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Chapter 1 Rebirth
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Am I dead? Where... is this?

In the darkness, Huo Sijia felt herself floating, as if wrapped in warm water. Fragments of memory returned—she had been pierced through the chest by a steel bar that fell out of nowhere. No way she survived that. Why had the school suddenly decided to renovate again? And with such shoddy construction? And why did she have to be the one killed by it? She simmered with resentment. Judging from her situation now, she had stumbled into one of those clichéd tropes—reincarnation with her past life memories intact.

So what if her memories were intact? In her previous life, she was just an ordinary girl. Average grades, no special talents, no remarkable skills. She studied administrative management, the blandest major at a second-rate vocational college. Not a bad student, not a good one—just a “floater,” passing classes by scraping along. Society had thousands like her: harmless, useless. The only unusual thing about her was her name. Her mother, a Gone With the Wind fanatic, named her after Scarlett O’Hara. But for a plain girl like her, the name was a cruel irony. She had been mocked for it since childhood.

“Mrs. O’Hara, has the baby moved today?” A lively male voice rang beside her ear. English words. The accent wasn’t like the textbooks, probably local flavor. So, she had been reborn in an English-speaking country. O’Hara. That surname rang familiar.

“The baby’s quite lively. Just now it was kicking about inside, Mr. Gerald,” came a rough, aged female voice. Was this her mother’s voice in this life? Could it be...? So poor again? Died as a poor student, reborn into a poor family. Rotten luck.

“Yes? That’s good! This is our first child. I do hope it’s a boy!” Gerald said warmly.

Mammy? O’Hara? Gone With the Wind?! Huo Sijia froze. Had she become a character in a novel?

Ellen Robillard O’Hara’s voice followed, gentle and restrained: “Yes, Mr. O’Hara. May he be a strong boy, a worthy heir.” She had no idea her calm words made the child inside her frown.

Huo Sijia wanted to shout: Sorry, I’m definitely a girl! And Gerald, you’ll end up naming me after your mother—Katie Scarlett. Thanks to her past life’s mother, she knew this plot too well. If she followed the script, her fate would be a love life filled with missteps, displacement by war, and, in the end, losing true love because of her own foolishness.

Not this time. She might not be able to change history, but she could at least wreck Scarlett O’Hara’s tragic destiny. Ashley Wilkes? Forget it—she would never love him. Rhett Butler? Well... if he truly looked like Clark Gable, maybe she’d consider. The thought made her wriggle with excitement, which translated to a jolt inside Ellen’s womb.

“Oh my, the baby’s playful again!” Mammy laughed. “Must be a boy, so full of energy.”

“Haha! Boy or girl, it’s still my child. I’ve already decided. If it’s a boy, I’ll call him Jimmy. If it’s a girl, then she shall bear my mother’s name—Katie Scarlett. What do you think, Mrs. O’Hara?” Gerald chuckled at his cleverness.

Ellen smiled faintly, her tone docile: “Everything as you wish, Mr. O’Hara.” A marriage without affection, thought Huo Sijia grimly. She vowed that once she was born, she’d help them, because surely, even without fiery passion, long years together should build tenderness. Why should they remain strangers under one roof? She thought back to her 21st-century parents—friends as much as family. Outsiders might call it improper, but they were happy. If she kept thinking of it, she’d cry, so she sniffled and forced her mind away.

Time passed. Ellen lay drenched in sweat, her body wracked with contractions. Mammy held her hand. “Push! Just a little more! Don’t stop—breathe, push!” Inside the womb, Huo Sijia also struggled, determined to make it easier for her mother. Outside the door, Gerald paced nervously, muttering prayers.

A newborn’s wail rang out at last. Mammy emerged with a bundle in her arms. Gerald rushed forward. “Well?”

Mammy grinned wide. “A strong baby girl—Katie Scarlett!” She handed the tiny child to him.

The instant Gerald saw his dark-haired daughter, his fleeting disappointment vanished. “Hahaha, what a fine girl! Isn’t she, Mammy? This calls for a celebration!” That night, Gerald O’Hara invited every slave on the plantation to drink rum, while he laughed and cheered himself into a drunken stupor.

I was laid beside my mother’s pillow. For a fleeting moment, her eyes glowed with tenderness before sorrow drowned it out. Mother, I’ll make sure you feel happiness again, Huo Sijia vowed silently.

The next year, another sister was born—Sue Ellen. The year after, little Caroline Irene, called Carreen. Looking at them, my heart surged. War would someday shatter our family’s peace. No. I would not let the Civil War destroy us.

Huo Sijia. A plain college student in Shanghai, dead in an accident. Reborn as Katie Scarlett O’Hara, eldest daughter of the O’Hara family of Tara Plantation, Georgia. By age ten she was lively and mischievous—climbing trees, throwing stones, even leading the plantation children into mock battles against the Fontaine, Tarleton, and Calvert boys. Poor Mammy despaired of her antics.

Yet when in front of adults with her sisters Sue Ellen and Carreen or neighbor girls like India and Honey Wilkes, she could switch instantly, performing perfect ladylike manners. Once backs were turned, she unleashed her true impish nature. A bold, playful spirit, daring and mischievous—hardly the demeanor expected of someone who had lived two lives.

Today, the O’Hara parlor was the stage for a stormy quarrel between father and daughter. Scarlett had announced her desire to study abroad in England.

“A girl has no business studying overseas!” Gerald barked. “It’s enough you’ve had tutors here. A woman’s duty is to manage the household. In a few years you’ll marry. Books won’t help you. I never learned more than a handful of letters, yet I built all this! And you think you’ll run off alone to a foreign land? To England, of all places? Hmph!” His chin jutted forward, Irish stubbornness on full display.

Scarlett knew her father was more bluster than bite. Today’s fight was staged deliberately—for her mother’s ears. On the plantation, only Ellen’s soft-spoken commands truly carried weight. Gerald’s shouting was usually ignored. She needed Ellen to hear her plea, to decide whether her daughter could glimpse the Victorian Empire with her own eyes.

“Papa...” Scarlett tugged on his arm, her best weapon—spoiled affection. The stern mask cracked instantly. “I only want to broaden my learning, to open my eyes. Look, Mammy herself praises my skills at sewing, cooking, housekeeping. I play the piano well, I can paint decently. I’ve learned all a should. And as for safety, surely you and Mama have relatives or friends in England who can watch over me. Please, Papa... England has centuries of culture. Don’t dismiss it with Irish prejudices. Please?”

Gerald hesitated, torn. But seeing his daughter’s earnest eyes, he relented: “I’ll speak with your mother.”

Mission accomplished, Scarlett planted a kiss on his cheek and skipped out. Mammy materialized like a shadow, shaking her head. “This child. Spoiled more every day.” Her tone was scolding, but her eyes betrayed affection. Gerald chuckled. “She’s a handful. If I ever do send her abroad, I fear the trouble she’ll stir.”

Mammy studied him silently, thinking of Ellen. Gerald, for all his bluster, was not like the crude Irish traders she once knew. Otherwise, she’d never have allowed her mistress to marry him, nor followed as part of her dowry. But since the death of young Philippe, Ellen’s heart had withered. If only... Mammy sighed inwardly.

“Where’s Mrs. O’Hara now? Still in the accounts room?” Gerald asked.

“Yes,” Mammy replied. “These cursed Yankee overseers—leave them alone and they’ll cheat you blind.”

Thinking of his wife bent over ledgers, Gerald’s eyes softened. “Come, Mammy. Let’s tell her to rest.”
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Chapter 2 First Meeting with Melanie
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At this moment Scarlett was in her sitting room, entertaining the Wilkes sisters and their cousin—Melanie Hamilton. In the original story, Melanie would one day be her rival, yet in truth she was destined to become Scarlett’s dearest friend in her first life.

“India, Honey, Miss Hamilton, I’m so glad you could come,” Scarlett said brightly, pouring tea and offering sweets. Having read Gone With the Wind in her past life, she had always admired Melanie’s quiet courage and strength. She had already decided that this time she would befriend her early. The instant she laid eyes on Melanie, she felt a surge of affection for the gentle, timid girl.

Melanie smiled sweetly. “Just call me Melanie, Miss O’Hara. May I call you Scarlett?” To shy girls like her, lively and openhearted girls were both admirable and enviable.

“Of course,” Scarlett laughed, then stuck out her tongue playfully. She leaned in and whispered, “Really, if you call me Miss O’Hara and I call you Miss Hamilton, it feels so stiff and awkward!”

India and Honey both laughed. At every gathering, Scarlett naturally led the girls’ side—whether it was playing with dolls or facing the boys’ provocations, her ideas and energy always took charge. India teased: “Melanie, you’ll find Scarlett is the most reckless of us all. Don’t let her lead you astray, or Uncle Peter will be beside himself with worry.”

“Uncle Peter?” Scarlett asked curiously, though she already knew.

Melanie straightened with pride. “Uncle Peter is our most loyal servant and friend. We love him as dearly as family.” She went on about his care and guidance. Scarlett, India, and Honey listened with forced patience. Each secretly thought: too much.

Though Uncle Peter was well-meaning, it was improper for a servant to hold such sway. With Melanie and Charles still young and their aunt Miss Pittypat so indecisive, the household lacked firm leadership. Uncle Peter had stepped beyond his place. It was unthinkable. Honey, already engaged to Charles, worried most. She resolved that she must learn the skills of household management lest she someday find herself ruled by him.

Oblivious to their private thoughts, Melanie smiled shyly at Scarlett. “We came today both to call on the O’Hara girls and to invite you to the barbecue tomorrow. It’s a shame Sue Ellen and Carreen aren’t here. But Scarlett, you must come!” Her eyes shone with hopeful expectation, like a animal pleading for affection.

Scarlett’s heart softened. She patted Melanie’s hand as though comforting a younger sister. “The Wilkes barbecue is famous across the county. Of course I’ll be there.” Melanie’s face lit with joy as she took her leave with India and Honey.

“Mammy! Mammy!” Scarlett called. Instead Rosa appeared, wringing her hands. “Miss Scarlett, Mammy and Mr. O’Hara are with Mrs. O’Hara in the accounts room.” Scarlett paused. Rare that her parents spent time together. Best not to interrupt. She instructed instead, “Rosa, the Wilkes girls invited us to the barbecue tomorrow. Tell the coachman and others to prepare.”

“Yes, Miss.”

“Check if Sue Ellen and Carreen are home yet.”

“Yes, Miss.”

Rosa’s repeated replies tested Scarlett’s patience, but she bit back her temper. Mother always said shouting was unladylike and useless. She turned to her wardrobe.

Her past-life advantage showed here. Though no expert, she had centuries of fashion knowledge and a love for novels and comics. She could always suggest bold, fresh pairings. Even the mistresses of nearby families sometimes sought her advice. The flattery fed her vanity well.

That evening Mammy began lecturing Scarlett, Sue Ellen, and Carreen on rules of conduct—what to say, what not to say—determined they not disgrace the O’Haras at a public event.

“Heavens, Mammy, I’m only ten! I’m not even of age for society yet. Do I really need all these rules?” Scarlett groaned.

“You more than anyone, Miss Scarlett,” Mammy scolded. “You’ll never change that lazy, willful nature of yours, but at least remember the rules. One day you’ll find a husband, and then I can rest easy.” Scarlett only stuck out her tongue. Husband? At ten years old? Not for at least eight more years.

Sue Ellen, dreamy-eyed, sighed, “Oh, I do hope I’ll find my prince one day...”

Scarlett teased solemnly: “Sue Ellen, princes only marry Cinderella or Snow White. You have no glass slipper or seven dwarfs. He won’t come.”

Sue Ellen panicked. “No! Father, you said Ireland has little fairies. They must know the dwarfs! Can you ask them?”

Gerald shot his eldest daughter a glare for laughing, then soothed Sue Ellen. “Don’t fret, darling. When you turn thirteen, I’ll get you glass slippers myself. Then your prince will come.”

Carreen tugged timidly at Scarlett’s dress. “Scarlett, are glass slippers very expensive? Will Father manage?” She was the picture of a gentle, innocent child. Scarlett pinched her nose affectionately. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. If Father buys Sue Ellen’s, your big sister will get yours.”

Ellen smiled as she sewed, watching her daughters chatter. “Mama, do you think little dwarfs really exist?” Scarlett asked, feigning innocence as she leaned into her mother’s arms. Carreen nestled at her knees.

“Perhaps they do,” Ellen said with a soft laugh. “Mr. O’Hara always claims he’s seen them.”

In recent years, Ellen had grown more gentle, less distant than before. Much of it came from Scarlett’s subtle efforts to draw her closer to Gerald, believing that children needed affectionate parents as examples. Each time she discovered a kindness in her husband, Ellen felt moved. Once she feared these stirrings betrayed her youthful first love. But with Mammy’s counsel and the priest’s guidance, she gradually opened her heart. Gerald, oblivious or pretending not to notice, only rejoiced in her newfound warmth. When she confided in him with a shy smile, he thanked God for the change.

That night, after prayers, the family retired. The three sisters, however, were too excited to sleep. Sue Ellen and Carreen crowded into Scarlett’s bed for whispered talk.

“Scarlett, I heard from Landa that many people will be at the barbecue. Even folks from Charleston and Savannah!” Sue Ellen whispered excitedly.

Scarlett’s eyes widened. “Then we must behave perfectly. If the wrong word reaches Aunt Pauline or Aunt Eulalie, we’ll face a scolding letter.”

Carreen paled. “They wouldn’t!”

“They would,” Scarlett said gravely. “If we eat one piece of meat too many, by the time the story spreads it will be ‘the O’Hara girls were gluttons.’ What do you think our aunts will write then?”

Sue Ellen blanched. “Scarlett, we must be careful!”

Carreen asked softly, “Scarlett, are you still writing to the relatives in Savannah?”

“You mean Grandfather? Or our uncles?” Scarlett asked drowsily.

“Of course the uncles. Grandfather hardly ever replies. You even called him a cold stick-in-the-mud once...” Carreen trailed off, embarrassed. Scarlett and Sue Ellen giggled.

Carreen ventured: “Do you think we’ll ever visit them?”

“If you wish, I’ll speak with Mother,” Scarlett promised. “She wouldn’t object to visiting kin.”

“Sleep now,” Mammy’s voice called through the door. “Or do you plan to skip Twelve Oaks tomorrow?”

The three girls stuck out their tongues, whispered their goodnights, and drifted off.
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Chapter 3 Surprises at the Barbecue
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The next day dawned bright and clear. Autumn air was crisp, the sky without a single cloud. I rummaged through my wardrobe until I found a pale lavender dress, then matched it with a hat and ribbon. Mammy helped me dress properly. I assumed the air of a young and, taking Father’s arm gracefully, stepped into the carriage.

Mother and I sat together, while Sue Ellen and Carreen shared the opposite seat. Father rode alongside us on his gray stallion.

“Mama, Sue Ellen says lots of people from Savannah and Charleston are coming today!” I said eagerly. “Do you think we’ll meet any of your friends?”

She chuckled. “After all these years, most of those I knew will have married and settled. Or is my little Scarlett hoping to find a sweetheart from Savannah or Charleston?” Ellen teased. Ever since having three lively daughters—especially this willful, affectionate one—her heart, once broken and devoted only to duty and prayer, had slowly healed. The charming Ellen of long ago was returning.

When we arrived at Twelve Oaks, John Wilkes was already at the entrance greeting guests. His wife had died years ago, and though he never remarried, Honey and India were still too young to manage as hostesses. Their Mammy helped in the kitchen, but it was no place for the girls to welcome guests.

Gerald jumped from the carriage and embraced Wilkes. “John! Your barbecue is the best of them all!”

Wilkes laughed lightly, returning the hug. “I’m glad you enjoy it.” He politely offered his hand to Ellen. “Mrs. O’Hara, I hope you’ll have a pleasant day.”

Ellen answered gently, “It’s a pleasure to see you, Mr. Wilkes. I’m sure we’ll enjoy ourselves.”

Ignoring Mammy’s warning glances, I skipped up to him. Playing the sweet young was fun, but sometimes innocent liveliness charmed adults even more. “Mr. Wilkes, it’s been so long!” I held out my hands.

He scooped me up with a smile. “Well, if it isn’t Scarlett. Prettier than ever. What book shall I lend you this time?”

“Dickens, please,” I said after a thought. If I had one unusual gift, it was reading. My speed and retention came from my past life, and though not photographic, I could recall more than half of what I read.

“You’re just like Melanie,” he said warmly. “You’ve met her?”

“I like Melanie very much,” I replied.

“Then be sure to stay close with her.”

Hand in hand with my sisters, I walked toward the hall. Suddenly, my eyes fixed on a young man. Broad-shouldered, powerfully built, with a dark face and neatly trimmed mustache, he flashed a brilliant smile that revealed gleaming white teeth. Yet the cold arrogance in his gaze and the mocking curve of his lips made him look more like a pirate than a gentleman. His high forehead, strong nose, and noble features proclaimed his patrician birth.

“Rhett Butler, come here,” someone called. “Let me introduce you to the hardest-hearted girl in Georgia!”

Rhett Butler? My pulse quickened. Wasn’t he supposed to appear six years from now at another barbecue? Had my presence already bent history’s path? Would my fate still tangle with his? Compared to Clark Gable, he seemed darker, more dangerous—yet undeniably handsome. But I had no intention of pining after Ashley, nor of rushing into marriage with Honey’s fiancé. Perhaps the future would unfold differently.

I shook off the thought. I was still just a child. No would be interested in me now. Better to think about what books to borrow—and what food to enjoy today.

“Scarlett! Scarlett!” Melanie waved from the balcony. Smiling, I told my sisters, “Come on, let’s meet some new friends!”

Beside her stood a brown-haired boy. Charles, her brother—my would-be first husband in another life. He smiled shyly, making me uncomfortable. After introducing my sisters, I asked, “Where are India and Honey?”

“They were just in the kitchen. They’ll be here soon,” Melanie answered.

“Scarlett! Scarlett!” The hurried footsteps could belong only to Cathleen Calvert, with her cornflower-blue eyes and endless chatter. Though flighty, she was one of my closest companions—much to the jealousy of Sue Ellen and Carreen.

“Cathleen, this is Melanie and her Charles. Did Cade and Raiford come along too?” I scowled. “I still owe them for pulling my hair last time.”

Cathleen giggled. “Of course. They’re with the Tarleton, Fontaine, and Munroe boys. And with so many friends from Savannah and Charleston, well... you can imagine.”

“Perfect!” I clapped. “Are there girls among them? Let’s join India and Honey and meet some new friends. Then those boys can’t boast so much.” Older youths nearby laughed quietly. Scarlett O’Hara was indeed Clayton County’s little firecracker.

“Hello, I’m Scarlett O’Hara.” I offered my hand to a pink-clad girl arguing sharply with Brent Tarleton. I liked her spirit instantly.

Angie Rhett turned, startled by my soft voice and warm smile. She forgot Brent at once and responded with ladylike grace: “I’m Angie Rhett.”

Seeing both girls together, Brent knew better than to stay. Outnumbered, he slunk off to find reinforcements.

“Angie, where do you live? I’ve never seen you before.”

“I’m from Savannah.”

“My grandfather’s family is there too,” I said. “Though I’ve never visited.”

“What’s his name?”

“Robillard.”

“I know that house—the pretty pink one! Your grandfather’s home is beautiful.”

“Then you must visit Tara sometime. My home is beautiful too!”

Angie and I became instant friends. Through her, I met more Savannah girls—Shirley, Susan, and Jenny.

“Scarlett!” Mother called. I excused myself and ran over. “Mama, good day to you, Madam,” I said politely, curtsying to the stranger at her side.

“This is Mrs. Sally Brewton,” Ellen explained. “She studied in England when she was young. Since you want to go there, you should ask her about it.”

Brewton? Wasn’t she a character from one of those Gone With the Wind sequels? Could it be? Would the Civil War even happen?

But this wasn’t the time for such thoughts. I smiled up at her. “Mrs. Brewton, what is England like?”

She countered, “And what do you imagine it to be, Scarlett?”

“I don’t know. But any land that produced Shakespeare must be grand.”

She smiled faintly, but her eyes strayed elsewhere—always searching for Rhett Butler, who seemed reluctant to meet her gaze. Could there be some hidden affair? I shook the silly thought away. Angie soon brought Shirley, Susan, and Jenny over, and I proudly introduced them.

Mother’s expression faltered for a heartbeat. Savannah still carried painful memories for her. My heart ached for her, though I didn’t know how to ease it.

“Ellen?” A voice spoke her name.

Mother turned sharply, joy lighting her face. “Wendy?”

Angie stared curiously. “Mama, you know Scarlett’s mama?”

It was Mrs. Wendy, once my mother’s closest friend. The unexpected meeting left both women emotional.

“Ellen, after you married, I never saw you again. Why didn’t you come back? Was it truly...?” Wendy’s voice trembled.

Mother grasped her hand. “Wendy, all of that is past.”

I felt a flicker of relief. If Mother could say that, perhaps she truly had laid wounds to rest. I longed to hear more, but Angie tugged at my arm, bored of grown-up talk, and I had no choice but to run off with her.
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Chapter 4 Arrival in Charleston
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Scarlett sat on the train to Charleston with Rosa, the family maid, by her side. After the barbecue, Mrs. Sally had not left right away but instead stayed at Tara for some time, becoming close friends with Ellen. As a Charleston native and an friend of Ellen’s sisters, she always had plenty to talk about with the O’Hara family.

Now, because one of Mrs. Sally’s English friends was visiting, she insisted Scarlett come along. Among those guests were the son and daughter of the Earl of Cowper—precisely the family with whom Mrs. Sally had suggested Scarlett lodge should she go to England. Ellen agreed that an introduction beforehand would be useful, so Scarlett found herself traveling to Charleston, her sisters watching enviously as she packed her trunks.

Scarlett wasn’t particularly thrilled. Staying in Charleston likely meant lodging with Aunt Pauline or Aunt Eulalie—both old-fashioned women whose letters were endless sermons. Living under their roof would be suffocating. Still, etiquette required that she make the visit. Scarlett made no objections, though she did secure a promise from Ellen: on the return journey, she wanted to stop in Savannah to see her grandfather and uncles. Ellen agreed—on one condition. She would first write Pauline and Eulalie to escort Scarlett to the Robillard home. If they couldn’t, then Scarlett was to return straight home.

On the train, Rosa and Lila—Mrs. Sally’s maid—chattered about Charleston’s customs. Scarlett leaned against the window, staring at the scenery and trying to recall what she knew of the city.

Charleston was one of America’s oldest towns, built on a narrow peninsula between two tidal rivers that flowed into the Atlantic. Settled as early as 1682, it grew with a romantic ease that contrasted sharply with the stern Puritan restraint of New England. Forever caressed by sea breezes, its soil was black and fertile, its fields free of stone. Here, rice flourished, as did indigo, tobacco, and cotton. Ships from around the world crowded its harbor, carrying away grain and bringing in luxury goods.

By the height of the Enlightenment, Charleston had already turned its wealth toward beauty and knowledge. With its favorable climate and resources, it also indulged in pleasure. Houses boasted French cooks and cavernous ballrooms. Ladies wore French silks, dabbed themselves with imported perfumes, and adorned themselves with Indian pearls. Learned societies, music and dance clubs, academies of science and fencing thrived. Homes displayed globes, telescopes, and shelves of books in many languages. Luncheon tables gleamed with antique silver, six courses laid out, the conversation as sparkling as the food.

Charlestonians were famed for hospitality for more than a century. Hosting a hundred guests—half of them strangers introduced only by letter—was nothing unusual. During the racing season, trainers from England, France, Ireland, and Spain arrived months in advance with their horses. Rivals lodged with rivals, their horses treated as honored guests in competing stables. Theirs was a generous, open city. This year’s social season was beginning, and Sally’s English friends had come to attend the races.

“Could I stay until the spring festival of Saint Cecilia?” Scarlett asked eagerly. “It sounds so exciting!” She had only ever seen racing on television in her past life. Riding and hunting she had done, but horse racing was different. Gerald’s Irish boasting and Mrs. Tarleton’s Kentucky horses were her only references, and apart from Tarleton’s beloved mare Nellie, she couldn’t tell one thoroughbred from another.

Mrs. Sally laughed. “Of course! Ellen already said you may stay through the season. With Pauline and Eulalie nearby, I know you won’t get into mischief.”

Scarlett groaned aloud. She had almost forgotten her aunts. Immediately, two stern faces came to mind, their mouths forming the words ‘Scarlett, don’t...’.

“Oh no, Mrs. Sally! You aren’t taking me to live with my aunts, are you? Please tell me Mama didn’t send you to deliver me straight into their hands!” She slumped. “They’re worse than convent sisters or boarding school teachers.”

Mrs. Sally laughed outright. “Scarlett, have you ever been to a convent or boarding school? Your aunts aren’t so terrible.”

“They’re worse,” Scarlett muttered, but the shriek of the train’s whistle cut her off. Charleston had arrived.

At the station, Aunt Pauline and Aunt Eulalie waited with a carriage. Scarlett sucked in her breath. She had met them only a few times, but their “duet” of criticism was unforgettable. Their voices could wrap reproach in such self-blaming sorrow that no one could grow angry—only apologize. Worse, they were fiercely devoted to Catholic rules and eager to enforce them.

Pauline came forward first, embracing and kissing her. Scarlett plastered on her sweetest smile. “Aunt Pauline, Aunt Eulalie, I never dreamed you would come meet me! I’m so happy!” She pushed her cheeks forward for another kiss. Inside, she thought miserably, They’ll watch me like hawks, writing reports to Mama at every slip.

“Little Scarlett, Ellen sent word you were coming, and we are delighted,” said Aunt Eulalie, tall and severe as Professor McGonagall. Yet her words were kindly, and Scarlett began to hope they weren’t quite as dreadful as she remembered.

“You are her aunts,” Mrs. Sally added smoothly. “But Ellen asked me to introduce Scarlett to my English friends. It’s better she stay at my home for now. Don’t worry—I’ll bring her to see you often. After all, it wouldn’t be fair for her to live with one of you and not the other.”

The sisters exchanged glances, unable to object. At last Eulalie sighed. “I told my sister so, but she insisted. Still, Scarlett, why England? Why not France? The Robillard kin are mostly in Paris and Marseilles.”

Scarlett stuck out her tongue. “Even the newspapers say France is ruled by a little Corsican warmonger. Grandfather may admire Napoleon, but even he admits the nephew on the throne is no match for his uncle. I’d rather not live in such a place.”

“Scarlett, don’t stick out your tongue,” Aunt Pauline scolded, though fondly. She and her husband had no children, and she doted on her nieces, especially Scarlett. Scarlett resembled Ellen and their late mother more than either Sue Ellen or Carreen. Her aunts’ severity was simply a mask for affection—but Scarlett only felt burdened by their constant correction.

“All right, all right, sister,” Eulalie said briskly. “Let’s deliver Scarlett to Mrs. Sally’s house. Standing here in the wind is dreadful. It may not be cold, but autumn breezes bring illness.”

“Do you think me senile?” Pauline shot back.

“If you don’t hurry, I’ll truly believe it.” The sisters bickered cheerfully as always, pulling Scarlett into their carriage. Mrs. Sally mounted her own, and Scarlett resigned herself to sit demurely between her aunts.
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Chapter 5 Meeting the English
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Mrs. Sally’s home was only twenty minutes from the station by carriage. At the gate, Aunt Pauline and Aunt Eulalie politely declined her invitation to come inside for tea. They left me at the door and departed straightaway.

“Well? They didn’t eat you alive, did they?” Mrs. Sally teased with a laugh.

I clutched my chest and feigned fright. “Barely escaped being swallowed whole.” The servants chuckled, and even Mrs. Sally laughed.

Inside, Mr. Miles Brewton came forward at once. “My dear, I was afraid you wouldn’t return in time for the racing season.” He embraced his wife with the enthusiasm of a newlywed.

Mrs. Sally laughed heartily. “I would never miss Sweet Sally’s race. And here is young Scarlett O’Hara, the little angel I wrote to you about.”

Mr. Brewton bent down. “I noticed the little angel at your side already. Welcome, Princess, to our humble home.” He winked, lively as though he were my own age.

I raised a brow. “Father says my green eyes make me look like a little witch. Why does everyone insist on calling me an angel or princess?”

Mr. Brewton burst out laughing. “Then very well, mighty sorceress. With trembling heart I welcome you. Your presence graces this poor house with magic.”

Mrs. Sally was the first to lose composure, laughing aloud. Rosa and Lila, hiding in the shadows, laughed too. I struggled to keep a straight face, but before I could reply, a languid voice drifted in: “What’s so amusing, Miles? Is Sally back?”

The sound was exactly as Alexandra Ripley once described—English speech as though the nose were stuffed. Into the room swept a in a pale yellow gown.

“Dearest Sally, you’ve returned!” she cried, rushing forward to embrace her.

“Of course, Felicity,” Sally said warmly. “Even if the train had failed me, I’d have ridden through brambles to reach Charleston for you.”

“As I’ve always told you, Felicity—Sally is your true knight,” quipped a curly-haired young leaning on the doorframe.

“Roger! I thought you’d forgotten us entirely for London’s season,” Sally exclaimed.

“Not at all,” he laughed. “I’ve brought John with me. He swears his Irish colt Dehan will beat any American horse.”

“John is here too? Splendid! I’ve heard enough boasting about that horse. If he loses, I’ll make him eat his favorite pair of boots.”

John Moran, ruddy and boisterous, appeared just then. “And if he wins, Miles must chew Sweet Sally’s saddle!”

Mr. Brewton grinned. “You trust Dehan too much. I trust Sweet Sally more. It’s a wager.”

They sealed the bet with a spit-and-handclap, the Irish way.

In the drawing room, I was introduced to the Cowper siblings—Roger, Felicity, and Sarah—the children of a somewhat muddleheaded earl well known in London society. Sir John Moran, the Irishman, also joined. His lands in County Down were not far from the O’Hara family’s ancestral seat in Adams.

I asked at once, “Sir John, do you know much of Adams in Meath?”

“Ah, Scarlett, interested in Ireland?” he asked with surprise. After I showed off a little knowledge of horses learned from Beatrice Tarleton, his fondness grew. A ten-year-girl who could speak of horses impressed him deeply.

“No, not travel,” I corrected quickly. “Family.”

“Family?” Sally looked puzzled. “Pauline and Eulalie never mentioned relatives there.”

“On Father’s side. The O’Hara kin. Most were Irish immigrants.”

The Brewtons looked briefly awkward. The Cowpers, though, leaned forward with interest. I faced them boldly. Why be ashamed? The Irish made up half of America, and their labor built much of its wealth.

“O’Hara, yes...” Moran snapped his fingers. “That name is known in Meath. Several of my tenants’ wives came from O’Hara families. No wonder you love horses. It runs in Irish blood!” His broad grin eased the tension.

Sarah, the younger Cowper, light and careless, asked, “Then why did your father emigrate?”

I answered flatly, “Because he killed a rent collector with one punch and was wanted by the Crown.” Their shocked faces—especially the English—nearly made me laugh aloud. I added slyly, “That’s Father’s favorite drunken story.”

The room erupted in laughter. Felicity pinched my cheek. “Darling Scarlett, you must stay with us in England. You’re still young, but I’m sure you’ll be a star of society.”

“That’s exactly what I hoped,” Mrs. Sally said quickly.

Sarah chimed in, “Yes! I’ll take Scarlett everywhere. Everyone will adore her.”

“Books first,” Roger objected.

Sarah pouted. “Why not both? He’s just jealous.” She clung to me, while Roger sputtered with denial until Felicity distracted them with another topic.

I laughed weakly. My true plan for England was simple: persuade Father to place money in English banks, secure investments abroad, and protect us from ruin when the war came. Scarlett O’Hara was no savior of nations. She only cared for her family and friends. The rest of the world could fend for itself.

“Scarlett? Scarlett?” Mrs. Sally’s voice pulled me back from my thoughts.

“What?” I blinked.

She patted my head. “Poor child, the train must have tired you. Lila, show Miss O’Hara and her maid to their rooms.”

I curtsied gracefully to the room, then fled upstairs. Burying my head in a feather pillow, I fell fast asleep.
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Chapter 6 A Lecture
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For Scarlett, life in Charleston was nearly perfect—except for the times she had to call on her aunts, endure their sermons, and sit with her hands folded like a little lady. Charleston’s seafood was delightful, especially the crabs and lobsters she adored, but she dared not indulge before visiting her aunts. Eating too much made it impossible to bear their scolding without indigestion.

Charleston prided itself on debate. At dinner tables and tea gatherings, lively arguments broke out over any subject, though never with malice. People sharpened their minds through friendly quarrels. But Scarlett could not openly dispute her aunts. For a girl who loved sparring with Felicity and her friends about every trivial matter, being forced into meek silence was pure torment.

“Scarlett, you know the racing week is near,” Aunt Eulalie began solemnly. Scarlett hastily swallowed her cake, sipped her tea, and lowered her lashes in the picture of ladylike obedience. “Yes, Aunt,” she murmured. At least at Eulalie’s house there were no tedious readings of The Last Days of Pompeii. Uncle adored that book and Pauline still listened raptly after ten years of the same story.

Eulalie seemed pleased. “I’m sure Ellen has already taught you what a must and must not do. But I must repeat...” Scarlett let the voice drone on. She knew the rhythm by heart. All it took to survive was a quiet “Yes, Aunt” at the right pauses.

Her mind drifted instead to history. Her former life had left her with fragments of the Civil War narrative—snippets from her mother’s obsession with Gone with the Wind. She recalled the industrial revolution, the westward expansion, the struggle over slavery in new territories, the founding of the Republican Party in 1854, the bloody conflict in Kansas, Lincoln’s election in 1860, and the Confederacy’s secession. She remembered that the war began not from high ideals but from failed compromise. The North had considered a “two systems, one country” arrangement, even promising to return fugitive slaves. Only after the bombardment of Fort Sumter did war become inevitable.

Scarlett frowned slightly. Freedom by proclamation alone—without skills, livelihood, or education—meant thousands of freed people cast adrift. “Free,” yet unprepared to survive. She thought bitterly of northern ladies who wept over Uncle Tom’s Cabin yet would faint at the sight of a real slave in their parlor. The hypocrisy of it gnawed at her.

“Scarlett! Scarlett, are you listening to me?” Aunt Eulalie’s sharp voice jolted her back. Scarlett blinked, realizing she had been woolgathering.

“You disappoint me greatly,” her aunt scolded. “Perhaps I should reconsider whether you may attend the races at all.”

Scarlett’s heart dropped. Then she tilted her head, eyes wide with pleading. “Dearest Aunt Eulalie, I was only lost in thought. I would never miss the races. I was only wondering whether to put my faith in Mrs. Sally’s Sweet Sally—or Sir John Moran’s Dehan.”

“Wagering?” Her aunt’s voice cracked like a whip. “You... you...” She sputtered, then lowered her tone. “Very well. Ten dollars on Sweet Sally, then. Dehan, you say, is that the Irishman’s horse?”

Scarlett’s jaw fell open. Was her pious, strict aunt actually prying for inside information? Surely the heavens would rain red. Eulalie, catching her astonishment, lifted her chin. “The racing week is Charleston’s grandest festival. Everyone talks of it. If you drift off again, child, I truly will forbid you from going.”

Scarlett giggled and retold Sir John Moran’s story: how he had wanted to name the horse Diana, then merged Diana and John into Dehan, only to balk when he realized the name resembled French mustard. The fiery sound of it pleased him, as if the horse itself shouted, Out of my way!

“Sweet Sally and Dehan neigh at each other through the stable wall,” Scarlett finished. “They’ll be rivals before the race even begins. Aunt, don’t you think both are worthy of Mrs. Tarleton’s finest mare?”

Her aunt raised her brows. “I’ve seen neither Dehan nor this Nellie you mention. How could I judge with so many tangled details?”

Sensing her chance, Scarlett dabbed her lips and stood quickly. “Then I’ll go back now. Felicity promised to give me another riding lesson. Who knows—I may pry more secrets from Sir John’s grooms. Goodbye, Aunt!”

She whisked Rosa away before Eulalie could reply, missing the faint smile that softened her aunt’s stern expression.

“This child,” Eulalie murmured, shaking her head. “Why does she see me as some dreadful ogress?”
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Chapter 7 Dehan’s Victory and a Letter Home
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“Go, Dehan! Go, Sweet Sally!” I shouted into the cold December air.

“Scarlett, darling, who are you actually backing?” Felicity frowned. “You can’t cheer for both. Ireland or America—you must choose one.”

Though we’d known each other only a short while, I already felt like family with Felicity, Sarah, Roger, and Sir Moran. My mischievous streak—doing little reckless things and then begging to be rescued—made them treat me like a younger sister. Felicity and Sarah especially doted on me.

With a sly grin, I said, “Then I’ll support England.”

Roger sighed. “Why is it that no matter how hard we work, our horses can never match Sally’s or John’s? I don’t even dare bring ours to compete—I couldn’t bear the humiliation.”

Sarah burst out laughing. “I have a brilliant idea. Roger, let’s petition the Lords to strip John of his title. Once he’s a commoner, we’ll hire him as our groom. Wouldn’t that be perfect?”

Sir Moran roared with laughter. “Sarah, even if I were a commoner, half the great houses of Britain would fight to hire me. I might end up richer than I am now.”

Roger clapped his hands. “Shall we help speed it along, then?” Moran only shook his head, unwilling to continue the silly quarrel.

Curious, I asked, “Sir Moran, how did you first meet Mrs. Sally?”

His eyes softened. “Ah... Sally. Back at Cambridge, half of London’s young men courted her.”

“You too?” I teased.

He chuckled. “Yes, I was one of them. Sally may not be a classic beauty, but her grace and presence captivated us all. She’s an extraordinary woman, isn’t she?”

I nodded vigorously. Sally was unlike most women of her age—open-minded but never scandalous, bold yet respectful of tradition. In my former life, when Mother forced me to read Gone with the Wind, I had always felt it unfair that Scarlett O’Hara was condemned for the very things that would have been praised had Melanie done them. Society forgave obedience, not innovation. But to me, true wisdom lay in the middle way: embrace change, but do not flaunt it; respect tradition, but do not be chained by it.

The 1,200-meter race neared its end. Sweet Sally still led, with Dehan chasing hard behind. Moran and Sally shouted themselves hoarse, and my heart pounded with theirs. Despite my wavering, my wager was on Dehan. Father’s faith in Irish horses had rubbed off on me. The crowd held its breath. I clutched my betting slip and whispered prayers to both God and the Devil.

In the final stride, Dehan surged past by half a length. Sweet Sally fell second. Sally threw her ticket down in frustration. “John, this is pure luck. We’ll race again.”

Moran grinned. “Any time, madam. Miles, have you prepared that saddle for chewing?”

Felicity and the others clung to me, laughing and shouting. They had wagered on Dehan too. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Aunt Pauline and Aunt Eulalie embrace—had they also backed him? No matter. I had won, and with my winnings I could buy Christmas gifts for my sisters.

Miles Brewton handled defeat with elegance. “Enough, friends. Whether Sweet Sally or Dehan, we celebrate tonight. As for the saddle, I have my own plans. Come, the feast awaits.”

At the banquet hall, the cook unveiled a sausage roll shaped like a saddle. The room erupted in laughter and cheers, half mockery, half admiration for Miles’s wit. He bowed gracefully. “Who will share with me this delicacy—‘Sweet Sally’s Saddle’?”

“Mrs. O’Hara, Scarlett’s letter has arrived!” On Christmas Eve, Gerald shook the snow from his coat as he entered the house, face glowing.

“Quick, warm yourself by the fire or you’ll catch cold,” said Pork, the butler. Suellen and Carreen came running, bouncing with excitement.

“Scarlett wrote? Read it to us, Papa!” Suellen cried.

“Patience, darlings. Fetch your mother first. And Scarlett sent gifts for you too,” Gerald said with a wink.

Carreen’s blue eyes widened. “Gifts? From Scarlett?”

“Indeed.” Gerald showed them a parcel. “We’ll open it together.”

Ellen soon joined them, and the family settled by the fire. Gerald unfolded the letter and chuckled at the opening lines.


Dear Father,

I’m writing from the Brewton house in Charleston. The fire is warm, and the room makes me sleepy. Charleston is not as cold as Clayton County—the sea keeps autumn lingering.

First, I must confess. During the racing week, I made a wager—and won. Don’t scold me too harshly; Aunt Pauline and Aunt Eulalie each wagered ten dollars themselves. Please tell Mama that I confessed to Father at church and prayed nightly since.

The champion horse was Dehan, from Ireland, owned by Sir John Moran. She was magnificent. You would have loved her final sprint. Mrs. Tarleton should have seen her—then she’d know Nellie is not the only fine mare in the world.

Mr. and Mrs. Brewton treat me kindly. Their library is full of books I’ve never read before. The Cowper siblings from London are fascinating, and Sir Moran insists on making me an expert in horses.

I visit my aunts often. Their health is good—evident from their ability to lecture me for two hours at a time!

Suellen and Carreen, I hope you like your gifts. I bought them with my winnings and found them after much searching on King Street—though in truth, it was Lila’s sharp eyes that spotted them.

I grow sleepy, so I’ll end here. Merry Christmas to all. I pray for you every night.

With love,
Scarlett

“Papa, the gifts!” Suellen urged. Carreen’s eyes sparkled with wordless plea.

Gerald carefully unwrapped the package. Inside were two tiny glass slippers—simple trinkets, but rich in meaning.

The girls gasped with delight, holding the slippers as though they were treasure. Gerald and Ellen exchanged a glance of quiet pride. Their daughter was growing up.
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Chapter 8 Visiting Grandfather
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On a bright spring morning, the carriage drew up before the Robillard mansion. Like any little girl seeing it for the first time, Scarlett clapped her hands in delight.

“Aunt Pauline, is this Grandfather’s house? It’s so beautiful—like a castle in a fairy tale! I think it must be the prettiest house in all Georgia!”

Savannah was a refined coastal city, genteel like Charleston, yet utterly different from Jonesboro and Clayton County. The north of Georgia was rugged, full of red hills and granite outcrops, pine trees stark against the skyline, and the lingering spirit of the Indians. But Savannah lay under subtropical sun, with mossy ground, sandy beaches, endless palm-lined avenues, and a languid air that marked it apart.

Scarlett gazed at the pink house. Its graceful lines curved like a woman’s body, like a ship under full sail. Built high above the ground, with iron railings as delicate as lace and a sweeping staircase, it was elegant yet lonely.

This house was the monument of Pierre Robillard’s love for Solange. Scarlett had already heard in Charleston how her grandfather had once been dashing, ambitious, handsome, and gallant, with a French accent that made “bonjour” sound like an aria. Women flocked to him at church when he supervised the repair of the Huguenot chapel. Her grandmother, born of Haitian revolutionaries, had been a woman of many moods—sometimes silent as stone, sometimes flashing eyes that bewitched anyone who met them. Even animals adored her.
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