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So shall my word be that goeth forth out of my mouth: it shall not return unto me void, but it shall accomplish that which I please, and it shall prosper in the thing whereto I sent it.


Isaiah 55:11



For the one who feels plain, ordinary, or forgotten.

He has great plans for you, and His plans always prosper.
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The dust motes swirled in the land of discarded treasures, rising from where they had collected for generations to find flight once more around what had once been a grand ballroom. Emily pushed up from the floor where she’d been sitting, the rounded bump of her belly making her feel unstable. She breathed in the familiar scent of the forgotten and used an antique coatrack to steady her unbalanced form.

Pressing her hands into her back, she contemplated leaving the last of the box for another day, but not being one to leave things unfinished, reached down to pull up the final stack of yellowed magazines out of a deteriorating cardboard box to store in a new plastic bin. They teetered in her hands, the stack uneven.

She shifted the magazines and discovered a small leather book tucked between them. The copies of Good Housekeeping and Southern Living tumbled to the floor.

Could it be?

Emily clutched the book, a thrill running through her. It looked so much like Lydia’s diary that her palms began to sweat.

Excitement skittered down her spine as she brushed her hands down her jeans. This could be the key to unlocking the next chapters of Ironwood’s history! Untying the fragile string, she gently released it and pulled back the cracked cover.

Her eyes devoured the first few lines of perfect script and she let out a squeal. Wait until Luke saw this! Cradling the treasure in the crook of her arm, Emily hurried down the stairs as quickly as her rounded form would allow. To think, Luke had wanted to throw that box out!

Ah, but she’d known better. Ironwood held far too many secrets for such rash actions. If her discovery of Lydia’s diary and the hidden treasures under the floorboards hadn’t taught Luke that fact, then Emily didn’t know what would.

She held firm to the worn handrail that still tingled with the caress of her ancestors and did her best to watch her step, though she couldn’t see much past her belly.

The smell of roasting meat tickled her nose and made her stomach rumble. She rubbed her palm over the baby and smiled as she stepped around one of Luke’s latest projects at the bottom of the stairs. “Eating for two” hardly covered it. More like eating for an elephant. She tucked a stray hair behind her ear and stepped into the kitchen, relishing the anticipation of a surprise.

“You won’t believe what I found!”

Luke closed the oven and draped a hand towel over his broad shoulder. “Shall I venture a guess?” He propped a hand on the island. “Another treasure hidden up there in all that dust?”

So far she’d uncovered pictures, trinkets, and even old letters in her aunt’s attic storage, but none of them compared to this. “Best thing since Lydia’s diary.”

His blue eyes widened, his amusement replaced with curiosity. “Really?” He skirted the island and came closer. “Fodder for another book?”

Emily held up the small journal. The novel she’d written based on her ancestor Lydia’s diary had been picked up by a publishing house. The editor had loved the story and had offered a contract better than Emily could have ever hoped for. Not that Emily could take much credit for the series of events she’d woven into a tale of love, loss, and discovery. That had been Ruth and Lydia’s story. Emily had simply retold the events.

Then there had been her own story, the one she’d never intended to write, but her editor had loved that one too.

“So?” Luke asked, drawing her out of her thoughts.

She ran her finger over the cracked leather cover. “Another journal. I think this one belongs to Lydia’s daughter.”

Luke took the book and turned it over. “Family tradition continues, I see.” His eyes sparkled. “Should I even ask if you have already read it?”

Emily laughed and plucked the book from his hands. “See? You don’t know me at all.”

Luke grinned. “You mean you actually waited for me?”

“Waited. Starving. Lost feeling in my toes from sitting too long…” She gave him a wink.

Luke laughed as he pulled her against his side and kissed her temple.

After giving him a squeeze, she moved to the table so she could sit and try to keep seven months’ worth of pregnancy from making her feet swell. As she propped her puffy ankles up on a chair, however, she realized it was already too late.

Emily opened the cover and cleared her throat, then let a pause linger in the air. She was more anxious than her husband to know the contents of the journal, but enjoyed teasing him too much to let the moment pass without plumping the anticipation.

“Well?” Luke chuckled.

She ran a finger over the small, perfect script. “May twelfth, eighteen eighty-seven. Mercy has gone missing.”
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Ironwood Plantation

Oakville, Mississippi

May 1887

Her life would begin as soon as that preacher stopped talking. Lord forgive her, but the news burning in her chest and squirming its way out of her fluttering fingers brought with it far more hope than the drone of the second Sunday sermon. And the Lord knew better than anyone that Mercy Carpenter yearned for the kind of life that happened for everyone outside the beautiful prison of Ironwood.

Heat swarmed through the open chapel windows like the Mississippi mosquitos, making her feel sticky and all the more ready to move. No one else seemed to notice. Women lazily swished paper fans in front of dark, glistening faces but kept their focus on the message.

Mercy’s feet wouldn’t be still. They’d tapped during the singing, they’d shuffled during the preaching, and now they shifted around so much during the prayer that she received an elbow to the ribs from Mama.

“Stop it,” Mama whispered through clenched teeth. “You about to wear a hole in the floor.”

Mercy forced her feet to settle, but then her knees started bouncing. She’d never wanted so much for a preaching service to end. Not that she minded Mr. Dawson’s way of doing it. He made good points, and his thoughts were clear and intelligent. He just wasn’t as passionate in his delivery as Mr. John, who had a way of preaching that made the people shout out agreements and praise the Lord. If John had been preaching, no one would’ve noticed her fidgeting.

Mama pinched her arm.

“Ouch!”

Mama leaned so close that the feather on her straw hat tickled Mercy’s cheek. “Listen!” she said loudly enough that Mercy’s two younger sisters snickered. Mama leaned back into Papa’s side, casting Mercy one final warning glance.

Mercy shifted her attention to Mr. Dawson, whose blue eyes were now fixed upon her. He kept talking, but the flush in his pink cheeks told her he’d been agitated with her interruption. She’d always found it interesting how white folk’s skin changed color so much. Especially when they were irritated. She glanced at Faith, who sat calmly across the center aisle with her parents. As much a sister as the two born to her own parents, Faith was in many ways Mercy’s opposite.

Where Mercy’s complexion was tawny brown, Faith’s was milky. Mercy loved people, Faith held back in social gatherings. And Mercy fidgeted while Faith could settle into a statuesque picture of serenity.

Faith caught her eye and smiled, then nodded ever so slightly back toward the preacher. Leave it to her to try to keep Mercy out of trouble.

After Mercy had learned that most other churches had only one preacher, she’d asked Papa why Ironwood had two. Papa had said Ironwood chose to let men of two different shades of God’s color pallet share the pulpit, so every second Sunday, Mr. Dawson brought the word. At the time she hadn’t questioned it. Today she did. Mr. John wouldn’t be glowering at her like that.

When the service finally ended, Mercy popped up, wove through the small community of colored families that populated the seven hundred acres of Ironwood, and avoided looking at Mr. Dawson on her way out of the chapel.

She’d taken no more than two steps outside when Faith gripped her elbow. “You have to help me.”

Her friend’s voice held so much urgency that Mercy jerked to a halt. “Why? What’s wrong?”

“It’s Mr. Watson.” Faith threw a narrowed gaze to her left, where her father stood with another man under the shade of a wizened oak.

Mercy shifted and glanced at Mr. Charles Harper, Faith’s father, who listened intently to whatever Mr. Watson seemed to be excited about. He didn’t look displeased by the younger man’s company. “What about him?”

Faith made a sour face, puckering her pink lips. Her pale cheeks were red, though from anger or heat, Mercy couldn’t tell.

“He’s here, that’s what.”

Dressed in a fine linen suit with a neatly knotted blue cravat at his neck and his sandy yellow hair combed back from his sturdy features, Mr. Watson looked like any of the other suitors who’d shown up at Ironwood since Faith’s sixteenth year. A nice-looking white gentleman, she supposed. Not that she’d seen all that many for comparison. She turned back to Faith. “You still don’t like him?”

“Even less so than I did last week.”

“Why’s that?”

Faith tugged at her gloves. “You won’t believe what he said in the parlor the other day. I don’t know why Daddy keeps letting him in the house.”

Mercy blinked at the venom in her friend’s tone. Whatever the man had said, it must have been dastardly to receive such a bite. Faith was usually much more reserved, even when alone with Mercy. Intrigued, she leaned closer. “What did he say?”

“He had the audacity to imply that once I wed, I would be able to take my proper place in serving as a wife and mother and would no longer have to worry about my brain decaying from reading.” She finally sucked in a breath. “Can you imagine?”

Mercy wanted to laugh, but Faith was serious. She drew her eyebrows low. “And you’re sure he said exactly that?”

Faith picked at the cuff of her sleeve. “Mother says it’s a common thought. Doctors are saying women only have so much room in their smaller brains, and that if she fills her head with sensationalized novels, she may well slip into madness.”

This time, Mercy did laugh. “That’s preposterous.”

“Precisely. I have come to the conclusion that not only will I insist I not be made to endure Mr. Watson’s company any further, but also that I have no intentions of entertaining any other gentlemen’s attentions either. I simply will not be affected by their mental malady.”

Mercy’s forehead wrinkled. “What are you talking about?”

Faith lifted her chin. “I may never marry.”

“What? Why?” Mercy glanced to her parents, who stood closely together as they chatted with Aunt Bridget and Bridget’s eldest daughter, Sarah. Marriage was a good thing. Her parents were proof. For that matter, so were Faith’s parents. Lydia and Charles Harper seemed to hold a very deep love for one another. Surely Faith had merely worked herself into a tizzy over one misinformed fellow. They weren’t all of the same mindset.

“Well.” Faith crossed her arms. “When I got the impression Daddy considered Mr. Watson as a felicitous suitor for me and after he made such a boorish statement, I went into Daddy’s study and pulled down some of my grandfather’s law books.”

Only Faith would think to do such a thing. Mercy should end this nonsense now, but as the topic of women and reading played some part in her own news, Mercy followed the thread. She leaned closer to speak into Faith’s ear, though no one paid their furtive conversation any attention. “What do law books have to do with Mr. Watson?”

Faith narrowed her eyes, looking far more riled than Mercy had ever seen her. “Do you know that when a woman marries, everything that’s hers becomes her husband’s?”

Mercy laughed. “Of course. And his becomes hers. That’s what Papa said. The good book teaches us that a man and woman join together. They share life and all that’s in it.”

“That’s not what I mean!” Faith glanced around and then lowered her voice. “The law says that she belongs to him. Anything she owns, anything she does, belongs to them as a single entity.”

“That’s what a marriage—”

“An entity in which he is the sole head and can do as he chooses. She has absolutely no control over anything.” Her light brown eyes blinked rapidly, and more color reddened her cheeks. “Not even her own person.”

Mercy opened her mouth, but she wasn’t sure what to say. There seemed to be something deeper to Faith’s concern than the sharing of property. Like with anything else Mercy needed to understand, she would have to do a little research. Perhaps Mr. Charles would fetch her a few more books on the suffragette movement. Or bring in more newspapers on his next trip to Memphis. She’d also need to read that law ruling.

“I’ll not marry some brainless oaf so that he can rule over me.” Faith clenched her fists.

Mercy stared. This line of thinking wasn’t at all healthy. Perhaps she should go get Mama. “Now, Faith….”

“Shh.” Faith stiffened. “They’re coming this way.”

Mercy’s gaze darted up to Mr. Charles and then to the face of the unwelcome suitor. His gaze fell down the length of Mercy, and his forehead crinkled. It smoothed an instant later, however, and he smiled.

She’d seen that look before. White folks, even the most tolerant of them, never understood the Harpers and the community of Ironwood. They couldn’t quite grasp the harmony of the people living equally on the thriving cotton plantation rather than slaving over it.

“Ladies,” Mr. Charles said, pulling a watch from his pocket. “We will soon be moving back to the house for the meal.”

Mercy glanced at Faith, who had become rigid at her side.

“Daddy, I would—”

“And Mr. Watson has asked you ride in his carriage with him.”

Faith glanced at Mercy. “Ride? That’s rather unnecessary, don’t you think?”

Mercy and Faith always walked from the village chapel the half mile back to Faith’s house on Sunday afternoons. The former slaves, freed by Miss Lydia even while Mississippi waged war to keep her people as property, had built a church, a blacksmith shop, a medical clinic, and a market area where they traded goods on Saturdays.

On the opposite side of the property from the old slave cabins, Ironwood village was their own little hidden community kept separate from the hostile world beyond the confines of the Harper land.

And Mr. Watson was the first of the suitors to be allowed this deep into the property. Mercy glanced at the families giving them a wide berth as they dispersed from the church lawn. The four of them stood in awkward silence while Mercy fidgeted.

Finally, Mr. Charles glanced at the other man, looking uncomfortable, before turning his gaze onto Faith again. “Just because something may not be necessary, dear, doesn’t mean it can’t be pleasurable.” The soft correction in his tone made Faith wither just a little. She would crumble soon enough, and she’d be all the more angry for it later.

Mercy slipped her hand in the crook of Faith’s elbow. “It does grow rather warm, Miss Harper. Don’t you agree? Why, sooner returning to the house would give us time to refresh ourselves before the picnic, wouldn’t it?”

She turned her gaze back to Mr. Charles and smiled sweetly at him. As she expected, his eyes twinkled with gratitude. He looked expectantly at Mr. Watson, who seemed to have lost his ability to speak.

Mr. Charles clasped the other man on the shoulder. “We’ll see you at the house, then.”

Before any of them could respond, Mr. Charles turned on his heel and strode away.

Mr. Watson cleared his throat and offered his arm to Faith. “If you will come with me, Miss Harper, the carriage is this way.”

Faith glanced at Mercy, who slightly lifted her shoulders. Faith hesitated.

Mercy cast her a mischievous grin and looped her fingers around Mr. Watson’s other elbow, enjoying the way the flabbergasted man sputtered. He’d likely never had a colored woman be bold enough to take his arm.

Faith pressed her lips together to suppress a smile and placed her hand lightly on his proffered arm. “Why, thank you, Mr. Watson. It’s rather kind of you to offer to escort my dearest friend and me to your carriage. I do believe it is getting rather warm after all.”

Mr. Watson said nothing as he walked away from the church, his long stride causing Mercy to have to lengthen her own as they hurried to the market grounds where a few wagons waited on the families who lived on the back acres. When they were still a few paces from the large barouche carriage pulled by two matching black horses, he snaked his arm free of Mercy’s grasp.

The fancy rig seemed as out of place as Mr. Watson. Dust clung to the skirts of brown skinned women as they lifted children into buckboard wagons. Mercy nodded to them as they cast glances her way. The people were always curious—or suspicious—of any unknown white men who came onto the property. It had been years since the last incident, but some things were impossible to forget. And having one intrude on Sunday services was sure to stir memories.

Where had he been during the preaching? Had he come after?

Mr. Watson pulled open the small door, which Mercy found rather unnecessary for an open-top conveyance. Why not leave the side open as well? A half-door was as frivolous as Mr. Watson’s fancy suit and two pawing horses. Her eyes drifted past the horses. He even had a white driver. Novelty, indeed.

“Why, thank you, sir. You are most kind.” Mercy scrambled into the carriage ahead of Faith and settled onto the forward-facing leather seat. She winked at Mrs. Smith, who stared at her with astonishment. The woman ducked her head and joined her elderly mother on their wagon. Abe, her husband and the town blacksmith, refused to look at the strange white men in their midst.

Faith gathered the folds of her bustled dress and plopped down next to Mercy, giving Mr. Watson no option but to sit opposite them on the rear-facing bench. Mercy withheld the smile Faith could not.

Mr. Watson seemed not to notice the reason for Faith’s pleasant expression and returned the smile with a friendly one of his own. The fellow may be backward in some of his thinking, but he appeared good-natured.

He straightened the cloth tied around his neck. “It is a pleasant day, is it not?” He nodded to the driver perched behind him on the box seat.

It was no wonder children gaped at them. Had that poor man been sitting out in the heat the entire time, blistering his pasty skin? She hadn’t noticed them in church today. Perhaps he and Mr. Watson had sat in the rear of the church. They’d not been on the Harpers’ pew.

The reedy driver snapped the reins, startling the horses.

“Indeed it is, Mr. Watson,” Faith said as the carriage jerked into motion. “A perfect day for reading in the garden.”

Mercy ducked her chin to hide her smile. In doing so, however, she missed the man’s expression.

“Perhaps painting, instead?” he suggested.

They meandered down the tree-lined road, following the dust of other wagons headed to the big house. Mercy swatted at a fly as it buzzed around her bonnet.

“Oh, I think not,” Faith said, her voice dripping with sweetness. “I’m no good with a paintbrush. But I did find some books in Daddy’s library that are fascinating. I’m eager to continue my study of them. Did you know that in 1839 Mississippi was the first state to grant women the right to hold property in their own name?”

Mr. Watson tilted his head. “Only with her husband’s permission.”

Mercy lifted her eyebrows but remained silent as Faith batted her eyelashes. “Surely any good husband would allow his wife such a freedom. Wouldn’t you agree?”

He offered another smile. “I’m sure there are special circumstances where that may be necessary.”

The carriage swayed and bumped over the rutted ground, and Mercy had to grip the side of the conveyance. She hardly ever rode in a wagon, and never in one with padded seats. The cushions did little to ease the jostling, however. She made a mental note to ask Faith more questions about carriage travel. It would be yet another bit of information that could prove useful in the near future. If she ever got a chance to share her news.

“I do find it enthralling.” Faith snapped open her fan and fluttered it around her face. “Perhaps I shall study law.”

Mercy nearly rolled her eyes. Last year Faith had declared she wanted to be a nurse. Before that, it had been a governess. Perhaps she should tell Faith about Florence Cushman. She’d recently read an article in the Boston Globe about the female astronomer who’d started working at the Harvard College Observatory.

Mr. Watson’s eyes widened. “Women cannot be solicitors.”

“Oh? And why is that?”

Mercy grinned, amused by her friend’s boldness. Mr. Watson had sorely underestimated Faith. No doubt he would soon become frustrated and give up any notions of wooing her.

He laced his fingers, seeming confused. “Why, because of the Supreme Court ruling, of course.”

Faith recoiled. “What ruling?”

“You didn’t read about the recent Illinois case that specifically excludes women from practicing law?”

Mercy felt, rather than saw, Faith wither beside her. “I saw no such ruling.”

“Perhaps your father’s books are out of date.”

Faith brightened. “Perhaps they are.” She fluttered her fan. “I shall endeavor to acquire newer editions.”

Mr. Watson studied her, his expression a mixture of confusion and surprise.

“Oh, look. We’re here,” Mercy said, drawing the two from their staring match. “Shall we exit?”

Mr. Watson turned his gaze on her as though he had forgotten she occupied his carriage. “Oh. Of course.” He opened the door and stepped out, offering his hand to assist Faith down.

Not waiting on Mercy, Faith hurried up the walk to the grand front porch of the big house of Ironwood. Mr. Watson made a noise in his throat as he watched her hurry away.

“Thank you for the ride, sir,” Mercy said, drawing the man’s attention as she stepped down and closed the little door behind her.

Mr. Watson tugged on the hem of his coat, mumbling. “And here I didn’t believe them.”

“Pardon?”

Mr. Watson turned his gaze back to the big house as Faith slipped inside. “They all told me this place was odd and that Miss Harper would give any gentleman trouble.” He shook his head. “I didn’t believe them.” His shoulders lifted in a sigh, and he dipped his chin. “Good afternoon, Miss…?”

“Carpenter.”

“Good afternoon, Miss Carpenter.” He gave her a nod and tugged his black bowler down on his golden hair, then turned to walk around the side of the house to where the people gathered for the picnic. At least Faith’s rudeness hadn’t caused him to leave altogether.

Mercy watched him go. He didn’t seem all that bad. But then, perhaps the man just didn’t have enough wit in his head to balance the good looks God gave him. She started up the walk.

The carriage reins snapped, and the silent driver moved the conveyance to the barn. What was it like to drive people around and just wait on their leisure? Is that what people generally expected out of drivers? She hadn’t recalled reading about etiquette for interactions with carriage drivers in Walter R. Houghton’s American Etiquette and Rules of Politeness. She’d need to look into that.

Other carriages passed the curved drive at the front of the big house and plodded straight toward the barn, where Johnny would see the animals watered and tied for the afternoon while the people enjoyed their fellowship.

Voices swelled and children’s laughter pierced the air as nearly all of Ironwood’s three hundred residents gathered for Miss Lydia’s tradition of eating on the lawn. Mama had once told her the picnic had started back during the war, right before Mama and Papa had married. When Mercy was a girl, they’d gathered several Sundays during the spring and summer months to enjoy food and fellowship. However, in the years since, they’d pared it down to only once a year.

She’d made it to the front door and was reaching for the knob when Mama’s stern call stilled her. Mercy clenched her teeth. With the excitement over Mr. Watson, she still hadn’t had a chance to tell Faith her news. Maybe if she hurried inside, she could pretend she hadn’t heard.

“Mercy Carpenter, I know you heard me call you. Don’t you dash into that house and ignore me!”

Ugh. Stalled again!
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Faith pinched her lips together as she hooked the top button of her high-necked bodice, then fixed her face into a scowl. Yes, that would do nicely. Such an expression coupled with the most unsightly dress she owned might be enough to persuade one haughty Mr. Watson to seek his female company elsewhere. If she couldn’t deter him with intelligence or a fiery wit, then one thing was sure to work. A man wanted an attractive woman. Take away that, and he’d no longer feel compelled to put up with other annoyances like intellect and self-respect.

Reminding herself once again she possessed those qualities, she examined herself in the mirror. With her plain but smooth features, she was pleasing enough, she supposed. She’d never been a beauty, but neither had she been unsightly enough to turn fortune-seeking suitors aside.

Faith breathed deeply and looked down at the light green dress. Mother had warned the color was unflattering against Faith’s pale skin and mahogany hair, and looking at herself now, it seemed Mother had once again been correct. When Faith had chosen the fabric, she’d hoped it would bring out the green in her hazel eyes, but it made her skin look sickly instead. Her lips curved. Perfect for today’s undertaking.

She pulled a comb through her mass of wavy hair. A knock came at her door. She crossed the thick rug spread over the plank floors and edged past her four-poster bed, already set with the mosquito netting for the warmer months. Before she could reach it, however, Mother opened the door and bustled inside. She took one glance at Faith and started shaking mahogany curls loose from the pile on the top of her head.

“Why did you change your gown?”

Faith bit her lip.

“I already told you not to wear that ghastly thing. Why put it on now?”

“You don’t like it?”

Mother tilted her chin. “Why don’t you give it to Mercy? The color would look far better on her.”

Faith returned to her dressing table. “That’s no longer an option. I’ve worn it now. Mercy doesn’t want my castoffs.”

Mother grumbled something Faith didn’t decipher and plucked the comb from Faith’s fingers. She gathered Faith’s long locks in one hand and started working the comb through the bottom section of already tangled hair. “I’ve given her dresses before.”

“Which she never wears.”

Mother opened her mouth and then closed it, considering. “I gave her mother dresses all the time. She always liked them.”

Faith lifted her eyebrows and tried to study Mother’s eyes in the mirror, but she couldn’t read them. It wasn’t the first time she wondered if she might require spectacles. “That was before, when Miss Ruth was your maid. Mercy isn’t my maid, and I’m rather certain she would find offense in the offer.”

Mother pursed her lips and yanked on another tangle. “Perhaps you’re right. She is rather different than Ruth in that regard.” She gathered Faith’s thick hair. “Did it slide out of the pins already? I used extra this time.”

“No…” Faith plucked at a fingernail. “I wanted a…different style.”

Mother flew through the task, distracted. “Your father said Mr. Watson seems agitated. Is all well?”

Faith groaned. “He’s terribly boorish, Mother. Daddy shouldn’t encourage him.”

Mother feigned ignorance. “Whatever do you mean? He’s rather handsome, and he’s the object of many a young woman’s attention. Besides, your father likes him. He says these past months of employment have proved Mr. Watson a fine young man.”

Faith slouched into her chair, the mask of refinement momentarily forgotten. “Did you know he said reading is one of the most pernicious habits a young lady can be devoted to?”

Mother twisted a lock of her hair. “Surely he didn’t say that.”

Faith rolled her eyes and slipped back into practiced fastidiousness. “Of course not. He never sounds that intelligent. Let me see. I believe the exact phrase he used was, ‘women shouldn’t be reading when there are so many other things to occupy them.’”

“Like what?”

“He meant rearing children and tending house, of course. What else would he mean?”

“Did you ask?”

“No.”

“Then you don’t know for certain what he meant, do you?” Mother turned her slim finger around a curl and pulled it forward to drape over Faith’s shoulder.

“Just a simple knot, please.”

She hesitated, then dropped the curl and brushed it back toward Faith’s nape. “Don’t think less of him for such a statement.”

Faith swiveled around in her seat. “You cannot be serious.”

Mother squeezed her shoulder. “Your father and I allowed you and Mercy to read many things that are deemed unsuitable for women. I assured your father many years ago that I would be diligent in training you in your feminine pursuits, and he agreed that as long as I did, he would allow for you to also expand your education into other areas. However, such a thing is rather uncommon. Don’t judge Mr. Watson too harshly because he is surprised by the way you think. Not many young women are like you.”

Faith swallowed a burning in the back of her throat. She knew that well enough already.
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Mercy finally escaped Mama’s endless instructions and lifted her skirt to climb the rear steps to the big house. Why did Mama always want to tell her about every detail of organizing events like this? It wasn’t as if she’d ever be doing it. She opened the back door without bothering to knock.

She’d been reared in this house as much as she had her own. Mama spent most of her time here, doing things with Miss Lydia and caring for the needs of the plantation. Mercy had been allowed to accompany her from six years of age. However, her training soon took a different turn. Upon Miss Lydia’s insistence, Mercy started taking lessons with Faith from the various governesses who’d spent time at Ironwood. Coupled with her voracious reading of every outside material she could get her hands on, Mercy knew too much of the world to let fear keep her safely at Ironwood. She would never take over her mother’s position, no matter how much Mama wanted it.

Mercy ran her ungloved fingers up the banister and made her way directly to Faith’s room. She didn’t knock on this door, either. As she expected, she found Faith sitting at her dressing table staring into the mirror.

She looked terrible. The light green dress did little to flatter her figure and even less to complement her peach-colored skin tone. “What are you doing?”

“Sitting here. Obviously.”

Mercy crossed her arms. “Because you’re too embarrassed to go out in that gown?”

Faith gave her a flat look. “I chose to change into this dress specifically for Mr. Watson.”

And from the looks of her, she was trying a new tactic for undermining the man’s interest in her. “You gave that fellow quite a time.”

“No less than he deserved.”

Mercy regarded her friend, concerned with this sudden bitterness. “Are you seeking to gain a reputation as a contentious woman?”

Faith lifted her chin. “No.” She sniffed. “Not that I care if I do, mind you.”

“It’s a good plan. Then even the desirable gentlemen will want to avoid you.” Mercy laughed, trying to draw Faith out of her mood.

It garnered the opposite response. Faith turned up her pert little nose. “Maybe I’ll do just that.”

“That’s nonsense.” Mercy turned serious. “You’re just annoyed with Mr. Watson’s opinions. You’re taking this entire thing too far. If he bothers you that much, you simply need to inform your father you don’t wish to entertain the man. There are other gentlemen you’ll find more to your liking.” She bounced on her toes. “Now, I have something I need to tell—”

“Have you spent much time with gentlemen, Mercy?” Faith narrowed her eyes, and her tone quelled more of Mercy’s excitement. “I have. You haven’t had the unfortunate displeasure of attending parties and balls away from Ironwood. You only know colored men born on Ironwood, and they are not at all the same. You just don’t realize how different things are away from here.”

Mercy’s feet stilled. “You know that wasn’t by my choice. They won’t ever let me leave. Not since…” She waved a hand. “You know.”

“And you’re the better for it.”

Frustration flared. “I find that rather doubtful. You’ve no idea what it’s like. All those things we dreamed about as girls, you have all the opportunities you could want to experience them. My parents will scarcely let me away from the house.”

“Well, that’s for your own—”

“But that’s about to change.”

Faith pursed her lips. “What are you talking about?

“I’ve been trying to tell you all day!” She grinned. “I had an article printed!”

Faith blinked. “You what?”

“Can you believe it?” She twirled like a little girl in a new dress, laughing.

Leaping to her feet, Faith scrambled to Mercy’s side. “How in the world…?”

Mercy grinned. She’d been keeping it secret for weeks, and the revelation was just as sweet as she’d imagined. “I wrote an article. I used plenty of sources and gleaned information from the papers your father brings us. I worked until I got it perfect. Then I had Johnny slip it in with the mail and send it off.” She bounced on her toes. “This morning before service he brought me a reply. They printed it!”

Faith’s brow furrowed. “Where?”

Mercy grabbed Faith’s hands. “The Boston Globe!”

Faith stared at Mercy in shocked silence for several painstaking heartbeats, then let out a giggle. “I’m so proud of you!” She pulled her into an embrace.

Mercy wiggled free, too excited to be contained. “I’ll finally be starting a real life!”

Faith’s smile faltered. “But you’ll keep writing from here, right?”

“Why would I want to do that?” She grabbed Faith’s hand and pulled her toward the door. Her heart fluttered with the possibilities. Maybe Faith would want to take classes at Harvard College. “Imagine it! We are now ladies of a certain age. We can finally go on an adventure!”

Mercy savored the moment, anticipating the look on Faith’s face when she told her the rest of the news.

But Faith’s feet slowed, and she arrested Mercy’s progress toward the door. Her face held none of the excitement it should. “That’s…well, it would be lovely, wouldn’t it, but…”

Was she still worried about leaving home? They were women now! “Don’t be nervous. It would do you good to spend some time away from here. Lord knows it would be good for me.”

Faith put forth one of those smiles Mercy knew she used when she just wanted someone to be happy. Mercy hesitated. Faith wasn’t reacting like she’d expected.

“No matter what, I’m proud of you.”

Mercy shook off the odd compliment. Faith didn’t understand. Maybe telling her friend about the plan that had been swirling in her head all day wasn’t a good idea after all. She would have to think on it some more. She squared her shoulders. “Come on, we better get downstairs.”

Faith turned up her nose. “You go. I find I no longer have an appetite.”

“Ugh.” Mercy tugged on Faith’s hand. “Listen to you! You sound like a petulant child.”

Faith’s eyes widened. “What?”

“You sound like Gracie.” She gestured toward the door, too annoyed to placate Faith’s mood.

“You’re comparing me to your whiny little sister? Because I don’t wish to entertain a bull-headed man?”

Mercy shrugged. “That’s the way she acts when something doesn’t go her way. So do you.”

Tears glistened in Faith’s eyes, and Mercy sighed. She shouldn’t have been so harsh. She knew better than anyone how fragile Faith’s confidence truly was.

She softened her tone. “Do you really think your father is going to respond to you acting this way? He’s only going to believe you need a husband even more if you don’t show him you are capable of presenting a logical argument instead of having a tantrum and embarrassing him.”

Faith deflated and she swiped her cheeks. “I suppose you’re right.” She drew a deep breath and composed herself, slipping back into the carefully crafted persona she wore whenever the two of them weren’t alone.

Mercy snagged a simple straw hat with white feathers and handed it to her friend. She squeezed her shoulders. “Now come on.” There was too much excitement for Faith to be this sour. She would soon see.

Their lives were finally about to change.
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Faith struggled through the afternoon meal, Mercy’s words constantly nagging at her. She wasn’t being childish. Was she? Did it not make her a woman to know her own mind? To be strong and intelligent? Had she been working toward the wrong end?

Oh, Lord. Help me keep myself together.

The warm afternoon sun warranted a fan, but she used it as much to hide the boredom from her face as she did to cool it. Her plate of barely touched chicken and roasted potatoes sat on the low garden table next to her, attracting flies. Really, what was Mother thinking? Just because they had eaten outside after the war didn’t mean they still needed to do so now. The drone of Mr. Watson’s voice carried on the breeze, buzzing around her like the bees seeking their nectar from the surrounding roses.

For Daddy’s sake, Faith tried her best to smile at Mr. Watson as he prattled on about some business matters, though she suspected she accomplished little more than stretching her lips across her clenched teeth. He didn’t seem to notice.

She watched him talk. He had an interesting way of speaking. His words were usually evenly spaced and lacked the drawl of most of the men she knew. But now that he seemed excited over something, some of his words were spoken with odd accentuation. Strange how she’d never noticed it before now. With an accent normally so bland, had he tried to cover up a different one? Why?

“So I told him that either he bought the entire shipment, or we didn’t have a deal.” The sunlight filtering through the leaves overhead gave Mr. Watson’s face a dappled appearance, sort of like Mother’s favorite mare. The thought brought on a more genuine smile, which he enthusiastically returned. Overhead, a squirrel chattered as though it had read her thoughts and shared in her amusement. After a moment, she realized Mr. Watson had stopped speaking.

He stared at her expectantly.

Faith tried to recall his words, but found herself at a loss. “I’m sure,” she said, hoping he would take that in whatever way suited him.

Her response seemed to please him, and his face brightened. Faith inwardly groaned. She really shouldn’t be encouraging him. She’d have words with Mother for putting her in this predicament. She’d left Faith with no options but to accept the man’s request to sit with her at meal or embarrass them all.

Mr. Watson leaned closer, and the smell of his shaving oil tickled her nose. “That’s how I earned a place in your father’s shipping enterprise. I’ve much more to learn, mind you, but I find the work excites me. I hope to see the company grow into all Mr. Harper hopes it to be.”

Faith dismissed the comment with a wave. “Daddy’s primary business is this plantation, sir. He merely dabbles in shipping.”

Mr. Watson sat back in his woven chair. “I do believe you are mistaken, Miss Harper. Are you not aware that your father’s shipping business now runs the length of the Mississippi?”

“Of course. Though it’s simply a means of moving our cotton to various ports and bringing in the supplies the people need.”

Mr. Watson stroked his hairless chin, then offered a placating expression. “Forgive me. I should not expect for a young lady to worry herself with the details of business.”

Had she been a dog, Faith suspected her hackles would have risen and a low growl would have emanated from her throat. Being her beloved father’s daughter, however, all she could do was clench her fists in her lap. Well, and perhaps snarl a little. “Why, sir, must you insist that women are dull of wit?”

His brows drew together in what appeared to be genuine confusion. “I’ve never stated such a boorish thing. What would give you that idea?”

Faith stared at him. Perhaps he was so deeply disillusioned that he didn’t even notice his own foolishness. She spoke slowly, as though to a child. “Mr. Watson, during our conversation on your previous visit, you stated women had smaller brains that should only be filled with mundane feminine pursuits or else they would be destined for the asylum. During the conversation we are presently holding, you just stated that you would not expect a woman to understand business because she lacks a man’s ability to think and reason.”

Mr. Watson smoothed his already styled hair. “I find you a great mystery, Miss Harper. I must apologize. I don’t recall speaking those words, but if I did, please know it was never my intention to say you were in any way a dullard.”

The heat in her face dissipated. Had she misjudged him? He seemed so utterly confused that she began to wonder if she had read more into his statements than he’d intended.

“My father taught that women are precious, fragile creatures,” he said, lacing his fingers together. “We men are to shield them from life’s more unpleasant matters and provide them with our protection and care. A woman should be allowed to embrace her God-given talents for nurturing and home-making and not be burdened with the heavier concerns of men.” He stared into her face with earnestness. “Though it is far too forward to do so, I feel that under these circumstances I must speak plainly of my intentions, lest you miss my affections for you and misunderstand my words.”

Faith’s mouth went dry, and she found herself entirely unable to ward off what he would say next.

“My intentions go beyond mere companionship, Miss Harper.”

Faith caught her breath. Was he asking her to court? Or had they somehow already skipped that part?

“Your father has graciously offered to let me help him grow his business, and if you don’t mind my saying so, has indicated he approves of my interest in you. I find you remarkable and your family kind, despite their odd tendencies.” He smiled brightly, revealing perfect teeth. “To be frank, Miss Harper, I have found myself captivated by the daughter of a man I greatly respect.”

Faith’s jaw unhinged, and she had to snap it closed. Odd tendencies? Despite everything else he’d said, she hung on that one phrase. What odd tendencies? That they allowed their daughter to think beyond a sewing needle? She let that jab slide, however, focusing on the more important aspect of his statement. “I’m not part of a business transaction, a mere way of gaining your way into my father’s company.”

Mr. Watson’s eyes widened, and he lowered his head and rubbed his temples. “Lord, forgive me.”

A good start, but shouldn’t he be asking for her forgiveness as well? Perhaps he was surprised she’d had enough insight in her tiny brain to recognize his manipulative intents. Faith rose and ran her hands down her gown. “If you will kindly excuse me, I believe I’m feeling a bit unwell.”

Mr. Watson rose with her. “Allow me to escort you to the house.”

“No, that will not be necessary, thank you.” She swallowed the bile churning in her stomach. “I just need to move around for a few moments. Please, enjoy your refreshments.”

Without waiting for his response and ignoring the concern etched on his admittedly handsome features, Faith made her way down the garden path and to the tables set out near the rear porch. Mercy stood near the edge of the yard. When their gazes locked, Faith hurried over.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

Mercy’s eyes glistened, but she blinked away the moisture. “Nothing.”

“Then why are you teary?”

Mercy glanced to where the community had gathered around the tables spread out on the lawn. “Mama’s upset with me again.”

“Why? Did you tell her about the article?”

Mercy rolled her eyes. “I didn’t even get the chance. I made a statement about not needing to learn to organize gatherings because I had ideas beyond Ironwood and she got angry with me.”

Faith grew serious. “Such statements are hard for them, Mercy. You know that. Consider how that must make them feel.”

Mercy sighed. “But they have to know I want something more out of life.”

“They will.” She patted Mercy’s arm. “One day you’ll be the most famous writer in all of Mississippi.”

“You believe so?”

Faith’s lips curved. “Of course I do.” She winked. “Have a little faith, Mercy.”

Mercy laughed at their childhood quip and brushed a lingering tear from her eye. “Oh, have mercy, Faith.”

They laughed. Their mothers, having had daughters only months apart, decided to name them both for spiritual aspects. Ruth had continued the tradition with her next two daughters, Grace and Joy, but Faith’s mother had not been able to carry more children. She’d said God had given her a miracle with the birth of both a son and a daughter, and she was more than pleased with His generosity.

Mercy smiled. “Maybe you’re right. Once I tell them about the article, they will see things differently. They’ll know I can handle leaving someday.”

Faith doubted that, but didn’t want to quell Mercy’s spirits. She was just overly excited and not thinking clearly. Mercy had been restless lately, and this article would give her the connection with the outside world she craved. Mercy didn’t really want to leave home. She just wanted some freedoms.

She would speak to Mother about it. Mother had a way with Miss Ruth. Surely Mother could convince Mercy’s parents that allowing Mercy to send off more articles would be a good thing.

Faith offered her friend the encouraging smile she knew Mercy needed. “I can’t believe you didn’t even show it to me before you sent it off! It isn’t fair to leave your sister of the heart in the dark.”

Mercy shrugged, but the endearment sparked light in her eyes.

“Come, we shall tell our parents all about your article.”

“Now?”

“Why not?”

Mercy planted her feet. “Perhaps I should wait until another time.” She drew her lip through her teeth. “A time when all of Ironwood is not present.”

“Why?”

Mercy huffed. “It’s better I tell them at home. That way”—she lowered her voice—“when Mama has a conniption, no one will see it.”

Faith tugged on Mercy’s hand. “Now who is being childish and ridiculous?”

Mercy glowered. “Still just you.” She turned her nose up, but the humor in her tone belied her expression.

“Ha! Then we two muddled, immature females shall just have to keep the news to ourselves and enjoy the afternoon on our own.” She winked. “While also avoiding one befuddled Mr. Watson.”
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It truly was impressive. They would see. Mercy’s eyes danced over the words of her article, squinting to judge their clarity. If she angled the page right, she didn’t even need the lamp to read it. Mercy blinked, realizing what the light she’d been using to read meant.

The door flew open, startling her and causing traitorous fingers to drop her prize. Yelping, she scooped it off the floor and tried to shake off any dust particles.

“Mercy! What you doin’ out here in the potato shed? Ain’t hardly dawn yet.”

She smiled sweetly at Papa, and his frown melted. “I have something to show you, Papa. It’s very important.”

He regarded her for a moment, then his broad shoulders drooped. “All right, hummingbird, let me see.” Papa plucked the page from her fingers and turned his wide frame toward the first rays of a new day. He squinted and pulled it closer to his face. “The Balance of Views,” he read slowly. He glanced back at her. “You write this?”

Mercy nodded, her stomach churning. “Do you like it?”

Something Mercy couldn’t quite place sparked in his deep brown eyes. Pride with a mixture of…worry? “Looks mighty fine, hummingbird.” He scratched his chin. “But I don’t think your mama is going to like you stayin’ out in this shed all night writing.”

Mercy winced but didn’t bother to correct him. She’d been rereading her letter and article out here in secret, in case one of her sisters discovered her. But she wouldn’t tell anyone about the letter. Not yet. Not until her parents could first accept her article. “I know.”

He handed the paper back to her. “I reckon you best be getting to your chores.” He wiggled his thick eyebrows. “Mama ain’t quite up yet. If you hurry, she might not even know.”

“Yes, sir.”

As she scurried back to the house, she thought she heard Papa chuckle. She bounded up the brick steps, slipped quietly through the front door, and made it upstairs without being caught. She hurried past her parents’ bedroom door and ducked into the room she shared with her two younger sisters.

As soon as the latch clicked, Joy popped upright in her bed, headscarf askew. “Where you been, Mercy?” she asked with the exuberance only a seven-year-old could muster this early in the morning.

“Where have I been,” Mercy corrected.

Joy unwrapped her braids and ran her slim fingers over them to see if they’d stayed smooth during the night. They hadn’t, and as soon as she discovered it, she’d beg for Mercy to do them again. Hoping her sister wouldn’t notice before she could get back downstairs, Mercy stepped over to the wardrobe to find her egg apron.

“It’s too early for you to be correcting me,” Joy said, her full lower lip protruding.

Mercy threw a glance at the other bed, the heaps of
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