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May 31, 1780

IT WAS ALONG toward eleven in the morning when they hanged Kit Gales. As pretty a morning as I’d seen that spring, sky like a baby’s eyes, the sun a warm blessing on the High Hills of Santee, the river a sparkling jewel in the distance. And the red coats of Lord Cornwallis and his men a blight on the dunes.

We’d sat our horses on the sandy hills, me and Kit and Sam Dinkins, and watched the army come.

We could see them long before they spotted us, a red and brown snake of a line coming along the river’s edge on the way to Camden: Lord Cornwallis and his redcoats, strung out behind him across the dun-colored sandy plains like a long mare’s tail. So many men, wagons, flags whipping in the breeze, horses whinnying and saddles creaking, men shouting. The gorgets around the officers’ necks gleamed like gold. Their sword hilts shone. And they had negras on horses driving cattle ahead of them.

“Wonder where they got the cattle?” I murmured.

“Stole ’em, I reckon,” Kit said. “Like they’ll be stealin’ everything else when they get to Camden.” Kit’s freckled face was worked up into a scowl. I saw him take out his long pistol and hold it, worry it in his hands. Sam saw it, too, but said nothing.

We’d been riding for hours, the three of us, as we often did of a morning. I’d grown up with Kit and Sam. I’d run with them in the woods and fields. We’d roamed on the land around the Santee and Wateree Rivers. The sandy plateaus and forests of evergreens are perfect for riding. On a morning like that one the pine trees would sing for you. But they weren’t singing now.

They were smoking. Never had I seen anything like it. Puffs of smoke were blowing out of the branches at intervals, like signals. We sat our horses and stared. “Are they on fire?” I asked.

“It’s because the cold set in last night for a spell,” Sam said, “and now the air is warm.” Sam knew everything about trees, rivers, creatures, and guns. He was positively taken with guns. But I never thought anything of it. All young men hereabouts were.

“It’s a sign,” Kit said.

“Of what?” I asked.

He looked at me. I waited for that crooked smile of his. Kit was my age, fourteen, but that morning his face was set in the ways of a man. His mouth was a grim slash, and I saw his eyes as old. It frightened me. He’d wanted to go off to the war when Charleston fell earlier in the month, but his father and brother were both gone, and his mother would not let him go.

Two days before, his brother Charles had been killed at Waxhaws, north of us, by Banastre Tarleton and his cavalry. Charles had been with Colonel Abraham Buford of the Continental army. They had tried to surrender. One hundred and thirteen of Buford’s men were killed, run through with bayonets, one hundred and fifty wounded. Kit’s brother had been stabbed twice while alive, three times after he was dead. They were now calling Tarleton “Bloody Ban.”

I saw on that bright, sun-kissed morning that Kit was going to war. That bright God-given morning, he was already there. “A sign,” he said again. “The pine trees are cryin’. That smoke is their tears.”

“Crying?”

“Because of them.” He indicated with his head to the army in the distance. “Because of what they represent. Because they’re here. Where we live. Invaders. C’mon, Sam.” He nudged his horse forward, down the sandy slope.

“Kit? Where are you going?” I felt the panic till me. When I opened my mouth, I felt the words snatched from me by the breeze and carried out over the dunes. “Sam?”

Had they planned this? How could they? We’d heard Cornwallis and his army were coming north from Charleston. We hadn’t known, when we started out that day, that they would be as far north as the High Hills of Santee.

“Comin’,” Sam said, and he, too, nudged his horse down the slope.

Kit turned, took off his hat, and grinned at me, and he was a boy, my age again. His reddish hair shone in the sun. “You stay here, Caroline. No matter what happens, you hear?”

I nodded. I could not speak.

“And if anythin’ happens, you run right home. Fast as that prize horse of your brother’s can take you. Promise!”

I promised. And I sat on Fearnaught and watched them ride down the sandy hills, through the brush and pine trees to the river, yelling and whooping. And firing their pistols.

Dear God, firing their pistols! The shots echoed off the water of the river, across the sand dunes where we’d ridden together, growing up. And the pine trees smoked. The pine trees gave off their sign.

 

IT ALL happened so fast. One moment the army was snaking along in the sun, flags flapping in the brisk wind, officers sitting their horses so proudly, and in the next it was chaos.

Sam and Kit went hurling down the sandy slopes like avenging angels, firing their pistols. There were shouts, barking orders, whinnying horses, returning shots, confusion. I covered my eyes with my hands. When I did look, Sam and Kit were on the ground, their saddles empty, their horses prancing around in confusion, wondering what to do now, soldiers reaching for the bridles, missing them, and their horses dashing off in the direction of home.

And Sam and Kit were taken in hand. Prisoners. “No!” I wanted to scream, “No.” But I didn’t. I just sat there on Fearnaught and watched in horrified fascination as the officers and Cornwallis crowded around my friends, held a brief consultation, and then hauled Sam, hands tied in rope, to the back of a wagon.

Then someone pointed to a tree. More rope was gotten from somewhere and they were half pulling, half dragging Kit to the tree.

It was the first tree up from the river. Not very big, but it had good branches. And it wasn’t smoking.

Another horse was procured. Some soldiers forced Kit onto it. His hands were tied behind his back. Other soldiers were throwing a rope around the lowest branch of the tree.


  They are going to hang my friend.


Panic seized me. I looked around. For what? Someone, oh, someone. They were going to hang my friend! Could they do that, here in broad daylight, in the place where we’d always ridden? Our place! Not theirs! Could they do that here and now? With no trial? No court of law?

They were doing it. And it came to me then. They could do whatever they wanted. This was why they were here, wasn’t it? To show us they could do whatever they wanted?

Briefly, I considered racing into the fray on Fearnaught. But what would that do? Knock some of them down. Maybe they’d shoot me. They had guns, I didn’t. I wished I had a pistol!

I considered racing for help. But what would that do? Home was a good hour’s ride. Kit would be dead when I got back.

I was only a girl on a fine horse, alone and watching helplessly while they hanged my friend.

Kit was under the tree, the noose around his neck. He was sitting so straight. His hat was off, on the ground, the sun brought out the red glints in his hair. I could almost see the freckles on his face. What was he thinking? What?

I heard a shot, fired into the air. The horse bolted.

Kit swung.

“No, no, no!” I wailed it. I hid my face in Fearnaught’s mane. She whinnied and I quieted her, lest they hear us. I put my hands on her neck. Oh, it was so warm, and I was so cold. But I couldn’t keep my face in her mane forever. I had to look up sooner or later, didn’t I? To tell myself that it was true?

I looked. Kit’s lifeless body was swinging in the morning breeze. Just moments before, we’d sat here together, the three of us on a childhood jaunt, watching the army, like the children we were, speculating about them and where they’d gotten the cattle.

Now Kit was dead. It was a blasphemy in the morning, a blight upon the land. How could the river still sparkle in the background? The birds still sing? The sun still shine? Didn’t something have to stop? In honor of this abundance of life taken so senselessly?

Nothing stopped. The pine trees we knew so well smoked around me. The army went back to its business.

I leaned over Fearnaught’s neck and retched up my breakfast in the sand. I retched and retched until I thought my stomach would come up through my mouth and my brains would lurch out of my head. And my heart would stop altogether.

Then, finished and shivering, I wiped my mouth with my sleeve. I needed water, fresh springwater. Where was that spring? How far back?

I turned Fearnaught’s head in the direction of home. I took one last look down the slope. The army had done its dirty business; now the soldiers were in line again. Someone gave out an order, and they commenced to march.

I pressed my knees into Fearnaught’s sides. Her ears were flattened back. She knew something was wrong. I walked her carefully through the smoking pine trees, away from the river. I would take the back way home.


Chapter One
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June 30, 1780

“GIVE ME SOME of that bacon, Caroline. You don’t have to take it all for yourself.”

I shoved the plate across the faded cloth of the table at my sister. It was a far cry from Mama’s table downstairs, with its damask cloth and good china plate. I know Mama was thinking such, too. What had we come to, living like this? We’d been confined to one chamber upstairs, the three of us, since June first. Since Cornwallis came and threw my daddy in jail.

As would be expected, we were ready to kill each other by now. The only respite had been when Georgia Ann left for her nightly suppers with Lord Rawdon, the British colonel who had taken Cornwallis’s place. Cornwallis had left on the tenth, and almost immediately when Rawdon took over, he’d requested her presence at supper. I don’t know what she found to talk about with that fool man, but just having her out of the room of an evening was a blessing in itself.

“Only had one piece of bacon, Georgia Ann. Don’t feel like eating anyway. You’re the one stuffing yourself.” I longed to go outside. I couldn’t eat since Kit was hanged. And I missed my daddy. He’d done his best to comfort me that day when I’d come home, exhausted and crying, when Kit was hanged. I’d cried myself to sleep that night. And woke the next morning to hear pounding on our door, the shuffling of feet, and Daddy being hauled to prison. In his nightshirt. They hadn’t let Mama see him, though the jail was in town. They did let her send clothing.

“You ought to try to eat more, Caroline,” Mama said.

“Can’t, Mama.” But I sipped some coffee and nibbled some bread to keep her happy.

“These pancakes are common,” Georgia Ann said. “Made with only milk and brandy. I’ll wager Rawdon is eating rich pancakes, with half a pint of sack and cream in them.”

“Don’t complain.” Mama sipped her coffee. “We have food. Who knows what your father is eating this morning? And don’t quarrel. Remember, we may not be at our own table, but we must uphold our dignity. Your father would want that.”

“I’m sure all he wants right now is a good wash and shave.” Georgia Ann brushed her dark curls off her face and stuffed her mouth with some of the common pancakes. “That jail is so overcrowded. Rawdon told me last night that he’s rounded up a hundred and sixty more Patriots hereabouts who refuse to take up arms against England and threw them in our jail, too, so that rebel Sumter won’t get any recruits.”

“Has he seen your father?” Mama asked.

“He said he’s being decently cared for, Mama. He promised me.”

“His promises mean nothing,” I put in.

“You hush, you! What do you know of Lord Rawdon? He’s a gentleman!” Georgia Ann’s face went mean, saying it.

“A gentleman, is he? Then why won’t he let us visit Daddy in jail?”

“We are at war,” she said quietly. “When you are older you will understand such things.”

“I think I understand, Georgia Ann.” My voice was venom. “I understood the moment I saw my friend Kit hanged. You didn’t see it, but I did. And I see it every time I close my eyes at night.”

“Mama, she’s getting morbid again,” Georgia Ann said. “Make her stop.”

But I went on. “And what about the way they let his body hang on that tree for three weeks? With a placard pinned to it, forbidding his burial? And what did they do to Samuel Wyly at Waxhaws? Asked him to give up his shoe buckles, and when he bent to do so, struck his head with a sword. After that, they tore apart his body and set it up on a pike by the road!”

“That was the result of Tarleton’s orders,” my sister said, “not Rawdon’s. And Rawdon didn’t hang your friend, either. Cornwallis did that.”

“Oh yes, Cornwallis,” I flung back. “A peer of the realm. Isn’t that what you called him? Descended from knights and kings.”

“Mama!” Georgia Ann appealed. “She’s mouthing off like a rebel. And you know we can’t have that or everything will be ruined!”

“Your sister isn’t a rebel,” Mama assured her, “are you, Caroline?”

“I’m not anything,” I said. “I just don’t believe in Rawdon’s promises.”

“You are a Loyalist,” Mama insisted. “Like the rest of us.”

“Why can’t I be a rebel like Daddy?”

“One doesn’t just become a rebel, Caroline. Your father did after much soul-searching and prayer. He is a community leader. And a man. Men are the lawgivers because they have the better share of reason bestowed upon them by the Almighty.”

Flapdoodle, I thought. But I didn’t say it. Does that go for Rawdon and Cornwallis, too?

“But we women have the advantage, because we have it in our power to subdue the men without violence. We have more power in our tears than in our arguments. Remember that.”

“Tears won’t get Daddy out of jail,” I said. “But I’m sure Georgia Ann is already thinking of other ways to subdue Rawdon.”

My sister reached to slap me, but I dodged her. “Mama, I’m going to kill her if she doesn’t hush!” She started to cry.

“Now, now, girls, please! We mustn’t fight amongst ourselves. We must survive. Georgia, darling, did you tell Rawdon last evening that we are loyal to our king? And your brother is off fighting with the Loyalists?”

Georgia Ann shrugged. “Yes. He said that American Loyalist troops are rude countrymen, bumbling about with rusty muskets, who don’t know a thing about soldiering,” she recited.

“Oh dear.” Tears came to Mama’s eyes.

“Don’t worry, Mama,” Georgia Ann soothed. “Rawdon’s invited me to sup with him again tonight. He said his sentiments about American Loyalists do not carry over to our women. He said we are fair nymphs.”

“What’s a nymph?” I asked.

“Don’t walk out with him alone,” Mama cautioned.

“I won’t.” Georgia Ann helped herself to more common pancakes.

“Will somebody please tell me what a nymph is?” I persisted.

My sister tossed her head at me. “I told you she should be sent to Charleston to school, Mama. Her classical education is being sadly neglected. And look at her, in that ordinary brown calico. Can’t she wear something better? Can’t she comb her hair? She looks a disgrace.”

I knew how I looked. And I didn’t care. I hadn’t cared about anything since they’d hanged Kit. There didn’t seem to be any sense in it. “At least I’m not still in my nightgown.” Hers was brocaded, with a blue silk drape in back. “And you do walk out with Rawdon alone. I saw you last night in the orchard.”

“Georgia Ann, you mustn’t,” Mama wailed.

“Mama, he is most cultured. His family lived in Ireland for a century and received titles for their services, so the English kings could rule there.”

“You were taken with the fact that Cornwallis is an earl,” Mama reminded her, “and he put your father in prison, slaughtered our hogs and chickens, depleted our warehouses of every store we had, to say nothing of leaving with ten of our negras, including Doreen. And I trained her up for cooking for ten years! And look there”—she pointed out the window to the slope of lawn beyond her garden, where white tents bloomed like rosebushes. “They have taken down the fences for their firewood. And where are they relieving themselves? In my Cherokee roses.”

Good for you, Mama, I thought. Tell her.

“Don’t fret about the negras, Mama,” Georgia Ann answered. “They went with Cornwallis of their own choosing. He promised them freedom. Rawdon told me.”

“He promised them freedom.” Mama was not stupid. She’d met with Cornwallis before he left. “He told me that he is selling them to plantations in the West Indies. And when I asked him to at least allow us the use of one more room in this commodious house, do you know what he said? ‘Reflection convinces me, madam, that enemies should not be allowed any conveniences.’ Enemies! I told him my son has made the choice for the king. Do you know what he said to that? He said, ‘But this is a rebel household. You should have made a better choice in husbands.’”

“Don’t upset yourself so, Mama.” Georgia Ann picked up the china pot and poured more coffee. “Like I said, men do what they must in war. I am negotiating tonight with Rawdon to have Daddy released from prison. I know what I’m doing. Don’t worry.”

“You are what?” Mama asked.

“We will sup again tonight. He told me he needs horses for the cavalry. I saw him looking in the stable yesterday. He’s much taken with Fearnaught.”

I jumped right on my sister then and almost tore her eyes out of her head. “Fearnaught is Johnny’s prize! The best blooded horse in all of the Parish of St. Mark’s! What right do you have to promise her to Rawdon? You know Johnny’s going to race her after the war!”

Mama had to pull me away from her. “Girls, girls! Oh dear, I wish your father were here! Caroline, behave yourself this instant. Look, you’ve upset your sister’s hair.”

Pulled off her gauze and lace cap with the artificial flower on it is what I did. And undid one of the hair rolls on the side of her head. Good. “She deserves it,” I said. “Doesn’t have the sense God gave a goose. She’s got no right to give away Fearnaught. You know what she means to Johnny, Mama.”

Fearnaught! I felt a stab of fear. She was Johnny’s favorite. He had turned down many offers of money for her. She was held in esteem only with Grey Goose, and he’d taken Grey Goose with him to war. No British officer would put his spurs into Fearnaught’s flanks if I could help it. She was from the Red Doe stock along the Cooper River. Horses from that line were priceless.

“It could get Daddy out of jail,” Georgia Ann said. She was white-faced and crying, straightening her cap on her head. “We need to strike some bargain with him to get Daddy out of jail.”

“Not Fearnaught,” I said. “Never Fearnaught. Anyway, they don’t keep their word, these British. Remember what they did with our negras.”

Before she had a chance to reply, there was a knock on our chamber door. “I’ll get it,” Mama said. It was Jade, the one remaining negra on the place who could cook, though what I knew about dancing was more than what she knew about cooking. And I hate to dance.

“He doan like the pancakes, Miz Sarah. He doan like anythin’ I cooks, an’ I been workin’ my fingers to the bone fer him fer a for’night now. He say fer supper he wants she-crab soup. He say if’n I doan get him somebody on the place who kin make it, he gonna sell me off to the West Indies. Kin he do that, Miz Sarah?”

Mama made her come in and sit down. Jade was crying. Then Mama fetched quill, paper, and ink and penned a note. “Take this down to Colonel Rawdon,” she told Jade.

The woman shook her head. “No, ma’am, please. Doan ask me. He’s madder than a flop-eared hound caged up in coon season. Please, Miz Sarah.”

Mama held the note out to Georgia Ann.

She, too, shook her head. “I can’t let him see me in such disarray,” she said. And she crossed the room to her dressing table, where she had all her pots of creams and salves and lotions.

“I’ll take it down, Mama,” I said.

She looked at me. And I saw her blue eyes grow a shade darker. “You said you’d never speak to one of them after they hanged your friend. For a month I couldn’t get you below stairs when Rawdon invited you to supper.”

“Twice he invited me. Only to be polite. He invited you, too, Mama. You wouldn’t go.”

“I am different. My husband is in jail.”

“My daddy is in jail,” I said, “and my friend is dead. But I’ll do this now.” I took the note from her.

“Perhaps you should read it first, Caroline. You may change your mind.”

So I read it. And felt the blood drain from my face. “You sure you mean this, Mama?”

“I do not say or write what I do not mean, Caroline. You should know that by now.”

“What?” Georgia Ann turned from her dressing table. “What are you telling him, Mama?”

“Since you do not wish to deliver the note, you must wait to find out,” Mama told her, then sat down and poured herself another cup of coffee. I watched her for a moment. Always I’d thought her spoiled, willful, and conceited. But since Daddy had been put in jail, she seemed to be showing strengths I never knew she had.

I folded the note up and went to the door. There I paused. “Suppose she doesn’t want to come?” I asked Mama.

“She’ll come,” she answered.

In a shot Georgia Ann was out of her chair. “Not Miz Melindy. You’re not going to bring her into the house. She hasn’t set foot in this house in years.”

“Two years,” Mama said.

“Mama!”

“She makes good she-crab soup. She makes good everything. Maybe it’ll becalm the colonel. Take his mind off Fearnaught. Soothe his spirit so he’ll be inclined to let your father out of jail.”

“Rawdon will make Caroline fetch her.” Georgia Ann stood over Mama now. “You’re going to let him send Caroline down to that cabin? After all these years? You want to put her through that?”

“I don’t mind, if Caroline doesn’t,” Mama said.

“I don’t,” I said. Then I looked at my sister. “I’ve been through worse,” I reminded her. “It’ll be nice to take a walk outside again. I haven’t been outside in ages.”

“Good.” Mama smiled. “Now go back to fixing your hair, Georgia Ann. Jade? Go about your business. You won’t have to cook anymore, just keep the house. Is the colonel still putting his boots on my brocaded settee?”

“Yes, ma’am. But I cleans it. An’ I cleans his boots.”

She left. I followed her out of the room.

“You could at least make her change out of that dreadful brown calico,” I heard Georgia Ann pleading. “How can we uphold the family honor if she looks a disgrace?”

Mama made some reply. It sounded like “Don’t worry about Caroline upholding the family honor, worry about yourself,” but I couldn’t be sure of it. There was an awful buzzing sound in my ears. I sat down on the steps and covered my face with my hands.

I was to deliver Mama’s note to Rawdon. He would be wearing the bright red coat of the British army, the same coats they’d worn the day Kit was hanged. I had sworn I would never speak to one of them. Can I keep myself from saying dreadful things to Rawdon now? I must.

Then, if he allowed, I was to go down to the quarters and see Miz Melindy. Suppose she won’t talk to me? Suppose she throws me off her porch?

“Miz Caroline?”

I looked up. Jade was standing a few steps below me, crumpling her apron in her hands and looking up. “Yes?”

“I fergots to tell yer mama. A woman stopped by the door of the kitchen this mornin’.”

“What woman?”

“Doan know, Miz Caroline. She look jus’ terrible. Say the Indians brung her up the creek. Say she lookin’ fer that Cornwallis.”

“Did you send her to Rawdon?”

“She say she come to the house, but the soldiers chase her. She look awful poorly, Miz Caroline. I give her some vittles an’ she left. But she say she be back. Say she gotta see that Cornwallis feller or she jus’ die.”

I wondered if it had been Mrs. Wyly, begging for her husband’s body. But why would Indians bring her on the creek? She lived right in town. “Thank you, Jade. You did good,” I said. “We won’t ponder the matter now. We have worries of our own.”


Chapter Two
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June 30, 1780

THE LAST TIME I had spoken to Miz Melindy was when her sister Cate tried to burn our house down. That was nigh onto two years ago now. I was twelve then, and Georgia Ann was fifteen. It was Georgia Ann’s fault. Cate was feebleminded and always doing crazy things. Had herself a pet hog that would follow her all over the place. Miz Melindy kept a right good eye on her, though. Cate was her younger sister by ten years.

I sat there on the stairway mulling it over. I could hear Colonel Rawdon and his aides at breakfast in our dining room. If I craned my neck, like I saw an ostrich do in one of those fancy schoolbooks of my sister’s, I could see Rawdon. Or at least his polished black boots and his bright red coat. I decided it was not worth the effort. I knew what he’d look like. Same as the rest of them. Civilized as a parson, but crazy as a hooty owl once you got to know him.

After Kit’s body had hung from that tree for three weeks in the heat, some of his friends went at night and cut it down. They climbed that tree after digging a hole under him, slashed the rope, and let his body fall into the hole. I’d wanted to visit his makeshift grave, but Mama wouldn’t even let me sneak out of the house. She promised that after this was all over, this war, or invasion, or whatever you wanted to call it, his family would disinter him and we’d attend a proper burial in our churchyard. But it didn’t help any. What was it about these British that they put people’s bodies on pikes or let them hang unburied? Wasn’t killing enough?

I was sick from it. Something inside me did not work right anymore. I woke each morning with a pall over me. I stopped, midday, to sit and stare at nothing, trying to ponder a way to be rid of the sickness inside me. It hung there like Kit’s corpse, rotting. There was no getting around it.

Rawdon was talking in that clipped accent they all had. “I’ll deal with this deserter. Bring him before the assembled regiment. Have the officers leave the field. Turn him over to the enlisted men and have them hang him.”

“Will they do it, sir?” Another officer spoke.

“They will. Or hang themselves.”

More hanging. How could Georgia Ann sup with this man? She was taken with him, I decided, because she was taken with anybody who had pretensions. She had so many herself. It came from that French school in Charleston, where she’d gotten her Polite Education. At the time of our near house-burning she was just home from school. She’d recently had her portrait painted and was all filled up with herself. Told Daddy she required her own personal maid. So he gave her Cate. Right off Georgia Ann put that Polite Education to use. Ordered Cate around like Boney, our overseer, ordered the field hands. I don’t know how Cate took it as long as she did. Then one day she spilled the King’s Honey Water that Georgia Ann used to keep her complexion white.

King’s Honey Water comes dear, and you can’t buy it anywhere but in Charleston, a hundred and twenty miles south of us. Which is not to say we haven’t got a fine town here. Camden is on the east bank of the Wateree River. My daddy made this town. It wasn’t much of anything when he came up from Charleston in 1764 to establish his flour mills. He knew all about fine flour. His flour became famous and made him his fortune, and soon he owned not only grist and flour mills but an indigo works, a tobacco warehouse, a brewery, and a distillery.

Now Camden is a fine town. So many homes, a sawmill, stores, like the Pine Tree that Samuel Wyly owned before the British cut him to pieces, a Quaker meeting, which Sam’s wife still goes to, a Presbyterian church, and a subscription school, although I had my own tutors. Not to mention the magazine, where all the ammunition and supplies for war were stored until Cornwallis threw Daddy in jail and took it over. Daddy built that magazine for the colony. Daddy is a man of means. He owns some ten thousand acres of land that we keep in lumber, wheat, cattle, horses, and vegetables. And now, with the war, we plant flax.

But nowhere in any establishment here can you get King’s Honey Water. So Georgia Ann did what only Georgia Ann would do. She slapped Cate good.

And Cate did what only Cate would do. Tried to burn down our house.

Now a house for a bottle of Honey Water may not seem like a fair exchange, excepting if you know how bad the blood is between my family and Miz Melindy’s in the quarters. First thing I expected Miz Melindy to do was put one of her burlap conjure bags tied with strands of horsehair under the back porch. In the bag would be a mix of hair and nails, worms, maybe a coon foot and some needles. Everybody knows a conjure bag can harm the person it was meant for. Even make them die a slow death. There’s talk around here that Miz Melindy is a “trick negra,” which means that if you get on the wrong side of her she can cast a spell and do you real harm.

But you can’t prove it by me. I lived with Miz Melindy for the first two years of my life, and there is nobody kinder that I know in the Parish of St. Mark’s. Though if I venture down to the quarters now to speak to her, she will chase me and pretend she never laid eyes on me before, like she didn’t nurse me when I was a baby and screamed night and day because I was choleric. And nobody at the plantation house wanted to do with me.

Of course, my being choleric wasn’t the only reason they wanted no truck with me. But the other reason we don’t talk about. We go out of our way not to speak of it. We walk around it, like we’d walk around one of those burlap bundles tied with strands of horsehair.

I was drawn from my thoughts by movement in the dining room. The officers were getting to their feet, putting on their swords and gloves. Two strode right through the hall below me and went out the front door.

“Tell the inhabitants of this Godforsaken town that I will give ten guineas for the head of any deserter belonging to the Volunteers of Ireland. And five guineas only if they bring him in alive,” Rawdon called after his men. “By God, you can’t trust the Irish, I always said. They may have deserted from Washington’s army, but they’ll not desert from mine.”

His voice echoed in our genteel house. I trembled at the sound of it. The front door slammed behind the two officers, and the house got quiet. I stood up, drew in my breath, and told myself I was doing this for Kit and for my daddy. I don’t know what such resolve meant. I wasn’t a rebel. It was all male notions, this rebel or Tory business. Politics. Wasn’t it? It had to do with men and commerce, meetings and high-toned talk.

I knew the lie of that even as I walked down the hall into the dining room. But I was not ready to face the lie of it head on. Not yet. I’d figure that out later. Right then I had to face the monster who had taken over our house, who, with the opening of his English mouth, could sentence a man to death.

He was lounging at the dining room table, his boots up on a velvet-tufted chair. There were breakfast leavings—cold grits, bits of roasted pork, and pancakes—on plates. He was nibbling macaroons and calf’s-foot jelly that Georgia Ann had brought home from Charleston that spring. The room smelled of tobacco smoke. Rawdon was reading a newspaper.

“Sir?”

He turned, saw me, and stood up. He rapped the newspaper with his hand. “Rebel women here do have their pretensions. They tell me Ann Timothy publishes this South Carolina Gazette. Can it be true?”

He was tall and lean. I suppose Georgia Ann would consider him handsome. I don’t know what makes a man handsome. My daddy is a fine-looking specimen of man and he is short and graying. Rawdon had a strong nose and heavy black brows. His eyes had a bruised look about them, as if he’d been up all night. Perhaps he is worried about deserters, I thought. Good.

“Yes sir,” I answered him. “Ann Timothy publishes the South Carolina Gazette. And her mother-in-law before her published it.”

“Getting ahead of themselves, aren’t they? Like the colonies? Well it’s a rag. It can’t hold a candle to our London papers. And who might you be?”

I curtsied. “Caroline Whitaker. Your servant, sir.” How I hated saying those words! “Georgia Ann is my sister.”

“Ah, the recluse.” He patted his mouth with a linen napkin and took my measure. And in spite of myself I did feel dowdy in the brown calico. “Well, keep on as you’re going and you’ll be pretty as Georgia Ann someday, I’m sure.”

“Thank you, sir.” I stepped forward and handed him Mama’s note.

He read it and scowled. “Why wasn’t I told yesterday that there is another negra on the place who is a good cook? I made inquiries. Sent my men down to the quarters to ask. Who is this woman?”

“Miz Melindy, sir. She’s old now, but she can cook. Lots better than Jade.”

“My sainted ninety-two-year-old aunt can cook better than Jade. Is this the trick negra?”

“She’s no trick negra, sir, unless you consider the way she can make she-crab soup.”

“My men heard about the quilts she makes. Heard Cornwallis managed to get one. They went
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