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To
the REAL Charmane,
with
ALL
my 
love.

To
Theodore Charles.
The world did not deserve you.
But
you
deserved
to 
see it.

To
my daughter, Krystian.
The first one after my generation
who was born truly free.
Keep
that damn
fire
burning.

To
my husband, David.
God said,
“She needs more cowbells.”
So,
he sent me
you.
I Love You.

34Jesus replied,
“Very truly I tell you,
Everyone who sins is a slave to sin.
35Now a slave has no permanent place in the family,
But a son belongs to it forever.
36So if the Son sets you free,
You will be
Free indeed.
-John: Chapter 8: 34-36
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COMPANION CHAPTER INDEX

These chapters offer the historical scaffolding behind the fiction of Unbound—the erased records, the quiet rulings, and the violence passed off as order. They do not explain the story. They exist beneath it.



Slavery and the Emancipation Proclamation

Before the War, Before the Promise
→ The Emancipation Proclamation didn’t free every enslaved person. And it wasn’t even a law. This chapter examines what freedom meant for those trapped in the margins of its language.



Where the Ashes Settled

The Freedmen’s Bureau: Power, Promise, and Failure
→ Born from war and buried by politics, the Bureau was the closest thing to a federal promise—and its slow collapse told freedmen everything about what the nation was willing to forget.



The Court Was a Cage

Vagrancy Arrests and Hearings
→ Loitering. Standing. Breathing. This chapter details how local courts used vague “vagrancy” laws to re-criminalize Black men and route them into forced labor—through “legal” means.



The Path to Louisiana’s Ratification of the 14th Amendment

From Rejection to Reluctant Acceptance
→ In the South, it was viewed as an open assault—an insurrection. In Louisiana, as in nearly every former Confederate state, the reaction is immediate and bitter: rejection.



The Sexual Trauma of Enslaved Boys

A Hidden Crime, A Silenced Grief
→ While the violation of enslaved women has been historically acknowledged, the sexual abuse of boys was often erased—through shame, silence, and the refusal of record.



White Dresses, Black Churches and God’s Crowned Daughters

The Theology of Fashion in the Black South
→ How clothing became a language, a power move, a cultural and spiritual statement for today’s Black Southern church fashion and beyond.



Legitimizing Labor Contracts

Work, Wages, and White Interference
→ Black families knew what labor was worth—but so did those determined to keep them from earning it. This chapter explores the legal labyrinth of early labor contracts in Reconstruction-era Louisiana.



Filing at the Freedmen’s Bureau

What Legal Ownership Looked Like in 1866
→ A fictional narrative detailing what it may have been like to register as a legitimate business enterprise with the Freedmen’s Bureau in early 1866.



What a Dress Factory in 1866 Might Have Been Like

Factories, Labor, and Black Women’s Economic Control
→ Tuleme wasn’t invented—it was remembered. From laundries to cooperatives to labor schools, Black women claimed industrial space as survival, resistance, and permanence.



Petitions to Quiet Title in Post–Civil War Louisiana

Quiet Title, Ownership, Precedent, and Permanence
→ What it meant to stand in court not for sympathy, but for record. This chapter outlines the legal roots of “quiet title” petitions and the fight to affirm Black ownership through law, not permission.



Confiscated Land & the Eviction of Freedmen in Louisiana

Evictions and the Erasures of Promises
→ The war ended, but the land never changed hands. With the stroke of a presidential pardon, families who believed they had begun again were cast out—by sheriffs, by paperwork, by fire.
A Note from the Author’s Cabin—Before We Begin

This story walks in heavy footsteps.

Unbound is a work of historical fiction, but there is very little within it that is truly fictional. The laws that held our people down, the punishments that left their marks, the moments of joy and resistance still echo today. These pages are not imagined—they’re remembered.

Set during Reconstruction—a time of supposed freedom and shadowed by a resurgence of violent control—this book contains themes and depictions that are emotionally difficult and, at times, graphic. It was written with vivid scenes of racial debasement, lynching, murder, and sexual trauma—not to gore you with pain or spectacle—but to remind you that these things really happened to us, over us, and around us.

One chapter was so emotional for me that it took me three weeks to write it. I cried so much over one of my own fictional characters that at one point I thought that I might not be able to finish that chapter and would have to leave it out of the story entirely.

This story was born from a deep, pressing need to recall what has been buried and to give shape and a voice to the Black women before us whose resistance and strength were passed down like heirlooms. They were victims—and visionaries. This is not a story about pity. It is a story about power—and the women who reclaimed it.

Between some of the story chapters are Segue Chapters—brief reflections that offer historical context to the events unfolding in the narrative. These passages ground the fiction in fact, reminding you that the violence and resistance you encounter here have all lived before—and in many ways either still live now or threaten a return under different names. And there are some among us who don’t carry our pain yet still wish to tell us how it should feel, or how long it should last.

Alongside the story is a curated soundscape. These are not just songs.

They are laments.

They are war cries.

They are psalms.

They are revelries.

And they move with the story in two ways: as anchors or as undercurrents. Some chapters begin with a song, placed just beneath the title. Others end with one.

The difference is intentional.

At times, the music sits with the moment—holding its weight, its grief, or its tension. At others, it lingers after the fact—reshaping what was seen. Or what was missed.

You may choose to listen as you read, or return to them after. Or not at all. However you move through it, the story remains yours to interpret.

Anchored soundscapes of the story include:

“Charmagne’s Carriage Ride” (and the Theme of Unbound) – Way Down We Go, by Kaleo: A dark, haunting blues ballad to signify rattling wheels, the thunder in the distance, and the heartbeat of possibility.

“The Holding Cell” – Chains, by Usher (featuring Nas and Bibi Bourelly): Deep, rousing, chanting, mournful vibe—designed to echo the sound of iron bars, dragging chains, and silent pain in the darkness.

“Eliza” – Isn’t It Strange, by Celeste: Voice of velvet and glass—every word feels melancholy and deliberate. The song’s slow build, quiet despair, and regal tone capture a recurring dream—and its recurring grief.

“Tuleme” - Some of Us Are Brave, by Danielle Ponder: A chamber of quiet and haunting vocals signifying the display of calm and quiet determination while staying three steps ahead of the forces whose mission is to destroy dignity, identity, and legacy.

“Come As You Will Be” – How Great Thou Art, by Jennifer Hudson & Pentatonix:  A visitor lets loose in church when she steps forward and reminds the newly freed parishioners that they are worthy of that freedom.

🎧 To access the full playlist on Spotify click the link below: 
(https://open.spotify.com/playlist/5Nq9YaongeavwC3oXmuKds?si=iE5xMHoXQtyql9VYzrDW_A
OR: To access the UNBOUND playlist via the Spotify code, open the Spotify app, tap the “Search” icon, then tap the camera icon in the search bar to activate the scanner. Point the camera at the Spotify code below to scan it, or tap “Select from Photos” if you have the code as an image. The playlist will then load in your app. Listen before you read. As you read. Or afterward. And certainly long after the story is done.
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You’ll also find my pipe dream list of actors should these pages ever take the shape of a film someday. It’s there for book club discussions and for those who read with pictures in their minds like I do. I’m describing how these characters appear in my mind.

If at times the story is hard to bear, let that be a testament to the lives it represents. May you enter with care. May you read with reverence. And may you remember that these pages are stitched not only with fiction, but with the threads of truth our ancestors were forced to carry.

I offer you this story with full hands and a full heart and I thank you so much for holding it in yours. May it stir you, steady you and open your eyes to the past—as well as clarify your vision of what’s possible in keeping our history alive for the future.

Welcome to Unbound.

About Grace & Fury Press

Grace & Fury Press & Media is an independent publishing house based in Orlando, Florida, dedicated to amplifying Black voices through literature and multimedia storytelling. Focused on powerful, thought-provoking narratives, the company seeks to elevate stories that explore history, culture, resilience, identity, and the human experience across books, digital media, visual content, and live literary engagement.

Content Note: 
This novel contains references to slavery, racial debasement, violence, sexual trauma, lynching, and systemic injustice.
Scenes within will depict these realities in unflinching detail.

Reader discretion is advised.

PART I: THE RUIN
The silence after the whip, the breath before the scream.
This is what was broken.
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The Green Dress

[image: ]


♪ Lovely Day, by Jill Scott

The summer air pressed heavy against the Louisiana soil—thick with magnolia bloom and alive with the steady, insect-whine of cicadas. Julia stood in her narrow cabin—modest, yet gracious—the shutters cracked just enough to let in a slice of the gold sunlight. For ten months she had labored at this table—six months to save for the cloth, four to stitch it into being—and now the garment at last lay complete.

She smoothed her palm down the bodice. The silk shimmered green, deep as wet leaves in a shadowy forest. Her stitches were so fine they seemed like veins under skin, each seam alive. She had shaped it to her form exactly—snug at the waist, flaring at the hips, sleeves soft as water, the hem whispering over the floor.

Julia lit a small lamp and turned before her mirror. The reflection staring back startled her. This wasn’t the girl others imagined bent over washtubs or scrubbing floors. This wasn’t the freedwoman townsfolk nodded to on the street, eyes already moving past. No—here was a young woman of beauty and command. Tall and slender, hair black and long as a river, eyes almond-shaped and keen. Her breasts curved richly against the silk, her hips full. For the first time, she looked not like what others believed her to be—but like what she knew she was becoming.

Julia reached for the collar and frowned. One button was missing. The top hung loose, the space bare where she had planned to place a gold circle to crown the dress. She cursed softly under her breath, the way a lady never should, and glanced at her basket of notions. There was only a mish mash of old buttons and not one of them would do. 

Her birthday was tomorrow. She could have waited—maybe should have. But she had sewn this dress with her own hands, and freedom, hard-won and overdue, was reason enough to wear it now. Patience had long ago burned out of her, consumed by waiting for freedom that wouldn’t come until a war’s cannon fire had forced it. She decided it would be worn. Now.

As if she were headed for a ball, she gathered the top of the loose collar and secured it with one of her brooches. Then she slipped both hands into lace gloves that fit to the elbow. She secured the brimmed hat to her head and grabbed the silk satchel—both matching and completing the vision. 

She took another long look in the mirror. 

Freedom had come alright. No longer did she need to wait for her father to buy her dresses to be worn only for special occasions—like Christmas. Or one of Mrs. Till’s balls. Or Agatha’s birthday. 

She had finally come into her own. And the dress made her feel like she had.

She walked to the cabin door and stepped into the sunshine. The day had settled into a beautiful full afternoon and the emerald flame of the dress shimmered in the late day sun. She adjusted the wide brim to shade her face which gave her comfort—as well as some mystery. She began a brisk walk toward the general store in town which was just a short distance, the beautiful fabric dancing at her heels. 

The town was busy. Wagons rattled over the cobblestones. Children darted past. But all of it seemed to slow as Julia walked toward the general store.

The green dress and brimmed hat caught the sunlight and shimmered like emerald stones. Men straightened where they stood and stared. Women nearly froze mid-step, their eyes trying to drink in as much as they could as well—but without an obvious stare. Murmurs rippled behind her. The color, texture, movement of the fabrics—and the girl that had orchestrated it all—was such a pleasant sight.

Julia felt every eye upon her. And she offered a gracious greeting when meeting an eye of admiration. By the time she reached Barrow’s General Store, the whispers were already chasing her shadow. But it would become the first prick in the town’s skin.

The bell above the door chimed as Julia stepped inside Barrow’s store. The room smelled of molasses, tobacco, and pine shavings. Behind the counter Mr. Barrow, the proprietor, stood.

“Afternoon to you, Mr. Barrow,” Julia greeted, her voice soft, lilting.

At the far side of the store, standing with a ledger in hand, was Hortense Gaudrey. She was the widow of a sugar cane planter, and one of the richest women in the parish. Her eyes, pale and cutting, landed on Julia—and froze. Julia caught the woman’s icy gaze but inclined her head.

“Good afternoon,” Julia said politely.

Hortense did not return the courtesy. Her gaze crawled Julia up and down like a serpent. Her jaw clenched; her nostrils flared.

Mr. Barrow, a stout man with a red face, blinked hard as though the sight of Julia had stolen his words. The pipe sagged from his lips before he caught it again. 

“Af... afternoon, Miss Julia,” he stammered, almost forgetting his usual demeanor. He cleared his throat and nervously shifted the pipe to the other side of his mouth.

Julia smiled, a bit flattered by his apparent shock and forgiving of his fumbling. 

“I’m looking for a gold button to finish a dress. Would you have any, Mr. Barrow? Not brass, mind you—gold is what I am looking for today.”

“Gold?” he echoed, blinking at the word. “Don’t get many askin’ for that. Folks ‘round here, well, they usually...” He trailed off. He wasn’t sure what he was about to say—but whatever the end of the sentence was, he felt it wouldn’t land right now. 

“Dress must be pretty special,” he managed.

Julia smiled. “Yes. This one is. It’s for a celebration. There will be more. More dresses, I mean. So you might be seeing me more often, Mr. Barrow.” Julia beamed underneath her brimmed hat.

Hortense Gaudrey stepped in a bit closer.

Barrow nodded for a few moments.

“Ok, uh...well—I reckon I might’ve one left,” he said. He cleared his throat again, then shuffled behind the counter, pulling down a small, metal box from a high shelf.

Julia stepped closer to the counter and peered into the box. 

“Just one’s all I need,” she breathed, pushing the assortment of buttons around the insides of the box. “My dress would feel whole then.”

Still from the far corner of the store, Hortense Gaudrey listened. And seethed. Hortense had come to reconcile her accounts with Barrow, but she had gone still the moment Julia entered the general store. Her eyes narrowed and her thin lips tightened as she watched the interaction. She stood and watched the Negro girl stand at the counter, her shoulders square, in a green gown fit for a royal ball and cheerfully going on about a quest for a gold button—while white women in this parish couldn’t even get a gal to hang a night shirt to dry. She watched Mr. Barrow—her grocer, a man who scarcely raised his head when she entered—nearly trip over his own tongue to serve her.

And the gal hadn’t even fully acknowledged her presence either, she thought to herself. There was only a small nod toward her from the doorway and a murmured hello. Now she interacted with the proprietor as though Hortense Gaudrey had already left. It was an insult.

And it burned the old woman to her core. 

“Will this one do?” Mr. Barrow asked, holding out a button that gleamed warm and yellow.

Julia took it delicately between her fingers. 

“Why, yes, it’s perfect,” she exclaimed. “Absolutely perfect.”

She reached into her satchel, pulled out several coins and placed the coins carefully on the counter. She held up the gold button again, then placed it inside the satchel.

Julia smiled. “Mr. Barrow, thank you,” she said. “You’ve been most kind.”

Barrow gave a half-smile, then closed the tin box with a soft click, his fingers hesitating a moment before returning to the stem of his pipe.

“Well,” he said, not quite meeting her eyes, “you just let me know what notions you might need for the next one.”

He meant it as courtesy, nothing more—but the words soured as soon as he said them, too warm, too easy. Already he was wondering if he should’ve just kept the button in the box and said he had none to spare.

“I will,” Julia said, and smiled—graceful, kind, and untouched by the storm Barrow had just stirred inside himself by nothing more than a simple exchange. She then turned toward the shop’s door, the green dress rustling against the dark floorboards with her movement. Julia walked out the door without another glance at Hortense.

The bell jangled as the door shut. Then silence hung in the store. Barrow nervously tapped the tin box then returned the box to its place on the shelf. 

After a few moments, Hortense slowly wound herself up to the counter, her cane tapping the wood floor. Her mouth was curled in a sneer, her lips stretched pale against clenched teeth. Mr. Barrow straightened nervously, clearing his throat again.

“Well now, Mrs. Gaudrey,” he said. “What can I do for you today?”

She placed a gloved hand on the counter, leaning close. “You can tell me what in God’s name this town is coming to.” Her voice was low—and taut with disgust.

Mr. Barrow blinked. “Ma’am?”

“That bastard is Till’s girl,” Hortense hissed. “Strutting in here in silk—green silk yet—like she’s some grand lady. Speaking to you as though she were your equal. And you—falling over yourself to serve her.”

Barrow frowned, though unease crept behind his eyes. “She paid, same as anybody. Times being what they are—well, the war is over, Mrs. Gaudrey. Ain’t nothing I can do about that.”

Hortense straightened, her mouth trembling. 

“The war may be over, Mr. Barrow, but Reconstruction is not victory. These people must be reminded—free does not mean equal to us. They may be out of chains, yes, but they are not to rise above their station. And certainly not helped to do so!”

Her voice hardened. Barrow remained silent.

“A dear friend of mine, Mrs. Duplessis, lost her wash girl, poor old Cassie, to the fever. She asked that Till gal to come take the position. And do you know what that gal said?” 

Barrow didn’t blink. But Hortense’s eyes flashed with disbelief.

“She refused. Refused! As if laundering bed sheets were below her. Who does she believe she is? Ever since she left Captain Till’s house when his daughter Agatha went away, she’s had airs. I remember her well...” 

Hortense’s words caught in her throat, nearly strangled by her outrage.

“Now she has the gall to strut in here, wrapped in silk, pretending idle pleasure is her station—while the very society that has held this town together can’t even find one of them to hang a wash line or bake a loaf of bread. And it must be stopped!”

Mr. Barrow shifted uneasily, pulling at his collar. 

“I reckon folks are restless, Mrs. Gaudrey. Freedmen trying to find their place, white folks trying to hold onto theirs. Ain’t nobody settled yet. But...” 

He lowered his voice. “...you ain’t wrong. Someone needs to make sure they don’t forget who runs this town.”

Hortense’s lips curled into a thin, cold smile. 

“Yes. Someone must. We all must, Mr. Barrow!” she exclaimed, bringing her fist down on the counter.

“Or soon enough, we’ll have every single one of them thinking themselves worthy of silk and feathers and doing nothing useful for the rest of us—or themselves for that matter! And that cannot abide.”

She tapped her cane sharply against the floor again, the sound echoing through the store.

“I’ll come back to reconcile my accounts when I’m in a better mood, Mr. Barrow,” she said moving toward the shop door, which she purposely slammed upon her exit. 

Barrow stayed where he was, pipe in hand, still hearing the faint ring of the bell fading into silence as the door settled shut. But something else hung in the air now—soft, persistent, like the trace of lavender after a funeral.

He’d kept this store nearly forty years. He’d seen styles shift, tempers boil, a war come and go. But as he stood there, staring at the door that two women from different stations in life had just passed through, he knew—something in this town had begun to move.

And it sure as hell wasn’t going back.
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The Gentle Ladies’ Circle
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Hortense Gaudrey’s drawing room still gleamed with gaslight and gold. Heavy draperies framed tall windows, Turkish rugs softened the floor, and crystal decanters glinted on a mahogany sideboard. The air smelled of lavender polish and the faint, acrid tang of kerosene lamps.

Around the long walnut table sat six other women. Beatrice Laveau, short and barrel-chested, wore her fire-red hair in a boyish Dutch cut; Eugenia Pomeroy, tall and pale, wore her thinning blonde hair tucked beneath a modest gray hat; Miriam Duplessis—hawkish and severe—had sharp brown curls, thin lips, and a posture that never softened. Charlotte Verret, the youngest, was rail-thin with quiet blue eyes and coppery hair meticulously parted down the middle. Florence Dupuy, wide-shouldered and red-cheeked, bore the callused hands of a woman now running what was left of her own plantation.

And then there was Hester Theriot, a stout, well-connected woman with thick blonde locks and blunt-cut bangs. Hester was an excitable magpie who indulged her days in as much gossip as she could and took particular pleasure in being the one to deliver it to Hortense. Her constant chatter irritated Hortense, but the woman’s connections across the parish were useful—her web of acquaintances stretched wide, and her loose tongue had a way of landing on truths that mattered. 

Most had husbands—with the exception of Florence—who had fought, bled, and lost the war. Though their plantations now ran ragged without slaves, they still clung to the habits of refinement—and airs. This gathering—every Sunday at half past four—was more than a tea circle. Hortense called it their Society of Christian Ladies but, truth was, it was their war council, their women’s hate club against what they called the Negro Problem.

This meeting, Hortense sat at the head of the table as usual, back straight, and her pale eyes fixed upon her sympathizing companions.

“It is disgrace,” she continued, tapping her cane against the rug. “The scourge of disorder that has been brought upon this country. Field hands are expected to sit beside us at tea in drawing rooms. Negroes now choosing to engross themselves in idle passions while we are made to boil our own pots!”

Hortense pressed on, her voice tightening, “The gall of one of them in particular. That Till girl. At Mr. Barrow’s store this week!” A few murmurs rose. Beatrice leaned forward eagerly. 

“The Till girl—Julia. Tell us, Hortense.”

Hortense’s jaw stiffened. “She walked in—wearing a dress fit for an annual ball to town. Silk. Green. Paraded and pranced about then purchased nothing but a gold trinket. Just wanting to flaunt and be seen. No shame, no hesitation. Spoke to Mr. Barrow as though he were her equal. I tell you, it was an affront.”

Gasps circled the table. Miriam Duplessis shook her head. “That girl refused to come work for me after poor Cassie died. I offered her a good wage, too. Said she was a seamstress, not a wash-girl. The nerve!”

“It is hardly surprising,” Hortense said, her voice cooling. “She has always thought herself above her station. Do not forget—she is the bastard child of Captain Till himself.”

A heavy silence fell. The women shifted in their chairs, exchanging wary glances. Hester pressed her lips together before speaking next, her cheeks red and blotched. “Hortense... perhaps we ought not to speak of that so freely.”

“Why not?” Hortense demanded. “It’s the truth.”

Eugenia Pomeroy spoke next, voice low and uneasy. “But it touches all of us, Hortense. Each of us. You know as well as I that Captain Till was not the only man who laid with his slaves. My Albert—” she stopped, catching herself, her face pale with shame. “Hortense. We all know.”

A ripple of discomfort moved around the room. They had all endured it: the quiet knowledge, the hush of their husbands slipping into slave quarters, the children born with their husbands’ eyes but their mothers’ dark skin. The stifle of having to remain quiet through their husbands’ craven appetites—the infidelity.

Still, Hortense seized the moment, her voice sharper. “Till’s wife, Catherine, could not bear it, may God rest her soul. She died grief-stricken—not only by his betrayal, but because he brought that bastard girl into his own house! The girl lived under his roof as Agatha’s companion, seated right at their table instead of her station. He insisted upon it over his wife’s protests. And now look what has come of it.”

Miriam Duplessis chimed in again. “A Negro girl parading herself now as an equal.”

“Exactly,” Hortense said, eyes flashing. “Free does not mean equal. If this town forgets that, then it falls to us—to remind them.”

Hortense’s dark words weighted the atmosphere in the room, pressing down like the heat outside. She always seemed to eventually come so undone at these meetings. An awkward silence fell over the room. Outside, the cicadas wailed, their droning cry seeping through the windowpanes.

The creak of the parlor doors split the silence, and in shuffled a thin, bent figure bearing a heavy silver tray. Sam—Hortense’s old house servant—moved with careful, uneven steps, the joints of his knees stiff with time. 

As he neared the table, the tray rattled, porcelain clinking against silver. A teaspoon slid and struck the side of a cup. One teacup tilted dangerously, and a bit of hot liquid from the teapot sloshed onto the tray.

“Merciful heaven!” Hortense shot half out of her chair, her cane flashing forward, the ivory tip striking him hard across the shin.

Sam flinched. The tray rocked and a teacup nearly toppled. 

“You fool,” she snapped, her voice shrill and cracking. “Must you shame me before my guests?”

Sam flinched and gripped the tray tighter. His head dropped low, his eyes fixed on the rug beneath him, the tray still trembling in his arms. 

“Beg pardon, Missus Hortense,” he murmured in a voice thin as paper. “I’ll be mo’ careful now. Won’t happen agin’, Missus. Won’t happen agin’.”

The women around the table stiffened, their eyes darting between Hortense and the old man. Charlotte and Eugenia exchanged glances. Florence and Miriam shook their heads. Beatrice and Hester remained still.

Hortense’s face was flushed, her breath uneven. “Well, it had better not or...,” she said, but her voice faltered. She opened her mouth to finish the threat—but didn’t. The words hung there, unsaid, curdling in the heat. 

“Set the tray down, Sam,” she spat in indignant resignation. “We’ll manage from here.”

Sam nodded and lowered the tray with great care to the table. A lace doily that lined the bottom of the tray had begun to yellow and fray at its edges. A sugar bowl sat beside the teapot—its rim cracked through, a jagged line partially hidden beneath a polished silver lid. 

Sam slowly straightened and waited. He kept his eyes on the floor. But just for a moment, as Hortense stammered for words, he lifted his gaze—then dropped it again. An awkward silence filled the room.

“Get back to the kitchen,” she snapped after a moment, waving him away.

“Yes’m. Yes’m,” Sam whispered. He turned, shoulders hunched, and shuffled out.

The room remained silent until the doors closed behind him. The teapot sat cooling on the tray—no one reached for it. Hortense sat frozen, her hand still clutching the kerchief, the sharp sting of shame burning hot in her cheeks. The scene had slipped from control, and the women had seen it. Hortense’s face was flushed—not from remorse, but from the sting of being embarrassed. Not by her outburst. Not by the cane. But by the spectacle of it—by the servant who had dared to stumble, to tremble, to make her drawing room look like a scene from a house without order. She dabbed at her lips, forcing the motion to appear delicate, composed. But her breath caught in her throat before she exhaled, and even that small delay exposed her.

Across the table, Charlotte Verret’s eyes flicked downward. Eugenia adjusted her teacup with sudden interest. Florence and Miriam remained still, stone-faced. Beatrice tapped one thick finger against her knee. Hester, for once, said nothing.

“Can’t even get the help anymore,” Hortense said bitterly. “They’ve become even more careless since this—this distraction!” she groaned, lifting her chin.

She folded the kerchief neatly in her lap—then folded it again, slowly and tight, the tremble now gone from lips to her hands. “Insolent, full of notions and ideas,” she muttered, almost to herself. 

And then her voice grew sharper, ringing in the room like steel. 

“They’re all forgetting who they are! And somehow it must stop. It must stop now.”

The women sat rigid in their chairs. Hester lifted her teacup. Florence and Miriam, always seeming to be in agreement, nodded firmly. But the others, Beatrice, Charlotte, and Eugenia remained quiet—and shifted in unease.
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Blood and Silk
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The cabin was still except for the hiss and crackle of the fire in the hearth. Her husband, Joseph, had long gone off to work. Julia sat in her chair, her green dress gleaming in the firelight, his mended shirt folded in her lap like a relic. She reached out and touched the dress with the tips of her fingers—and as she did, thoughts swept through her like a tide. 

She closed her eyes and envisioned her mother, Clara. It was more than 30 years before Emancipation, in the heat of midsummer on Captain Edward Till’s plantation. Clara was just a girl then—barely grown, her limbs still soft with youth, brown eyes wide and curious, hair as thick and twisted as rope. She had a laugh like water over stone, light and bubbling, and she filled the cabins with her singing. She played with the cats that lingered by the kitchens, fed scraps to the chickens in the yard, her free spirit a balm to those around her—innocent, trusting, and unaware of the shadow that followed her every step.

Captain Till had watched her. He was a hulking man, broad-shouldered, with cold, green eyes that fixed on her that made her uneasy. His gaze lingered when she bent to gather kindling, when she carried buckets from the well, when she danced barefoot in the dirt.

At first, Clara thought nothing of it. She was a girl of the islands and the white folks often stood nearby and just—watched, mostly in deep silence and curiosity. And they watched often. Glazed, faraway stares as the slaves danced, sang, prayed—or simply worked. Fascination was no comfort. But Clara’s mother knew. She’d seen stares from eyes like those before. The Captain’s stares were different, but they weren’t new. They were the same that had devoured others on that 

plantation—especially those who were young. These were lustful stares; the same kind that clouded the eyes of too many white men like him who held lives in their hands as though they were coins to be spent.

She had kneeled at the washtub that morning—and begged him—not to touch her daughter in that way—not now. Clara hadn’t even experienced the issue of blood yet.

“Master Till, please. She’s just a child—a child, master,” she pleaded. “Please leave her more time. She innocent. She don’t know the ways of a woman yet. I need to help her, to prepare her.” 

But Edward Till had no ears. 

“She mine, gal,” he grunted. “I feed her. I clothe her. She belong to me.”

That very night—late—Till came to the cabin. His silhouette loomed in the dark doorway, and a swirl of cold air filled the warm cabin. It startled Clara’s mother awake but she remained motionless, pretending to be asleep. Her heart pounded. Clara’s small body stirred underneath the heavy quilt against the warmth of her mother’s breasts. There was hesitation—and silence, but then, the sound of heavy boots thudded against the floorboards and stopped at the edge of the bed. 

“I know you ‘wake,” said a voice, deep and quiet, but piercing the darkness.

“Now,” he whispered, his breathing uneven, ragged.

Clara’s mother rose, her body tense with the sudden cold—and sorrow. Tears stung her eyes. Clara stirred again.

“Mama?” a soft, sleepy voice came in the dark. 

Clara’s mother didn’t say a word—didn’t even grab her shawl. She went out and stood on the hard, frosted dirt, in the cold, and in bare feet while inside, she could hear Clara’s voice, and broken sobs. She clutched her shoulders and listened to her daughter’s cries—which became muffled—each one an axe blade in her chest. She looked to the moon, which hung high and bright against the dark velvet midnight sky, and thought to entreat in prayer. But what would prayers to God do now—while He did nothing but watch her daughter’s agony?  Clara’s mother doubled over and vomited, the hot, thickened bile splattering on her feet.

When he was finished, Till opened the cabin door—and left it open—without a word. He didn’t allow his eyes to reach hers—as if there were no truth to that night, only a ghost that perhaps had been dreamed. 

Clara’s mother rushed back in to find Clara trembling, naked and bleeding in her mother's bed, her face wet with snot and tears. There were no words—how could there be? How could she explain standing and then leaving her there? And Master Till. Was he punishing her? She would have to explain things later, but guilt consumed her: she should have explained it sooner.

She gathered her girl into her arms, bathing her wounded innocence with a soft, clean cloth, whispering lullabies through her own rage and shame. But it did not end there. Till returned again. And again, whenever lust seized him—behind the barns at dusk, in the cabin nights before dawn, or in the bed of the big house when Mrs. Till went away on trips. 

Clara endured, her innocence burned away, her familiar laughter silenced. Her mother’s tears fell often, hot with rage, and cold with helplessness. In time, Clara’s belly swelled and Till’s green eyes lingered with pride at the baby’s birth, even as his wife’s cheeks hollowed with grief. 

The ladies whispered, but none dared speak too loudly, for nearly all of them knew the shame themselves. They all knew. Most of their husbands had done the same. Their shame was communal, their silence a pact. Their husbands, too, slipped into slave cabins, leaving behind children with eyes too familiar.

Clara never survived the birth. She bled, screaming, and slipped away into silence, her arms empty. The baby was named Julia Rose—the surname whispered, never spoken in open rooms. Till gave her the name boldly: Julia, after his grandmother. Rose, after his mother. His mark branded not in chains but in lineage. He insisted that Henrietta—the youngest daughter of Mrs. Till’s head servant, who had just birthed a child of her own—nurse the baby. He ordered that Julia be kept close, raised in the big house as companion to his daughter Agatha. He adored her curls, her hazel eyes, her slender features, her skin the color of polished walnut. 

Mrs. Till bore the shame in silence. She seethed, her heart cracking with grief, but she said nothing. She could not banish Julia from the house. Her husband would not allow it. She endured the sight of her husband’s bastard seated beside her own child at the table, playing with her daughter in the garden, enjoying the adoration of her husband. 

The war came. The war ended. Chains broke with the crack of cannon fire, and men who had once been property stood upright and uncertain—but unbound.

Till had willed Julia a very small patch of land at the edge of the old plantation—as if land could settle a soul. Or erase innocent blood spilled. It was too small for crops or other enterprises, but Joseph built a cabin there with his own hands, strong and modest—but gracious. Here Julia lived, free—yet never free, and haunted by the blood that made her. 

Now, in the quiet of their cabin, Julia sat by the fire, her fingers grazing the green silk. She thought of her mother Clara—her laughter stolen, her innocence shattered, her voice silenced by violence. She thought of her grandmother, driven into the night while her child wept inside. The servants had told her the grim stories. And she thought of Till, her father, whose cold green eyes she sometimes glimpsed in her own mirror. She was born of subjection, a wound, a product of her mother’s quiet agony and shame.

She reached down into her sewing basket. At the bottom, beneath spare threads and needles, lay a worn scrap of calico from a doll her mother had made for her—frayed at the edges, stained. She’d never thrown it away. She couldn’t. Not when it was the only thing she’d ever touched that had once lived in Clara’s hands—and her only proof that Clara had ever loved.

She caressed the fabric between her fingers. Envisioning the woman who held it before her. She was determined to be something good that came from her mother's womb—despite being the offspring of a victimizer and the victim. Despite being the paradox of an open secret. No—she’d become a visionary. A vanquisher. A victor.

Her jaw tightened. She pressed the fabric between her hands as though to wring it into life. “First they will see me,” she whispered into the flames. 

“Then soon—they will see us.”
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The Price of Silk
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The night air seeped through the vents of the shutters, carrying with it the sweet scent of a light rain and the faint chorus of frogs. Though the cabin was small, Julia had turned it into a gracious haven: heavy, ivory curtains sewn from flour sacks; a shelf of neatly hemmed and folded linens near the cupboards; and a vase of wildflowers she always gathered from the edge of the fields every Sunday, sitting atop the heavy oak table.

She had dedicated a corner of the room for sewing. Standing, tall and proud, was an old dress form she had begged for from one of her church members. Carefully draped over it now was her creation—the deep green silk gown. The color shimmered back in the firelight. She had already started sewing the special gold button onto the collar when Joseph ducked through the low doorway, his shoulders filling the frame. The day’s labor still clung to him in a sheen of sweat and the faint smell of earth. He set down his work bag, went over to run cool water over his hands from the kitchen pump, then wiped his hands with one of the folded linens. Julia rolled her eyes, but smiled. 

“You’re late,” she teased, pulling a thread. Joseph nodded.

“Lots to do down at the mill,” he breathed. “Boss is pleased. Got here soon as I could.” He pulled a chair and sat at the table.  Julia rose and went into the kitchen. She placed a small, roasted hen and dark greens on a plate and set the plate before him. She turned to the icebox then brought back a plate of cornbread and a chilled glass of buttermilk and placed both on the table for him. 

Joseph murmured thanks, but his eyes were on the dress. 

“So... that’s it,” he said quietly—tearing a wing from the hen. 

“The one you been bent over all these months.”

Julia followed his gaze to the dress and smiled—proud. And glad he noticed it standing. She walked over to the dress and smoothed her hand down the bodice with a kind of reverence. 

“Yes. This is it,” she murmured. “I finished it just yesterday. I‘m even setting the button, see?” She touched the single bright button at the collar, pride warming her face. 

Joseph chewed for a moment then laid his fork down. 

“I heard you wore it into town today,” he said.

Julia laughed—a soft, but incredulous one. “Well, I did,” she said. “But it was just for a little while. I needed to buy this.” She tapped the button again. 

“And it felt... good Joe,” she mused. “To walk, feeling like I belonged. Just for once.”

He leaned back, the wooden chair creaking underneath him. 

“Julia, they won’t see it that way,” he said. Joseph leaned forward. 

“To them, you wear somethin’ like that, you ain’t belongin’—you bustin’ in like you belong.  And they won’t take kindly to it.”

Julia lifted her chin, her eyes flashing in the firelight. “Pretendin’? It’s just a dress. Cloth is cloth. Don’t I sew for us already—curtains, quilts, mending things? I know the feel of silk better than they do! And why shouldn’t I have a thing of beauty for myself?”

Joseph’s jaw worked. “But beauty like that draws eyes, Julia!” His eyes darted to the dress, then back to her. “Eyes that don’t see you, just what they think you’re tryin’ to be. Or ain’t you heard the word uppity, Julia? Yeah, that’s what they’ll tie on you. You walk in there dressed like them, or better than them, and they gon’ think you forgot what side of the fence you was born on.”

He waved his hands, shaking his head.  “And we can’t afford for them to start talkin’.”

Julia squared her shoulders. “Well, Joseph Fontaine—maybe I did forget. And maybe I don’t want to be reminded every day that I ain’t good enough to wear nothing but aprons and hand-me-downs.”

“Julia...” His voice cracked. He rose and walked to where she stood. He reached for her hand, but she pulled away, reaching for the hem of the dress and clutching it to her chest.

“It’s my birthday tomorrow, Joseph,” she whispered, her eyes bright with hurt but something dark behind them. 

“And I can’t have this one thing without walking in it in fear?”

Joseph walked over to the hearth, then stared into the fire. He stood there in silence for a long moment. The logs shifted, a burst of sparks racing up the chimney. 

“I just don’t want us payin’ a big price for a piece of silk, Julia, that’s all. It could cost us...big. In fact, it could cost everything we got up to this point.” He paused for several beats.

“I—I  just never dreamed—dreamed—I’d ever be...free. Not alive and free.” A log crackled, then burst. He turned toward her then reached for her again, brushing a few strands of her curly hair past her shoulder. She didn’t flinch—or react. She just stared into the fire. 

“Promise me you’ll be careful.”

She let the hem of the gown return to the base of the wooden dress form, smoothing the skirts to fall gently around it. Just then, a dog began barking in the distance. Julia stilled her hand and Joseph glanced toward the window—listening. After a few moments, the barks quieted.

Julia resumed her caress on the bodice.  

“I’ll be careful,” she said solemnly, Joseph thought to reach for her shoulder again, but hesitated, and let his hand fall to his side. She didn’t notice and seemed melancholy now—perhaps wearied of his pleas.

But she was lost in thought because of the memories that flooded—how the dress felt around her in the breeze; how the passersby watched her stride through town; her stepping into Barrow’s store and how Barrow greeted her.  She hadn’t labeled the feeling yet—perhaps she was afraid to—but now she realized that wearing that dress—the dress she made for herself—brought her that brief moment of, oh—what, what was the word?...renewal. She discovered that the dress compelled people to see what she is, not what she was. 

“Alright, then,” Joseph said, retreating. “I’m gonna finish supper.” He hesitated, awaiting her reaction.  “And then I’m going on off to bed. Big workday ahead.” He looked toward the dress again before walking back to the kitchen table. That thing’s standing straighter than either of us tonight, he thought.

Julia nodded, then lowered herself to the settee. I’ll be careful alright, she thought, pulling her knees to her chin. 

About as careful as the sun. 

Joseph walked back to the table and sat down. He ate in silence until the hen’s bones lay bare. He wiped his hands on a napkin and looked over at Julia, who was resting her head on drawn knees, then back to the dress form standing in the corner. The green silk seemed to glow on its own, alive with a light beyond the fire. The tension seemed to settle.

“Julia,” he said at last, his voice low but taut, “you don’t understand the way they look at things now. The war’s over, yes, but peace ain’t here. Not really. They talk of Reconstruction—schools for our children, land for freedmen, even colored men in the government up in Washington. I hear whispers that one day we might even vote proper. That’s progress. Real progress.”

Julia lifted her head and looked at him, frowning. 

“And what has a dress to do with all that?” she demanded.

Joseph leaned forward, his elbows and palms planted on the table, eyes heavy with worry. “Everything!” he exclaimed.

“Don’t you see? They’re waitin’ for a reason to snatch it away. Every step we take forward, they look for a way to shove us back. If you walk into Barrow’s store wearin’ silk finer than Hortense Gaudrey herself, they gon’ call it proof—proof that freedom’s gone too far. That Negroes don’t ‘know their place’.”

Julia’s mouth tightened. “My place? Joseph, I been in the big house since I was a child. Sat at a table with Agatha, read from her books, spoke in her tongue. You think I don’t know my place? I know it better than they do. And my place is not in rags.”

His fist struck the table—not in anger at her, but in fear so sharp it blew into frustration. The plates rattled. 

“And where did all that get you, Julia, huh? You think them fine words and table manners protect you? They don’t. War or no war, freedom or no freedom—they see you just the same. One slip, one sign of pride, and they’ll come down on us harder than ever.”

Her eyes flashed, tears burning at the edges. “It was a birthday gift, Joe. Nothing more. Ten months I’ve been bent over that dress, stitchin’ till my fingers bled. I wanted to see myself beautiful just once. Is that so much?” 

Joseph’s voice rose, then broke.

“It is if it costs us our safety!” He dragged a hand over his face, his shoulders sagging. “I just want to live, Julia. To farm some land, to raise our children safe, to hold on to what little we been given. That’s what Reconstruction is for—to build somethin’ steady at last. But one wrong move, and they’ll take even that away.”

Julia stood, the green gown between them on its wooden form, her hand smoothing its silken bodice as though it were now a ritual. She looked at him, hurt and anger mingling in her chest. 

“So I am to bow forever? To smile in rags while they wear silks? To hide myself so they don’t feel afraid?”

Joseph’s voice softened, but his eyes were firm. “I’m askin’ you to survive, Julia. Survive long enough for this new world to take root. For all of us.”

She turned away from him. A realization began to well in her, the weight of it bearing down in her chest. So, now this dress is more than a birthday gift. In this gown, she thought, she was someone they could not ignore. And with a sinking heart, she also realized that this was exactly why Joseph was afraid.

The cabin filled with silence but for the cicadas outside. The fire snapped and hissed, casting its shadows across the wall. And the green dress.

Just then, Julia handed herself her own indictment: she had been arguing that it was just a dress, while Joseph had been telling her over and over: this was more than stitch and cloth. 

Julia looked at the green form in a different light, her lips parting. 

He’d won the argument, she realized. 

Joseph had been right all along.
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Shadows in the Cabin
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The cabin had grown quiet, the fire now burning low. Joseph lay on the bed in the corner, his breath even, worn out by the day’s labor—and by their quarrel. Julia still sat upright, unwilling to sleep, her green dress gleaming faintly in the lamplight. Her fingers toyed with the hem, tracing the tiny stitches only she could see.

“It was just a dress,” she whispered again. But even as she spoke them, those words felt hollow.

Her eyes lifted to the mirror on the wall. For a moment, she saw not herself, but her mother—Clara. She tried to imagine her again: young; round, dark brown cheeks—and maybe a hearty laugh, before the war and before Captain Till’s shadow. Julia had been told that she had her mother’s smile, though she couldn’t picture it. 

Her gaze shifted toward the darkness at the window, and she thought of Mrs. Till, Captain Till’s wife, Catherine—a tall and fragile figure—and how her mouth would press into a line whenever Julia, only a child then, entered the room. Mrs. Till had never raised a hand against her—but her silence had weight. It was heavy. And it was unrelenting—like stone. It was the silence from the humiliation that was carried by a woman who knew her husband’s betrayal sat at her own table.

Julia remembered the hush of the parlor, the lace curtains whispering in the breeze. She and Agatha, Captain and Catherine’s young daughter, sat side by side, their dolls spread out before them. Agatha, all golden curls and pale skin, chattered freely; Julia, darker but with her father’s green eyes, learned to choose her words—and the time to free them. Sometimes, in the corner of her eye, she’d catch Mrs. Till watching them, her knuckles white around her fan.

Agatha had gone away years ago, married off to another planter’s son in Kentucky. Julia had not heard from her since. Yet she remembered the girl’s laugh, the way they were once nearly inseparable—as though the world did not know—nor care—that one was an heir and the other a shadow.

Now, alone in her cabin, Julia understood how far away that life was. Yet she could not shed the habits it had given her—and her belief that she was not less than those who had tried to shape her as such.

And that was the heart of Joseph’s fear.

Joseph was born to George and Elizabeth Faire Fontaine, both enslaved in Louisiana. He was the younger of their two sons but his master sold three of them together—his young parents and him, just an infant, when his master’s wife died of typhoid fever just two months after his birth. Like Julia, he never knew his mother and she—along with his father, George—was sold again before he was even a year old.  He never knew his older brother either—or whatever became of him. 

He had grown up “knowing his place,” as they called it, and never wearing “fine clothes” or sitting at the master’s table dining. To him, survival meant bowing low enough to pass beneath notice. And to Julia, who had been forced into visibility from the moment of her birth, the idea of shrinking back felt impossible. 

The fire cracked and guttered. Julia rose, carrying the lamp to the window. She pulled the curtain aside and peered out. The fields lay quiet under the moon, the majestic magnolias loomed in the dark like ghosts and the thick, gray moss hung like veils from them. Somewhere in the night, a crow gave a single sharp call before falling silent.

Her chest tightened. She set the curtain back, returned to the dress form, and laid her palm against the silk. It was smooth and warm this time, just like a second skin.

She had stitched it for herself—for her birthday, and nothing more. But Joseph was right about one thing: it was more than a dress. Julia looked back into the mirror. 

She felt it now, deep in her bones. Part of Joseph’s warning still echoed in her ears—how beauty could be mistaken for pride, and how pride could be mistaken for defiance. But she could not help what the dress stirred. 

That dress, she now realized, was a mirror of her life—silk spun from suffering, a beauty borne from a dark history that others tried to hide. And as of yesterday, she—and the dress—had already stepped into the light.

Now, in that quiet cabin, with only Joseph’s breaths in the shadows, Julia’s thoughts became loud: she wouldn’t hide the dress either. It was never just a dress. 

And it never would be. 

––––––––
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♪ What It Is, By Amber Mark

Segue: Slavery and the Emancipation Proclamation

When Abraham Lincoln declared Emancipation in 1863, the right to be free was already in the air. It had always existed. Turns out, our freedom had been sitting at the bottom of an inkwell all along—just waiting to be declared on parchment, on one man’s whim. Or use of it as leverage.

Freedom was a commodity to Lincoln. In his hand, it became a currency. After years of war, it was the only thing that could break the will of the stubborn rebels—to take the one thing that had always belonged to us—strip it from us—and starve them of it.

Now, the enslaved folks who were under the breast of the loyal states?—the states that stayed in or returned to the Union?—those folks, by logic, should’ve been the first to enjoy freedom. But what did Lincoln do? He kept those people enslaved. Technically, he had to for a time because the authority of the Emancipation Proclamation didn’t reach the states that were loyal or that were under Union-controlled parts of the Confederacy.

The Emancipation Proclamation was a wartime executive order. Its legal authority was only temporary—bound to expire once the war ended, which meant a constitutional amendment was required to permanently—and irrevocably—end slavery nationwide.

So—not only was “freedom” a transaction—it almost had a time limit.

The 13th Amendment was ratified in 1865. It’s the part of the U.S. Constitution that abolished slavery —for good —except as punishment for a crime. (And we’ll get to that in the story.)

It was the first of three “Reconstruction Amendments” passed after the Civil War, intended to fundamentally reshape American society and politics. These amendments were ratified between 1865 and 1870.


The 13th abolished slavery.
The 14th granted citizenship and promised equal protection under the law.
The 15th protected voting rights, regardless of race, color, or previous servitude.

Now: This story lands right near the birth of the 14th—the amendment that would become the basis of many landmark Supreme Court decisions about rights and liberties. And while these amendments were enacted during Reconstruction, just like the landmark Supreme Court decision Brown v Board of Education (which held that the education of Black children in separate public schools violated the Equal Protection Clause of the 14th Amendment to the United States Constitution), the full enforcement and liberation of their promises took generations. 

Why? It’s simple. Because our freedom in this country has always been resisted!

Equality has been treated as both a threat and a reward—a commodity and a currency. It was molded conveniently into branding tools—fancy buzzwords and social media slogans that sell—backdrops to corporate theater. It’s been paraded like a trophy, woven into the decorative prose of mission statements, etched into the vision statements of thousands of corporations. That is, until the glitz and glamour of handing us up from four hundred yards behind in a race we’ve been trying to win started to look about as beautiful as a cemetery.

Yes—it can be beautiful. But nobody really wants to be there. 

The story opens just as the Fourteenth Amendment was preparing to be born. 

After the war, the Thirteenth Amendment abolished slavery permanently while the Fourteenth provided a foundation for racial equality and citizenship. It was a critical Reconstruction-era amendment, designed to secure rights for newly freed slaves and prevent the states from undermining those protections.

But white Southerners were enraged by Reconstruction. And they resisted.

And now—we are watching new challenges rise under the Equal Protection Clause, particularly against affirmative action and diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives—tools that were created to help level the field.

Now you should plainly see the pattern.

History is not only repeating—it is being reversed under the same flag that once swore to carry freedom and equity forward.

This story is meant to broadcast not only the memory—but a warning. 

For Further Reading and Research

The events depicted in this novel reflect real historical patterns during Reconstruction in Louisiana. For readers seeking the archival record beneath the fiction, the following sources offer essential context.

Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America's Unfinished Revolution, 1863–1877 (Harper & Row, 1988).

David W. Blight, Frederick Douglass: Prophet of Freedom (Simon & Schuster, 2018).

Ira Berlin, The Long Emancipation: The Demise of Slavery in the United States (Harvard University Press, 2015).

James McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom: The Civil War Era (Oxford University Press, 1988).

W. E. B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America 1860–1880 (1935; The Free Press edition, 1998).
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The Pink Ghost

[image: ]


The lamp hissed as its flame lowered, and Julia, sitting beside the dress form, let her head rest against the back of her chair. Her eyes closed. The fire crackled in its dying breath—and a memory rose: soft as smoke, but sharp as flint...

She was a child again. She was seated on the polished floor of the great hall, her small hands folded in her lap. The Till house had been resplendent. Tall white columns, wide verandas, chandeliers that shimmered like constellations. The smell of beeswax polish and pink roses—cut fresh from the garden—always lingered there. Julia had grown up within its walls, not in the quarters, but always just one step apart from belonging.

Agatha’s laughter still rang in her ears. Blonde curls bouncing, lace hems flaring, she had clasped Julia’s hand and dragged her from room to room. “Come on, Julia! Let’s play in Papa’s study!” Or: “Come on, Julia! The magnolias are blooming!”

The two of them sat cross-legged on the parlor rug, their dolls arrayed before them in elaborate dramas. Agatha chattered, commanding, while Julia responded to the play talk in whispers. 

“No, Lady Margaret, you shan’t go to the ball without me!” she’d mimic some of the Tills’ esteemed guests.

Julia was a curious, and observant, child. She watched how Agatha’s mother held her fan, how the visiting ladies sipped their teas, how Agatha’s tutor made her pronounce her words. She absorbed it
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