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In 1875, the town of Dalton’s Crossing perched on the edge of the Tennessee hills, a little patchwork of weathered clapboard houses, a lopsided general store, and a church so white it seemed to have been scrubbed from the bones of the land itself. Joseph was its preacher—a black man, broad-shouldered and soft-spoken, who’d built his own church with the help of freedmen and the tinny laughter of children. 

He was a man who believed in the power of prayer and hard work—preferably together—and he kept the lamp burning late at night to write sermons by the sputtering glow. Sunday mornings, he stood at the pulpit with his hands folded, voice ringing out over the congregation, reaching the souls of the men and women who’d braved the judgment of the old Confederates just to sit in his pews. 

On the evening before Christmas Eve, Joseph leaned against the battered fence behind the church and oversaw the rehearsals for the town’s first-ever Nativity Pageant. He had wrangled a donkey from Old Man Williams and painted plywood stars with the children, who took turns haggling over who would be Mary or the angel Gabriel. The pageant had become more than an act of worship—it was the heartbeat of the entire black community. When he first introduced a few sheep into the scene, they ate all of the hay in the manger where they had placed a beautifully carved figure of the infant Jesus.  Joseph quickly replaced it.

As dusk crept over Dalton’s Crossing and the children were herded home, Joseph lingered in the cold, his breath curling in the air. He felt, for a moment, a fullness he couldn’t name. He thought perhaps this was what the Lord meant by peace—this sense that, for a night, he had built something good in a world that had always told him otherwise.

But that feeling didn’t last. 

Later, when the fire in his parlor had died down to a scatter of sullen embers, Joseph sat in his straight-backed chair and let the loneliness wash over him. It was always worse at Christmas, when every home on his street was bright with laughter and the mingled smells of ham and sweet potatoes. His own kitchen was silent, as it had always been. There was no one to rinse the plates while he dried them, no one to sing along to the hymns as he picked out notes on the battered parlor piano.

The war had left scars on everyone, but for Joseph, it had been a reminder—every day—that he was alone. He had spent years tending to the wounds of his neighbors, burying their dead, and patching up their marriages, but he’d never found a woman who’d wanted to share his life. Once, a long time ago, he had courted a girl named Lila, with dimples and a laugh like spring rain, but her family had moved west, and she had written him a single letter to say goodbye. 

Since then, nothing.

Now, approaching forty, Joseph accepted that he was likely to live and die alone, unless he did something drastic. He had heard rumors in the saloon of men out west finding wives through advertisements in the back of city papers—mail-order brides, they called them. The idea seemed both desperate and unholy, but the more Joseph thought on it, the more it seemed like his only chance for happiness.

He borrowed a copy of the Nashville Banner from the general store, and in the back pages, between bold-faced advertisements for patent medicines and stove polish, he found a listing: “Ladies of Virtue and Spirit—Northern Women Seeking God-fearing Husbands.” The ad invited interested parties to write the agency in Chicago, along with a personal description and letter of intent.

For a week, Joseph wrestled with the decision. Could he dare to hope for a wife when so many still looked at him and saw nothing but the color of his skin? But the notion would not leave him, and late one night he put pen to paper and composed a letter that was at once formal and deeply vulnerable. He described his church, his hopes, and the life he wanted to build—most of all, he wrote about the kind of love he sought: Honest, patient, and rooted in faith.

He sent the letter and tried to forget it, but every day for the next month, he checked the post office twice, even when he had no sermons to mail. His neighbors began to comment on how often he passed by, and Joseph would chuckle and say there was always God’s work to be done.

The reply came on a Thursday morning in late February, tucked between the bills and farmhand flyers. The envelope was pale blue, the handwriting neat and round. Joseph’s hands trembled as he opened it. “Dearest Joseph,” it began, “Your letter was the answer to my prayers...” 

He read it standing in the street, the sun warming his cheeks, and for the first time in years, he allowed himself to imagine a different kind of life—one filled with the laughter of children and the warmth of another soul beside him. It would not be easy. But then, nothing worth having ever was.
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In Boston, Ruth was a woman of resolve, with eyes the color of burnt sugar and a mind that never quite settled. By the standards of Beacon Hill, she was peculiar—an oddity not for her mixed parentage, though that was enough to raise brows, but for the way she moved through the world as if every moment were an argument she could not help but win. 

Her father, a tailor who’d lost his left hand in the war, had married a white seamstress orphaned by the fever. They’d made a life on the edge of the South End, teaching Ruth that wit and learning were a shield against narrowness. Still, at the colored school Ruth was “the girl with the pale skin who sat too straight and asked too many questions.” At the white grocer’s she was “that colored girl who thought she was better than the rest.” No matter where she went, there was always some gate she could not pass. 

By the time Ruth reached her eighteenth birthday, she had become an expert in the art of hiding her sharpness. Not because she was ashamed of it—her mind was a flint, always sparking with ideas and questions—but because the city had a way of punishing those who stood out. 

Especially a girl like her. Ruth learned to tuck the clever retorts behind a careful smile, nod at the right moments, and let the slights and sidelong glances slide past her as if she hadn’t noticed them at all. Still, she noticed everything. Each time a clerk called her “miss” with a hint of surprise, each time a neighbor’s child was hustled away from her company, each time the ladies in the church guild exchanged glances when she entered the room. 

The world outside her father’s narrow storefront was a maze of closed doors, and Ruth had long ago realized that her skin and her wit were the keys that fit none of their locks. 

Despite this, or perhaps because of it, she did what she could to make herself indispensable. She set up her own little school in a borrowed parlor, teaching the neighborhood’s children their letters and numbers, and sometimes even a bit of Latin when no one was listening. She embroidered handkerchiefs for the old women whose eyesight was failing, and she sang in the choir until the choir mistress declared her voice “unsuitable for solos.” 

Ruth spent evenings reading penny novels under the covers and imagined herself the heroine of some far-off adventure, galloping across the plains or sailing to distant cities. But even those dreams had a weight to them—an ache born of knowing how unlikely they were for a girl with her face and her family name.

Her mother, ever practical, tried to persuade Ruth to apprentice at a milliner’s or seek a post as a lady’s companion. “There’s no future in teaching, not for us,” she would say
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