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            Chapter One

          

          Asheville 1882

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “AT ASHEVILLE!—For two days past the Iron Horse had made his regular trip to Asheville depot…, It is a great event, this opening of railway facilities to the heart of the mountain region.”

      

        

      
        The Farmer and Mechanic

      

      

      

      The dressmaker probably saw every kind of bride—joyful, nervous, excited, even frightened, yet rarely two sisters on the same day and seldom ones of our advanced age. At thirty years old, I’d long since abandoned the idea of marriage. The War had ended when I was thirteen and with battlefields turned to cemeteries, the marriage prospects in the South had dimmed considerably. I didn’t favor the title spinster, but I valued my independence. Especially now, as it slipped from my grasp.

      “Shorter, Miss Harris?” Miss Shackton asked. “You might wear it after the wedding.”

      “Yes, thank you. It’ll make a fine church dress.” My cheeks warmed at the suggestion for thrift. My thoughts thundered over my family’s losses. A hastily arranged marriage to a man I barely knew was my only option.

      While Miss Shackton circled to pin the dress’s hem, my eyes swept the neatly kept shop. It was narrow, not two wagons’ breadth across, with a front counter crafted from a rich, dark slab of wood laid on top of postmaster shelving. The many nooks and crannies held the dressmaker’s tools of the trade: threads, spools, pin cushions, bolts of fabric, scissors, and more. The orderliness soothed me.

      “I’m almost finished here. Be with you in a minute,” Miss Shackton announced to my sister.

      Jennie slumped on a faded settee and dabbed her eyes with a damp handkerchief. She’d always been delicate and our rushed marriages, and that of our two sisters, Louise and Ina, didn’t help. From my earliest years, I’d taken care of Jennie and my other siblings, filling in where our mother and father had fallen short. Who would look after my sister? The shop’s mirror reflected my sour expression.

      Jennie twisted her kerchief. “It’s getting late. I could come back another day.”

      The dressmaker opened her mouth to reply, but my words stabbed the space between us.

      “There’s no getting around it, Jennie. Best get it done.” My eyes prickled. I exhaled long and hard.

      A fire in the corner wood stove pushed away the late winter draft seeping under the front door. The shop’s exposed brick walls held no adornment, not a picture nor sign nor frame, which told me more about the seamstress than the organized tools. The storefront faced Asheville’s Main Street, and I watched passersby through the wide front window embellished with Custom Tailoring, Elizabeth Shackton, Proprietress.

      I’d never met a woman with her own business. How liberating it must be to earn one’s own way, to not depend on a man to provide. The young seamstress circled the fabric, billowing against the wooden floorboards with deliberate, efficient movements. She was girlish with her curly golden hair and a modest dress of blue-striped cotton. Her only decoration was the various pins and needles poking out of a wrist cushion.

      The bell jingled as the shop door swung open, drawing in the smell of the livery stable across the road, the noises of the street traffic, and a composed young woman. Her pale, smooth hands held a stack of papers. I clutched my rough, sun-worn hands behind my back.

      “Good day, Miss Elizabeth. I’ve brought the flyers for the meeting.”

      “Good day as well, Miss Margaret,” Elizabeth said. “You might put them on the counter. I’ll get them out this evening.” She stood and smoothed her skirt.

      Margaret’s peculiar dialect piqued my curiosity. I glanced between the dressmaker and her acquaintance until Elizabeth put her work aside and introduced us.

      “Miss Alice Harris and Miss Jennie Harris, Miss Margaret Petersen of Boston, Massachusetts.” We exchanged curtsies and smiles.

      “Shall I read it to you?” Margaret asked.

      The sudden coloring of Elizabeth’s cheeks startled me. Many didn’t know their letters, but I expected a woman in business to read.

      “The Women’s Home Missionary Society Meeting, Wednesday, seven o’clock at the Methodist Church. Come support efforts to fund public schools.” Margaret Petersen looked at me. “Are you a supporter, Miss Harris?”

      I’d scarcely thought about promoting public education. The War had curtailed my schooling. In those years when I should have walked the red-earth road to the country schoolhouse, I kept our household together and our inn running—until I couldn’t. At the end of the War, with the schoolhouse burned down and our family scraping by, my father’s concern for our education had gone by the wayside. Our hardship forced Jennie and me on a singular path toward financial security—marriage. With a better education, we’d have had more choices.

      “I support your efforts, Miss Petersen.” I also welcomed a diversion from our wedding preparations. “Jennie, we must attend the meeting.”

      “Thank you, Miss Petersen, for the invitation,” Jennie said. “Alice, we’d best speak with family before we commit.” My sister clasped her trembling hands behind her back.

      “Cousin Mary will be asleep not long after dessert,” I said. “We are two engaged women in each other’s company. I shall chaperone you and you me.” I accepted a flyer from Miss Petersen. “We’ll meet you there at seven tomorrow evening.”

      Jennie’s eyebrows rose in response. I recalled her reproachful words three days ago, when we’d left our home for Asheville.

      Jennie had jutted out her chin. “Honestly, Alice, you’re only four years older than me.”

      “And?”

      “And it means you expect to have your way, whether seeing to the packing, scheduling our trip, or getting the first pick of our grooms.” Jennie had crossed her arms and refused to talk to me for the rest of the carriage ride. I’d ignored the outburst, knowing time and distance soothed her best. Clearly, she was bitter about marrying the older of the two men.

      The dressmaker’s suggestion brought me back to the invitation at hand. “You might come for the last fitting at six o’clock, then we’d go to the meeting together,” she said.

      “We’d be delighted, Miss Shackton.” I excused myself to the curtained-off area to change. After Jennie had her wedding dress fitted, we left the shop arm in arm.

      My sister’s exasperation didn’t last, and I chose a roundabout way to our cousin’s home. Jennie and I were free to stroll on our own under the open sky, unencumbered by wedding dresses, obligations, and demands. We sauntered over to Court Square, its stately green stretching before the Buncombe County courthouse and the heart of the city. Our long hems swished across the stone paths toward a commemorative plaque announcing Israel Baird’s land grant to the city.

      “Smell that mountain air,” a tall man in a bowler hat said to the woman on his arm.

      She let out a sigh of satisfaction. “This is truly—what is that wonderful expression one hears? The land of the sky.”

      I hadn’t read the novel, but I recognized the famous title the railroad used to advertise Asheville.

      “Now it is,” the man stressed and dropped his voice. “It wasn’t long ago they sold slaves on those very steps.” His outstretched arm pointed toward the courthouse entry. The woman’s lips curled in distaste.

      The imposing courthouse towered over the square, a focal point with its distinctive curved roofline and wrought-iron widow’s walk. I marveled at the three-arched entry and the way the masons repeated the curves atop each window. Where these visitors dwelled in the past, I glimpsed the city’s growth and bright future.

      “A despicable trade.” The woman held her palm under her bosom. The couple glided away.

      Jennie snorted. “I think Mr. Baird would hardly recognize Asheville.”

      “Not the disapproving visitors, nor their unusual fashions.” I eyed the woman’s oversized bustle from a distance. I was glad I didn’t wear a garment emphasizing my backside. The visible boning of the woman’s corset squeezed her waistline into an unnatural smallness that pained me. I pulled in my stomach.

      We wandered the stone pathways, bare and wet from the afternoon warmth after last night’s dusting of snow. Constant noise plied the busy thoroughfares, with wagons rumbling, horse hooves clopping, people chatting, vendors shouting, and shop doors jingling.

      Asheville showed off sturdy brick structures built to last, planked roadways, and crowds of people dressed in their finest. In contrast, my family’s land presented falling down farm buildings, empty roads, and the pinched together necessities of our home. Asheville’s progress distracted me from the countryside’s demise, or maybe I should say, our family’s ruin. In admiring the city, I avoided considering my role in our downfall.

      “I bet that woman has a lady-in-waiting and doesn’t fix her own hair or attach her own hat.”

      “Alice, that’s petty.” Jennie gave me a conspiratorial smile. “But true.”

      I was determined to squeeze out these last moments with Jennie. In a fortnight, my younger sister would move with her husband to Hendersonville, several hours away from my new home in Democrat, North Carolina. She’d been my constant companion in running our household and my confidante. I would miss her terribly. Our linked arms held fast to one another.

      People hurried between storefronts, ducking under the colorful awnings shading the shops’ interiors. Many windows above street level were cracked open, ventilating the upper level warehousing space or living areas.

      Our time in town freed us from our cousin’s great interest in our comings and goings. I’d explained more than once, we were engaged to be married, as we had the licenses. However, our mother’s cousin, Mary, viewed us as single women needing her guardianship, since the banns hadn’t been read as they would have been in her day.

      “The town is bustling,” I said.

      “Yes,” Jennie murmured.

      “And Miss Shackton and Miss Petersen are most interesting.”

      “Hm.”

      My arm tensed to keep ahold of my sister, to stop her from drifting away. Jennie’s spells came unexpectedly. No, that wasn’t right. Jennie distanced herself when I pulled too hard, pushed too much. Unfortunately, that was my nature.

      Our grandmother often reminded Jennie that a lady should be quiet, not aloof. She’d taught Jennie fine stitching to keep her present in company. Without an embroidery hoop to thrust in her hand, I challenged my sister. “Oh Jennie, you’ve barely said a word since the betrothals.”

      Her words poured forth like a broken dam. “Our family is broken apart. Ina is already married and gone to South Carolina. What will become of us?” Jennie choked back tears.

      I pulled Jennie onto a park bench and gave her my handkerchief. My sister’s light blue eyes were her best feature, both for their color and the ability to see the good in every situation. Apparently, that attribute was hard to muster today. The question she posed I’d asked myself countless times. I’d sustained our family through the years, but I couldn’t figure out how to do so now. If I couldn’t hold my family together, how would I do so with another?

      “Hendersonville is not far away from Democrat and we’ll visit one another. The beginning of new families isn’t the end of our family.” I almost convinced myself. I stood and brushed off my skirt. It was an act of stoicism I believed I’d perfected. Jennie wouldn’t have noticed the tears I’d shed at night, and I pretended not to hear her quiet sobs as she wept in the darkness of our shared bed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “The influence of what has already been effected [sic] in railroad construction was immediately manifest. Permanent settlers poured in…, to unite their fortunes with Asheville.”

      

        

      
        Asheville Citizen-Times

      

      

      

      Our steps slowed as we approached our cousin’s home. Jennie and I had left the busy streets of the city behind, but the sweet smells of cured tobacco trailed after us.

      The prominent neighborhood suited our cousin, Mary. Her husband, Stewart Tate, had moved up with the Western North Carolina Railroad four years ago, and was second-in-command to the chief engineer, Colonel Thaddeus Coleman. He’d managed the recent opening of the Asheville-to-Salisbury rail line. While his work often called him from home, Mary assured us we would enjoy Stewart’s company for the entirety of our stay. I steeled myself for another lengthy conversation this evening on the benefits of the railroad and the progress it had brought to Asheville.

      We passed several Queen Anne style houses with their hipped roofs, rounded towers, and wrap-around porches, before reaching our cousins’ home. The style was all about standing out, yet theirs had a reticent quality. Its low front hedge denied entry from the street. The house said: look at me, but don’t come in. That standoffishness conflicted with Mary’s demeanor. She’d welcomed Jennie and me for a week-long stay.

      We followed the side path to the front entry where a maid answered the door and took our gloves and hats. Jennie and I climbed the elegant central stairway to the guest room to freshen up for dinner.

      “Do you think Cousin Mary lifts a finger around the house?” I asked.

      “Tsk, tsk, Alice. For someone who knows very well how we got here, you are showing more irritability than usual.”

      Jennie’s broad smile irked me. I knew she was right. Irritation bubbled up in me like an underground spring, breaking forth at every opportunity. My sister teased me, but how would my husband react? My husband. Those two words conjured every negative connotation: bondage, servitude, and control. A husband represented the loss of my freedom and my choice.

      Jennie smoothed back her hair before replacing her hair combs. “Besides, Cousin Mary is engaged in many civic duties, and a household this size requires help.”

      “So, the maid welcomes guests, cleans the house, and serves meals. A boy runs errands and tends the wagons and horses. With the likes of supper last night, I don’t suppose the cook ever leaves the kitchen.”

      “For which they are paid,” Jennie shot back.

      “Freedmen come cheap.” I looked away, unwilling to engage in a fight I knew I could win. I could bicker and beat her down, but Jennie wasn’t the source of my anger. Mother, Father, the War, cotton prices, weather, railroads, myself—all were more to blame for my reversal of fortune.

      I focused instead on my outfit. My linen dress looked plain and drab amidst the richly colored furnishings. Its beige fabric was sun-worn and faded. There’d been no money for a new dress for the last two years. I’d scrubbed away stains and patched any tear, hopelessly trying to keep my wardrobe looking its best. In the absence of a dinner gown, I would make do by adding a ribbon to my hair and a brooch to my neckline.

      “No doubt Mary will put us in our place by appearing in a fancy gown with her best jewelry.”

      Jennie’s rebuttal came quickly. “Alice! Mary and Stewart have welcomed us into their home.”

      Heat rose in my neck and face. Not for the first time, I wished I had one-tenth of Jennie’s sense of propriety. When a storm gathered, Jennie sought cover, safeguarding what people thought of her and her situation.

      She turned away from me and pinched color into her cheeks. I admired my sister’s fair complexion and hooded eyelids, her soft jawline, and slender, graceful neck. If not for the shortage of men, Jennie would have had plenty of suitors. I cupped my rigid jawline and jutting chin. My temper and my outspokenness were equally strong. Unless I managed to dampen those, my marriage would be rocky.

      Over supper, I turned my admiration to our cousins’ elegant dining room. The long mahogany table gleamed in the light from the wall-mounted gas lamps. A cream linen table runner lay smooth and crisp. I shuddered to think of the hours spent sprinkling water and enduring a stove’s heat to warm the iron. A burgundy-striped wallpaper and ivory-colored wainscoting dressed the walls. It was a striking room that implied tradition and wealth, although I knew the latter to be rather new to this family.

      Mary’s mother and our grandmother were twins, and they couldn’t have raised more different daughters. Where our mother was slender and tall, Mary was short and plump. Mother took the reckless path, marrying a man who would ‘never amount to much’ according to Grandmother. Mary made an advantageous match with Stewart Tate, whose prospects as an engineer proved helpful when the railroad clamored for skilled men to extend the rail through the mountains, connecting the coast to Asheville, on to Tennessee and farther west.

      Mother attributed her cousin’s marital success to Mary’s family climbing back more quickly following the War, thanks to fewer battles in the mountains. But the War was long after our mother made her fateful decision to marry Father. Despite their differences, Mary was fond of our mother and us.

      “My, what healthy appetites you girls have,” Mary said.

      She was one to talk.

      Stewart cleared his throat and addressed his wife. “Now Mary, Alice and Jennie are paying you a compliment for the fine food you have assembled.”

      “It’s delicious.” I smoothed the linen napkin across my lap after dabbing the corners of my mouth in my best impression of a lady.

      “I thank you,” Mary replied. “I do hope we can keep this cook longer than the last one.”

      “Is it difficult to find servants, Cousin?” Jennie asked.

      “Since Durham’s tobacco mills started offering work to Negro women, all the good help is moving on.”

      “What of the cotton mills? Those are closer,” Jennie said.

      “My dear, the cotton mills wouldn’t hire Negro girls. They draw many poor white women from surrounding farms. The good Lord knows those are aplenty.” Mary shook her head and stabbed at her chicken.

      “Ahem. Farming has always borne risks.” Stewart shifted in his seat and reached for his wine glass.

      Jennie’s eyes glistened. No doubt Jennie’s thoughts, like mine, lingered on our losses this past year. First Father, then our brother Leander, taken from us too soon. With a quick clearing of my throat, I pushed the conversation in a new direction.

      “Miss Shackton invited us to a Women’s Home Missionary Society meeting tomorrow evening.”

      “The dressmaker?” Mary’s fork clattered across her plate.

      “The Methodists highlight our great need for public education,” Stewart said. “If we’re to continue with modern advances, we must have educated people. The railroads require engineers, and the mills need mechanically inclined workers.”

      Here was my cousin in his most comfortable role, master of the table and the conversation. I rolled my eyes at Jennie, and she threw me a biting look.

      Mary encouraged him. “With Asheville’s growth, we’ll need more doctors, lawyers, and teachers.”

      “However, I would not go as far as reviving the Freedmen’s Bureau,” Stewart said. “President Johnson made the right decision to veto their funding. Educating the Negro violates state rights.”

      “You are surely right, Husband. We know what’s best and educating people beyond their needs—why, the expense of it!” Mary’s outburst left her grasping for her fan.

      “Although those Negroes in the eastern counties could have used some education, at least for governing.” Stewart had one elbow on the table and shook his fork with the other.

      “Why is that?” Jennie looked from one end of the table to the other.

      “Why, the Negroes are in great numbers in the eastern counties. They controlled the elections and selected their own kind. They ran up substantial debts.”

      Stewart welcomed questions when, and only when, they allowed him to expound his world view. In our two evenings together, I’d come to understand that once offered, his word was final. Jennie modeled the perfect guest, asking the question, staying quiet and allowing our cousin to have his say. I could take a lesson from my sister. Tonight, Mary could as well.

      “Thankfully, the General Assembly stepped in to appoint commissioners rather than allow an ignorant people to elect incompetent men,” Mary said.

      “Yes, ahem.” Stewart commanded our attention. “The legislature selects only from the White race, and I must say, those men see the value of the railroads and keeping our taxes low.”

      “Indeed.” Cousin Mary waved her fan and batted the maid away before she could remove her plate. The young Negro woman shrank back to stand in the corner. Her skin was uncommonly light, a factor I supposed helped her secure such favorable work.

      “Well, I dare say Elizabeth Shackton has made a name for herself with her dressmaking amongst the ladies of Asheville and the visitors. I wish her every success,” Mary said.

      Stewart harrumphed. “Times are changing, what with women owning businesses.”

      The outing was approved, thanks to Mary. Jennie and I exchanged discreet smiles.

      After supper, Stewart withdrew to the library for his pipe and paperwork. Aside from the kitchen, it was the one room I had not been in. I longed to see what books he might have in his library. With not much schooling, books and newspapers had been my primary sources of learning, besides Mother’s rudimentary lessons.

      Jennie and I lounged in the parlor with Mary. Jennie embroidered, but I found it difficult to concentrate on my novel with the volume of our cousin’s snoring. Mary’s breathing gradually increased to such a pitch she woke herself. Her chin lifted off her bosom, only to come to rest and start the cycle again. I kicked out my foot to gain Jennie’s attention, lifted the small book in front of my face, and mimicked the noises, rising in strength until Jennie laughed and Mary shuddered forward.

      “Oh, my dear girls, you must be tired after such a trying day of wedding preparations.” Mary dabbed at the drool on her chin.

      Jennie turned her laugh into a yawn. “Quite trying, Mary. If you’ll excuse us, we’ll turn in for the evening.”

      Behind the closed door of the guest room, we giggled like schoolgirls. The oil lamp had been lit and the bed warmer placed and removed by a servant. We changed into our cotton nightgowns and climbed into bed, eager for the warmth and comfort of its down cover and crisp linen sheets. For years we shared a bed, although nothing as luxurious as this, just as our sisters Louise and Ina had. Soon we would lie with our husbands. I wouldn’t think of that now, knowing I had few precious days remaining with Jennie.

      “I will miss our bedtime talks,” I said.

      “Me too.” Jennie held my hand. “Mother will make sure the wedding is lovely. I’m glad we’ll share the ceremony.”

      “Two for one, as Mother would say. Always one for economy.”

      Jennie rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling. “Did you mean it today? Will we find a way to remain close?”

      “You have my word. I’ll write and we’ll visit as often as possible.” I stared at my sister’s profile. “Jennie, you’re my dearest companion. I will need you more than ever.” I knew this to be true. My fears, my dreams, my hopes, my transgressions—these I’d always shared with Jennie and she with me. If not in person, then I’d reveal myself through letters.

      “Alice, you won’t need me. We all know how capable you are.” Jennie turned her face toward mine. “I wish I was half as able.”

      I squeezed my sister’s hand, trying to make everything okay again. Through these past weeks I’d convinced Jennie of our lasting bond and our expanding family, but I’d no assurance of that. My husband or hers might forbid visits. They might be callous, mean, or even tyrannical, and we should obey them.

      “What you need and what you want are two different things,” Jennie said. “Someday you’ll recognize that.”

      Times like these, Jennie seemed to be the older, wiser one. For many years, I’d thought Jennie shirked her chores to search the muddy creek side for the wildflowers that inspired her stitching. After our engagements, her wanderings increased, and I realized she needed those escapes to ease her mind and heart. I wondered how long it would take me to define what I needed versus what I wanted.

      “Is my tendency to criticize a need or a want?” I asked.

      “Tendency?” Jennie smiled. “Yes, you might work on that.” Her smile dimmed, and her eyes drifted to the ceiling again. “I hope Mr. Cannon will be kind.”

      “With you as a wife, he will be.”

      “And Mr. Carter will be a careful husband,” she said.

      Not handsome, not dashing, but careful. The Carter family had maintained their significant land holdings, unlike our father. My groom, Jasper Shuflin Carter, was fifty some years old and known as an honest farmer. Beyond that, I knew little of him. In our three days of chaperoned walks at the Methodist camp, I’d done my best to assess my prospective husband. He appeared well-fed and in good health. He stood a few inches taller than me, which was something considering I had what Mother called ‘unfortunate height.’ His sun-worn face peeked out from behind a neatly trimmed gray beard. Mr. Carter spoke of his land, the home he could offer, and his previous marriage. That hadn’t shocked me, for it was uncommon for a man of his age to be unmarried. His first wife had died in childbirth and his son, Robert, was eleven years old. With no cause to object, I was betrothed.

      I wanted to believe Mother when she said we’d have years to get to know one another. I turned down the lamp, pulled up the covers, and sank into a restless sleep.
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        “A little detail may be useful in stating some of the work done by Northern Christians for our colored people. Among the chief of the societies at work in the South for the help of the colored people is the ‘American Missionary Association.’”

      

        

      
        Our Brother in Black: His Freedom and His Future, Atticus G. Haygood, Southern Methodist Publishing House

      

      

      

      Jennie and I spent the morning traipsing through Mary’s backyard and neighbors’ gardens, taking evergreen and holly cuttings for the Flower Mission, one of our cousin’s many charitable activities. The oozing stem cuts left my hands sticky and grimy. I missed my sun hat, hanging on a hook back home. The morning tested my patience. I was unaccustomed to wiling away my time with something as trivial as ornamental gardening. By the height of the sun in the sky, it’d be many more hours until we escaped to the public education meeting.

      “You girls are such a help.” Mary laid the branches in a flat basket held in the crook of her servant’s arm. The maid arranged batches of spruce, holly and magnolia stems in water pails hauled from the houses and placed the buckets in crates lining the carriage floor.

      We delivered the greenery to Asheville’s elderly shut-ins and sickly residents. The boy drove the carriage and jumped down to lift crates out at each of our stops. Past the Eagle Hotel, we veered off on Sycamore and the streetscape changed with shrinking storefronts, unlit roadways, and less permanent exteriors. I wedged my feet between the buckets and leaned my face toward the window to avoid the overpowering scent.

      “We don’t go into the East End.” Mary gestured toward a neighborhood filled with neat wood-frame cottages packed side by side. “That is the colored neighborhood. Hold up, Boy.”

      The wagon stopped before a small steepled building. A stooped Negro woman swept the stairs leading up to the arched double doors. Another woman with white nubby hair used a corn broom on the dirt path and yard.

      “I want to show you the Freedmen’s Chapel, in case you think from last night’s dinner conversation that I resist the education of the Negroes.”

      “You don’t?” I asked.

      Mary pursed her lips. “No, Alice, I don’t. I agree with the founders of this chapel. The Martins considered it their duty before God to bring education to the Freedmen and thereby spiritual sustenance. Carry on, Boy!”

      Like Stewart, Mary issued her statement, and it was final. What purpose did Mary’s declaration serve? Did she wish to appear progressive? To prove her Christian faith? She’d drawn her boundary, taking us to the church but not beyond. Before meeting Elizabeth and Margaret, I’d never met a person who supported teaching the Negroes. They’d challenged my thinking.

      Mary’s arm slackened around the wooden donation box the farther we drove away from the East End. “Place any donations right here. I’ll judge whether we ask for a contribution because I know the circumstances of all we visit.” The box remained firmly in Mary’s lap.

      “Of course, Cousin. Alice and I appreciate your guidance. What kindness you offer in service,” Jennie said.

      When I rolled my eyes at my sister, I expected, and got, her stern look.

      Mary patted the box lid. “Oh, but they will be happy to see some fresh faces.”

      Fresh and young like produce on display at the market.

      We made the rounds through Asheville, dispensing the flowers and sacred readings for the less fortunate. Despite a sense of being on display, I enjoyed our afternoon and the obvious gratitude from those we visited.

      “The donations are coming in. Won’t be long before we have Asheville’s first hospital,” Mary said. “Modern amenities, educated doctors and nurses, and care for all of Asheville’s citizens.”

      “All the citizens?” I asked.

      Mary puffed up with pride. “Yes, Alice, all. Whites and Negroes will be cared for.”

      Jennie raised her eyebrows and mouthed: Whites AND Negroes.

      I pressed my lips together to stifle a laugh.

      Following the long day of deliveries and another lavish supper, we excused ourselves and left for Elizabeth’s shop. Through the storefront window, we saw her adjusting a dress draped on a mannequin.

      “Good evenin’.” She tucked her pins in her apron and got off her knees to greet us.

      At the back of the shop, where a curtain had been drawn, was a small table and bed.

      “My livin’ quarters.” Elizabeth showed no embarrassment at the frugal space.

      “I thought you lived above the store,” I said.

      Elizabeth shook her head. “Rent’s plenty and I don’t need much room.”

      “It’s a charming space and you keep it so tidy.” Jennie motioned toward the fitting space and front counter.

      “It’s taken me two years to get here.” Elizabeth removed her apron and, once folded, tucked it under the counter. “Started in the mills at fourteen, picked up the means to dye and pattern fabrics. Figured I could leave the twelve-hour days behind and hang my own shingle.”

      Her candor astonished me. “You make it sound easy.”

      “Hardly so. I’s lucky.” Elizabeth rolled a bolt of cloth and slid it into a cubbyhole under the front counter. “Resort needed a dressmaker and inquired at the mill. I went along. Fashioned a spa outfit for a New York woman. It pleased her, and the resort owner called again. Took a liking to me and helped me set up my business.” She grabbed a broom and swept up the loose threads on the floor. “‘Course, she avoided the commission owed the mill owner that way.”

      “My goodness, I don’t understand what all that means,” Jennie said.

      “Miss Harris, laws are changin’. Women got more opportunities. Single women got the right to earn a living. Need that same right for married women.”

      My frown spread like spilt syrup, languid and unstoppable. With no prospect of employment, I had not considered the legal rights I was giving up with marriage. From the look on my sister’s face, she hadn’t either.

      “Expect a few dissenters tonight. Not ever’body favors public education,” Elizabeth said.

      “Some think educating Negroes will give them ideas of rising above their station,” Jennie said.

      “‘Tis a common view, Miss Harris.” Elizabeth contemplated her next words. “I’d remind those people the law says both Whites and Negroes need educatin’. Plenty of need. My only learning was dressmaking. Without it, where would I be?”

      Working the mills, I thought, or marrying to survive as my sisters and I were forced to do. Elizabeth Shackton might have little education, but she possessed the smarts and ambition to support herself. I had more formal schooling than this young woman, but she had something to teach me.

      “Your mother sounds like quite the force,” I said.

      “Was. Orphaned at fourteen. Had to make my own way.” Elizabeth covered her mouth with her hand. “Speakin’ my mind again. Forgive me. Let’s get these dresses fitted and be off to the meetin’.”

      I stepped forward to try on my wedding dress. Elizabeth knelt on the floor, tugging on the hem to check her handiwork. She stood behind me and checked the bodice. I glanced in the standing mirror and saw how the dress highlighted my trim waistline without emphasizing the breadth of my hips. The collar’s stitching drew the eye away from my prominent jawline.

      “Alice, you look lovely.” Jennie breathed out her words.

      I did. I’d never considered myself pretty. Practical, hard-working, competent—I knew myself to be, but lovely?

      Elizabeth stood on tiptoe to peer over my shoulder. My smile joined hers in the mirror, while my hands smoothed the darting below my breasts and the finished stitching along the waistline. I liked the dressmaker and the more I learned of her, the more I wanted to know.

      With the dresses boxed and tied, we had them delivered to the Tate home. Elizabeth pinned her hat in place and donned her gloves before setting off. Along the streets, many greeted Elizabeth as she strode forward at a pace surprising for her small stature. She lifted her skirts to avoid the mud and debris between the planked roads. Jennie and I hurried to keep up.

      The lights within the Methodist Church and its open double doors beckoned men and women, White and Negro, into the sanctuary. I counted the pews leading to the altar. I couldn’t imagine worshiping in the size crowd this church could hold. Thankfully, far fewer would attend our weddings in our little country church.

      “Miss Harrises, please.” Elizabeth ushered us toward a front pew. “Be back shortly. They might need me at the pulpit.”

      The front of the church filled with men and women of plain stock and simple fashions. There were no well-dressed visitors or wealthy citizens in attendance, but then they already had options for schooling their children. With the growing white crowd, the Negro men and women, with children in tow, sat or stood uneasily in the back half of the church.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, please take a seat.” Elizabeth’s voice carried further than expected.

      She tensed when handed a slip of paper. Her eyes landed on Margaret, and she thrust the paper toward her, scurrying to join us in the front pew. Elizabeth might not be embarrassed about her living space, but she was ashamed of her inability to read. Margaret stood at the altar and read the introduction for the guest of honor.

      A stout woman stepped onto a wooden stool to see across the lectern and address the gathering. The woman’s dark auburn hair twisted back to rest above her lace collar. Her skin was fair, like a good gentlewoman, but her cheeks held color, either from the warmth of the crowd or from her nerves of speaking before such a large group.

      “Good evening. My name is Mrs. Hannah Dawes, and I have the honor of presiding over this meeting. The president of our Women's Home Missionary Society, former First Lady Lucy Hayes, sends you her regards and thanks for coming to hear of our important work. Further, I would like to tell you more about the Society and the purpose of our gathering here tonight.”

      A few latecomers scuffled into the pews.

      “No doubt you have noticed from my speech that I don’t hail from the South.” Mrs. Dawes’s mouth drew into a slow, lopsided smile as the crowd chuckled and nodded. “I come from Ohio and that is where this story begins. Some time ago, a woman named Jennie Hartzell chose to make a difference.”

      I leaned forward. A woman with a choice was a story I wanted to hear. Jennie inched forward on the pew.

      “Mrs. Hartzell traveled from Mississippi to Cincinnati to ask our church to send missionaries and teachers to improve the situations of freed men and women. Now the fifty women who met her that day heard of the lamentable conditions of southern Negroes, the widespread poverty and immigration of Whites and Negroes, and they cried ‘no!’”

      Voices rang out, “Here, here.”

      Mrs. Dawes lifted both hands face out. “That very day, those good Christian women founded the Women’s Home Missionary Society to serve all people, to loosen the chains of ignorance and poverty.”

      With this crowd of working white people, it was unlikely that any had owned slaves. She was smart, or well-informed, for the reference to loosening chains would not offend Whites and it would bolster those in the back half of the church. I glanced over my shoulder and was surprised to see my cousin’s maid nodding along to Mrs. Dawes’s words. For a moment, I couldn’t place how she looked different. It was her eyes, looking straight ahead, eager and determined. The crowd’s applause continued unabated, and it drew my attention back to Mrs. Dawes, who quieted the people with a tamping down of her hands.

      “Your fine state recognizes the need for schools. The Legislature has approved a State Board of Education, the opening of common schools for Whites and for Negroes, and the creation of Normal schools to provide teacher education. Yet, they have so far failed to implement the taxation needed to support these efforts.”

      The crowd rumbled.

      “Industry counters that increased taxes will put them at a disadvantage. But I ask you, how will businesses grow and modernize without employees that can read, write, do sums, and reason?”

      “True enough,” someone shouted.

      Cousin Stewart wasn’t the only one predicting the need for an educated worker.

      “I won’t pay any taxes to school no Negroes!” An older woman stood and addressed Mrs. Dawes. The woman glanced toward the back of the church with disdain. Mumbling emerged from the crowd and a few nodded in agreement.

      “The Women’s Home Missionary Society, working alongside the Freedman’s Aid Society, will work to fill the gap by bringing educated teachers to the South.”

      Mrs. Dawes managed the concern with aplomb, placating those worried about Negro schools by mentioning the Freedmen’s Aid Society. She avoided the woman’s concern about taxes supporting colored schools. Not only was this Ohio woman an adept speaker, but she was also well-versed in Southern concerns around public education. I had my suspicions about who might have educated her. Elizabeth’s head bobbed up and down.

      “This is a new beginning. Today I am pleased to introduce our first teacher and missionary for Buncombe County, Miss Margaret Petersen.” Margaret, seated on the other side of Elizabeth, rose.

      Jennie whispered, “How can one teacher make a difference? Look at this crowd. They’ll need many more teachers.”

      I shushed her and Jennie elbowed me.

      “Our first classroom will be at this very church,” Mrs. Dawes continued. “To continue and progress, we must band together to solicit members and donations for the society, to seek land to expand with dedicated schools. We must speak out to our local businesses, our state legislators, Governor Jarvis …”

      Elizabeth jumped to her feet and called out, “Mrs. Dawes, if ya please, the votes have come down against taxation three times. How do you propose we fund schools?”

      “Just as Mrs. Hartzell made a difference, so must everyone in this room,” Mrs. Dawes responded. “She was one. We are many. All of us must become promoters of the cause.”

      The warmth of the sanctuary increased with the clapping of hands and stomping of feet. Mrs. Dawes inflamed the people, firing them up for the fight.

      “Mrs. Dawes!” Mary’s maid stood and raised her hand.

      “Yes? May I have your name, please?” Mrs. Dawes squinted at the back row.

      “My name is Miss Amanda Jane Smith. I hear your call to promote public education and I stand ready to do just that with the Negroes of Asheville.”

      A sea of emboldened darkness swelled toward the young woman. Elizabeth rose in her seat and acknowledged Amanda with a wave.

      My jaw dropped at the young woman’s announcement. Mary’s maid spoke, and she spoke well. I hadn’t considered whether she could or would. Until now, I hadn’t known her name. Jennie elbowed me again. I hastily closed my mouth and turned to the front.

      “Education will move this mighty country forward,” Mrs. Dawes continued. “Industrialization demands a new worker. Rapid advancements in farming require knowledge of changing practices. We must not leave any behind!”

      The enthusiasm in the church hit me like a hurricane makes landfall, spinning my thoughts and twisting my intentions. I longed to join Mrs. Dawes on the altar. I wished to convince others that education would give boys and girls choices and save them from what awaited me.

      “Come together to convince the good people of Buncombe County of the value in uplifting the downtrodden by supporting taxation for public education.” Mrs. Dawes yielded the lectern to the next speaker.

      Elizabeth eyed the crowd. I suspected the timing of her question had been planned, even coordinated, with Mrs. Dawes. The dressmaker knew how to get her way.

      Had Elizabeth invited me here with a purpose? Had she sized me up and concluded I was unhappy with the role I must soon take on? With my former life gone, I yearned for a choice in my future and a purpose. Public education might have come too late for Jennie and me, but it would help others. I’d been led like a good horse to marry. Perhaps it was time for me to lead.
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        “The tide of women platform speakers is rising upon us. We turn for relief to Paul’s letter to Titus, and read that he was instructed to charge the “aged women” to teach the “young women to be sober, to love their husbands, to love their children, to be discreet, chaste, keepers at home.”
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      The graded school meeting concluded, but the crowd remained. Many hovered in the church alcoves, speaking in animated tones. Men and women turned to neighbors in the pews to discuss the missionary group’s efforts. I stood amongst them, jittering from the energy this mission evoked and my growing sense that I must be a part of it.

      “Your counsel made all the difference,” Mrs. Dawes said.

      “Y’all are too kind,” Elizabeth said. “Your words will spur many on. It was just the kick our cause needed.”

      Margaret stepped forward and aligned herself with Elizabeth. “Miss Shackton stands at the front of Asheville’s public education efforts. She’s a true crusader.”

      Elizabeth and Margaret were unlikely to have ever met, if not for this common cause. Margaret’s speech and attire indicated education and wealth. I admired her finely woven wool dress, the evergreen fabric custom tailored. The broad lace collar lay flat across the neckline, complimenting her fair complexion. Southern charm evaded Margaret, but she mastered Northern refinement. She’d likely never thought about her next meal or whether she’d have a roof over her head. From what Elizabeth disclosed earlier, she’d likely worried about both, being an illiterate Southerner and an orphan.

      Society judged Elizabeth’s uncouth manner, but I didn’t. She spoke honestly and plainly. There appeared to be room in this fight for women of any means if one had conviction.

      “Mrs. Dawes, may I present Miss Alice Harris and Miss Jennie Harris of Rutherford County.” Margaret continued, “The sisters are soon to be wed. They’ve taken an interest in public education.”

      “How wonderful. It’s the women that will invoke change. Movements are underway to push through the vote for women, and once that happens, they will hear our agenda.”

      “What agenda is that, Mrs. Dawes?” Jennie asked.

      “The agenda of half the people in this country, who currently have no say.”

      Jennie squared her shoulders. “That is a worthy agenda.”

      “There are women’s associations right here in Asheville working for the women’s vote. Perhaps you’ll attend one of their meetings?” Mrs. Dawes looked at Jennie, then me.

      We both bubbled with enthusiasm. Jennie clasped her hands before her chest, her face bright, her eyes darting amongst these women leaders. I supposed I appeared equally inspired. It took all my efforts to portray a refined, mannerly gentlewoman.

      “We will ask our cousin,” I said. “She’s very involved. Jennie and I worked with her this morning on the Flower Mission. They hope to open Asheville’s first hospital.”

      “Then Asheville will need doctors and nurses. The demand is there
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