
  
    
      
    
  


  [image: ]


  Lars D. H. Hedbor


  Published by Brief Candle Press


   


  Copyright © 2014 Lars D. H. Hedbor


   



   



  [image: ]


  


   



  This is a work of historical fiction. Apart from the well-known actual people, events, and locales that figure in the narrative, all names, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.


  ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. This book contains material protected under the International and Federal Copyright Laws and Treaties. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system without specific written permission from the publisher.


  This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please go to your favorite ebook seller and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  Cover and book design: Brief Candle Press


  Title Font: IM FELL English


  Cover image based on “Sunrise over Forest and Grove,” Albert Bierstadt.



  Maps courtesy of Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division.



  First Brief Candle Press edition published 2014


  www.briefcandlepress.com


  ISBN: 978-0-9894410-7-0


  


   



  Dedication

  

  To the many friends

  who carried me to this point    


  


  [image: ]



  [image: ]



  


  


   


  [image: ]

  As Katie pulled up to her Gram's familiar house and opened her car door, the smell of the autumn leaves in the crisp air transported her back to autumn visits in her childhood. Her joy at the welcoming air was tempered, though, by the knowledge that this was the last time she would come to her grandmother's home in the fall.


  "Come in, child! How is my little Katydid?" Gram sounded the same as ever as she opened the door, but there was a new frailty in her movements, and the skin around her eyes seemed to be darker and more sunken than Katie could remember ever having seen it before.


  "I'm doing fine, Gram. How are you feeling?" Katie entered the immaculate home and followed Gram into the kitchen, where the coffee was ready and cookies laid out, as always.


  "Oh, well, you know, the scars from the last surgery are healing up well enough, and I'm back out of the chair, so that's all to the good." Gram cast a quick frown in the direction of folded wheelchair in the corner of the kitchen. "Have a cookie, child, and pour us some coffee, would you, dear?"


  Watching her grandmother lower herself slowly, but with determination on her face, into the kitchen chair, Katie felt a surge of compassion for her. She wondered, for the thousandth time, whether they were doing the right thing in helping Gram into what was euphemistically called "assisted living." "Deathwatch warehouse" seemed more like it in Katie's jaundiced view.


  They chatted over the cookies and coffee about inconsequential things: Katie's studies, her lack of a boyfriend, her latest knitting project. Finally, the conversation circled around to the real matter at hand. "Gram, where should I start on the packing?"


  "Well, I always worked on any large cleaning project from the top to the bottom, so you had best start with the attic, I suppose. The good Lord only knows what all is stashed up there. You know your grandfather—he was the worst packrat you ever did meet. Always claimed that everything he kept would have some value, some deep meaning someday."


  She chuckled. "Perhaps he's right, but I haven't been up there since he left us, and not much before then, so I really don't know what you'll find." She closed her eyes, a peaceful smile on her face, and spoke quietly, almost to herself. "Oh, Charles, you would be so proud to see your little Katydid, all grown up."


  "Now, Gram, I'm hardly all grown up."


  "Perhaps not quite, but, 'Well begun is half done,' right?" A cheerful sparkle shown in Gram's eye as she looked at her granddaughter.


  "I suppose I'm doing well enough so far, Gram. And thanks."


  "Merely stating the truth, my dear girl. Now, boxes are in the garage, and the Dumpster will be here tomorrow, so just bag up what will need to go in there for now, all right?"


  Katie stood, bringing her cup and saucer to the sink automatically. "Okay, Gram. You're right, we don't really have any time to waste." She sighed and went out to the garage to collect a couple of boxes. She carried them upstairs, passing the guest room where she had spent so many happy summers. The same posters from Gram's trip back to Germany were still there, all umlauts and springtime flowers, though they were faded now from decades in the afternoon sunlight that streamed through the dormer window.


  Katie ducked into the hallway where the attic stairs were located. She had been up there a few times as a child, and remembered it primarily as dusty and poorly lit, with the smell of ancient planking and aging mothballs heavy in the air. She recalled neatly stacked crates and boxes, and even a couple of what Katie had been morally certain were treasure chests in the far corner of the space.


  She opened the door at the back of the hallway and slowly made her way up the steps, reaching for the pull string that would light the single bulb over the opening. Very little had changed since she'd last been up here, she noted as she reached the top of the ladder. Okay, so she did have to crouch to walk, where she once had been able to stand upright.


  The boxes were still mostly intact, though, and the crates and chests she remembered seeing were still there, although coated in a thick layer of dust. In one corner of the attic, squirrels had clearly made a nest, partially shredding a stack of old newspapers. Katie could see a grim-faced Nixon peering up at her from one of the scattered and jaggedly cut bits of newsprint, and a few words of a headline about the latest action in Indochina.


  Some of the boxes had started to sag with age, and one was leaning perilously, nearly ready to spill its contents across the rough pine planking laid over the ceiling joists. Katie's eye, though, was drawn to the old chests under the tiny window at the end of the room. Still hunched over, she approached them and knelt in front of the first, examining it. It was larger than she had remembered, but then she had never come this close to it as a girl. Sturdily built, standing on short legs with a heavy wooden lid and a hasp—with no lock in it, thankfully—the old chest looked to be built for the ages.


  She slowly brushed the dust away from the tarnished plate mounted on its lid. It fell in soft clumps to the planks, raising a cloud of dust. After she sneezed once, then twice, which blew yet more dust into the air, Katie was able to bend close to the plate and look at it. Inscribed in a light, almost fanciful script was the name Elizabeth Harris, and 1768. A thrill ran down Katie's spine as she realized that this chest—or at the very least, the plate on it—had been around since before the American Revolution.


  She thought she recalled from her mother's genealogical research that Elizabeth Harris was an ancestor, so it was possible that this very chest had been in the family for almost two and a half centuries.


  Katie was hesitant to disturb the relic further, but her curiosity got the better of her, and she found herself raising the hasp and then grunting with the effort of lifting the massive lid. Made of a single oaken plank, with hinges stiffened with age, it creaked upward until it rested against the wall behind the chest.


  A miasma of naphtha rose out of the old chest, and Katie could see the shriveled cores of a dozen mothballs lying among the folds of the blanket that lay over the other contents of the chest. Gingerly, she moved the blanket aside, eager to know what lay beneath it.


  To one side of the chest, there was a stack of more blankets, neatly folded and reeking of mothballs. In the center, there was a small wooden crate, which had some dark clothing folded within it, what looked like a pair of trousers on top, and a bit of lace sleeve visible beneath that.


  To the other side of the chest, there was a thick stack of papers, bound in a satchel of dark brown cardboard or leather with faded red string. As Katie reached in and picked it up, the string crumbled and fell away. She gasped, but nothing fell from the satchel, and she carefully turned and placed the whole stack on top of a box beside her.


  Opening the satchel slowly, she found a short document written in a hand that was quite difficult to decipher, but which had a row of red wax seals affixed to it along the left edge. Straining to read it, Katie could make out what appeared to be some sort of property deed, describing a block of land, which was roughly sketched out at the top of the page.


  Moving very slowly and deliberately, Katie lifted the sheet of paper by its edges and set it aside, so that she could see the next page in the stack. This one seemed to be a letter, and the handwriting was somewhat easier to make out, lacking the flourishes and decorations that the first document had featured.


  When she saw the date at the top, she gasped again. The document she was looking at appeared to have been penned in 1775, only a few short years after Elizabeth Harris had received this very chest. What she could read of it seemed to concern a request for certain household supplies, but she could make out neither the sender's name nor the recipient's.


  Her hands shaking now, Katie carefully replaced the deed and closed the folder. She now saw that another satchel of similar appearance had been beneath this one, but she wanted to consult with Gram before looking any further at the amazing contents of the old chest.


  Walking slowly and cautiously, guarding the folder with her arms hugged to her body, Katie turned and made her way back to the ladder. When she arrived back in the kitchen, where Gram stood at the stove stirring something, she sat down and gingerly laid the folder on the table before her.


  "What's the matter, child?" Gram asked, when she saw Katie's ashen face.


  "I started with one of those old chests, Gram… do you have any idea what Grandpa kept in those?"


  "No, we never really discussed it, Katie. If you're talking about the big blanket chests, I don't know if he ever even dug into those. His own grandfather probably put them up there." She chuckled. "Packrats, the whole lot of them. Grandpa came by it honestly. So, what have you found, then?"


  "Well, I didn't want to handle these any more than I already have, and I think we need to get in touch with someone who knows how to handle old documents before we do much more with them. The first date I saw was 1775, Gram."


  "Well, gracious! That must have been up there ever since your great-great grandpa dragged that chest into the attic. Let me think—I may know someone who can help us out. Your grandfather once had this young fellow working for him, but he went back to the University as a researcher. Fetch me the white pages, would you, please?"


  Katie brought her grandmother the phone and the directory, and the older woman thoughtfully paged through it until she found the name she wanted, and then dialed.


  "George Branton? Hello, this is Helen Harris, you may recall my husband, Charles Harris?" She paused. "Oh, why thank you for saying so. Yes, it was quite a shock, but he always said that he'd go out with a bang rather than a whimper, didn't he? Well, listen, the reason I'm calling is that my granddaughter Katie—you remember Charles talking about her? Well, she's found some letters and things that I thought you might be interested in taking a look at."


  Katie could hear the man's voice, muffled but discernible. "Oh? What sort of letters?"


  "Well, we haven't really looked at them yet—she put them down when she saw that one of them had a date of 1775 on it, and we thought it best to leave them for an expert to handle."


  Branton's voice seemed louder and clearer now to Katie. "Seventeen seventy-five, did you say?"


  "Yes, that's what she saw on it."


  "Gram, you know, the light up there…" Her grandmother shushed Katie with a finger to her mouth, listening to Branton.


  "Well, if you're free this evening, you could come by after dinner… Okay, very good, we'll look forward to seeing you then. Thank you very much, George. Please say hello to your lovely wife for me, won't you? Okay, good-bye."


  "So he's coming by this evening, then?"


  "Yes, around seven, he said. Can't break away before then, but that's okay. Oh, dear, can you go stir that soup before it scorches? Cream of broccoli, your favorite."


  Katie sighed inwardly and got up to attend to the stove. She'd never had the heart to tell Gram just how much she detested broccoli, and she had actually developed a grudging taste for the rich soup over the course of so many summers.


  "A bit more pepper, maybe, do you think, dear?" Katie tasted the soup. As usual, Gram was exactly right. A dash of pepper and a quick stir, and Katie declared it perfect. She reached into the cupboard for two soup bowls—the old ones with the blue fluting around the rims—and ladled the steaming soup into each.


  She continued the routine of setting the kitchen table for lunch, her mind racing as she went through the well-established motions, dropping ice cubes into glasses, pouring tea from the ever-present jug in the refrigerator, pulling spoons from the silverware chest and napkins from their drawer. She wondered what they would find in the cache of documents, and whether her grandfather would finally be vindicated in thinking that his treasures would turn out to have real value.


  Sitting across from Gram, she bowed her head and waited while her grandmother recited the blessing, familiar from a thousand summer meals at this table. "Komm, Herr Jesu, sei unser Gast Und segne, was Du uns bescheret hast." The two women said "Amen" in unison, and both then reached for their napkins, unfolding them according to their well-graven ritual.


  As had been their habit for years, neither said anything until after the first sip of soup and a quick gulp of iced tea. "There's not much chance that those papers aren't real, is there, Gram?"


  "No, dear, I can't think of any reason for your grandfather—or his grandfather, for that matter—to have wanted fake things lying around." She pursed her lips, a distant, thoughtful look in her eyes. "I imagine that Grandpa is feeling pretty smug right now." She chuckled and returned her attention to her meal.


  "I just can't believe that all of that stuff was just upstairs all of these years, and nobody happened to go through that chest until now." Katie shook her head and sipped at her iced tea.


  "It is a wonder that none of you kids who played up there ever got into that chest," Gram replied. "I imagine that today wasn't your first time in the attic?" Her eyes twinkled with amusement as Katie blushed slightly.


  "Well, I know that Grandpa always said to stay out of there, but, yes, I did go up and look around once or twice. But I never got into anything," she hurried to add.


  "Well, I think you probably would have done less damage than the squirrels I heard running around up there last fall," Gram smiled.


  "Oh, yes, I wanted to ask you about that. It looks as though all they got into was a stack of old newspapers. Nothing terribly important-looking, but maybe forty or fifty years old. I'll take a trash bag up with me after lunch for those."


  "Certainly, yes, Katie. I know Grandpa set papers aside on the day that your Dad was born, as well as your aunt and uncles, but I doubt that any of them are any good now."


  "No, they looked pretty well torn up," Katie replied. Her eyes fell upon the old satchel again. She felt an unexpected eagerness for the afternoon to pass, so that Grandpa's old friend could look at the papers within and give them some context. A shiver of anticipation ran down her spine as she wondered what history lay within the old bag.
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  Noting the color of the leaves, Justin Harris whispered reassurance to his horse as the young mare picked her way down a rocky slope. It certainly was a gorgeous autumn day, and he was eager to return to his home and family. As he began to see familiar landmarks along the road, he felt the natural tension between his shoulders start to relax.


  The Cherokee had been relatively peaceful for the past few years, but the French had certainly been stirring up trouble all up and down the seaboard, supplying arms and rum to the Indians in an effort to disrupt trade and settlement in the English Colonies. Any time he traveled beyond the settled region around his home, Justin felt that old tension between his shoulder blades build up, as though expecting the sharpened head of an arrow to bite in at any moment.


  Now, though, with the late afternoon sun slanting through the trees and the trilling of the songbirds he knew so well ringing in his ears, he could relax. As he came to the bottom of the hardscrabble slope, he could see the fresh marks of other travelers on this road. Horse droppings that looked to be from only this morning made him wonder who was traveling ahead of him, and regret that he had not met his fellow traveler on the road.


  Some company other than the mare would have been a welcome break from the monotony and tension of riding from Charles Town. It was only three days' riding, four in foul weather, but one was safer in a group. With the smell of fresh-fallen leaves warm in his nostrils, though, Justin could not hold on to his regret for long. He always relished the anticipation of the last few miles to home, and was, upon reflection, just as glad to enjoy them in solitude.


  He wondered how the children were faring as malarial months set in. Every fall was a new terror for his young wife, as she worried over each shiver that the children suffered. Though their farm was somewhat up out of the bottom land where the fevers often seemed to reside, in a bad year, the pestilential fever would sweep out over the land, touching nearly every home from Charles Town to the Upcountry.


  While his small farm could not yet justify a slave to help, Justin hoped to be able to afford the investment within only a few more years. The land was rich and fertile, and he was glad that the small field of tobacco he'd harvested last month had been so productive. It was a lot of work to take on without help, but the oldest boy would be big enough to at least guide the turkeys through the fields next summer, where they would feast on pests in the leaves.


  His cousin outside of Charles Town had hinted at the possibility of the loan of a buck negro, but Justin had demurred for the time being, unwilling to be beholden to his wealthy relations so soon after breaking off to establish his own fortune. Jeremiah had called the slave in from the fields for Justin's inspection.


  "He's a fine, strong one, that Terrance," Jeremiah had said, laughter in his voice, and his hands lying across his expansive belly. "Turn 'round for my cousin Justin, Terrance," he called out to the young man, whose skin was as black as night.


  "Bred that boy right here on the plantation, Justin. His mam was just off the boat from Guinea, but his pap is an old fellow who's worked for Harrises near his whole life. Mam didn't make it through the fevers a few years ago, but Terrance here, he didn't mind leaving the house when he got big enough for the fields. Didn't care for my silly wife prayin' over him all the time."


  Jeremiah raised his voice to call out to the black man. "That'll be all, Terrance. Now get back to the fields—you're behind on your work now." He gave a hearty laugh and dug Justin in the ribs. "Gotta keep them negroes hopping, you know? Doesn't do to have a blackbird sitting around, tryin' to think up ways to get themselves into trouble." Terrance silently turned and walked back to the fields, his stride long, but merely efficient, not overtly prideful.


  Justin's eyes narrowed in thought as he rode. Terrance did not strike him as being one to worry about, unlike some negroes he'd seen. Slaves birthed and raised on the plantation rarely were, even if their dams were fresh from Africa.


  Pondering it, he could see how having Terrance on the farm could make it possible to plant a more ambitious tobacco crop the next spring. He'd have to get some more land cleared, of course, but that could keep even a strong young buck busy for months. He decided that he'd ask Elizabeth whether she was comfortable with a negro on the farm, and if she agreed, he'd swallow his pride and write to Jeremiah.


  After all, if the point of establishing his own homestead was to reach the point of being independent of the Charles Town Harrises' wealth, how better to achieve that than by bringing in a bigger tobacco crop next fall? Of course, making the shift from indigo planting to tobacco would be challenging for the negro, but nothing that an occasional touch of the whip couldn't help with.


  He caught the first whiff of fragrant smoke from the cooking fire from his neighbor's place and sat up straighter on his mare. Digging his heels in slightly, he urged her to speed up a bit, but she needed no encouragement. Her own eagerness to return to the comfort of her familiar paddock was incentive enough for her to pick up her feet and walk more smartly.


  Rounding the corner on the road as it wrapped around the hill behind his farm, he could see his simple home. One day, he hoped, he'd give Elizabeth a proper plantation home, but for the moment, she didn't seem to mind it, and the children were happy. As he rode down the slope to the house, Timothy spotted him and started running, shouting, "Papa! Papa!"


  Elizabeth, hearing his excitement, emerged from the house, her face shining with her exertions in the kitchen. Justin rode up to her and swung out of his saddle, taking her into his arms for a long embrace. His son threw himself onto one of Justin's legs and wrapped his arms around it tightly, beside himself at the joy of seeing his father again. His baby daughter came to the doorway, where she solemnly regarded him, thumb stuck into her mouth. Her enormous dark eyes were like pools of ink, and after a moment, she turned and toddled back into the house.


  "I am so glad to see you, Justin," Elizabeth murmured into his shoulder. "Old Thomas did come by every day, as you asked him to, and made sure that everything was taken care of around the farm, but I worry whenever you're traveling."


  "I know, Elizabeth. It's pretty safe these days, though. And I'm glad I went. Jeremiah's really becoming quite the figure in Charles Town. He also had an interesting offer for me." Justin outlined his thoughts on bringing Terrance to the farm, pointing out the advantages of being able to expand their tobacco crop sooner than he'd expected.


  "I won't do it, though, if you don't like the idea of a negro on the farm, Elizabeth."


  She considered for a moment and then said, "No, I don't think it will trouble me. I worry about what the children will make of it, but I know it's important for us to be able to improve our situation here."


  Justin embraced his wife again. "The children will take it in their stride, once the novelty of the thing wears off. I'll write to Jeremiah and work out the details." He whirled around, looking at the land around his home. "I think we'll clear that section over there for the planting, and that area past there for the growing season."


  He turned back to his wife, gesturing at the fields. "I'll be right inside. I am famished from the ride, but I want to check on the tobacco before I come in, all right?"


  "Certainly, dearest. I have a good chicken stew started, and I just need to make some biscuits. It should all be ready before sundown."


  He kissed her on the side of her head. "That sounds wonderful, dear. I won't be long."


  Stretching his legs as he walked, Justin strode to the small structure where the tobacco hung, drying. The rich scent of the leaves, now faded from brilliant green to a deep tawny shade, filled his whole head with its heady odor—and the thought of the earnings they would bring. He'd have to hitch up the wagon and bring them in to the government house in just a few more weeks.


  The soft weight of the leaves rustled slightly as he ran his hands over them gently. It had been a good crop, with nearly perfect weather, particularly at harvest time. A long summer of careful attention had yielded nearly as perfect a result as he could have hoped for.


  He reflected that he might even be able to triple his crop next year, if Terrance were industrious enough. He'd have to get a letter off to his cousin with the next post rider, though, if he were to have enough time to clear the land.


  Turning to look back out over the hollow where his house nestled, Justin sighed contentedly. Everything was going to work out well, he just knew it.
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  The afternoon's packing and clearing in the attic was uneventful, other than when Katie discovered the desiccated corpse of a squirrel in the pile of chewed newspaper. Generally an unflappable young woman, she was still a bit squeamish as she scooped up the creature's remains with some folded newspaper, and glad to be done with that part of the job.


  She had made good progress identifying the contents of the boxes and deciding what to keep, what to put in the living room for the yard sale, and what to just huck into the Dumpster. A few minor treasures did show up—what appeared to be substantially complete collection of LIFE magazine from 1959 to 1972 accounted for several neatly labeled boxes and would probably fetch a tidy sum on eBay, Katie thought.


  Other boxes were filled with what could only, charitably, be called junk. No fewer than four boxes, each labeled, enigmatically, "Kitchen Drawer," had appeared so far, and each seemed to be the cleared-out contents of the kitchen junk drawer. Loose toothpicks, crumbling rubber bands, doubled-up postcards, ketchup packets (some of which had met toothpicks in the boxes, with predictable—and unfortunate—results), dead batteries, half-used seed packets, candle ends, bent scissors… Katie began to understand how Gram could have felt at least a tiny bit justified in calling Grandpa a packrat.


  One box contained nothing but mismatched socks, a whole box of them, musty in the absence of mothballs. Katie satisfied herself that they were not serving as cushioning for some greater treasure, and then brought them downstairs to sit beside the garage where the Dumpster would be placed tomorrow morning.


  She was thankful for the broad, sturdy stairs. Of course, the house had been built before the introduction of the rickety pull-down style of attic access favored in more recent construction—although, she realized, these stairs had also encouraged all too much easy storage of box after box of detritus.


  Her eyes strayed to the old blanket chest frequently as she worked, having consciously started at the far end of the attic from where it sat beside its smaller companion. She knew that she would eventually feel compelled to at least open the other one, but she was saving that as a minor reward to herself for reaching the halfway point in her progress across the attic.


  She pulled yet another wooden crate towards her, being careful not to give herself splinters on its rough-hewn boards. A quick glance revealed a stack of mixed magazines dating from the late 1970s and early 1980s. Reagan's cheery grin faced some dour-looking fellow over the headline "Yet Another Soviet Leader." Katie quickly flipped through the rest of the stack—who in their right mind would keep TV Guides, anyway?—and stooped to carry it down to the Dumpster pile.


  As she walked down the stairs into the coolness of the house, Katie realized just how hot it was up in the attic. She dropped the crate on the gravel beside the
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