
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
House of Clouds

By KI Thompson

Smashwords Edition

Copyright 2007 KI Thompson

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading
this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your
use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your
own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this
author.


Synopsis

A sweeping saga of an impassioned romance set amidst
the upheaval of a nation under siege and a way of life threatened
with destruction. The American Civil War creates enemies of
lifelong friends and allies of strangers, but no relationship is
more unlikely than that of a passionate Northern Unionist and a
loyal Virginia sympathizer. Actress and Northerner Jordan Colfax is
hired by Allan Pinkerton to spy on behalf of the Union. When she
meets Confederate sympathizer, Laura St. Clair, whose father is
military aide to Jefferson Davis, the perfect opportunity presents
itself. But when the truth about Jordan's real intentions are
discovered, their growing love is put to the ultimate test - the
result of which could mean the difference between life and death.
Can a Southern belle and a Yankee spy overcome their differences or
will divided loyalties keep them apart? From Tidewater Virginia to
Washington, D.C., passion and betrayal converge in Civil War
Richmond.
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Prologue

April 1871

 


A light mist collected on dense foliage and dogwood
blossoms as a lone figure meandered along the path leading into the
woods. The sound of receding thunder whispered to her that the
storm had dissipated and was moving on. As she approached her
destination, the tangle of brush and overhanging vines nearly
suffocated what had once been a well-kept garden. And with each
step her sadness deepened, clutching at her heart and summoning
memories of a childhood blithely spent in the shadow of cataclysmic
change to come.

The clearing she sought was recognizable only by a
familiar stand of oak trees and the opening of the canopy overhead.
She stood still, staring into the knotted overgrowth until she saw
the ivy-covered stone. Brushing away dead leaves, she laid a bundle
of white lilies on the damp ground at its base. Almost ten years
had passed since she had stood over her brother’s grave that muggy
summer morning in 1861. Laura traced a finger over the letters
etched in the stone marker. Ransom Barrett St. Clair. She
was still stunned, still devastated, that in an instant a life
could be snuffed out, a future snatched away. Such hope, such
endeavor, was housed in the fragile flesh of fathers, sons, and
brothers. So many of Virginia’s young men would no longer walk the
land, hunt in her woods, or grow old to see their grandchildren
thrive.

The Civil War, the War Between the States, the War
of Northern Aggression, whatever one’s point of view, had stretched
its gnarled fingers across the land of her childhood, leaving no
household untouched. Four years of fighting had produced nearly one
million casualties, three percent of the population. Over six
hundred thousand men had died, appallingly many more from disease
than in battle. At Gettysburg alone, more than fifty thousand men
had been killed or wounded, or had gone missing during the
three-day battle. The statistics were incomprehensible to Laura,
even ten years later.

The war had come home to the St. Clair family almost
immediately, with the First Battle of Manassas, the bloody fray
that abruptly ended illusions of romantic heroism. The battle took
place on the hills overlooking Bull Run, in Virginia, and began
badly, with the Union forces descending in an attempt to flank the
Confederate left. Outnumbered, the men in gray had crumbled at
first, but as reinforcements arrived, the South retaliated and
forced the Federals to retreat in confusion. Somehow, during this
retreat and the capture of Union prisoners, Ransom was killed.

Laura could still recall every detail of that day in
late July when her life changed forever. An officer in gray rode up
to the St. Clair home on a bay gelding and dismounted in one swift
motion. He was fair haired and not a tall man, but wore his yellow
sash and braid of the Confederate Cavalry with distinction. He
delivered his news in an emotionless tone, perhaps not so much for
their sake as for his own. His face gave little away, but Laura
could see his hands shaking very slightly. Her mother asked if he
was present at the battle himself, and if he had known Ransom. He
admitted to being at Manassas but with a regiment on the other side
of the field. Regrettably, he had not made her son’s acquaintance,
but he’d heard from other officers that Ransom had acquitted
himself heroically.

Laura had received the news as though standing
outside her own body, hearing but not believing. Ransom had seemed
an indestructible constant in her life, the brother she could rely
on in the worst of times. For days afterward, she moved numbly from
room to room in the house, too restless to remain in one place,
unable to occupy herself with Bible readings or needlework. That he
had been taken in the first major battle of the war made his loss
all the more difficult to believe and to bear. The newspapers gave
accounts of the battle, but in glorious and triumphant praise. The
South had expected a victory, but not at such a high price, and
none of the Northern spectators who gathered on the slopes with
their picnic baskets had anticipated ten hours of human butchery
and a panic-stricken stampede back to Washington.

The details of the dead and dying were left to the
women to ascertain as best they could. Many traveled to the field
of battle to prowl among the carnage in search of their sons and
husbands, while others kept watch outside post offices, awaiting
the casualty lists that were posted on the doors each day.

In the years that followed, Laura read every account
she could find and listened to stories from the lips of wounded
soldiers and veterans who had somehow survived four years of
fighting. She desperately wanted an eyewitness, someone who could
tell her exactly how Ransom died, if he had managed to say anything
to anyone, if he suffered. Now, long after the collapse of the
Confederacy, she had given up hope of ever discovering the
circumstances, and she wondered why an explanation mattered so
much. The facts would change nothing of the larger truth she lived
with, that he was gone, and all she had left were the shifting
sands of memory and a future that would never be.

Already, with time, her memories of Ransom had begun
to fade and their precious moments together seemed further into the
past. Their relationship had withstood all that life had thrown
their way, from dark secrets about their parents to a war they both
believed in, yet had not understood. Laura often wondered if Ransom
had shared her private misgivings about their way of life and the
cause that would eventually be vanquished. Would it have made a
difference for him? Would he have done as so many other young men
did, and simply chosen to fight on the opposite side? Would he
still be alive if he had traded honor for victory?

A slight breeze drifted through the clearing,
bringing relief from the humidity that weighed upon her almost as
heavily as her thoughts. She lingered at the graveside, delaying
her return to Charles City. The locals looked upon her with
undisguised hatred. To them, she was a traitor to her country and
an embarrassment to her family, especially her brother, a hero of
the Confederacy. She avoided their angry stares and concealed her
hurt over the insults and petty humiliations she had to endure on
her daily rides from town to Barrett Hall. For a long while she had
not been able to face coming back, but she was no longer afraid or
ashamed. She felt sad, appalled by the impoverished homes, and
shocked by the wailing bitterness that flowed like a ghost river
through the South.

Had the war really changed anything? If not, for
what purpose this devastation, for what the sacrifice of so many?
Tears stung the corners of Laura’s eyes and she dabbed at them
lightly. She had walked through cemeteries, along the orderly rows,
reading the names aloud. She had prayed in church for the souls of
the dead, and she had begged God to give her answers. But even God
had turned His face away from the country. He had no answers to
give.

Perhaps it was true what they said, that He was
punishing the South for the sin of slavery. Little seemed to have
changed. White people still treated their colored neighbors with
contempt and resented those who could find paid work. Even living
up North where so many former slaves had fled, Laura could see that
relations between the races were far from cordial. But at least she
felt safe, far removed from the lawlessness and desperation of the
South. Sometimes she thought about the modest comforts of her life
and felt guilty that she was the one who had survived.

Coming back, standing over her brother’s grave, she
had made herself remember all she wanted to forget, because that
much was owed to those whose blood and bones decayed beneath the
earth, whose eyes saw no glory, whose nation was lost to them.
Good-bye, Ransom.

Laura returned the same way she had come, avoiding
the briars and rocks strewn along the path. After a short distance,
she stopped and faced what remained of her childhood home, a
crumbling red brick chimney. Unlike the slave quarters made of
brick and still standing near the fields, the abandoned house had
escaped burning by the Yankees, only to be destroyed by locals. Any
wood that had not been carried off for fuel had long ago rotted and
dissolved into the earth. While these ruins had once been the
beautiful house where she was born and raised, Barrett Hall had
never really felt like home to her, not like the home she had
now.

She had always known that someday she would leave
the plantation, as it merely provided shelter and the requisite
nourishment for that eventuality. Looking back, she realized all
that had really mattered to her were the people in her life. At
first, home and family had sustained her. Her father, Edward, whom
she adored and idolized; her mother, Rachel, who, although they
were never close, had earned Laura’s respect for surviving all that
had happened to her; Ransom, whom she loved more than life itself;
and even her younger sister Meg who, despite everything, Laura knew
she would always love. And then there was Martha, the St. Clair
cook who had been a slave long before Laura was born and now lived
free somewhere. Laura had confided in Martha all her hopes and
dreams, not realizing that Martha had her own dreams to fulfill
and, like so many others, bided her time until God and the Yankees
set her free. Her daughter, Ruby, would not be so fortunate.

They were all gone now. Like characters in a novel
whom she’d grown fond of in the reading, they had been placed on a
shelf in her heart to be revisited often. She had begun a new life
in a small, unfamiliar town among strangers who knew nothing of her
past, nothing of her family, her childhood friends and
acquaintances, and nothing about the experiences that had made her
the woman she was. She had formed new friendships and created new
memories, but though Chambersburg, Pennsylvania, had been her home
for ten years, Barrett Hall beckoned from a past that would always
remain a part of her. It called to her in her dreams and in the
dark of night, when she sought escape from the insistent drumbeat
of memory. She had not been ready to answer that call until
now.


Chapter One

Ten years earlier

November 1860

 


Laura St. Clair wrestled with her hoop skirts as she
rushed out the front door. Her father’s carriage rolled up Barrett
Hall’s broad entrance road and came to a clattering halt before the
house.

“Papa?” she cried, barely waiting for the slaves to
still the horses. “Who is President?”

Edward St. Clair stepped down from his place
alongside their coachman, John. His face was grim and although he
opened his arms in a great bear hug, Laura could see that the news
was not auspicious. She sighed deeply as she was enveloped and held
close. She was happy to see the parent she loved, but she was upset
by the defeated expression he had swiftly concealed and the anxiety
that creased his forehead. Her father was a robust, barrel-chested
man with ruddy complexion and flowing silver hair matched by an
equally flowing mustache of which he was very proud. He walked like
a man accustomed to being obeyed, confident in his ability to
manage his property and his family. However, this morning his
posture sagged a little, hinting at a weariness that was more than
physical.

“Who, Papa?” Laura begged once more as he released
her.

Before he could answer, Rachel St. Clair stepped
onto the porch. “Good morning, Edward. It is good to see you
home.”

“Rachel.” He glanced up at her sadly. “I am afraid
it is to be Mr. Lincoln. God help us all.”

Laura’s mother paled, her hand rising to her throat.
Visibly gathering herself, she said, “Come to the dining room, my
dear. I’ve been holding breakfast far too long and can only hope
that it has not entirely gone to waste.”

She reentered the house with Edward and Laura
following behind. Out of the corner of her eye, Laura observed John
and another house servant unloading the luggage. From their
impassive expressions, it seemed neither man had heard the
announcement. Typically when the master arrived home from an
extended absence, they were animated, but now it was as though they
were mute, unable to hear or understand the news that their world
was about to change forever.

In the main hallway, Edward handed his coat, hat,
and gloves to Henry, his trusted valet.

Leaning into her father, Laura whispered
conspiratorially. “Is it war then, Papa?”

“No one knows what will happen, my dear, but I fear
the possibility. Threats are being made every day, but so far
nothing has changed.”

“Margaret?” Rachel called up the stairs to Laura’s
younger sister. “Margaret, you hurry now, breakfast is on the table
and you will get none of it if you are not here in one minute.”

From a distance could be heard the reply, “Coming,
Mamma!”

Laura followed her parents into the dining room,
where the polished mahogany table was completely laid out with
linen, china, silverware, and crystal. As they sat down at their
regular places, with Edward St. Clair at the head, she heard the
sound of footsteps on the stair and moments later, Meg flounced
into the room and sat down hard upon her chair, folding her arms
across her chest in the process.

Laura could almost hear her father sigh as they all
waited to hear what complaint was in store this morning.

“Margaret St. Clair!” Rachel spoke sternly. “You
have not yet welcomed your father home.”

Dutifully, Meg arose and tossed her golden curls
from her eyes. Putting on her most sincere smile, she skipped to
her father’s side and kissed him affectionately on the cheek. “I’m
sorry, Papa. Welcome home. Did you bring me something from
Richmond?”

As Rachel watched her younger daughter wheedle and
flutter begging eyes, she reflected that Meg had the potential to
be every bit as beautiful a young woman as her older sister were it
not for the hard, thin-lipped expression carved indelibly upon her
face. This suggested a harshness and experience well beyond her
years, and a willful nature in sore need of correction. Rachel was
confident that with time she could shape Meg into the very woman
that she envisioned her to be. She was not so sure about Laura.

“Don’t I always bring you something from my
travels?” Edward laughed warmly. “Later, my dear. For now, you must
eat and then we shall see what I have brought back from the
city.”

Sarah, the serving girl, entered the dining room,
placed trays of ham and eggs on the sideboard, then went to fetch
the biscuits and gravy. While they awaited her return, Laura begged
her father for news of the latest events.

He stroked his mustache thoughtfully. “Well, it’s
too soon to tell, but I have been asked to return to Richmond as
soon as possible. There are firebrands and compromisers, and all
sorts in between in the legislature. Some are for secession, some
against. Virginia, like all the other Southern states, must meet to
decide what she shall do, if anything.”

“If you must return, then you must.” Rachel paused
to command, “Sarah, be careful with that ladle. Don’t rap it
against the side of the dish so harshly. It is delicate china and
breakable, do you understand me?”

“Yes’m.” Sarah flinched slightly and scurried out of
the room.

“Richmond is too close to Washington and quite
vulnerable,” Rachel said, returning her attention to the family.
“Virginia must surely make preparations to defend herself.”

“Will Ransom be in the fight, Papa?” Meg asked
excitedly.

“I would venture to say that all the cadets at West
Point will be making up their minds as to which side they will
fight on, if there is a fight, little one. Let’s hope it doesn’t
come to that.”

“So, Papa, we will be staying in town then, won’t
we?” Laura was excited. When they resided in Richmond she could
visit friends, attend the theatre, and shop in the stores where the
newest fashions were available. Best of all, the latest
developments would take place there, and her father’s membership in
the Virginia legislature meant she would receive her information
firsthand.

“Yes, I will definitely be spending all my time
there.” Edward sliced a piece of ham with his knife. “You, however,
may come and go as you please from Barrett Hall.”

“Someone must remain here to take charge of the
fields and the laborers,” Rachel said. “I don’t trust the overseer
to attend to our affairs as he ought.”

“Well,” Edward reflected, “as soon as the crops are
planted, there won’t be much to do except wait until they are ready
to be harvested, which won’t be for some time to come. Richmond is
not such a distance that I cannot be here whenever I am
needed.”

“Oh, Papa,” Meg finally piped up, her earlier sulky
mood forgotten, “am I to come to Richmond as well? May I,
Papa?”

“Yes, my dear. Everyone can come, at least for now.
I have missed you all these last weeks and am in no hurry to be
away from you again so soon.”

“When shall we leave?” Rachel asked.

Edward shrugged. “Within the month.”

*

Barrett Hall was more than a home, it was a way of
life. The plantation extended northward from the tidewaters of the
James River deep into the interior of Charles City County,
Virginia. A tobacco-growing property, it had descended through the
Barrett family for seven generations until it passed to the oldest
surviving child in the line. Rachel Barrett was a girl of sixteen
at the time.

Laura sometimes wondered how it must have been for
her mother to lose a father to typhus after the deaths of all but
one sibling through childhood. Her sister Ann, although only one
year younger, had a delicate constitution and was almost as
dependent on Rachel as their invalid mother. Single-handedly Rachel
had taken on the running of the plantation, supervision of the
slaves and crops, as well as the running of the household. She had
done it all seemingly without effort, as though her destiny was
written on the landscape. These responsibilities had shaped the
steely, determined woman she would become. Rachel did not allow
sentiment to dictate her decisions; life had given her no other
choice. For her, the land was all that mattered, all that gave
meaning to a life entirely shaped by the legacy that was Barrett
Hall.

The plantation was not merely about its past, the
accomplishments of its owners and the production of its main crop.
Barrett Hall was a timeless, living and breathing sanctuary that
spoke of blossoming love and tears yet to be shed, of the eternal
cycle of life and the traditions that linked each successive
generation. Rachel had chosen a husband she thought would be a
capable master for the rich acres that sustained her, the children
they would have, and the sixty slaves who depended on them for food
and shelter. Over the past several years, she had spoken of her
decision to Laura, making it plain that Laura, too, was expected to
marry for duty. She seemed slighted by Laura’s slowness to do so.
Time was marching on, and with the prospect of strife between North
and South a daughter should be a comfort to her mother, not an
affliction.

The late fall of 1860 found the demand for quality
flat chewing tobacco on the rise, with talk of war and secession
boosting prices. The harvest that year had been bountiful, and an
aura of wealth and promise enveloped the plantation’s fertile
valleys and verdant forests. Barrett Hall seemed to instill a sense
of contentment and well-being into all who crossed her threshold.
None could imagine a time when the gentility and serenity of the
South did not exist. And none could conceive a future without
it.

Laura knew she was supposed to share her mother’s
single-minded dedication to the plantation, but managing a
household had never held her attention for long. The world
contained in books had always transported her to a time and place
far more interesting than the care and maintenance of tobacco.
However, she was not so naïve as to deny that the lifestyle that
she and her family enjoyed was that provided by the plantation and
the slaves. Their way of life should have instilled the same deep
contentment her mother felt, but of late, Laura was restless and
irritable, plagued by the persistent feeling that life was passing
her by. The events gathering momentum around her made the future
suddenly less certain. Gazing out her window at the whirls and
eddies in the river, she had a strange feeling that she was about
to be swept up in a mighty current that would forever change the
world she knew, and her along with it.

She watched the few boatmen on the James who still
guided their bateaux upstream to the wharves at Richmond and she
wondered about their hopes, dreams, and aspirations. She imagined
herself on one of the boats, traveling to places unknown, meeting
new people, and seeing cities she had only read about. While she
loved her home and the beauty of the land, she yearned for
something she could not name. Everything she needed, all that she
could want, was hers for the asking at Barrett Hall, yet she
sometimes felt that what she most truly desired was just beyond her
reach.

A soft knock on the door interrupted her musings and
a young chambermaid entered, a mulatto slave known as Ruby.
Although the morning ritual had been virtually the same every day
of Laura’s life, she never felt entirely comfortable when the slave
was in her presence. She was an intensely private person, and
having the watchful girl in her room made her feel exposed. All the
same, Laura greeted her pleasantly and asked, “Is my mother
awake?”

“She’s waiting for you to get on downstairs, Miss
Laura.” Ruby poured water from a pitcher into a basin atop a chest
of drawers, then left a towel, a soap cake, and a sponge next to
the bowl. Moving to the windows, she drew aside the heavy curtains
to let in the late morning sunlight.

Reluctantly Laura strolled to the chest and removed
her nightdress. She bathed slowly, absently, despite the sounds she
could hear outside her bedroom. The household was in a fit,
preparing for the influx of guests for the celebration the next
day. With family and friends, neighbors, and colleagues of her
father’s from the Virginia legislature expected, her cousin
Charlotte’s wedding to Robert Reynolds promised to be the social
event of the year. Laura wanted to be excited, yet she couldn’t
help but dread the occasion. Of course she was happy for Charlotte,
and she was looking forward to seeing her cousin in the lovely gown
they’d chosen together. She and Charlotte had been close throughout
childhood and maintained that strong bond even now. Charlotte was
the one person Laura could bare her soul to. The thought that she
would be leaving Virginia to live in Maryland with her new husband
upset Laura, for she feared the distance would alter their bond
irrevocably. What she dreaded most, though, about the wedding was
the gossip that would inevitably circulate.

Already a current of tittle-tattle had swept the
parlors of every lady in Virginia from Norfolk to Charleston, at
least that’s what her mother claimed. Why, even the slaves were
embarrassed. It had long been predicted among family and friends
Laura would be married well before Charlotte. Their mothers had
always spoken as if this were a given. Older than Charlotte by one
year, Laura was considered the beautiful one, accomplished at all
she set her mind to. By contrast, Charlotte’s plainness and lack of
achievement in even the simplest of homemaking tasks made her hopes
of a good marriage sadly misplaced, at least according to Rachel
St. Clair.

The fact that the stellar marriage expected of Laura
had not materialized and instead her mother would now have to feign
delight over an “ill-favored” niece’s happiness promised to add a
special misery to the next few days. At the best of times, Laura’s
relationship with her mother was strained, but Charlotte’s
engagement had reduced their communication to perfunctory
courtesies. Unless Laura produced a suitable fiancé of her own in
the near future, she anticipated a further decline into utter
silence. Perhaps this would be a blessing, all things considered.
Laura had difficulty holding her tongue when her mother got started
on her own catalog of personal sacrifices and the shortcomings of
the man she’d married.

Laura had been closer to her father since she was a
little girl. They shared the same curiosity about the world and
sense of humor, and their like temperaments naturally drew them
together, making them kindred spirits. Laura sensed that her mother
resented their closeness and, as a result, distanced herself
emotionally. It did not help matters that as Laura grew up, her
mother constantly compared her with her cousin Charlotte, who was
everything Laura was not. Dutiful. Considerate. Obedient. And now,
about to be married. Charlotte’s mother was forever harping on the
close mother-daughter bond they enjoyed, needling her sister with
hints about imagined maternal failings.

Laura thought her Aunt Ann was simply being spiteful
because Rachel was the one who had inherited Barrett Hall.
According to Charlotte, Rachel had also seen to it that Ann was
married off as soon as the mourning period for their father was
over; she had even chosen the groom. Now, with Charlotte’s wedding
imminent, Laura had detected a renewed vigor on her mother’s part,
aimed at securing a suitable husband. So determined was her focus
and so frantic her dread of disappointment, that she’d even made
Laura fear eternal spinsterhood if she did not marry soon. Several
eligible bachelors had been pursuing her for the past six months,
and she knew she must select one of them before they went
elsewhere. But which one?

Miserable with indecision, she glanced at the gown
Ruby had laid out for her to wear the next day. The dress had been
made for her in Richmond by a fine seamstress, at a cost of nearly
five hundred dollars. A deep gold crinoline, with the bodice cut
low enough to reveal a modest amount of cleavage, it was the
perfect gown to entice an offer of marriage. Laura only wished she
could embrace the prospect with appropriate enthusiasm.

Despondently, she finished bathing, and then
dressed, delaying the moment when she would have to go downstairs
to face her mother. If she had to hear another disdainful reminder
of her ultimate purpose in attending the wedding, she thought she
might run away. Slaves went north, did they not? Laura had heard
rumors of Northern women holding jobs like men, wearing men’s
clothing, and cussing too. Other horrors had been described to her
but she refused to give them credence. In the face of such
ignominy, running away to the North was not an option, and with no
other possibilities open to her, Laura felt trapped. The only
respectable way out was marriage. She knew it, but she still
couldn’t make herself do it.

Perhaps she would feel differently when she saw her
cousin walk joyfully up the aisle. Charlotte was fortunate; she was
marrying the man she loved. That must change everything, Laura
thought with a small pang of envy. If she loved someone, she would
not think twice about leaving Barrett Hall to make a new life. What
a marvelous adventure that would be. She sighed, picturing the
beaux vying for her hand. None of them made her heart beat faster,
and she would be expected to dance and flirt with them at the
wedding dance and end the evening with an announcement. The very
thought made her ill.

The one silver lining in the ordeal would be the
presence of many people she did not see on a regular basis. Too
often, family and friends gathered only for more somber occasions.
A wedding was a happy event, a time not only to celebrate the union
of man and wife, but also for distant relatives to see newborn
babies and appreciate the growth of older children, and for shared
reminiscences about days gone by. Besides family, classmates from
the Hollins Institute would be attending Charlotte’s celebration.
She and Laura had both been pupils at Virginia’s first women’s
college and had boarded in Roanoke together. Laura was originally
enrolled to attend a finishing school her mother chose in Richmond,
but her father preferred the headmaster at Hollins. A progressive
man, he believed in educating women in the classics. Thanks to her
three years there, Laura could speak French fluently, carry a
discourse on topics such as politics, philosophy, and music, as
well as discuss the great literature of the past and present.

All of which, Laura thought wryly, would equip her
most ably for marriage to a man who would expect her to think of
little more than children and pretty dresses. With another loud
sigh, she made her way to the dressing table and sat down, ready
for her hair to be arranged in the catogan style she had adopted
since her last visit to Richmond. As Ruby combed the heavy red-gold
waves and began braiding, her mood began to lift and she admired
herself in the full-length mirror. The bright blue morning dress
she’d chosen for today enhanced the delicate paleness of her skin,
and the way Ruby arranged her hair atop her head accentuated the
perfection of her oval face. Laura pinched her cheeks sharply when
the slave was done, drawing blood to the surface and causing her
blue eyes to water. Satisfied with her appearance, she stood and
shook her skirts out over the steel hoops under her crinoline,
turning slowly to make sure no petticoat was showing. Before she
left the room, she pinned a dainty gold brooch to her bodice, a
birthday gift from her father.

“You have improved your hairstyling,” she told Ruby,
pleased that even if the girl often seemed sullen and brusque, she
was working hard to acquire the skills of an acceptable lady’s
maid. No doubt she saw an opportunity. Even the slaves were aware
that Laura must marry soon. Perhaps Ruby also wanted a way out of
her Barrett Hall existence and thought if she made herself
indispensable to Laura, she would be among the slaves chosen to
accompany their mistress as a marriage gift from the St. Clairs.
Offering a gracious little smile, she said, “When you’ve finished
cleaning, you may choose a petticoat for yourself from the ones in
the mending pile.”

Ruby’s strange greenish eyes glowed briefly, but her
mouth did not budge. Bobbing her head, she mumbled, “Thank you,
Miss Laura.”

Once Laura had left the bedroom, Ruby leaned close
to the door to make sure she heard her walk away. Satisfied the
spoiled young missy would not be returning, she scanned the bedroom
she knew best of any in the house. Her gaze fell upon the plush
bedcovers, the maple writing desk, and the large pine chest that
nearly reached the ceiling. The room was bright and cheerful and
filled with the feminine finery rich young white ladies took for
granted. Ruby loved spending time here, even if all she did was
dust and polish and make the bed. As she worked, she often
fantasized that this was her bedroom and she was the one who slept
in comfort and awakened to breakfast in bed.

She strolled past the bed, trailing her hand across
the fine linens and the polished wood of the four-poster. When she
reached the writing desk, she picked up a leather-bound volume and
opened it to a page Laura had written on. She peered curiously at
the ink marks, wondering not for the first time what they meant and
if she was ever mentioned inside. Placing the book back on the
desk, she went to the padded bench where Laura’s gold dress for the
wedding was carefully laid out and lifted the heavy gown. Her hands
shook but she held the gown up to her shoulders anyway and stepped
in front of the long mirror. With a fearful glance toward the door,
she made a small turn, amazed to see herself looking like the
fanciest house slave she ever saw, Tillie from the Lewis plantation
south of Barrett Hall.

Her mother said Tillie was Mississippi trash and
ain’t no one need to ask the reason why she so uppity. But Ruby
thought she was beautiful, and Tillie could read and write. Her
master had seen to her book-learning so she could make herself more
useful to him. The last time she came to Barrett Hall, she read a
newspaper out loud in the slave quarters, taking this great risk so
that they would all know the truth about what was coming, the war
that could change everything for Negroes. Ruby could not believe
white folks would go to war with other white folks, but she
supposed the men who lived in the North would want to own the lands
that grew tobacco and cotton, so maybe it was not just a slave
dream.

Ruby pulled away the handkerchief tied around her
hair and stared at herself more closely. The gold dress made her
light skin look like the coffee and cream her mother made for Marse
Edward and also seemed to change the green of her eyes, making the
gold flecks stand out. Clutching the dress to her with one hand,
she lifted the other to pinch her cheeks as Laura did; then she
picked up the ivory comb Laura would wear to the wedding and slid
it into her soft brown waves. A bottle of perfume rested on a stand
nearby and she set the dress carefully aside so she could remove
the glass stopper and sniff the fragrant contents. She dared not
dab a drop on herself since anyone would instantly know that she
was wearing Laura’s perfume. She could only imagine what the
punishment for that would be.

Once again she returned to the four-poster and,
listening for any sound of Laura’s return, she threw herself onto
the bed. Ruby bit her lip and giggled as she kicked her feet and
wrapped her arms around the soft down pillow. Lying there, in the
soft linen, staring around the room as if it was her own, was a
dangerous thrill she allowed herself only when the family was
occupied downstairs. She imagined staying in this bed until the sun
was bright, instead of rising long before dawn. If their situations
were reversed and she had been born into such a life, Ruby would
treasure every moment. She would have her own servant to press her
clothes and do her hair. She would be a kind mistress and not give
away clothing from the mending pile. Her servant would be dressed
in finery every bit as fancy as what she wore. Ruby despised being
a slave. It was torture to be so close to such grandness but to
share in none of it, and have to clean up after white folk who took
everything for granted.

That brainless Laura didn’t deserve half of what she
had. She thought she was doing Ruby a big favor by giving her an
old petticoat that had a tear in the hem and would soon be torn up
for rags. Ruby had seen the expectant look on her face when she
made the offer. That’s how it was with white folks. They thought
slaves should fall down in gratitude for the simplest acts of
decency. They wanted praise and smiling faces and “Yes’m. You too
good to Ruby. I’s not fit to walk the same earth as you!” Ruby
watched the other slaves put on this act every time a St. Clair
bothered to offer them an unwanted item or gave a small gift. She
refused to do so herself. To have no land or possessions, no hope
of freedom, no hour of daylight to call her own was her life. But
she would choose who she smiled at.

Sounds outside in the hall stirred Ruby from the
bed. Sighing deeply, she slid her feet to the floor and picked up
the dirty towel and nightdress the young missy had discarded.
Tossing them onto a heap of other laundry, she began another day of
cleaning.

*

“Meg! It’s nearly eleven o’clock.” Laura peeked
inside her younger sister’s room. Meg was still asleep.

“Mother will be cross with you if you are not
downstairs very soon. We are supposed to be helping, or have you
forgotten our cousin is to be married here tomorrow.”

An incoherent mumble made its way to the door but no
movement was forthcoming. Laura stalked into the room, yanked the
covers off the sleeping girl, and shook her awake.

“Stop!” Meg cried, tossing a pillow at her. “You
horrid creature!”

“Get up, you lazy goat. Breakfast is ready, I’m
sure, and yours will be cold.”

Laura left her sister grumbling and proceeded out
into the hall once again. As she descended the main staircase to
the central passage, she paused to gaze at herself in the hall
mirror. After making slight adjustments to her hair, she continued
down and entered the parlor to her right. Her mother was on the
settee, looking as elegant as she always did. Today she seemed
almost regal in her morning dress of amber and cream tones. Her
posture was rigidly erect and her hands moved with the swift
assurance bestowed by many years of needlework. She was fashioning
another finely embroidered handkerchief for Charlotte’s wedding
trousseau.

“Good morning, Mother.” Laura kissed her briefly on
the cheek.

“Good morning,” Rachel responded without looking up
from her work. “Cook says that breakfast will be ready
shortly.”

“Of course,” Laura said. “I’ll go see how things are
coming along in the kitchen.”

Her mother dropped her hands in her lap. “I cannot
for the life of me understand your fascination with the culinary
arts. It is unseemly to be spending your time in such pursuits,
especially among the slaves. You are in grave danger of picking up
language and habits unbecoming to a respectable young lady.”

“Oh, Mother.” Laura was all too familiar with this
ongoing argument. “There is little else to do with my time other
than read and sew, and I’m sure I have already done enough of both
to last a lifetime. Besides, the fresh air will do me good.”

“The air holds a chill to it. See that you put a
cloak about you.”

Her mother’s words trailed after her as she left the
parlor and walked smartly to the front door. Once outside, she
scanned the road leading to the house for signs of her father, who
had been up since dawn surveying the fields. A long dirt stretch,
the road was lined on either side by oak and chestnut trees, and in
the distance it wound into a forest mixed with oak and pine. Seeing
and hearing nothing, Laura retraced her steps to the back of the
house where a long walkway led to an out-building containing the
kitchen. As she approached, the fragrant aroma of country ham and
baking bread filled the air, and the rumble of her stomach was the
first sign that she was hungry.

She entered quietly, not wanting to startle Martha,
who was removing a kettle from the fire. The room was nicely warmed
from the cooking and would stay that way all day long as Martha
prepared the meals for the family. Laura enjoyed its cozy comfort
once the heat of summer passed and fall advanced into winter; the
spaciousness of the main house was never devoid of chilly drafts.
Upstairs, where Martha lived, was Laura’s favorite retreat during
the coldest months of the year. She had been escaping up there ever
since she was a small child.

“Good morning, Martha,” she called out, once the
kettle was safely resting on a bank of coals on the brick
floor.

“Why, bless me, child, I didn’t hear you come in.”
Martha looked up, smiling broadly. Still beautiful despite years in
the tobacco fields when she was small, and then as a house servant,
the cook was the most optimistic, outgoing, happy person Laura
knew.

“Everything smells delicious,” she said. Her stomach
once again agreed loudly with the sentiment.

“Yes’m, I hear!” Martha laughed. “Well, come on now.
Set yourself down. I don’t know what your mamma will say, you here
again.”

She laid a thick slab of ham on a plate, along with
a ladle of grits, a biscuit, and an egg. After pouring gravy over
everything, she placed the meal in front of Laura.

“Miss Charlotte here?” Martha had turned her back on
Laura to knead the dough for the many loaves of bread that would be
needed over the next few days.

“She’ll be arriving this afternoon along with her
family,” Laura said, devouring the food.

“I ’spect you’s happy about that.”

Indeed she was. Laura could hardly wait to talk to
Charlotte and learn all the details of Robert’s proposal.

“Soon enough you’ll be the one getting married,”
Martha said with a trace of sympathy.

All Laura could manage was a weak smile in return.
She had looked forward to this day for Charlotte, all the while
knowing that it would remind her that she had yet to find someone
of her own. Her inability in this regard served to fuel the tension
that had settled in her stomach the day she had heard of
Charlotte’s engagement.

When Laura did not respond, Martha’s brow furrowed
with concern.

“You ain’t worried none about Miss Charlotte, is
you?”

“No, of course not.” Laura reached for a pitcher of
water and filled her glass. “All her letters convince me that she
is truly in love. I couldn’t be happier for her.”

“But you’s all quiet. Looks like you got something
on your mind, Miss Laura.” Martha dumped more flour on her bread
board.

“No. Not at all.”

It would do no good to complain to Martha about
something neither of them had any control over. Laura would find a
beau soon and that would be that. Besides, Martha was busy with
preparations for the arrival of the guests and their servants. She
would have to feed both groups, with the help of Ruby and the other
house slaves. Her days would be quite long enough without the added
burden of Laura’s personal concerns. But it was times like these
that Laura almost wished she could change places with Martha. She
would gladly trade the strain of finding a suitable mate—one her
mother approved of—for the hard work of cooking for the St. Clair
family. If only her life were as uncomplicated as that of a
slave.

*

That evening, Laura retired to her room early,
already planning what she would take to Richmond after the wedding.
Ruby had helped arrange some of her belongings, putting them in
order for packing in the large trunk set aside for her. After she
left, Laura sat down at her writing desk situated under a
south-facing window. The moon glowed intermittently bright and dull
behind fast-moving clouds and was reflected off the water of the
James. She opened a drawer and withdrew a leather-bound diary, the
fifth volume of its kind, and found the page where she’d last left
off. Taking up her pen and dipping it into the inkwell on her desk,
she began to write:

 


8 November, 1860

 


So much is happening now that I don’t know where to
begin. I have recorded many interesting occasions in my journal
over the years, but never before in my lifetime shall anything be
as momentous as the election of Mr. Lincoln. Papa thinks there may
be war, and certainly all the papers proclaim it is inevitable, but
we hold out hope for better circumstances.

Cousin Charlotte’s wedding is tomorrow and already
several admirers have asked me to dance so that I’m sure I don’t
know which one I’ve agreed to dance with first! Mr. Taggert is nice
enough, but his features leave much to be desired. Mr. Elliott is
handsome, but so dull that I find myself dozing even while engaged
in conversation with him. And Mr. Young has no personality
whatsoever and all the money he possesses will not purchase him
one. I fear that I must choose from among these decidedly wanting
suitors. Why can I not find someone who encompasses all their
positive qualities? When will I meet someone who makes me feel?

 


The sound of coughing from beyond the window gave
her pause, and Laura set down her pen and lowered the kerosene lamp
to barely a flicker. Rising, she peered down into the darkness,
moving to one side so as not to be visible to anyone below. As her
eyes adjusted, she made out the figure of her father moving
silently in the shadows. He stopped under the bay laurel outside
the kitchen garden and lit his pipe. The aromatic smoke drifted
upward, curling among the branches of the tree. After what seemed
like hesitation on his part, he strolled onto the walkway leading
up to the kitchen building, opened the door, and went inside.

Laura drew back into the room, grateful for the wall
that held her up. The first time she had seen her father steal away
to the kitchen late at night was four years ago. She remembered it
clearly because it was the night of her sixteenth birthday.
However, that first night it had not occurred to her why he was
going to see Martha so late. She had believed it was to discuss
food supplies or menus. It wasn’t until she had seen him go there
time and again late at night over the years that realization dawned
on her. There were reasons the master of the house might visit
their female slaves after dark, reasons she heard whispered in
parlors, where women gossiped about other women’s husbands.

She placed her pen in the inkstand and closed her
diary. Her emotions were in such turmoil that any attempt to write
a pleasant entry seemed absurd. Disheartened, she turned off the
lamp, trod heavily to her bed, and climbed in, drawing the covers
snugly up to her chin. For a long while she lay awake, thinking
about her parents. She wondered if they loved each other, if they
had ever really loved each other. She thought at one time they must
have, but she could never know for sure; they so rarely displayed
their affection for one another in public. Did her mother know of
this conduct? Did she care?

Laura pictured her mother waiting alone in the
marriage bed for her husband to return and saying nothing at all
because no decent woman could speak of such a matter. She wondered
if Charlotte’s father behaved similarly and whether other married
men frequented their slaves’ quarters. Was it something they were
taught as young men? Did Ransom do such things? Worst of all, would
the man she married expect to take these liberties himself? She
resolved to ask her brother in her next letter, knowing he was the
only one who might answer her questions honestly. She closed her
eyes, but it would be well into the night before her restless mind
drifted into peace.


Chapter Two

Ward Hill Lamon wondered for a moment if the new
President had fallen asleep at his desk. The tall, gaunt figure was
hunched over stacks of congratulatory letters and telegrams from
those responsible for getting him elected. He wore a tattered wool
shawl to keep off the chill, and his shoulders rose and fell in a
steady rhythm. His long legs were still and his chin rested heavily
on his chest.

“Sir?” Lamon prompted his close friend and former
law partner. When no response was forthcoming, he called out more
insistently. “Sir!”

Abraham Lincoln’s head jerked upright and his eyes
focused on his friend.

“Hmm?”

“I know it has been a long day, sir, but these
papers need responding to. Once you are in Washington, there will
be precious little time to deal with these matters.”

Lincoln nodded weary agreement.

His rise to the Presidency had come as a surprise to
no one more than himself. And though he wanted the position badly,
his election served as a catalyst for Southern states to threaten
secession, an event he firmly opposed.

“Here’s a letter from a gentleman who thinks his
brother should be the next President of the United States,” Lamon
muttered.

Lincoln smiled tiredly. “Send him this reply: ‘Tell
your brother that he cannot be the next President of the United
States unless there shall be a United States to preside
over.’”

Lamon spat and picked up the next letter on the
pile. His expression darkened after a few moments. Abruptly he
crumpled the paper into a tight ball and threw it in the corner of
the room.

“Not from an admirer?” Lincoln surmised aloud.

“A Southerner who claims he does not consider you
his President.”

“Well, I can’t say as I blame the man.” Lincoln
folded his hands in his lap and twirled his thumbs rapidly around
each other. “My name wasn’t even on the ballot in nine Southern
states, and I won only two of nearly a thousand counties in the
other Southern states. Hardly what our forefathers and the
Constitution had envisioned.”

“Nevertheless,” Lamon continued, “you are the
President-elect and you carried all the Northern states except New
Jersey. Let’s hope, as you say, that there will be a United States
to preside over. President Buchanan is doing little enough to
ensure the continuation of the Union.”

Lincoln leaned back in his chair, his hand rubbing
his chin. He was also worried that the current administration had
buried its head in the sand and was determined to keep it there,
leaving whatever mess lay ahead for him to unravel. He recalled
years ago in his speeches, and in his beliefs as well, saying that
there would be no civil war. Time and events had lessened this
conviction, and he knew there would be more strife to come for
which he would have no clear answers. But one thing he was certain
of, the Constitution that he would swear to uphold and defend
contained no clause for the cessation of the United States. For his
country he would fight to the death. If that was what it would
take, so be it.

“Then there is the other matter of those to whom
promises have been made.”

Lincoln’s anger rose quickly to the surface, but he
managed to control any regrettable outburst. In order to get him
elected, his managers had made deals with delegates in Chicago,
promising cabinet posts and patronage.

“I authorized no bargains and will be bound by
none.” He ground his teeth loudly together at the thought.

“And what about your cabinet?”

Lincoln had already been framing in his mind those
he would make offers to, with others still held in abeyance. His
efforts would be focused on harmonizing the fragmented Union, and
his cabinet would reflect that.

“All in due time, Ward.”

Frustrated at Lincoln’s evasiveness, Lamon returned
to the possibility of secession. “The South is clamoring for war,
Mr. Lincoln, and South Carolina is threatening once again to
secede. The country wants to know what you will do if that
occurs.”

Lincoln stared thoughtfully at the man who had
helped him win the election. The question had been raised many
times during his campaign. “Physically speaking, we cannot
separate. A husband and wife may be divorced, and go out of the
presence and beyond the reach of each other, but the different
parts of our country cannot do this. They cannot but remain
face-to-face, and intercourse, either amicable or hostile, must
continue between them. Suppose you go to war. You cannot fight
always, and when, after much loss on both sides and no gain on
either, you cease fighting, the identical old questions as to terms
of intercourse are again upon you.”

Lincoln rose from his chair and walked to the
window, his long arms dangling from the shoulders, his hands
sticking out from the sleeves.

“Ward,” he said, the sadness in his voice almost too
painful to hear, “I do not wish to see the country go to war, but
neither can I allow it to be divided in half. It is in the hands of
the South. We are not enemies, but friends, and I pray that calmer
minds prevail.”

Lamon understood the lengths to which his friend
would go to prevent conflict. Many times they had sat in the office
in Danville where Lincoln expressed his views on the subject. While
not a friend to slavery, Lincoln would, if necessary, maintain
slavery in the states where it existed in order to preserve the
Union. The position found no favor with the abolitionists, but it
offered a middle ground between two extreme points of view and,
ultimately, by taking the more moderate stance, Lincoln had been
elected President.

Despite his words, Lincoln gazed out at the barren
trees and tried to imagine what his life would be like in
Washington. Would he have the strength to hold the country together
in the face of such animosity, or would he be known for all
posterity as the last President of the “United States” of
America?

*

“May I have this dance, Miss Laura?” A handsome
young man, his beard and mustache neatly trimmed, stood over Laura
with his hand outstretched.

From her seat near the dance floor, she smiled up at
him. “Why, yes, you may, Mr. Elliott.”

She put her hand in his and they strolled toward the
couples waltzing gracefully to the music. The front parlor at
Barrett Hall had been cleared of all its furniture and the walls
were decorated with colorful streamers and flowers. The room easily
contained fifty people, along with a small quartet of musicians,
and the entire house pulsed with the ebb and flow of laughter and
song as people moved from one room to another to dance or dine.
Servants hurried about, replenishing drinks and supervising a
massive spread of turkeys, hams, fish, vegetables, and pastries.
The St. Clairs were known for their hospitality, and all present
freely ate and drank, enjoying the generous bounty of their
host.

Laura scanned the dancers until she spotted her
cousin with her new husband, sheer joy evident in her expression.
Her insides churned with conflicting emotions. She wanted Charlotte
to be happy, yet she resented the groom for taking away the one
person in her life who was most like a dear sister. With Ransom off
at West Point and Charlotte now a married woman with the
responsibilities of a wife, Laura felt desolate and abandoned.

Glancing past her dance partner’s shoulder, she
caught her mother’s eye and tried to look like she was enjoying the
attentions of her handsome suitor. Thomas Jefferson Elliott was the
consummate horseman; in fact, riding and hunting were the only two
topics he could discuss with ease and authority. Any other
conversation left him with a perpetually dazed expression and a
nervous tic in his leg as though he wished to flee the room. Laura
thought that perhaps with the sensational political events of late,
he might be more inclined to new subject matter, so she attempted
to engage him.

“So, Mr. Elliott, what do you think of the newly
elected President?”

He shrugged dismissively. “The man is a baboon from
all reports, and I hear he sits his horse accordingly.”

Laura waited for more, but when none was
forthcoming, she sighed in resignation. Mercifully, the dance was
only of limited duration, so she would not have to endure his dull
conversation for more than a few long minutes. Mindful of her
posture, she followed his steps and allowed herself to enjoy the
waltz. She could feel speculative eyes upon her, but shunned the
idea that the stares were those of pitying mirth over her
spinsterhood. No, she decided, she simply cast all the other
marriageable girls into the pale, and her lovely figure was the
envy of young matrons who had now seen their waistlines expand
after their first child. She did not envy them, not one little bit.
Not their married smugness. Not their boring, pompous husbands. Not
the mistress-of-their-own-house airs they assumed around their
single sisters, constantly remarking upon which lazy, careless
slave they punished for breaking crockery, and which carriage they
had insisted their dear husband purchase for town
outings.

Laura lifted her head higher and made a point of
smiling haughtily at anyone whose eye she caught. Indeed, the men
were wishing they could swap places with her horse-mad dance
partner, and the women were wishing she would twist an ankle so
their own more plodding steps would appear to better advantage.

While her dance partner regaled her with his latest
hunting exploits, Laura happened to see Mrs. Daniel Finch waltzing
gracefully with her husband across the room. While older than Laura
by almost fifteen years, she was every bit as breathtaking as any
woman half her age and even more desirable. Laura held her in high
regard not only for her beauty but for her grace and kindness as
well. She carried herself with a confidence that distinguished her
from most women Laura knew, and her good works with the poor were
legendary. She was the model of womanhood that Laura most admired
and tried to emulate, and she often found herself oddly wanting to
be near her. She wanted so much to be like this woman, to feel that
she had a place in society and a strong sense of herself among her
peers. And though many people complimented Laura on her own beauty,
she felt sometimes that she had little else to offer.

When she looked at Anna Finch, she saw a different
possibility. Mrs. Finch had traveled abroad, and anyone fortunate
enough to dine at her table was enchanted by her wit and charm. On
the few occasions Laura engaged in conversation with her, she felt
as though Anna treated her as an equal rather than a child. She
appeared truly interested in what Laura was saying and seemed to
think that what she said mattered. Her attention gave Laura a
strangely giddy, pleasant sensation that left her flushed and
happy.

Mr. Elliott wheeled her about with a flourish and as
they glided past the refreshment table, she noted with satisfaction
the appreciative glances of all the single men and even most of the
married men standing nearby. Aware of their gaze, she adroitly
tilted her head to something Mr. Elliott was saying, knowing that
by doing so she exposed to view the full length of her graceful
neck and soft, pale shoulders. And while his comments were utterly
devoid of interest, she laughed merrily, pretending to be
enthralled by his every word. Once past the table, though, she let
her smile fade. Sustaining such false emotions exhausted her and
left her feeling empty. In truth, she was bored and depressed by
this evening’s event. Bored by Mr. Elliott and depressed at seeing
in the married women a future she dreaded. Was this the life she
was born to? Shouldn’t there be more to it than managing a
household and attending one party after another?

There were moments, alone in her room at night, when
she could envision a life like her mother’s, one in which she
shared a home with a husband and adoring children of whom she’d be
proud. But when she contemplated the thought of spending day after
day doing precisely the kinds of dreary activities that her mother
and other matrons did, she felt daunted. The waltz ended and Mr.
Elliott guided her back to the refreshment table where he retrieved
a glass of punch for each of them. Laura noted the looks of disdain
on the faces of a few married women who tugged at the arms of their
gawking husbands, and she smiled. Little did they realize that she
could not have cared less about any of them. After a few moments’
respite, the music began again and she reluctantly allowed Mr.
Elliott to lead her back to the dance floor. After this evening,
one thing was certain: her mother could have no complaints about
her efforts to secure a husband.

*

“They make a lovely couple,” Ann Kendall said.

Rachel inclined her head politely toward her sister
but kept her eyes on Laura and her beau.

Ann sank down on the chair next to her, sipping a
glass of apple toddy. “I wish my Charlotte had married as handsome
a man as that.”

“Your Charlotte has married well,” Rachel said. “She
will want for nothing.” In fact, the groom, Robert Reynolds,
possessed an old Maryland name and vast land holdings, the thought
of which took her breath away.

“Laura should be next to marry,” Ann said with a
self-satisfied air. “Why, she is more than a year older than my
Charlotte. And she is such a beautiful young woman, I would think
any young man would be desirous of her hand.”

Rachel had already encountered pitying condescension
far too often that day and was in no mood to put up with it from
her younger sister. However, she retained her serene smile and
said, with the very faintest hint of acid, “That is, perhaps, the
problem. When a girl can take suitors for granted, she discards
them like last year’s bonnets. You are fortunate that Charlotte was
never confused by such distractions and settled quickly when an
offer was made.”

Ann let the slight pass in favor of sprinkling salt
on Rachel’s wounds. “Has Laura not spoken to you of anyone who
catches her fancy? Charlotte confided all in me from the very
first.”

“Laura has been busy living her life as she pleased,
and thinking she can do without the advice of her mother. But that
is about to end. She is getting too old to be so careless about her
future prospects, and I’ve spoken to Edward about this. I have my
eye on several eligible men, and she
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