow that morning to hear about their trip. He hadn’t heard that Ivy and Joseph eloped and settled in for a long morning to hear about Somerset’s broken engagement, how Richmond and Charleston fared, and about Joseph’s elopement. He insisted on playing chess with Joseph while Joseph filled him in on all the news, and Joseph’s stories were regularly interrupted by ecstatic cries of “Checkmate!” from Kirk and then the thudding on the floor of all the pieces as he cleared the board with one lean forearm.


    In the old days, Somerset would have laughed, but her thoughts were tedious. Ivy sat in the chair facing her and worked on mending some of Joseph’s socks. She hadn’t told Joseph that she might be pregnant. Her color was ugly, and her eyes were glazed as she worked on the heel. Somerset saw that Joseph cast a worried look at her every few minutes as he gossiped with Kirk.


    Somerset didn’t have a plan, and that was the part that worried her more than anything. Thomas and Blanche hadn’t made her feel guilty about throwing Phillip over, and in a strange way, it would have been better if they had. At least then she would have something to be angry with them about. With no job prospects and her desire to get married quelled, Somerset imagined that she would become a fixture of the plantation. She would be the sole old maiden aunt that drove the geese and made fried pies, because Myra was planning her return to Virginia in less than a month, and Victoria and Holt were seeing each other with enough regularity that Bess remarked she would jump the broom next.


    Myra sat at Somerset’s feet doing a word puzzle and eating a hunk of chocolate cake that Birdy had just pulled from the oven.


    “You can come home with me,” she said between chews. “Grandmother Marshall loves you almost as much as she does me.”


    “I hate Richmond.”


    “Once you get past the pomp and circumstance it’s a grand place to live.”


    “Once you get married—and you will—there won’t be anyone left for me to talk to.”


    “That’s why you should get married there, too. We can head all the social clubs.”


    “I don’t have any business loving anyone.”


    She didn’t. She had one great true love, and he disappeared into nowhere.


    Blanche entered the room looking wild. Her curls sprang from her coif, and her hands flew in the air as she spoke.


    “Somerset, Phillip Russell is sitting in the drawing room this minute! I didn’t know what to do with him. I wanted to tell him you had no desire to see him, but you know he takes over and now he’s sitting out there expecting to see you.”


    Ivy shook her head and Kirk and Joseph both turned from the game.


    Somerset didn’t stir from her seat.


    “He can sit out there all day,” she said. “I’m not seeing him today or any other day. I wish I had a secretary to carry the message to him. He’d understand the message if it were businesslike.”


    “Somerset,” boomed Phillip’s voice.


    She wasn’t surprised that he let himself in. It was his way.


    “Phillip.”


    “You left town without giving me an opportunity to explain, and regardless of whether we continue our relationship, I’d like to have the opportunity. Why don’t we go on a walk?”


    “I’m not going anywhere with you. I broke the engagement and am telling you with certainty that we aren’t going to continue anything. Anything that you need to say can be said now.”


    Blanche let herself out of the room with Myra clinging to the train of her black skirt.


    “Ophelia is—”


    “Yes, Phillip?”


    “Ophelia is a special friend.”


    “I have two working eyes that ascertained that fact in Charleston, Phillip. Thank you.”


    “I care about Ophelia. We’ve never been able to marry because she’s taken, and the liability on my reputation would be harsh if I married a divorced woman.


    “I love you more. Ophelia is jealous of you. You’re younger and more attractive. You’ve never been married, and she resents that your family tree gives me social security that hers can’t. What you heard at the party was my attempt to break things off slowly with her, to acclimate her to her new life.”


    “You must think me quite the goose if you’re counting on me to believe this tale. I think Ophelia will always be part of your life, your heart.”


    “Mistresses are an accepted part of civilized life, Somerset. You have enough experience in life to know that.”


    “The kind of love I want doesn’t involve a mistress, Phillip. There’s no room for a mistress in my marriage, and if there’s one there at the beginning of the marriage, then the rest of it doesn’t bode well for me.”


    “You aren’t opposed to mistresses. Don’t be coy. I haven’t upset your moral fiber one bit.”


    “I am so. It’s why I left Charleston. Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not sorry for our time together, Phillip. It served to show me the times and people I do value so that I won’t question it ever again. I also have the Unnamed House. That counts for something.”


    “The Unnamed House is mine, Somerset. The deed reads Mr. and Mrs. Russell if you bother to look at it.”


    “It was an engagement gift to me. You don’t mean to take it back?”


    “It cost far more than the diamond on your hand did. I’m not giving it to you as a goodwill gesture. You can have it if you marry me.”


    A hot pain wormed itself through her head as she digested the information. Eric’s legacy lost forever and all because she fell for a man who looked like him.


    “If you think that’s the appropriate leverage to get me to marry you, you’re wrong,” she said. “I’d rather die.”


    “I understand your hurt pride, but I should sue you for breach of contract.”


    “What? Never! You breached the contract by being intimate with a married woman.”


    “I never said I wouldn’t marry you. I never went back on my word.”


    Kirk stood and circled the davenport to stand by Somerset.


    “It’s true,” he cautioned her. “No one will care that he sees other women, but you calling off the engagement can get you into trouble if he chooses to pursue it. Don’t get into an argument with him. He’s goading you into a position where you’ll have to marry him. If you want us to, Joseph and I can throw him off the place.”


    Phillip laughed a short, deep laugh.


    “Imagine what a judge would say about you jilting me in light of your history with my brother Sawyer.”


    “What history?” shrugged Somerset.


    “Tell us what history, my love. Tell them what inspired you and Sawyer to end your engagement.”


    “What?”


    “Would you like to tell them what compelled the two of you to break the engagement or should I?”


    “What engagement?” asked Joseph. He stood and crossed the room.


    “Somerset and Sawyer were engaged. She wasn’t honest with me about it although I knew all along,” said Phillip.


    “You knew. You knew he and I were engaged. I heard him argue with you about me before he left. I know he had to have told you about us.”


    “It’s true?” asked Ivy.


    “Yes, Mrs. Forrest, it’s true,” said Phillip. “Sawyer and Somerset are both prone to making quick decisions and then regretting them. Somerset, do you remember what you said to Sawyer when you begged him to marry you?”


    “How do you know all of this?” asked Somerset. “How?”


    She knew the answer. A muggy, sunny day at Riverside. A household readying itself for a birthday party with people spilling out on the lawn in candy-colored dresses.


    “I can’t stay far from beautiful women, Somerset. I couldn’t help but admire you even if you and Sawyer were in the middle of the most melodramatic parting I’ve ever witnessed. I was only walking on the gravel path behind the trees. I couldn’t help it if I heard you.


    “What was it you said about mistresses? You told Sawyer that if he married you, you’d let him have whomever he wished, that all you wanted was to marry him. Isn’t that true?”


    “This is not true,” said Joseph.


    “It is,” said Somerset. “It is true.”


    “Why didn’t you tell us?” asked Ivy.


    “I was waiting for the right time,” said Somerset. “I didn’t want to offend Eric’s family by marrying his cousin, and then Sawyer broke things off because—because—”


    “It’s an unbelievable tale,” said Phillip. “Tell them, dear. Then they’ll understand why he had to skip town.”


    “You’re enjoying this so much, you tell them,” growled Somerset.


    She stood and poured herself a generous glass of wine. Joseph’s and Ivy’s eyes followed her as if she were a stranger. Phillip made everything sound awful and he hadn’t told the worst of his news.


    “I am enjoying this,” he said, “and if you’ll change your mind and go back to Charleston with me, you won’t have to suffer falling from your pedestal in the eyes of your family.”


    “Don’t give in to him,” Joseph said. “I don’t care if you murdered someone or helped Wilson himself when he came through. Let’s find a way to get this cretin out of here.”


    “I’m not marrying you. I have more self-respect than you are trying to make it look like I have.” Somerset squared her shoulders. “Go ahead. Tell. I didn’t do anything wrong.”


    “Somerset and Sawyer couldn’t pull off marriage because Sawyer killed Eric. He tried to save him from a Yankee ambush and his aim was bad. He killed Eric. When he remembered, he couldn’t live with himself except by confessing to her.”


    Phillip’s expression was smug as he poured a glass of whiskey.


    “That’s blasphemy!” Joseph crossed over to the mantel and held onto it, his back turned to them.


    “It is,” agreed Phillip. “It is. The man who loved her more than anyone killed her one true love, and she had the misfortune to fall in love with him. It is blasphemy.”


    “Somerset?” asked Ivy. Her gray eyes brimmed with unshed tears.


    “It’s true,” Somerset said. “Sawyer’s fall made him forget, but Joseph’s injury made him begin remembering. He couldn’t rest until he told me. Then he wanted a fresh start so he went west. It’s true.”


    “I don’t want to believe it,” said Kirk. His hawk profile was anguished as he paced from the door to the chair.


    “I hate to have to be the one to point this out, but Sawyer technically didn’t do anything wrong,” said Somerset.


    Joseph reached up and pulled Teddie’s Whitfield from its place above the mantel. Amelia had forced it into his hands as they boarded the train to Alabama. She said she never wanted to see another weapon as long as she lived.


    Joseph turned the worn, scarred piece over and over in his hands before replacing it above the mantel. Then he went to the highboy and removed Teddie’s Bible and thumbed through it before replacing it. His face was smooth and unperturbed as he turned back to them.


    “Phillip Russell, you’ve done enough to this family. I challenge you to a duel.”


    “Joseph, no!” screamed Ivy.


    “I challenge you to a duel.”


    “Think of me, Joseph!”


    “I am thinking of the whole family.”


    “Sometimes things need to just be about me.” Ivy’s eyes flashed.


    “She’s right,” cried Somerset. “One of you getting shot won’t bring back Eric or change who killed him. Sawyer left. I did a foolish thing by falling into Phillip’s arms but there’s no need to pistol duel over any of it. Think of your wife, Joseph!”


    “We’ll all be more comfortable if he’s dead. Do you want him spreading this trash everywhere he goes?”


    “I accept,” said Philip.


    Ivy shrieked.


    Birdy and Bess came running.


    “Time and place, sir?”


    “Seven in the morning at the Unnamed House. Kirk, will you be my second?”


    “Indubitably.”


    “I shall require a second as well,” remarked Phillip.


    “My brother Holt is up to the task,” offered Kirk. “We should keep your immediate families out of this, I should think. There’s no need for any of us to get arrested. The quieter this is handled, the better. As Harlows, I warn you, our stance is to try to keep the duel from occurring at all. We’ve watched medicine practiced our whole lives. We don’t enjoy blood being shed.”


    “You will not dissuade me,” said Joseph.


    Birdy cradled Ivy’s black head against her shoulder.


    “You brought this lamb into this family and now you gonna leave her?” she asked.


    “I was a sharpshooter and a fine one at that. This duel is nothing to me.”


    “I used to be lots of things I ain’t no more,” said Bess. “You gonna drive your mother into her grave. She done lost one son. You gonna leave this family with no man to carry on the name?”


    “Since you’re confident in your ability and you have an infinite number of slights that you feel compelled to defend your honors against, I think I’m going to have to insist on a duel à l'outrance. Anything less makes me look like a cuckold in trying to retain my honor,” said Phillip.


    “This is madness,” muttered Kirk. “Call if off, Joseph. In thirty years when you’re lying in bed with your wife, this one moment in time will mean nothing.”


    Somerset sprang up and Kirk held her close to his side while passing her a handkerchief.


    “If you do this it isn’t for my honor,” she said. “We’ve already proven that I don’t have honor.”


    “This is to prove my honor,” said Joseph. “My wife believes I’m more than I believe I am. I should have risen up and led the Forrests long ago. I didn’t and look how we’ve fallen. One way or another, I’m taking the manly, honorable road tomorrow. Take your leave, Phillip.”


    ***


    Somerset looked out the window of the library as the morning sun cast tentative rays across the dying grass. No one slept the preceding night with the exception of Joseph. Blanche had sat up and held Ivy tight all night long, smoothing her hair and whispering wordless murmurs to her as she cried out all her frustrations and fears, while Bess, Birdy, and Cleo hovered at the door like gnats. Somerset didn’t utter a word through the whole ordeal. It was her fault that they were trudging through perdition.


    “I ask you for the sake of these girls that you don’t do this,” repeated Kirk as he stretched out his wiry body in the chair by the fireplace. “You have never listened to me before but I ask once more that you do. Think of these girls. Or wait until Thomas gets home from Louisiana. Do you want him to walk in on your wake?”


    Joseph straightened his cravat.


    “I have a little money in Tuscaloosa,” he said. “In my old bedroom in the maple desk are papers to stock that I hold in the bank. I also have a deed to a little land south of Tuscaloosa. I don’t anticipate you all needing to find them, but just in case, you know where they are.”


    “Don’t do this for me,” said Somerset. “Not for me. If I weren’t so headstrong and heedless, none of us would be here now.”


    “I’m the leader of this family. I work this farm like my name is on the deed. This is for me,” said Joseph. “Don’t flatter yourself, Somerset.”


    “What about Sarabeth?” asked Ivy. “She’s like Blanche. She’s already lost one son and might lose another. She’s one of my dearest friends, Joseph. Think of her. Sawyer is gone and she’s about to find out what caused him to leave. Are you really going to try to rob her of Phillip?”


    “Yes, Ivy.”


    “She nursed me through scarlet fever. When Mother had diphtheria, she stayed at our house for a month to nurse her and help run Maple Pool. She is like a mother to me, Joseph. Through our marriage, I’ve only asked you for one thing. Is it in your heart to deny me this one other request?”


    “I’m sorry. I do love you, but principles are at stake here. I have to think of me, this family. I have to forge a new path for all of us, show that we value honor, that we’re still as powerful today as we were fifty, one hundred years ago. Phillip can take that from us, Ivy.”


    “I don’t care about anything but you, and you’re telling me that doesn’t matter. I won’t sit here by myself and let you be killed or let you kill someone else and make an enemy of Sarabeth. I’m going to her. She and I haven’t done a thing wrong but one of us is going to suffer everything.”


    Joseph reached out to Ivy but she flung his arm aside and marched out of the library. The sound of the front door slamming made everyone jump.


    “It isn’t worth losing a woman like Ivy over any principle,” said Kirk.


    “I have to have principles to be worthy of a woman like Ivy,” retorted Joseph. “I’m working on them.”


    “I’ll marry him if it will keep you alive,” said Somerset. “I’ll marry him. Just stay.”


    “I wouldn’t do that to you for anything.”


    Blanche came in. She was by herself. Myra refused to come down from her room. Birdy was sitting at her bedside holding a cold compress to her head the last time Somerset looked.


    “This is the fourth time I’ve watched you go out into the world and not know if you’d make it home,” she said.


    Her color was high but Somerset saw that she was sober.


    “The duel I fought at eighteen,” remembered Joseph. “Marching off to war. Then again when I went back after my skull fracture. Yes.”


    “I don’t want you to go do this, son. I understand better than anyone in the room why you think you have to go, but I still don’t want you to go. You’re my only son. The upheaval with Somerset, Eric, and Sawyer—we can sort through it later. I’d rather have you with us when we do.”


    “I was never your favorite,” said Joseph.


    “No. I’m sorry for that. You deserve a better mother than me. I’ve learned to love you over the years. We’re alike, you and I.”


    Blanche wrapped her arms around his big body and he kissed the top of her head.


    “I will see you again,” she said. “I’ll wait at the landing window and look for you just like I did during the war.”


    ***


    As the Unnamed House came into view, Somerset thought that it was appropriate that it would be a place of sadness to her forever. Phillip and Holt were already on the field. Holt looked out of place. He checked Phillip’s weapon and ammunition with enough skill, but the brown eyes in his soft face were as scared as a boy’s.


    Joseph’s shoulders rose as he inhaled the morning air.


    “There are better ways,” said Kirk.


    “Much better ways,” amended Somerset.


    “I chose you as my second because I thought you wouldn’t be above shooting him in the back,” said Joseph.


    “The thought occurred to me,” said Kirk as he loaded Joseph’s pistol.


    “Will you?” asked Somerset.


    Kirk winced.


    “From one visit to the next I forget how practical you are. What makes you think he won’t win?”


    “Yes?” asked Joseph.


    “Your balance and speed are bad. You used to be fast, and your balance isn’t what it once was. You’ve had your head beaten in and nearly lost your leg. Your hands tremble.”


    “Those words don’t inspire me as I face my own death.”


    “They aren’t meant to. They’re meant to make you collect Ivy and go home.”


    “I can win.”


    Somerset approached Phillip with the same caution she would approach a viper.


    “I want this called off,” she said. “I stand to lose too much, and I’ve already lost enough.”


    Phillip practiced aiming his weapon and didn’t look at her.


    “I gave you multiple chances to take my side and your stubborn nature prevented you. Now my desire to kill an icon outweighs my hunger for you.”


    “That’s base.”


    “Do you often find yourself playing games you don’t want to play?” he asked her.


    The words rang in her head, a distant memory from a far-off party.


    “You Forrests are fun, but you’re all sore losers.”


    A chill worked its way from her neck into her backbone as he turned his blue eyes on her. She detected desire, hunger, and anger but no love. He was tired. Phillip might have the words to make her insecure, but he wasn’t as confident as Joseph. He hadn’t slept as well as Joseph. His eyes were red. He was worried, but he was healthier and quicker. Somerset continued looking at him, although it made her feel dirty and cold.


    “How would you know?” she asked. “We never lose.”


    She turned, feeling satisfied, and went back to Kirk and Joseph.


    “It’s seven,” said Kirk. He held up his pocket watch.


    He and Holt checked both weapons and agreed that they were properly loaded and functioning.


    “Mr. Russell has demanded a duel à l'outrance. Despite attempts to persuade them to decamp, both parties wish to see this challenge to the end. I prescribe that the flat rock is the starting point at which both parties will stand back to back and take twenty paces at my count, after which you will turn and fire until one of you is dead.”


    Somerset looked at Kirk’s grim face in the morning light. He squeezed her hand and let go.


    She wondered why Ivy hadn’t stopped Joseph by telling him she thought there was a baby. It was Ivy’s news to tell and her time was barely late. She supposed Ivy was punishing him by keeping the news to herself. Somerset maintained that she had food poisoning, but Ivy’s eyes were so morose that Somerset was starting to believe. She wondered if she should intervene. Then even if Ivy was expecting, there was going to be hard effort on Joseph’s part to make up with her if he did live.


    “Is there something you need to say?” asked Kirk. He sounded exasperated. “You shouldn’t be here. You won’t be able to help the losing party. It’s a duel to the death. Holt and I are in danger by being the seconds. Go in the house if you must stay but don’t stand out here like a fawn within range.”


    “I thought I could say something to stop it, but I can’t. Can’t you do something?”


    “Other than killing them to prevent the duel, no. Flee or go in the house.”


    “Do you have a gun on you?” asked Somerset.


    “Of course I do. Why?”


    “If you give it to me, I’ll shoot him in the back,” whispered Somerset.


    Kirk grabbed her arm and shook it.


    “Get out of the way!”


    Joseph and Phillip stood back to back on the flat rock working its way up from the clay in the yard. Somerset’s hand flew to her mouth. It looked as though Eric and Joseph stood back to back. Phillip was half a head taller and much fairer than Joseph, his dark head shining in the morning light. It was a creative scene, her lover risen from the dead to do battle against her brother, a twist on the true story of her second love killing her first love.


    “One, two…”


    She walked up the front steps of the back porch and settled on the step, her heartbeat drowning out most of the thoughts in her head. Her eyes were hot and foggy.


    Joseph’s paces looked about the same as Phillip’s, she realized as she pulled out Eric’s arrowhead and held it to her lips. Her lips moved in a prayer she didn’t know the words to as Joseph marched across the flat land in time to Kirk’s count.


    “Eleven, twelve, thirteen…”


    Kirk turned and looked at her as he counted. His head swiveled at her twice before he turned back to the pacing pair, and Somerset saw it. His revolver lay on the porch behind one of the stone columns. She picked it up and determined that it was loaded and the safety off. Her hands shook to the point of cramping as she picked it up. Using one hand, she gripped the column beside her to stand back up and tucked the gun behind her back.


    A shot is a shot and no one will know it was two against one, she thought, as fear painted a thick coating in her arid mouth. It will only take one good one to kill him.


    “Sixteen.”


    Her finger curled around the trigger and gauged how much force she would need to use to pull it.


    “Seventeen. Eighteen.”


    Somehow above the thrumming of her pulse, she thought she could hear both men’s breathing, loud and irregular. There was tension enveloping them that seemed to stretch from the clouds to the ground, an invisible storm that threatened to wipe them all from the scene.


    “Nineteen. Twenty!”


    Somerset pulled the weapon from behind her on nineteen and aimed it at Phillip’s back. Joseph turned on the beginning of twenty, his lame leg slowing him so that he looked rooted to the ground as he tried to spin. Phillip’s movements were also slow but more fluid than Joseph’s. Somerset steadied the revolver as she aimed at his chest, a broader target than his head and one that moved less. Joseph raised his pistol and aimed. Somerset knew the aim well. He let it slip once that he killed most enemies by firing between the eyes. She forced her eyes to stay open against the shot that was coming, the violence that would haunt her dreams until she died, another nightmare to add to the routine of her sleep. Phillip took a step forward again, planting a wide foot unsteadily on the black, sticky dirt as he raised his weapon. Kirk and Holt both yelled a protest, but he didn’t return to his original position. He took another step forward and another. He looked like a blinded bull lumbering across the field. Joseph fired and missed. Somerset fired and missed. Phillip’s free hand moved up in the air and lay on his chest. He bent forward until he was on his face in the clay.


    Somerset flung her weapon in the grass and ran at him just as Kirk began to do the same.


    “What is it? What is it?” she cried as she dragged her skirts through the mud, tripping as she ran.


    Kirk rolled Phillip over. He was breathing long shaky snorts that Somerset knew well.


    “We didn’t hit him,” she cried. “I know we didn’t. Oh, Kirk. What’s happening?”


    Joseph stayed rooted to his spot. He went to his knees in the dirt and Holt charged at him to ensure that he wasn’t hit, although Phillip never fired a shot.


    “Phillip, can you hear me?” yelled Kirk.


    Phillip’s eyes rolled back in his head and he coughed. He shuddered once and he was dead.


    “He’s dead,” said Kirk. “He’s dead.”


    “A heart attack,” said Somerset. “He died of heart trouble. The stress of the duel killed him.”


    She spit on her hands as if she could rid them of the sin she tried to commit. She’d wanted to shoot a man in the back and now he was dead. She wiped them dry on her skirt. She started crying without tears and without noise. Kirk wrapped her in his long arms.


    “It’s just us, Somerset. No one will ever know what went on here. No one. Hear me? It’s over, he’s dead, and we’re free.”


    “He looks like Eric lying there,” she said between gasps. “He looks as good and innocent as the man I really loved.”


    “We’ll have to load him in the wagon and carry him home to Sarabeth,” said Kirk.


    He reached out and took her hand and they began a slow trek to Joseph. He never moved from his kneeling position on the ground. Holt was standing next to him, useless to help him up.


    “It’s over,” said Somerset. “Joseph, it’s over. Let’s go home.”


    “It won’t ever be over,” said Joseph. “Nothing ever is. I stay so tired of it all, but I’m grateful—so grateful—grateful that I don’t have to tell my best friend that I killed his brother. All these thoughts and scenes in my head, they won’t let go. There’s ugliness inside of me that I’ve been trying to wipe clean since the war. Do you think this is what Mother feels like? Do you think it’s why she’s not right? I understand her today. I do. Like Mother, I just want out.”


    Joseph turned the pistol on himself, the barrel planted between his eyes. Somerset didn’t have time to think, pray, or scream. Kirk removed the other revolver from his holster and clubbed Joseph over the head with it while he grabbed the pistol with his other hand. Joseph slumped on the ground like a corpse with the mewing sound of a kitten as he fell. Somerset screamed.


    “Worse has been done to him,” said Kirk. He put Joseph’s gun in his free holster for good measure. “Let’s return Phillip to Riverside and get Joseph back to Orchard Rest. He’ll be a long time getting over this. Holt, help me load up.”


    ***

  


  




  

Chapter 22


    Somerset rode back to Orchard Rest alone. She could not be present when Sarabeth saw her dead son lying in the back of Kirk’s wagon. She saw Blanche’s face at the staircase landing as she approached the house. The servants’ faces, save Birdy’s, all pressed against various windows. She smiled wide and free until her face ached to let them know all was well.


    A chill reverberated through her body as she dismounted the horse, causing her to stumble. Was all well? The image of Joseph with a gun pressed between his eyes, teeth grinding together from nerves, rattled her as Blanche almost broke the door handle in her eagerness in get to Somerset.


    “He’s alive!” she exclaimed. “It’s over.”


    “He’s alive,” said Somerset.


    “Is Phillip?”


    “Phillip died before anything could happen. Holt was going after Dr. Harlow, but I believe his heart gave out.”


    Blanche’s arms found their way around Somerset.


    “I’m sorry for what you thought you had that is lost,” she said.


    The words were simple but true enough that they meant something more.


    Somerset nodded as she looked at her mother’s extraordinary eyes.


    “I loved the Russells and they’ll never want me at Riverside anymore. Sawyer will have to turn around and come home for the funeral. All this is because of me. I’ve ruined an entire family, Mother, and all because I chased a long dead dream. I’ll never criticize you again. I’m just like you. Just like you.”


    “You’re more than I ever was.” Blanche ran a satin hand down Somerset’s cheek.


    “I’m going to have to get out of here for a while, but I can’t think of a place to go. I can’t be here, and I hate Richmond. Amelia couldn’t tolerate me in Charleston, and I can’t find a nurses’ program, either. What will become of me, Mother? If I stay here, everyone will hate me forever.”


    “The Marshalls still own Somerset Manor. We could winter there, you and I. Thomas is there so often, it makes me want to see it again.”


    “You aren’t supposed to be out of bed, much less doing all the traveling you’ve been up to.”


    “I’m either going to get well or I’m not,” said Blanche.


    “Seeing the place where your brother died isn’t going to help you get well,” retorted Somerset.


    “We’ll figure something out. Helen might travel with you for the winter. Joseph and Ivy might want to take a honeymoon without the bother of extended family. There are possibilities for getting you out of here. I promise you that I’ll have you on a train before the funeral. I understand the desire to run.”


    “Joseph is not himself.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “He turned the gun on himself.”


    “My Joseph?”


    “He said he was tired and he understood how you must have felt. Kirk knocked him out, but I don’t think he’s going to be himself for months, maybe years. I’m sure Kirk is telling Ivy all about it. She ran off to Riverside to wait out the duel with Sarabeth.”


    “He tried to kill himself? My brave, fearless, bold son, who loves the challenge of life more than anything, tried to kill himself?”


    “I guess we all need rest every now and then, Mother.”


    ***


    Ivy sat with Somerset in the corner of Joseph’s new bedroom. Blanche walked in languid circles at his fireplace mantel while Kirk stood in the doorway like a falcon about to swoop in any direction. He’d sent Holt to sit with Myra and Victoria in the parlor.


    Joseph’s head was dressed with a loose bow of gauze, already stained cherry red. His mouth fell open a little as he slept, his face whiter than the gauze. Dr. Harlow said he would recover from the wound, but he sat alone in the library with a cigar and newspaper until Joseph woke to evaluate his mental faculties. Somerset didn’t know how much Kirk told the doctor.


    “I didn’t mean to hurt him that bad,” Kirk said.


    “I’ll owe you until I die,” said Ivy.


    “Yes,” said Blanche. “I’m in your debt as well. I’ll always be looking for a way to repay you for my only son.”


    “He’d have done it for me,” Kirk said.


    Somerset locked eyes with Kirk across the room. They would keep each other’s secrets forever. There was a covert bond between them now that no one would ever guess. Attempted murder. She’d never love again, she was sure of it, but she rested easy in her notion that she and Kirk were too similar to be happy together. She couldn’t be certain but thought he winked at her before looking behind him in the doorway.


    Ivy crossed her wrists behind Somerset’s neck and pulled her near.


    “I’m not pregnant,” she murmured. “My time came since I was at Sarabeth’s. I’m still sick, but like you told me, it could be anything: dirty water, a bad oyster, less than fresh fish. I don’t know.”


    “Are you happy?” asked Somerset.


    “I was getting used to the idea of it, but given what happened with Joseph today, I’d say it’s a blessing.”


    “Does Riverside hate me?” asked Somerset. She already knew the answer. She needed Ivy to soften the blow.


    Ivy paused and thought.


    “Sarabeth doesn’t,” she said. She sounded sincere.


    “I’ve ruined her family.”


    “She doesn’t see it that way. Lawrence, Laura, and Eve feel differently about you, but Sarabeth is horrified that Sawyer shot Eric. I think she’d rather he be in the Territory than here. She doesn’t hold you responsible for his departure.”


    “Were you with her when she saw the body?”


    Ivy nodded. Tears hung from the ends of her bristly lashes.


    “She—broke down.” She cleared her throat, tears saturating her voice. “She doesn’t hold anyone responsible. She holds Phillip at fault for you breaking off the engagement, but she thinks Joseph is at fault for challenging him to a duel over it. She’s angry at Phillip because he escalated the problem by demanding a duel to the death. I think she can find peace in the fact that no one killed each other. Her mother died in midlife from a bad heart so she can make peace with it in the end. Part of her feels pity for you. I think if you’re patient the two of you can patch a friendship back together. She’s loving and gentle. It’s possible.”


    “I have to leave. I can’t stay here. If I’d gone to Richmond and followed the plan, none of this would have happened. I may not care for Sawyer, but I know what a fresh start means when all of civilization sees your mistakes. I understand why he left.”


    “You don’t have to go,” protested Ivy. “Sawyer has his mother’s heart. He won’t blame you.”


    Cleo and Birdy entered with trays of mugs of steaming coffee and piles of triangular tea sandwiches as a light lunch for the crowd that had eaten no breakfast. Blanche and Somerset waved away their portions, but Kirk accepted the tray of sandwiches and put them near him on a bureau top where he could reach them as he pleased. He put his elbows on the bureau as he leaned there and ate. When Birdy offered it, Somerset took a mug of coffee from the silver tray etched in little apples. Nothing could drive out the cold in her heart but she sipped as if she could.


    Ivy reached for a cup. Somerset watched her long bone-china fingers brush Birdy’s as she accepted the cup. Birdy’s eyes met Ivy’s for a second before she took the heirloom tray and left, but Somerset saw the mysterious expression in Ivy’s gray eyes. A spark passed between the two women. Somerset knew she and Kirk weren’t the only pair in the room with a secret.


    Birdy must have given Ivy something to stop the pregnancy, Somerset thought. She didn’t want to be a widow with a baby so she ended things.


    Then Somerset dismissed the thought. Ivy wouldn’t give up any baby of Joseph’s. Unless—


    Ivy’s uncharacteristic spirit and anger with Joseph that morning. Her disappearance to Riverside to comfort Sarabeth. Phillip’s look of ill health upon their arrival at the field.


    “You didn’t,” Somerset said.


    Ivy sipped her coffee and said nothing.


    “She didn’t what?” asked Blanche.


    “Cleo didn’t bring milk for my coffee. I didn’t see that she left,” Somerset said. “I’ll drink it black.”


    Ivy had poisoned Phillip. It was clear. The way he struggled blind across the dueling field spoke of it. His loud, slow, labored breaths, which she could hear over her own frantic breathing, proved it. Joseph’s gait had looked as good as Phillip’s, when in reality Phillip’s was as bad as Joseph’s. Dr. Harlow wouldn’t suspect any of them of foul play, least of all Ivy, and he had accepted Kirk’s narrative as a heart attack and suggested no further investigation.


    Birdy loved Ivy. Somerset thought of her short opaque bottles of tinctures and the innumerable racks of drying herbs and plants in the kitchen and the way Cleo wasn’t done fussing about giving up counter space. She wondered who approached whom and how that particular conversation started. She imagined the night before, how Birdy must have slipped a bottle or vial into a pair of ivory, trembling hands with firm instruction on what to do. There were whispers in the dark kitchen before everyone sat up, hollow eyed and miserable, through the night.


    I’ll never ask her if she did it, thought Somerset. I don’t need or want to know. Phillip is dead, and that’s all that matters.


    She looked at Ivy and the delicate way she held Blanche’s Limoges cup. She looked untroubled, as if she could lie down beside her husband and fall asleep if the family vigil would break up and depart. Somerset knew that it was on purpose that she didn’t meet her eyes.


    “I love you,” said Somerset, and affection surged through her.


    “I love you,” said Ivy. She sounded as though nothing were amiss.


    Somerset wondered if she should write Ophelia. She would grieve Phillip. He was Ophelia’s Eric Rutherford, her one true love.


    “Is Eric’s house yours now?” asked Ivy.


    “He hadn’t changed his will yet,” said Somerset. “It reverts to Sarabeth and Lawrence. I guess it’s fitting that it remains in the family.”


    “He’s stirring,” said Kirk.


    With a moan, Joseph turned onto his side. Ivy went to him and sat on the edge of the bed.


    “Where am I?” asked Joseph.


    “You’re in your room at Orchard Rest,” said Ivy.


    “I’ll get Daddy,” said Kirk.


    “My new room,” said Joseph. “Oh. Did he hit me?”


    “Kirk hit you over the head with his revolver. You’re not shot.”


    “Why would he do that to me? Oh. I remember.”


    Joseph tried to sit up. Ivy propped the pillows behind him and he sat against them, looking pinched and exhausted.


    “I wanted out.”


    “Why?” said Somerset. “Why would you try to leave us when we need you so?”


    “None of you needs me,” said Joseph. “You’d be better off with me gone, the things I’ve done.”


    Somerset sat down on the edge of the nightstand by Joseph’s head.


    “Your wife may be happy that you made it, but I’m furious with you for putting us through all this. Do you know what it did to me to see you kneeling with the barrel pressed to your skull? Why would you challenge Phillip to a duel and then try to kill yourself afterwards? Were you looking to die from the beginning? I love you, Joseph! None of us can do without you.”


    Dr. Harlow came in and shushed her. He took a long time examining Joseph. He poked and prodded his skull and his abdomen, and then when they thought he was done, he repeated the exam all over again. He said there was no reason that, in due time, Joseph wouldn’t recover from the physical wounds, but he looked old and exhausted as he continued.


    “I am going to assume that you were temporarily in a state of duress after being challenged to a duel to the death and that you do not actually wish to die,” he sighed. “Most of Century Grove depends on you, young man, and it would be unfortunate for community morale if you turned out to be no more than a hard-drinking crazy who would leave his young wife and ailing mother behind with no consideration for their regard.”


    “I don’t think that of you, Joseph,” Blanche was quick to say.


    “Why would you do such a mad thing after surviving a challenge to death?” asked Dr. Harlow. “I’ve cared for this family since Orchard Rest was built and I’ve bit my tongue on several issues that I feel compromise me as a physician. I draw the line here today. Why?”


    Joseph sat and looked at all the concerned faces in the room with a look in his brown and green eyes that bordered on feverish.


    Somerset brought out Eric’s charm. The smooth stone rested in her palm, the bands of colored rock vibrant against her white flesh.


    I’d give anything to have him guide me through this day, she thought.


    With Phillip dead, she could picture Eric’s face. It was softer, less distinguished than Phillip’s face. The chin was more pointed. The eyes were bluer. The nose was thinner. Love softened Eric’s face. His heart was full of love. It transformed him. It gave him a sense of humor and a sense of self.


    “Where did you get that?” asked Joseph.


    Somerset handed it to him.


    “It’s Eric’s good-luck charm,” she said. “I took it out of our house. I carry it with me wherever I go, the next best thing to having Eric with me.”


    Joseph ran his thick yellow thumbnail over the curving carved indentations of the bright rock.


    “It was in the house he built for you?”


    “Yes, I took several of our things out of there.”


    Joseph began to cry.


    “I always knew it, but this proves it. Sawyer didn’t kill Eric. Teddie did and he did it on purpose.”


    The brass bedframe shook with great sobs so that Ivy had to hold on to the mattress to stay put.


    “Teddie shot him. Teddie murdered Eric.”


    “Nonononono,” Blanche said. She wrapped her arms around herself.


    “He did, Momma. I know he did.”


    “What?” asked Somerset. She felt as though the room was collapsing on itself. She slid off the nightstand and went to stand by Kirk. “What did you say?”


    “No,” said Blanche. “I will accept any story you tell but that one.”


    She gripped the dresser for support. No one moved.


    “I believe you, Joseph.” Ivy’s voice rose above all the rest. “I’m your wife, and I believe you.”


    “This rock proves it,” said Joseph. “Eric carried it everywhere. He took it to war. He had it on him the day he died. I remember him pulling it out of his pocket to look at it as we rode through the foothills along the Chickamauga.”


    “He’s alive!” cried Somerset. “He survived. He put it in the house.”


    Kirk tilted her chin up so that she looked at him. He shook his head.


    “No, dear,” he whispered and gave her a handkerchief.


    “Sawyer said he shot Eric,” protested Blanche. “I’d rather Sawyer killed Eric.”


    Joseph rolled his eyes. The movement hurt his head and he grimaced.


    “Sawyer is a martyr, and if I’d known that was why he and Somerset were ending things and he was leaving, I would have confessed sooner,” he said. “Sawyer hit his head when he fell from the tree. He doesn’t know what happened.”


    “You’ve been hit hard plenty of times—”


    “I know what happened,” said Joseph. “Ivy, go get the Whitfield that Amelia gave me.”


    Ivy returned bearing the gun that Amelia insisted Joseph take.


    “This proves it, too,” wept Joseph. He turned it on end so that they looked at the back of the wooden butt.


    A tiny but clear ER was scratched into the wood. It looked as though it was done with the arrowhead.


    “I always thought he did it, but these things prove it,” sobbed Joseph. “Theodore and Eric were the closest two members of the Brotherhood. It began changing on Teddie’s end when Eric became more successful than Teddie. Eric started outshooting Teddie in distance and accuracy. Eric had an easier way with the men. He was building more respect among the ranks. It got under Teddie’s skin when they started discussing giving Eric his own men to lead. They were ready to promote him and make a name for him in the army.


    “I don’t know how Teddie did it. That whole escapade on the Chickamauga where we chased the scouts might have been Teddie’s plan to get rid of Eric. He determined where we positioned ourselves. He might have made Eric a sitting duck by planning it the way he did. He was a crack shot and in the perfect position to take Eric out, I know that. I think he shot Eric in the neck for fun and to make Sawyer think he did it since Sawyer was a lousy shot. Or maybe so he could accuse Sawyer of the murder if he ever became suspicious. Teddie knew Sawyer loved Somerset and would have used it as leverage.


    “I think he eased up behind me and bludgeoned me with the rifle butt. I don’t think he meant for me to live, but I guess with Sawyer waking up, he wasn’t confident about finishing the job and burying both of us. I know he never let anyone handle his gun again after that day. Probably because his own was such a mess that he had to bury it along with Eric and take his rifle. He didn’t want anyone to see the initials. At any rate, Amelia giving me the gun confirmed what I already knew and Somerset’s arrowhead does, too.”


    “You’re asking me to discard everything that I believe about everyone,” said Somerset. “I’m not ready to do that. He was perfection, Joseph. I once saw Teddie take off a jacket and give it to a slave in need. I’ve watched him empty his pockets for beggars in Baton Rouge and carry medicine on foot to someone in need.”


    Kirk rubbed her shoulders.


    “I can’t go on living with all this inside me,” said Joseph. “I have to get it out. He was the devil.”


    Blanche keened from her position at the dresser.


    “I’m listening.” Ivy kissed him on the forehead.


    “The first time I suspected was when I looked at Teddie’s boots as he dropped me off at the field hospital. He’d been wanting new boots for a while. His were in a pitiful state. Eric’s were newer. I thought he was wearing new boots when he left me, and I asked him if he was. He said no but they looked new to me.


    He was like a ghost the way he could walk through the mist making no noise. I’d turn around and there he’d be, smiling at me with that gun pointed at me like he could blow me away without a second thought. He had a way of saying he nearly got me that made the marrow leech from my bones. He wanted me to be scared to death of him. I was.”


    Somerset snuggled closer to Kirk and looked up at him. His chin was in her hair but his face was a study as he listened to Joseph, mesmerized by his tale.


    It wasn’t Teddie. It was someone else, she thought. Out of all the people we know, it can’t be Teddie. I’d almost rather it be Sawyer than Teddie. I thought Theodore was the last vestige of goodness on this earth.


    Joseph’s shoulders trembled and he ducked his head. They all struggled to hear him.


    “I turned myself in to Elmira,” he confessed. “I hoped cholera or plain deprivation would kill me. I thought I deserved that for not being man enough to confront Theodore. Didn’t it strike any of you as odd that I wound up in Elmira? I ran away. I deserted. I turned myself in at Elmira in New York. It was my death sentence to myself, and I thought it might be adequate payback for my cowardice. With the war over, Theodore waited around New York with Sawyer to claim me when I was released. His face waiting outside my cell was the most terrifying thing I’ve ever seen. I was frightened the entire trip home.”


    “You are the bravest, kindest, strongest man I have ever known,” said Ivy. “There is a reason why I love you, hundreds of them.”


    “It didn’t end there though,” said Joseph. “I wish it did, but I think more happened after that. He didn’t care for Amelia though I don’t think she knew it. He once made a joke that at bedtime he had to think of his wallet and not look at her directly. The business with Winfree Indigo was seedy. Mr. Winfree started getting sick as soon as Teddie got home. He was a strapping, healthy man, too. I think Theodore killed him to get the foundry. I do.


    “I went and visited Charleston to see little Theodore and Elizabeth not long before Theodore died. I told myself I would redeem myself for being lily-livered and talk to him. I made a remark about people being in business with him not making it long. He looked like a man without a soul and asked me what I meant. He knew that I suspected. It wasn’t long after that he died. There’s the part where I don’t know what to believe. Was there an explosion or did he cause an explosion? I’ll never know what to think. Was it an accident or not? Did his conscience reawaken in the end so that he had to kill himself?”


    Joseph stopped and stared into space.


    Ivy curled up beside him on the bed and threw her arms around him.


    “You’re going to get through this,” she said. “You only have to live minute by minute and there will come a day where you wonder how you ever let yourself be punished for someone else’s misdeeds. We all punish ourselves for the wrongdoings of those around us. It’s time to stop. It’s a new day.”


    Joseph raked his hands through his hair.


    “I don’t know how to live anymore. I don’t know that I want to.”


    Dr. Harlow stepped forward with a drink offered to Joseph. He pulled a seat close to the bed.


    “Son, you’ve been through the worst thing a man can go through, and now that I’ve heard the words out of your mouth, I understand you better than I ever thought possible. It’s a cold comfort to try to work to hold a family together on a principle that you know isn’t real. You’re going to have to be strong now. You need a drink now, but don’t drown yourself in drink. You lived through a bad thing but it’s over now. You’re a strong, righteous man because you tested yourself. It’s good that you told the truth. You might get better because of it.”


    “I ruined my sister’s life,” said Joseph. “I suspected and suspected, and then I knew the truth. Yet I let her flounder through this life hurt and lost. If I had told the truth, she’d be happy with Sawyer right now and no one would be dead because of me.”


    “You didn’t ruin my life!” said Somerset. “I ruined it. I loved Sawyer, but I never got over Eric. Phillip still would have come to Century Grove for his birthday, and I would have fallen for him because he looked like Eric. I’ve been in a land of make-believe for weeks now where all I had to do was skew my vision and I had Eric back. Sawyer has always been a sight too good for me. I hope one of you will tell him so when he comes back.


    “I’ve hurt more people than I can count and I’ll never make it up to everyone. If you want to blame someone living, blame me, but beyond that, this is Teddie’s fault.”


    “Joseph, I put you in a prison long before Theodore did,” said Blanche. “I favored him and esteemed him. I told you to aspire to be him. If I hadn’t been driven by blind love and favoritism, more of my children might have made it through the war intact.”


    She looked more frail and ill than Somerset knew was possible, worse than the night she tried to kill herself. She thought Blanche aged ten years in the time it took Joseph to tell his story. Somehow her face was more graceful. With the hard façade of youth down, she looked like a graceful, loving woman.


    There might be hope for her after all, thought Somerset, and she excused herself.


    She trudged down the hall and out the back door in her bare feet.


    She’d learned everything about herself that she would ever need to know in an hour.


    She might be a twenty-three-year-old spinster, but she was also fickle and easily swayed. Helping others was in her heart but she had no business chasing down a dream until she had grown up herself. For all her intellect, she was as blind and deaf to people’s hearts and minds as a small child.


    A child is more perceptive, she thought. I’ve wrought madness on everyone I ever touched just because I wanted one thing.


    Eric.


    He wasn’t out there somewhere like Sawyer, on horseback in the Badlands, carving out a new life. He didn’t walk out of a hospital a different man and disappear into the streets not knowing who he was and take a new name only to fall in love with a new woman. He didn’t die of exposure within harsh prison conditions, a blanket of holes and fleas draped over him while his bedmates died night after night.


    He was in a scratched-out grave on the Chickamauga, a bloodied and battered weapon thrown on top of him and hidden with scant mud and branches.


    She found herself at his ugly monument in the middle of Century Grove cemetery. She wasn’t surprised. If she lost her sight, her feet would know the way.


    “I miss you,” she said. “I’ve survived everything that came my way in life because you taught me love. If I don’t live another day, even with all my failures, my life is worth plenty because I know what love is. It’s the only lesson I ever learned. It might be the only lesson I ever need.”


    “Somerset! Somerset!”


    Myra was riding at full gallop toward the cemetery, her skirts flying all around her in whirlwind clouds. She managed to rein in at the gates. Her eyes looked as big as the silk flowers on her hat.


    “Honey, Franklin was at Maple Pool visiting the help, and he came back to say that Sawyer just arrived at Riverside. He came back for you. Franklin said that he was homesick at the end of three days and turned around and came home. Can you imagine what all he’s walked into? Oh, Somerset!”


    “Do you have any money?” asked Somerset.


    “I have fifteen dollars in greenbacks in my corset. Why?”


    “I need your shoes, your horse, and your money,” said Somerset. “You can’t expect me to stay here after I shamed Sawyer, myself, and everyone else in the Grove. I have to leave. Mother has you, and Ivy and Joseph have each other. I won’t stay here and let him tell me that I’m not to blame. He’ll tell me this is all his fault.”


    Myra dismounted from her mare and began pulling money out of her dress. She crammed the bills into Somerset’s waiting hands and slipped off her silly little slippers.


    “Am I to tell everyone the truth about where you went?” asked Myra. “Or am I to say you sneaked off when you heard Franklin’s rumor?”


    “I’m done with secrets,” said Somerset. “You might as well let Sawyer know I’m at Somerset Manor in Baton Rouge. He’s crossed the country for me already. If he doesn’t hate me upon finding out about Phillip, a few more hundred miles aren’t going to stop him.”


    She got on the mare’s back and turned her head in the general direction of Tuscaloosa.


    “Wait,” she said.


    She took a scrap sheet of wrapping paper from her pocket and the pencil she used for writing receipts and scratched a message.


    This is not your fault. I am to blame.


    The most beautiful gift I’ve ever been given is the thought behind seven crocuses on an outstretched palm.


    She folded the paper and handed it down to Myra.


    “When you see him, give this message to him. I don’t care if you read it. You won’t understand it. No one will but Sawyer.”


    “I love you, Somerset. Send a telegram when you get there safely.”


    “I will.”


    Somerset dug her heels into the horse’s side and took off for Tuscaloosa. She had to get away from her mistakes, away from the impending funeral, away from the hurt she inflicted. She needed solitude to figure out who she was and what she wanted. She wanted the easy freedom of a relaxed town where no one would recognize her if she took care to be discreet.


    As she rode on the dirt lanes and country paths toward town, she gazed at the tall pines on either side of the road. The spiky needles were as green as Sawyer Russell’s eyes.


    The thought should have made her nervous or sad, but it was a natural comparison. Sawyer was home and when he found out she left, he would come after her.


    She didn’t know what she would say to him. The words in her apology didn’t matter as much as the fact that she would be glad to look upon his face once more, the same way one is glad to see the face of long-gone loved one in a dream, even if all he did was upbraid her when he arrived.


    The fact that he returned was hope that some things could be set right. The promise of better times was all she needed to sustain her until a better day arrived. They could talk on the river without the loud hustle of Orchard Rest as a spectator. They could ruminate and blame and apologize without half of Orchard Rest asking the outcome. They might walk away friends.


    Somerset smiled as the horse leapt to evade a pine branch and then again over a hole in the road.


    She found it in her heart to forgive Blanche, who lacked as a mother but was turning out to be sweet and complex. She loved her new sister. She understood Joseph to his core, and, despite his pain, she envied anyone knowing themselves to such a finite point. She would reach that point with herself.


    And Sawyer. Poor, misunderstood, serious Sawyer.


    Sawyer had come home.


    The expectation of a resolution made her want to turn the horse and head home, but she resolved to press forward, to stay away from the influence and noise.


    Sawyer would come for her.


    ***
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