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WISCONSIN: NOVEMBER 1880

The undertaker drove the team while the Reverend Elias Clark sat quietly next to him. Mary rode straight-backed on a bench next to Earl’s casket, her hands folded over the Bible on her lap. An icy wind cut across the hilltops and whistled its discordant lament through the pines standing dark against the sky, releasing the last of the leaves to fall and crunch beneath the wagon wheels. It bit her cheeks, made her eyes water, and loosened the hair she had pinned so carefully beneath her hat.

She did not look away nor try to shelter herself from the coming storm. Instead, she welcomed the numbness that spread slowly but steadily to her core, as she imagined it must have spread through Earl’s lifeless body swinging limp from the rope he’d thrown over the barn rafter.

Leaving her alone to cut him down. Leaving her alone to drag him into the house. Leaving her alone to wash and dress him for burial. Leaving her alone to ride into town and inform the Reverend of his sin. Leaving her alone.

If they had looked up from their business that November morning, the townspeople would have seen the distant silhouette of a wagon moving slowly along the hill’s crest. They would have shaken their head and said, with a slight smile, there goes Mary Bishop off to bury her husband. Then they would have turned back to their day without a second thought. This Mary Bishop knew for a fact.

Graveside, Reverend Clark read from The Book of Psalms and led the three of them in a quick hymn as the first flakes fell from the sky and blew across the wretched fields to their miserable corner of the cemetery. In a singular act of kindness, the Reverend had agreed to bury Earl alongside the righteous founding citizens of Deer Creek despite the great sin of taking his own life, an act which should have banished him to unconsecrated ground. The last note of the hymn fast torn away on the wind, they stood for a moment of silence in that desolate place of Earl’s last rest.

Oliver Polk stood farther back among the graves. Mary was pleased to see him there. He and his late wife, Irma, had been friends of theirs since she and Earl first moved to Deer Creek after the War.

When their eyes met, he hesitated then made his way slowly toward her, weaving a path between the leaning markers of the long, and not so long, dead.

“Thank you for coming, Oliver.”

He looked down, his hands madly working the brim of the hat he held close to his chest. When a wind gust blew his gray hair into his eyes, he pushed it back with one hand.

“I didn’t want to intrude.” His eyes, a soft grayish-blue, misted over. “I’m sorry, Mary, so sorry. Please let me know if there’s anything I can do, anything at all you need.”

“Thank you. I will.” Mary reached out and rested a hand on his arm. “You know there was nothing either one of us could have done to stop him. Once Earl made up his mind about something there was nothing anyone on God’s green earth could say to change his mind.”

Oliver nodded. “He was a stubborn one.”

“Earl’s pain went all the way back to his mother’s death, the loss of our children, the War. The way these people treated him, treated both of us, was only the last straw.”

She sighed. A pain so great even our love couldn’t overcome it.

“There was nothing either one of us could have done,” she repeated.

Reverend Clark took her arm. “We should be getting you home, Mrs. Bishop.”

“Yes.” She took her seat back in the wagon. The empty place where Earl’s casket once rested tore at her heart with another reminder he was gone.

Oliver pushed his hair back again, this time holding it in place with his hat, and walked toward town. The wagon moved forward with a lurch. Mary, the Reverend, and the undertaker drove away to the howl of the growing storm and the scrape of the grave diggers’ shovels.

* * *
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MARY INVITED THE TWO men in for a cup of coffee and a slice of the cake the Reverend’s young wife so generously sent with him that morning.

“Frances would have come to pay her respects in person but for the head cold she contracted last week at the Widow Johnson’s funeral.”

Mary remembered the widow’s funeral well. She hadn’t attended, wasn’t welcome, but couldn’t help noticing the crowded cemetery in passing. It seemed everyone in town must have come out to pay their respects. Azalea Johnson lost her son at the First Battle of Bull Run and was laid next to his grave. Mary had been happy for her but also a little jealous. Their Ander was buried in a mass Confederate grave somewhere at Gettysburg.

“Thank her for me. Tell her I hope she feels better soon.” Mary handed him a plate.

“Mrs. Bishop, I hope you will feel free to call on me any time you need guidance during this trying time. Whenever I’m feeling alone or uncertain, I turn to the Good Book for comfort. I particularly like...” His voice faded into the background until it was nothing more than the buzz of an annoying fly.

Instead, Mary focused on the gluttonous manner in which the undertaker devoured his cake. He leaned over, his chin practically touching his plate, and shoveled the last bite into his mouth. He washed it all down with a final gulp of coffee, belched, and set the cup on the table with a clatter.

“Excuse me,” he mumbled, red-faced, when he noticed Mary and the Reverend staring at him.

Mary set down her untouched coffee and turned her attention back to the Reverend. She managed a weak smile out of politeness, the way her mother had taught her. “Thank you, again, for all your kindness, but I think it best you both head home before the storm gets any worse.”

The Reverend gazed out the window and nodded. Heavy clouds rolled and raced across the darkening sky. “Yes,” he agreed.

Pulling a shawl tight around her shoulders, Mary followed them out into the snow. The Reverend returned to his place beside the undertaker. “My wife will be by to see you in a couple days, when she’s feeling up to going out—and the weather allows, of course.” Snapping the reins, they left her standing alone.

She went inside and closed the door, sliding the bolt with a click. Should she have been more hospitable, less in a hurry to see them gone, perhaps offered them a second cup? She wanted nothing more than to be rid of them and their polite condolences. I’m sorry . . . if there’s anything I can do . . . lean on the Good Book . . . God’s will. She especially hated that last one. Why would it be God’s will to take her family from her?

Long shadows spilled from every corner of her little farmhouse, despite it being the middle of the day. She was cold but didn’t stop to light a fire. She lay on her bed, still in her coat, and listened to the wind shriek and moan through the tiny chinks and cracks around the windows. She had never grown accustomed to the harsh winters in northern Wisconsin. They were long and bitter and isolating, not like back in Virginia. There they could have the occasional storm, cold snap, but nothing with the unending deep freeze of Wisconsin. Mary didn’t know how she would stay warm without Earl to hold her close. She closed her eyes and slept.

* * *
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WHEN SHE WOKE THE ROOM was completely dark. Mary jumped to her feet, stumbling when the toe of her shoe caught in her skirt hem. The material ripped free.

Her lips pinched together with a sigh. “What more?” It wasn’t just the stitching that gave way but the material itself. Any attempt at repairs would have to wait.

What time was it? The cow must be crying for her milking. She sprang the cover on Earl’s pocket watch, the one she’d given him as a wedding gift. She remembered that day and for a moment felt him standing next to her before God and her family. Mary’s breath caught in her throat and tears filled her eyes.

“Oh, Earl. Why?” Her voice cracked, betraying her grief. A gulping sob burst free. She brushed her cheeks with the back of her hand and forced the pain back down deep. “Tears change nothing,” she reminded herself. It was one of the many things she’d learned over years of loss and pain. Somehow life continued. They always found happiness again. But this time she expected the pain would follow her until it was time for the Reverend to lay her next to Earl.

She angled the watch face to catch the little bit of moonlight breaking through the clouds.

Six o’clock. She switched her shoes for barn boots, lit the lantern, and headed out to check on the animals. The snow wasn’t so much falling as blowing, stinging her face. With only an inch or two covering the ground, though, walking was easy.

How long would it be before she could open those doors without seeing Earl hanging from the rafters? His body gently swinging, turning ever so slightly in the wind that blew in at her back. His face and neck a deep purplish red, dark as a beet washed fresh from the field. His empty eyes blood-shot and staring straight ahead. An empty whiskey bottle at his feet. Was it meant to be liquid courage or just one last unsuccessful attempt to dull the pain?

The frayed length of rope still hung from where she’d cut him down. She couldn’t forget the thud of his body as it hit the hard dirt floor and the screams that could only be her own. She stood on the same stool he used and untied it.

What happened to the carefree boy I first saw standing over me in the field that summer afternoon so many years ago?

She dropped the rope on the burn pile for later and tended her animals in silence.
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CHAPTER 2


[image: ]


VIRGINIA: SUMMER 1837

Mary stretched out as still as a stick in the tall grass, flat on her stomach, and pressed her chin as close to the ground as she could without eating dirt. Her cap slipped off her head to hang from one braid but she didn’t mind. She wanted to see what the ants saw, see what the spiders and beetles saw. They scaled clumps of dirt barely big enough for her to feel beneath her bare feet as if those clumps were great mountains. She held her breath when a bumble bee flew past her head, lightly brushing her ear, stopping to inspect one clover flower after another in search of something sweet.

Most twelve-year-old girls would scream and squirm and thrash about. They would spend their afternoons inside, away from the bright sun their mothers warned would brown their skin like horse leather. Hours would be dedicated to needlepoint and French lessons. Not Mary. Unlike her older sister, Lucy, and much to their mother’s chagrin, she hated all things girlish. She wanted to be out with the boys enjoying the summer sun, wading and fishing in the river that bordered their town. Their mother was beside herself every evening when Mary came home covered in dirt and bug bites, her hair so tangled a comb could barely pass through. And every evening Mary got a scolding.

“We can’t have people see the minister’s daughter running around dark as a field hand and dirty as a sharecropper. Think how your behavior reflects on your father. And where’s your cap?” Mary would pull it out of her apron pocket where she had bunched it up earlier for safe keeping. It would be wrinkled and nowhere near the bright white it had been when her mother first pinned it to her hair that morning. The inevitable deep sigh reminded Mary of her mother’s disappointment. This ritual repeated itself every summer evening until school started, when she could be kept indoors under the pretense of studying.

Footsteps approached, legs swishing through the grass. It was probably one of her brothers, Harlan or George, sent to find her. She wasn’t ready to go home yet. Whoever it was stopped in front of her, his bare feet and legs muddy half way up the calf to the cuff of his rolled-up trousers. The sharp tang of fresh-caught fish tickled her nose.

“What do we have here?” the stranger asked. “Some kind of snake or over-sized beetle bug?”

It wasn’t George or Harlan. It was someone Mary had never seen before. From where she lay, the sun formed a halo around his unruly curls that glowed the color of roasted chestnuts at Christmas. A string of dripping wet fish hung from one of his hands. The other held a pole balanced over his shoulder. She squinted to make out his face through the glare. He was undoubtedly the cutest boy she’d ever seen.

“Better close your mouth if you don’t want bugs to crawl in.” He plopped down beside her, laying his catch and pole on the ground. “What are you doing down here?”

“Watching a bumble bee in the clover.”

“Sounds like as good a pastime as any for a hot summer afternoon.” His deep brown eyes sparkled when he smiled.

“I think so.” Mary, excited now that she knew he wasn’t laughing at her, sat up beside him. He was taller than her, maybe as tall as Harlan. She guessed that would make him about fourteen. “I haven’t seen you around before. Did your family just move here or are you visiting?”

“Earl Bishop,” he introduced himself. “I’m going to be staying with my uncle now that my mother died. Uncle Jackson’s the overseer for the Hollings Plantation.”

She took the hand he offered. It was rough, warm, and the feel of it made her heart skip a beat. “Mary Smythe.” She coughed to cover the catch in her voice, hoping he didn’t notice. “What about your father? Can’t he take care of you?”

“My father’s a worthless drunk.” Earl’s face clouded over. “He’s never been much interested in being a father so he shipped me off to live with his brother.”

“Oh.” Mary had never heard such a sad story before. What kind of man didn’t want his own child?

“Smythe,” he changed the subject. “As in Reverend Smythe?”

Mary nodded, worried he’d think less of her, as her mother warned, once he found out she wasn’t behaving as a minister’s daughter should.

“Well, Mary Smythe, then I guess I can expect to see you on Sunday.” He smiled, stood, and strolled off whistling. His string of fish sparkling in the sun as they swung at his side.

“On Sunday,” Mary whispered to herself, smiling and hugging her knees to her chest.

* * *
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SUNDAY COULDN’T COME fast enough. Mary squirmed as her mother brushed and braided her hair.

“I want to wear my hair like Lucy’s.” She pulled away. “Braids are for little girls. I’m twelve now. I’m not a little girl anymore.”

Mary’s sister was fifteen and wore her long hair loose with just the sides tied back in a ribbon. All the boys wanted to spend time with Lucy, and Mary knew the other girls all envied her. She wanted Earl to notice her as a girl and not the dirty tomboy he found lying in the grass.

“Please, Mother?”

“Oh?” The corner of her mother’s mouth turned up ever so slightly. “Would it be anyone in particular you’re trying to impress? Anyone I know?”

Mary looked away, trying to hide her enthusiasm. “You’re always saying it’s time to start looking more like a young lady.” She didn’t want to tell her about Earl. Not yet.

“I’ll never get a comb through it later if we don’t braid it now.”

“We’re going to church. I’ll be sitting in a pew not rolling around on the floor. I’ll keep clean. I promise.”

“Truly?” her mother hesitated. Mary gave the most innocent smile she could manage, hoping to convince her. “You won’t run around before or after service no matter what the other children are doing?”

“I promise, and I’m not a child anymore.”

Her mother undid the braids, brushing them out straight down Mary’s back. “You really do have beautiful hair. If only you’d keep it neat.” She picked up the white ribbon, hesitated, then put it back. “The green, I think.”

“Yes,” Mary agreed. It better suited her eyes.

“You never met my Grandma Colleen but her hair was auburn like yours, more red than brown. All the boys in her village back in Ireland were in love with her. It was her hair that captured their hearts. Grandpa Sean always said her temper was as fiery as her hair, and he wouldn’t have it any other way. But—glory be, she was a handful when riled.”

Mary loved it when her mother rolled out a thick Irish brogue in imitation.

“In that respect, you’re a lot like her.” She finished tying the ribbon and gave Mary a hug. “I pray whoever you have your eyes on appreciates you the way Grandpa Sean appreciated Grandma Colleen.”

Mary hoped her mother was right. She studied her hair in the mirror. It glowed in the sunlight from her bedroom window and felt as soft as their neighbor’s new kittens. How could Earl not notice?

* * *
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SERVICE WAS OVER AND they were standing in the churchyard greeting parishioners when Mary finally caught Earl’s eye. He must have come in late and sat in the back. Mary’s family always sat in the front pew. She was not allowed to turn around no matter how curious she was about this or that sound coming from behind.

A rough looking man, unshaven, with a scowl that could curdle milk, pushed him forward. Jackson Bishop, she assumed.

“Reverend, Mrs. Smythe, this is my nephew Earl. He’s come here from New York City. He’s going to be staying with me, helping out at the plantation.”

“I hope you are finding our little town to your liking, Earl. It’s a big change from New York.” Mary’s father shook his hand.

“Yes, sir, so far everyone’s been very nice.” Earl winked at Mary. Her father didn’t see it but her mother did. She gave Mary another long knowing look. A slight smile and nod and Mary’s secret was out.

“So, what have you been doing with your time?” the Reverend asked.

“I mostly help Uncle Jackson with the field hands, but I like to fish when I have a little free time. In fact, I plan on doing some fishing this afternoon.”

Earl smiled at Mary, and she knew he was telling her where she could find him later. She planned on being there waiting when he arrived.
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VIRGINIA: FALL 1837

Their first summer together quickly blazed into fall. The leaves on the hills burst into bright yellows and deep reds. Fishing on a lazy, hot afternoon was over as a new school year began. Apples ripened and soon filled baskets in cool, dark root cellars. Those that fell from the trees and bruised were gathered, mashed, and strained for cider. Pumpkins and squash grew large in the late season gardens. Hectic preparations for winter kept their little Virginia community busy. The only time Mary saw Earl was at Sunday service. Uncle Jackson didn’t see a need for schooling for a boy Earl’s age. He was of more use on the plantation.

One November afternoon, after the harvest was complete and everyone was settling in for the coming winter, Mary headed down to the river looking for somewhere quiet to read. The air was growing cold, but the sun was still warm on her face as she sat on the log where they liked to fish.

“What’s that you’re reading?”

Mary jumped. “Where’d you come from, Earl Bishop? I didn’t see you anywhere.”

“I was around the bend when I saw you walking across the field.” He sat next to her and snatched away her father’s book. “Aren’t you a little young for Shakespeare?”

“No,” she said defensively. Mary reached for her book, but he held it out of reach.

“You understand this sonnet stuff?” His brow wrinkled and lips moved silently as he read the words.

Mary took the book back. “Yes, well, some of it. I’m learning.”

“Explain that one to me, then.” He pointed to the page she’d been reading.

She slammed the book shut and stood to leave. He was treating her like a child, making fun of her the way her brothers always did, and she wasn’t having any of it.

“Don’t go. I’m serious. Explain it to me.”

She studied him for a moment, waiting for him to start laughing or say something mean. When he didn’t, she sat back down and opened to Sonnet 18. It was one of her favorites.

“All right, Father told me it’s about a man professing his love to a young woman. He’s telling her how beautiful she is, comparing her to a summer’s day.”

“So, you and your father read books like this together?”

"We read all kinds of books. He lets me borrow anything I want from his library. When I don’t understand something I only have to ask, and he explains it to me.” Mary knew it was unusual for a father to encourage his daughter to study, but her parents believed all children, even girls, should learn to read. “He said I’m the smartest girl he knows—aside from my mother.”

“Well, you’re certainly the smartest girl I’ve ever met.” Earl turned back to the page in front of them. “Tell me more about this poem.”

“He’s telling her she’s more beautiful than a summer’s day, and unlike a summer’s day, which can be too hot or too cloudy and always too short, her beauty will never fade. Not even in death.”

“That’s a lot of words just to tell a woman she’s beautiful.”

“I hope one day a man will find me beautiful.”

Earl’s eyes twinkled. His mouth turned up with a little laugh.

Oh, my! She blushed. I can’t believe I just said that out loud. She’d never felt so mortified in all her life.

“I meant to say,” she stammered, trying to back step and cover her embarrassment. “Every girl hopes one day a man will find her beautiful.” Mary looked down and fiddled with the green ribbon she’d been using to mark her place, the same green ribbon she had worn in her hair that first Sunday he’d come to service.

“Read it to me,” he said, and she did.


Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?

Thou art more lovely and more temperate:

Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,

And summer’s lease hath all too short a date:

Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines,

And often is his gold complexion dimm’d,

And every fair from fair sometime declines,

By chance, or nature’s changing course, untrimm’d;

But thy eternal summer shall not fade,

Nor lose possession of that fair though ow’st;

Nor shall Death brag thou wander’st in his shade,

When in eternal lines to time thou grow’st:


So long as men can breathe, or eyes can see,

So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.

Sitting there in the sun with Earl that November afternoon, the breeze rustling the dying leaves and rattling the bare branches, Mary read Shakespeare’s 18th Sonnet aloud and for the first time truly appreciated Shakespeare’s words.

She closed the book and waited to hear what Earl thought. His silence felt like an eternity before he finally spoke.

“Will you read some more to me another time?” He pushed a wind-blown strand of her hair back behind one ear. Mary’s breath caught at the softness of his touch.

“If you’d like.”

Earl’s smile lit a flame in Mary’s heart. He gave her a quick kiss on the cheek and was gone. Mary knew right then and there she would love him forever.
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VIRGINIA: CHRISTMAS Eve 1840

“Hurry along, Mary,” her mother scolded. “Why must you always dawdle?”

Mary reluctantly pinned her cap in place. She hated paying calls on the congregation’s shut-ins. In the past it was always Lucy who went with their mother. Then Lucy married Harold Wooten and moved to Arlington to be nearer the nation’s fast-growing capital, Washington City. Now the chore of helping their mother with the visiting was left to her. And that’s how she thought of it, a chore.

Lucy had enjoyed visiting with the old ladies, taking them fresh baked sweets, making them tea, listening to their long stories of woe and sadness. Mary despised the whole ritual of it. She found it boring and faintly disgusting. She had to learn how to breathe through her mouth, instead of her nose, to keep from gagging on the stench of camphor and other unmentionable, but definitely recognizable, odors trapped in the dark rooms. Why was it the elderly never opened a curtain, let alone a window, to partake of fresh air and sun light? She suspected such a move would go a long way toward dispelling their general melancholy.

“Who are we visiting today?” Mary asked. She wrapped a heavy wool shawl around her shoulders.

“Mrs. Hollings.”

Mary stifled a groan. Mrs. Eugenia Hollings was the matriarch of Hollings Plantation. At eighty years, she was the oldest living person Mary had ever known and was as frightening as any witch or evil stepmother in the Brothers Grimm fairy tales her father gave her for her last birthday. It was said Eugenia Hollings once killed a slave woman for stealing a loaf of bread cooling in the kitchen. She reportedly gave the lashings herself, accusing her overseer of being too lenient. Then, as a warning to the others, she left the poor woman tethered to the tree half naked and bleeding in the heart of winter. The woman froze to death. Never mind the guilty dog was seen eating the bread behind the smokehouse.

And she wasn’t the only slave to die at the hands of Mrs. Hollings, or so reported. People said God took home all her children and grandchildren at a young age, leaving Mrs. Hollings old and alone, as righteous punishment. Mary didn’t know if the stories were true. This was long before she was born, but she didn’t doubt the possibility. There was a look in Mrs. Hollings’ eyes as cold and hard as river ice. The only thing that could make the afternoon bearable would be a glimpse of Earl.

Mary climbed into the buggy, and her mother handed her a basket of warm Christmas cake. A gift for Mrs. Hollings.

“I don’t know why you take the time to bake for Mrs. Hollings when she has a house full of slaves who do for her every day. She’s not the same as the other widows who need our care.” Mary knew it was wrong, but she wished for nothing more than to be able to break off a bit of the lovely cinnamon-scented loaf resting in her lap.

“It’s the gesture, Mary, not the gift, that matters." Her mother snapped the reins and turned the buggy down the road toward the Hollings Plantation.

Mary sulked but said not another word, instead concentrating on the passing empty tobacco fields. The plants harvested in September had long ago been cured, packed, and shipped to England. No row upon row of green plants standing taller than a man. No broad leaves rustling in the breeze. No sweet smell filling the air. Only the frozen earth resting until the time came to start the process all over again.

In the background were the long curing barns, empty now. Only the distant shapes of the field hands remained as they made the buildings ready for next year’s harvest. There was never a time of rest on a plantation. They were either working the present crop or preparing to work the next.

Their buggy turned onto the tree-lined drive that led to the main house. Mary’s stomach twisted with dread.

“Must we?”

“I am aware of the stories told about Mrs. Hollings. I do not like them, and I never want to hear you repeat them. It’s time you over-came such childish fears. She is an old woman in need of companionship and spiritual guidance the same as any of the other widows. Someday you may find yourself sitting in the very same place Mrs. Hollings is now, and you’ll be glad for the occasional visitor.”

“But—"

“Mary!”

She bit her tongue and swallowed back all the words of protest running through her mind.

The Hollings house was white, two stories tall with dormer windows protruding from the roof for a partial third. Wide verandas and four grand Corinthian pillars topped with flourishes welcomed arriving guests. How wonderful it would be to live in such a large house where she could be alone whenever she wanted. Then she remembered Mrs. Hollings was always alone, except for her slaves. Maybe it wouldn’t be so much fun after all. Mary’s brothers were good for a game of dominoes or checkers, even cat’s cradle, if she smiled and asked sweetly.

The house girl, Eliza, escorted them down the central hall and into the sitting room where the old lady waited by the fire. She sat with her back as straight as a board, her cane held tight in one hand, and her Bible open on her lap. There were no decorations, no hint that it was Christmas Eve.

Mrs. Hollings frowned when they entered the room. Her chin tucked down toward her chest, fingers caressing the knob of her cane, she appraised Mary’s appearance from over top of her spectacles. Mary feared the old woman might reach out with that cane at any minute and bring it down on her head. Mrs. Hollings turned to where Eliza lingered in the shadows. She narrowed her eyes.

“Take Mrs. Smythe’s basket to the kitchen and get back to work,” she snapped, sending the girl scurrying with a violent thump of her cane against the floor.

Mary flinched. From somewhere in the back of the house came the sound of a sharp slap and a pain-filled squeal. She took a step closer to her mother. Mary’s parents never slapped her, never slapped any of their children. Oh, Harlan and George had been at the wrong end of a switch a couple of times, but only for the most awful sins. Mostly a few stern words were all that were needed in the Smythe home.

Mrs. Hollings heard the slap, too, and smiled, her eyes locked on Mary’s.

“Mrs. Smythe, I see you brought your other daughter with you this time. What’s your name, child?”

Mary pulled her shawl tighter and attempted to dry her sweaty palms in the folds. Her heart beat rapidly. Her feet felt like they were nailed to the floor. Her mother poked a sharp finger into Mary’s back.

“Mary, ma’am.” She curtsied on wobbly knees. Her mouth was so dry her voice came out in a scratchy whisper.

“Louder, child!” Mrs. Hollings rapped her cane on the floor again. “A young lady needs to learn to speak up so she can be heard, but only when spoken to first, of course.”

“Mary,” she repeated, louder and with all the confidence she could muster, which wasn’t much.

“Mary.” The old lady mulled it over. “A good Christian name. Simple. Honest. No one I know has ever come to harm at the hands of a Mary. How old are you?”

“Fifteen on my last birthday, ma’am.”

“Fifteen and not yet married?”

Mary’s mother replied in defense. “We thought we might wait a couple more years. Now that our Lucy is gone, I don’t know what I’d do without Mary’s help.”

“Nonsense. You could buy yourself a girl to help with your housework. I may even have an extra one around here I could sell you cheap, seeing as you’re of limited means.” She looked around, as if expecting someone to appear out of the shadows, then turned back to them. “After all, what worth is a well-raised girl of Mary’s age to anyone but a husband?”

The old woman leaned forward, and Mary took a half step back. Her mother’s hand closed firmly on her shoulder, keeping her still.

Mrs. Hollings continued with a smile. “I was married at fourteen and gave birth to my eldest son when I was fifteen.” She turned back to Mary’s mother. “Find a man of thirty or more years, a businessman well established in his community. He will be quite pleased to take on a wife of good moral character, someone to keep a Christian home and give him children. If you wish, I know a widower or two I might recommend, perhaps even make introductions for you. Of course, to do so I’d have to get better acquainted with your daughter to be certain it was the most advantageous match.”

Mary panicked. She turned to her mother, mouth open, ready to argue against such a horrifying thought. Her mother stopped her with a warning glance.

“I thank you for the generous offer, but when the time comes to find Mary a husband, the Reverend and I will want to make that decision ourselves.”

“What about a house girl, then? I could send Eliza back with you today, if you like. You can consider her a Christmas gift from me to you and the Reverend. She’s a little lazy for my taste, but perhaps with a close eye and a ready switch she could be trained.”

“No, thank you. That’s kind of you, but I enjoy keeping my own house.”

Mary knew her mother was merely being polite. Her parents abhorred slavery, and certainly Mrs. Hollings had to know that, even if she didn’t understand it.

“Suit yourself.” Mrs. Hollings shrugged. “Speaking of your oldest daughter and good marriages, how is Mrs. Wooten adjusting to her new life?” she asked, thankfully changing the subject.

“She writes she is happy in Arlington. Harold is now the proprietor of his own hotel and restaurant. Lucy spends much of her day overseeing the kitchen staff.”

“And the child? I understand she had a child.”

“Yes, a boy, Samuel. He’s one year old and walking. She says he is already presenting himself as a highly intelligent and, I dare say, headstrong young man.”

Mrs. Hollings laughed a single loud guffaw, like a dog’s bark. “Then he will go far in this world. A man must be confident, committed in the attainment of all his life goals. Such a trait always presents itself early in life. Good for him.” She shook her head, leaned forward, and spoke in a half whisper, “But God help the girl in the meantime. He will be a handful.” She barked again.

A commotion rose outside the window. Mary craned her neck to see. It was Earl riding up fast. Several of the hands rushed forward to help him down from his horse. Earl was like a Greek god from legend, curls flying behind him, muscles straining his sleeves as he reined in his horse. He leapt to the ground with little effort and no assistance from the men. She imagined what it would be like if she were out there waiting for his return. He would sweep her into his arms for a long, lingering kiss, the whole world melting away around them. Her mother’s voice drew her attention back to the room.

“Mary has formed a friendship with your overseer’s nephew,” she explained to Mrs. Hollings.

“Earl Bishop? I see, and no doubt she’d much rather be spending time with her young friend than with this old lady.” Mrs. Hollings looked at Mary. “I’ve heard the stories.”

Mary’s face burned. “Oh, no, Mrs. Hollings. It’s not . . . It’s just . . .”

“For heaven’s sakes, child, stop stammering. It’s unbecoming of a young lady. Go wish your friend a happy Christmas while your mother has a seat, and we talk more about your future.”

Mary’s mother gave her a look and a nod that said not to worry. “Don’t be long. Your father will be expecting a meal before the Christmas Eve service.”

“Thank you.” Mary kissed her mother on the cheek. With a quick curtsy and Merry Christmas, ma’am to Mrs. Hollings, she forced herself to walk slow and lady-like until out of sight. Only then did she allow herself to break into a run to catch up with Earl.

“Merry Christmas, Earl,” she said, breathless in the cold air.

“Well, Merry Christmas, Mary. I thought I recognized the Reverend’s horse and buggy out front. What brings you here?”

“Mother is visiting with Mrs. Hollings, and she thought it was time I came with to learn the proper way to make calls on the old and sick.”

“I see. What have you learned?” he asked, leading the way toward the field hands’ cabins.

“Mostly that old people are boring and smell bad, but not Mrs. Hollings. I imagine that’s because she has help keeping clean.”

He nodded.

“What’s in the sack?” she asked, pointing at the bag the mercantile used for sweets.

“Candy for the children.” He stopped and opened the bag for her to see all the brightly striped peppermint sticks.

“Mrs. Hollings gives the slave children Christmas candy?” Mary would never have guessed Mrs. Hollings to be generous in that way.

“It’s from me. I figure every child deserves something special for Christmas, even slaves.”

“I think that’s wonderful.”

“Do you want to come with me?” He closed the bag.

“I’d love to, but I can’t be long. Mother will be looking for me to leave soon.”

They hadn’t gone far before Eliza caught up with them, the red slap mark still visible on her cheek. “Miss Mary, your mother would like to be heading home now.”

“Another time,” Earl said.

“Yes. Wish the children a Merry Christmas from me, too.”

“I will.” He studied her face for a moment. “You are a special girl, Mary Smythe.”

Mary felt her cheeks warm. “Merry Christmas, Earl Bishop.”
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VIRGINIA: CHRISTMAS Day 1840

The Smythe family Christmas feast got better every year, if that was possible. They all agreed their mother had outdone herself, again, their forks clattering on empty plates. Even Mary’s brothers, whose stomachs, they joked, were bottomless, couldn’t find room for one more candied walnut. The only thing missing that would have made for a perfect Christmas was Lucy and her new little family.

A racket in the yard stopped their cleanup. Fast hoof beats slid to a halt, feet stumbled up the stairs followed by a loud thud as something, or someone, fell against the back door.

Their father set down the dish he held in his hand and motioned for George and Harlan to follow. “Stay here,” he said to Mary and her mother.

Mary hurried to the kitchen door and peeked around the edge. Her father was dragging an injured man into the house. George scanned the yard, and Harlan closed the door behind them after George declared it safe.

“Althea, come quick. I need your help,” her father called.

“Who is it?” Her mother rushed to his side. Mary followed close behind.

“Earl,” he said. “Looks like someone gave him a whipping.”

Earl’s bloodied shirt stuck to his back. He screamed and fainted when they peeled the torn remnants away to inspect his injuries. Deep gashes crisscrossed his back, just how many they couldn’t tell. All the blood made it impossible to count.

“Help me lift him.”

George, the oldest and strongest of her two brothers, helped their father carry Earl into the front room. They tried to be careful, but it was impossible to avoid his wounds. Earl cried out in pain.

“Mary, get a sheet to lay him on,” her mother shouted. “I’ll get something to clean and dress these wounds.”

Mary pulled the sheets from her own bed, tossing blankets and pillow aside without care. One sheet she spread over the settee, folding it in layers to soak up the blood. The second she tore into strips for dressings. Her heart pounded with the fear Earl might be dying. He was so still and pale. There was so much blood.

“Harlan, take care of his horse. It’s had a hard ride.” Father never took his eyes from Earl. Harlan grabbed his coat and went out the back.

“Oh, John, who could have done such a thing? Who could be so cruel?” her mother asked.

“I don’t know, but I intend to find out.”

“Mrs. Hollings owns a big bull whip.”

“Mary,” her mother scolded. “I’ve told you not to repeat rumors.”

“It’s not a rumor if it’s true, is it? Earl told me he’s seen it, seen his uncle use it on the slaves.”

Her parents exchanged a silent look that said they knew she was right.

“Do you think his uncle used it on Earl?” Mary asked in an almost whisper.

“Mary, it may not be a rumor if it’s true, but it can quickly become a rumor if it’s speculation. We don’t know who did this and won’t know until Earl can tell us.” Her father shot her a hard look, stopping her from saying anything more, but he couldn’t stop her from thinking what she knew in her heart must be the truth.

Her mother submerged a clean cloth in the basin of warm, soapy water and wrung out the extra. She blotted it gently against Earl’s wounds, causing him to cry out.

“I know,” she said quietly. “This is going to hurt, but it can’t be helped.”

“Talk to him, Mary.” Her father’s voice was low and calm. “Help take his mind from the pain.”

Mary knelt beside his head, took Earl’s hand in both of hers, and leaned in so she could get her face as close to his as possible. He cried out again.

“Hush, my love. Just look at me, listen to me, you’re safe now. Mother’s going to dress your wounds, and Harlan’s taking care of your horse. Everything is going to be all right.”

Earl squeezed her hand. His eyes teared-up as another pain stabbed through him.

“I’m right here.” Mary gently kissed the back of his hand.

He managed a weak smile before passing out.

After her mother finished, Mary gently covered him with a blanket and waited for him to wake. It was an hour before his eyes finally fluttered open.

“Mary?”

She laid a hand on his shoulder when he tried to get up.

“Stay still.” She rested her cheek in his hand. He brushed away her tears with his thumb. “Don’t fear. I’m not going anywhere,” she assured him.

“Can you tell us what happened?” her father asked. “Who did this to you?”

Earl shook his head.

“You don’t know what happened, or you don’t want to tell us?”

Earl hesitated, but then the story came spilling out.

“It was the Christmas candy I bought the slave children.” He looked at Mary. “Mrs. Hollings thought one of the kitchen slaves stole money to pay for it because it was one of her children caught eating the sweets.” Earl coughed. He gasped with renewed pain.

“Drink this.” Mary held the glass of water to his lips. After, he closed his eyes for a moment before opening them again to continue.

“I went to the house to set things straight. Mrs. Hollings was beating the girl with her cane. She brought that cane down again and again while the girl screamed and cried and begged for mercy, insisting she hadn’t done anything wrong.” Tears streaked Earl’s cheeks as he relived the girl’s beating.

Mary turned to her father and gave him a look saying she knew the stories about that wicked old woman were true.

“What did you do?” Her father focused on Earl.

“I stepped up and told Mrs. Hollings I was the one who gave the children candy. You, she screamed at me. I knew you were going to be trouble, but I let that man bring you here anyway.” Earl gasped when another wave of pain shot through him.

“You need to rest,” Mary said. “You don’t have to say anything more, not now.”

“Did she do this to you, son?” her father asked, ignoring Mary’s pleas that he be allowed to rest.

“She told Uncle Jackson to take me out and teach me a lesson. I tried to run, but Uncle had Thomas and Cassias tie me to a tree. Thomas whispered, just take it, Mr. Earl, don’t scream cuz she likes that. Mrs. Hollings gave Uncle that big bull whip of hers. I don’t know how many lashes. I passed out after the first couple, but I didn’t make a sound.” He smiled at Mary. “I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction.”

“You were very brave.” Mary held his hand to her lips.

“When I came to it was over. Uncle and Mrs. Hollings were gone. Cassias untied me and helped Thomas take me back to our cabin. That’s when I got on my horse and came here.” Earl closed his eyes.

“Sleep, my darling.” She stroked his hair.

“Please, don’t make me go back there,” he whispered. “I can’t go back there.”

“Of course not,” her father assured him. “You’ll stay with us
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