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Chapter 1

1857

 


Her love walked away beside the one
competitor she could never equal. They were so happy, so
mercilessly oblivious of the pain they had inflicted. No, that wasn't right.
Jane was perfectly aware of the pain she'd inflicted. Why did they
deserve a future together? Why did he choose her? She didn’t love him any more
than she loved the other boys. Jane flirted shamelessly with
everyone.

It had to be status; that was the only
halfway sensible reason. Elijah couldn’t be so ridiculous as to
prefer her looks. He'd laughed at her looks for months. Jane's hair
was too blond and her eyes were too close together, but that was
then and Jane was rich. Her father owned the bank, the general
store, and half the town. What did she have to offer as her dowry?
She had nothing that might compare to Jane’s money and land.

She was born into life on the opposite side
of wealth. They had a tiny dirt farm and much love in Hickory
Hollow, but nothing of monetary worth. Elijah had looked out for
his own future—a future that didn’t include a farm girl with gray
eyes. Despite the public humiliation, her mind still couldn't
accept their relationship was over. He'd become a comfortable habit
during the previous year. She could almost set a watch by his
regular visits. How could he hide such hypocrisy? There were so
many times had he said money was nothing and every utterance seemed
as sincere and genuine as the one before. He claimed he knew, by
experience, that money brought more melancholy than anything
did.

She soothed those tender wounds in silence as
she walked out of town. She hated self-pity. Pity was despicable as
a whole, a ridiculous emotion that didn’t accomplish anything, but
she was in pain. She wouldn't have guessed her heart could hurt so
much. She would keep that pain to herself. He would not have the
satisfaction of seeing her hurt. Elijah had courted her, but he
didn't slip through her fingers and she wouldn't think of their
relationship in that way. The truth was that no embrace could be
tight enough to distract him from Jane’s money; all the strolls and
picnics combined couldn’t profit him a single penny. Her mother had
been right: townspeople and rural people didn't mix. They were too
different. She'd taken him to be a decent young man, but
apparently, he was just like his father. In a few years, he'd be an
attorney like his father and have the same ill repute.

It was a dark day of surprise. He repeatedly
said that he didn't want a girl who would be a society woman. He
didn't want someone who would spend the days in gossip and
backbiting. He didn't want someone who wouldn't leave the house
because, "ladies never did." Obviously, that was all practice for
the courtroom. He could’ve at least continued the lie until they
were alone. He didn't have to subject her to everything in front of
everyone within earshot.

She tried to keep her head up, but her cheeks
remained hot. Why was it so embarrassing? Why did the adults watch her go, too?
Surely, they had duties and responsibilities to tend to and weren’t
interested in the quibbles of children. She’d been jilted in front
of the entire town. At least no one had laughed to her face.

It felt all wrong. Maybe this was a
crossroads in life because nothing felt as it should. She didn't
want to think of revenge; she knew what happened to those who went
too far for vengeance. Grandfather Thornton suffered for seeking
justice, so much that it cost him his life on the gallows. Besides,
revenge was wrong. God delivered that himself.

She walked between the last two businesses in
town and finally felt free. Townspeople were a different breed, a
curiosity that you had to belong to if you wanted to understand.
They all probably laughed now that she was gone. The entire town
would laugh at her and her poor family by dusk. At least she would
never know. She would survive this and she would be better for
it.

“Sylvia?” Dotia came up behind her. Her ash
blond hair was pulled back in a braid that went to her waist. She
always had the prettiest hair. “Sylvia Drake, I know that look.
What’s wrong?”

As much as she appreciated her sister's
concern, she didn't want to talk. “Let’s just walk quietly, for a
while. I want to hear nature.”

“Uh-huh. We hear it everyday. What is
it?”

“I just don’t want to talk.”

“Elijah chose, didn’t he?”

“Yes.”

“He chose the golden cow, didn’t he?”

“Yes.”

“I'm sorry, sis... Mama told you not to love
him." She gently put an arm around her. "You can’t be surprised.
You know Elijah’s family has a bad name. Don’t forget his father is
a lawyer and they follow the money. It’s a shame, but it
happens.”

“I thought he was different.”

“He was, Sylvia. ‘ Was,’ is in the past. Be
thankful you didn’t marry him and have a dozen kids by the time you
saw his true colors. How would you have managed that?”

They walked silently across the hill. “I
don’t guess I’ll get married.”

“You will one day. We both will. And it won’t
be to a yellow, greedy boy.”

Dotia sounded confident, but she didn’t share
her enthusiasm. All her usual self-encouragement faded into
oblivion. She had hated pity when she didn’t know pain. Her future
was over. How could Elijah act like that? It was so cruel. He
wouldn’t be by to go on picnics any more. He would never walk her
to town again. She'd grown so fond of him and so comfortable with
their time together.

Revenge became a powerful temptation as the
memory of his rejection repeated in her mind. The condescending
looks of the rich townspeople. She didn’t want to move on or marry
someone else. She wanted them all dealt with. Didn’t they deserve
it? She deeply inhaled the honey-suckled fragrant air as she
stepped out of her boots to walk barefoot in the cool grass.

Jane deserved anger more than anyone else
did. That shrill, high-pitched giggle echoed when he professed his
love for her. She knew exactly what he’d done and couldn't be more
eager to help him do it. Jane openly hugged him for his decision
with the entire town standing right there. They could’ve made it
simple without drawing the attention of others. Jane wanted it
known that the attorney’s son brushed off the poor farmer’s
daughter he’d been toying with.

“Where are we going?”

Dotia led her off the path home. “I thought
we’d visit Miriam.”

She conceded without argument. She hadn't
wanted to talk, but a nice visit might get her mind off Elijah.
Dotia could do all the talking. It was early and they didn’t have
to be home for some time. It had been a blissful Saturday without
so much work as they waited for harvest. She'd hoed and weeded the
fields until she was exhausted. They still had around a month
before the endless days of reaping and preparing food for winter
began.

Miriam Wesley was a kind mountain woman with
a neat little house and flowers everywhere. Elijah said the
townspeople had labeled her as a witch and weaved great yarns of
how she cursed all who angered her. He also said they labeled many
of the rural people around them, but for all the wrath and blame,
none who accused dared confront them. Certainly, none of them ever
left town to see who Miriam really was. She wore long skirts of
vibrant colors and lived alone. In spite of the fantasies society
enjoyed discussing, she was helpful and generous to all mountain
folk.

A little boy yelled from behind them, “Going
to see the witch, huh? You want revenge, Sylvia?” Jane’s little
brother Malcolm had eavesdropped.

“Yes, Malcolm.” Dotia quickly taunted. “We’re
going to put a spell on you for eavesdropping.”

Malcolm quickly ran back towards town
yelling, “I’m telling.”

“You better hurry before we make you mute!”
Dotia yelled as he ran screaming back to the town. “That’ll teach
him.” She smirked.

“You shouldn’t encourage him. There’s no
telling what he’ll say to them in town.”

“Ha!” she let out a good laugh. “What are
they going to do… risk getting their pretty clothes dirty? They
can't say anything that hasn't been said before.”

She was thankful that the conversation
drifted from the painful events of the day into comfortable
silence. Maybe she would feel better if she could just cry. That
was an embarrassing thought; her sister would never let her live it
down. What would she do without Dotia? How could she survive
without her elder sister? Dotia went through a silent change in the
past year. She used be so timid and emotional, even their mother
worried. The family dismissed it being a female issue and started
to believe something more serious had happened, but Miriam fixed
whatever it was.

All the mountainfolk visited Miriam when
there was a problem with person or livestock. Her herbs and elixirs
could cure everything except death. Miriam had been a resident of
the mountain for as long as anyone could remember and she had never
changed.

Dotia returned to normal after she began
taking Miriam’s medicine. She became independent and brave, even
the small behaviors changed. She didn’t flinch when she had to go
to the washhouse at night. She didn’t think twice of confronting
wild animals or strange people. They arrived at Miriam’s cottage
and knocked. “Is it my girls?” The familiar voice called.

“Hello, Miriam. Can we visit you?”

The pleasant, older woman ushered them into
her home and offered them tea and cakes. “This is my new blackberry
tea. I’m making a batch to store for winter, if you like it, I’ll
let you all take some home.” Miriam's home was filled with
beautiful odds-and-ends that she'd never witnessed elsewhere, even
at the general store in town. Most didn't look particularly
expensive, but they were all pretty things.

The conversation jumped to the latest gossip
in the mountain. Eventually, the room fell silent and Miriam
studied her, “Sylvia, what’s the matter? You look upset.”

“It’s a long story, Miriam.”

“And I bet it's one I know well… who is he
and what did he do?”

It was her turn to eye Miriam for a moment,
unsure if she should laugh or feel blessed that she didn’t have to
explain so much. “How did you know?”

Miriam laughed and Dotia sighed, “Elijah
Goodson chose Jane Kinderhook.”

“Why, he’s a Goodson! Be glad you got away
from him before you were married. Monita, Elijah's mother, has
suffered things we can’t talk about at the hand of Bernard Goodson.
I dare say he’ll follow in those footsteps— he’s spoiled rotten.
Weatherly, Elijah’s grandfather, was the same way.”

“I tried to tell her, Miriam.” Dotia nodded
in agreement. “She’s just got to get over it.”

“Besides, the Kinderhook family is a perfect
match. Jane’s spoiled, too. Her father is a lot like Bernard. Birds
of a feather.”

The honest facts her brain accepted still
refused to register in her heart. Everything they said was true.
She and Elijah were from different worlds and, even if she had been
chosen, it would never have been easy or happy. She would never be
accepted in town and he would never be accepted in Hickory Hollow.
Besides, she hated Bernard Goodson, something about him that made
her incredibly uncomfortable. It wasn’t anything inappropriate; it
was something else. When she and Elijah walked together around his
father, she felt his eyes bore into her, a slithering, lingering
study. He looked her over for some reason, or looked down on her.
Maybe it was pity for her simple dresses.

“I have the very thing you need,” Miriam
walked to the abundantly stocked spice cabinet. "I don’t have a
fancy name for it so I just call it, ‘Witch's Rose.’ It’s a special
blend of herbs to add to your tea. I use a touch of witch hazel,
wild rose petals, ginseng, and a few other ingredients. It just
relaxes you for a little while.”

Relaxation wasn't likely to help after the
day she'd had. Dotia urged, “Go on, Sylvia, it's the same stuff she
gave me and it helped me. You can take a nap if you need to. It
won’t be supper time for a while.”

She mixed a teaspoon of the strange, dried
contents from the paper package into her cup. The dark amber tea
became gray and cloudy. She cautiously sipped and tasted the
slightly sweet tea as it gained a bitter aftertaste. It was almost
too bitter at first, but the unique flavor became delicious after a
few sips. She gave a light chuckle, “Will it give me your gumption,
Dotia?” She had to give Miriam credit for because it already made
her feel better.

She lay back on the couch and closed her
eyes. Her sister's faint voice followed in a ghostly whisper, “If
you want it.”

She did want it.

She wanted to wake up without a care in the
world. Somewhere in that black void, she heard bizarre slurping
sounds. She couldn’t find the strength to open her eyes. She didn’t
want to look at whatever made that sound. She didn't want to look
or to think. She didn’t want to marry a farmer. She wanted more out
of life. She wanted to see the world beyond the Cumberland
Mountains, to see the oceans and visit foreign countries.

She dreamed the strangest series of dreams,
the final concluded with her alone in town. Where was Dotia?
Miriam? A light breeze knocked dust against her ankles. She heard
the Jane's irritating giggle and winced at the terrible screech.
Suddenly, Jane stood before her. She followed the girl as she
strode back towards her mansion. She'd crept through the alley
between the town buildings.

Here's my chance... The unusual thought made her
pause. What could she honestly do? Josette would likely spank her
if she learned she'd physically fought over a boy, no matter who he
was. She didn’t like Jane, but she didn't hate her enough to hurt
her or to defy her own parents. Jane turned the corner and left her
there. She waited a moment, unsure of if she should continue
following or return the other way. She heard further secretive
giggling and she moved towards the sound. Her feet weren’t touching
the ground. It was impossible, but she felt like she was floating.
It was an amazing dream. The world looked and felt so
different.

The entrance to the tiny passage went between
the bank and general store. She stopped and listened as two wagons
passed in the street. Jane wasn’t alone; the typically loud giggle
was soft and muted. Someone was in there with her. Sylvia didn’t
have to worry about noise. She was completely silent, couldn’t even
hear her own heart.

She turned the corner and stopped in her
tracks. Jane kissed Peter Begley. Peter? The gangly son of the blacksmith?
The couple didn’t notice as she neared, but she didn't expect they
would. It was only a dream so it didn't matter what she did,
anyway. “What if Elijah catches us?” Peter tried to back away from
her grasp. He should be afraid because Elijah was stronger and
faster.

“Who cares? I like courting two boys and I'll
court as many as I can.” Jane stretched her arms and pressed her
body closer to his.

“But, he thinks you’re true to him.”

“Don't be a stick in the mud. What he doesn’t
know won’t hurt him. Besides, I only wanted to see if he’d choose
that milk-faced girl, Sylvia or me. Of course, I knew he would pick
me. How can dirt compare with gold?” She played with her hair.
“Besides my cousin in Raleigh told me all kinds of things I could
do to you.”

Peter tried to say something else, but she
grabbed him and kissed him again. What could she do? What should
she do? She didn’t want to make trouble, but she didn’t want to
help Jane. If she ignored it, she might as well be friends with
her. No, she had to tell Elijah. It would hurt him. It would hurt
him and probably get Jane in trouble. Suddenly, it seemed like the
perfect idea. She couldn’t help a smirk as she moved back towards
the livery. It would hurt them both and that didn’t seem like such
a terrible idea. She didn't have to do anything, but be honest.

Elijah dealt with the paperwork at the
stables and livery. His father handed the minor work down to him to
train him for his future. He hadn't decided if he wanted to pursue
law or banking. She greeted him in the cramped office, but he
wouldn’t look at her. Serves him right. If she’d treated him the same way,
guilt would be overwhelming. He scribbled on the papers in front of
him; columns and rows of numbers neatly aligned inside the
hardcover book.

“Elijah, I have something to say to you,
whether you want to hear it or not.” He kept his head down, his
eyes on the book. He remained silent. She ignored his hush and
continued
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