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THE OUTER BANKS




CHAPTER ONE


Abigail Sinclair
Nags Head, North Carolina
June 18, 1868




I walked about on the shore lifting up my hands, and my whole being, as I may say, wrapped up in the contemplation of my deliverance, making a thousand gestures and motions that I cannot describe, reflecting upon all my comrades that were drowned, and that there should not be one soul saved but myself …

—ROBINSON CRUSOE
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I WAS THE FIRST PASSENGER OFF THE STEAMBOAT. MY FELLOW TRAVELERS had insisted, for I had spent the duration of the journey in the throes of boatsickness. Everyone, including my own mama and daddy, had watched me from afar, afraid to get their Sunday best too close to me.

Behind me, I could hear them all lining up, eager to disembark, but I stood directly in the way, unable to make my way down the skinny pier toward land. Folks started to politely fuss at me, but Charlie and Martha, my younger brother and sister, began pushing on my backside, forcing me forward.

Yet even as they jostled me along, I couldn’t take my eyes from the sight of the Outer Banks of North Carolina, stretching to the left and right at the end of the pier.

Gone were the ordered, busy streets of Edenton that we had left behind. In their place was a strip of land where nature wouldn’t allow such regulation.

Instead of brick buildings of commerce and law, there were giant dunes of beige sand that grew clear into the clouds. Instead of statues and lampposts, there were stunted and craggy trees that grew in the sand monsters’ shadows along the shoreline. Their gnarled branches blew obligingly in the brisk wind.

Even the soundside watering town of Nags Head was unassuming, and so flat that I could see almost clear across the narrow island to the Atlantic Ocean. The hotel and surrounding white houses were tucked into the sand and foliage so nicely it was as if they had been planted there.

But beyond all this was a shimmering in the eastern sky. I knew it was the ocean there, beneath the blue. I had never seen it in my life, and my heart began to beat faster in anticipation. I took a deep breath of the salty air, picked up my skirts, and started to run. I ran the way that I used to run when I was nine years old, when nothing mattered but the day on the plantation.

Our housemaid, Winnie, hollered after me, but her voice was lost in the wind. I didn’t even think about Mama and Daddy, or what they’d have to say to me later. I heard Charlie and Martha scampering after me, squealing at the game. But I didn’t turn around. I just ran down the wooden pathway through the sand, my legs straining against my hoops.

Soon, from the unfamiliar exercise, I felt myself gobbling great gulps of hot air, and drops of sweat were seeping like pricks of blood into my beige traveling dress. My heavy strawberry hair baked under my bonnet, and my hands cramped with the weight of my skirts and the bunched-up parasol.

But I didn’t slow until I heard a rhythmic crashing and sizzling. The wooden planks came to an end in a wide plane of sand, which met naturally and directly with the object of my affection.

“Ocean,” I said breathlessly, as the wind whipped wayward strands of hair into my open mouth. Pelicans cruised like soldiers down the war zone of water, white-capped breakers marching and ebbing back, then crashing even harder. A few large ships inched along the choppy horizon.

Happy vacationers were everywhere. Gloved and bonneted women strolled with parasols, and the men splashed in the surf or even ventured out to swim in the rough water. Charlie and Martha whooped like orangutans and dashed past me to touch the shuddering water, feel with tentative hands whether it was warm or cold, but I couldn’t move.

I squatted and carefully plopped down on my left hip on the sand, still sucking in the air. I must have run almost a mile from sound to sea, the entire width of the island here. My uncle Jack would have whistled his approval. To see a sight like this, he would have run along beside me, forgetting that a young lady of my seventeen years should not be running anywhere.

I had brought along a piece of Uncle Jack, a letter that he had written to me right before he died of dysentery during the war. I hadn’t wanted to leave it at home, buried in the dresser where I kept a book of scraps, stuffed with dozens of Uncle Jack’s letters, two tintypes, and even some of his auburn hair from a forgotten brush.

His last letter was by far the most precious to me. I tried not to handle it so much these days, because the paper was thinning out something terrible. But sometimes all I wanted to do was touch it, for I had memorized the cramped-up words long ago. And too, the letter still smelled vaguely of bark-oil tea and dirty linens, a smell that I now associated with death.

But on this day, I couldn’t help myself.

Keeping one eye on the children, I wiggled my reticule from my skirts and took out the letter. It whipped in the strong wind as I read.


February 7, 1865

North Carolina Hospital, Petersburg, Virginia

My Dear Little Red Reb,

You’ll have to excuse my penmanship here. I’ve been curled up on my right side for so long that my writing hand’s gone numb. This position suits me best, though, because it quiets the sizzling in my belly a bit. I tell you, sometimes I wish I had been shot clean through the skull. This quickstep is the devil’s business. You folks back home wouldn’t even know me, I’ve lost so much flesh. I bet I’m skinnier than you are. Don’t tell your daddy I said this, but I’m starting to think that he was the smart one of the both of us. I should have just stayed put. Edenton looks just like heaven in my mind, these days.

I got this cheap paper from the blue-lipped nurse that creeps around here. I don’t like her much, mostly because of the sad look in her eyes. She’s young, just a little older than you are now. But she isn’t near as pretty as you, and like I said, she’s lacking in enthusiasm. ’Course, I’d never say that about you, niece!

Which reminds me, your daddy said in his previous letter that you’ve been reading a lot these days. He says that you’re going to drive him into bankruptcy with all of your book buying! I’ve been trying to picture my fiery Reb with her nose stuck in a book, just like her mama, I guess. It got me to thinking that I’d like to read one of those books myself. You’re likely having a good laugh right now. But there isn’t much decent to read in this hospital. I guess folks don’t think sickly soldiers are the reading kind of men, and I must admit, I feel a little rusty at the exercise. Why don’t you send me one of your favorites with your next letter?

It also might do you some good to get out of doors once in a while. Tell your daddy that I said to take Ace of Spades for a ride every now and then. Give the boy some sugar lumps for me, will you? I can just see you and me riding him, the way we used to. I can feel those ribbons of yours flying in my face. You never did holler, even when we were running through rivers. It’s those kinds of thoughts that get me through these awful days. I don’t see pretty Mary Virginia Spellman or even Annabelle Putnam in my head anymore. I picture a pair of steady green eyes and red eyelashes, and I grit my teeth and bear it. I try not to holler.

I sure hope I can get better and come on home to you and the family. I miss you all more than Winnie’s butter biscuits. But if I don’t make it out of this hospital, I hope you remember me kindly. Not as this run-down, sickly soldier, but as your uncle, holding you tight on the best horse I ever had.

I’ve got high hopes for you, so don’t let me down.

As ever, your devoted uncle,
Jack Sinclair



I swallowed hard and then yelled at Charlie to pull up the legs of his trousers. My siblings were already soaked to the skin, but I couldn’t muster up much of a care. I pinched Uncle Jack’s letter so tightly between thumb and forefinger that I feared it would rip in the bullying wind, but I couldn’t put it away just yet.

The biggest regret of my life was that I never got to send Uncle Jack a book. He died before his last letter had even reached me.

It was awful to feature someone dying from dysentery, especially Uncle Jack, who probably came out of Grandma Marian’s womb with a grin on his face. I couldn’t ever remember him acting low-down.

Folks liked to comment on our similar dispositions and how they made us as close as any niece and uncle could be without it seeming sinful. His big hand on my head was a constant reminder of his need to father, and of my need to be parented. We knew this about each other, but never quite said so. It was just there, hovering between us as thick as the humidity on an Edenton noon in August, this paucity of attention from my own mama and daddy. We all lived in the same house, but Mama and Daddy made their true homes inside their minds, with the front doors closed to all but themselves.

In spite of this coldness, there was a spirit in me that seeked out the heat. I’d meander through the outbuildings to find my uncle, and the slaves would point him out to me with pity on their faces. Even they knew that I was starved for affection; even they knew that Uncle Jack would welcome his niece by pulling her onto his stallion with an easy tug on her reaching arm.

It didn’t feel wrong that I loved my uncle more than my own daddy. And when he died, I lost a father.

The threadbare Confederate soldiers delivered Uncle Jack to us in a coffin that needed only two skinny men to carry it. And when we looked on his embalmed body before the burial, he appeared to be a child dressed in an officer’s uniform, the material bunched on him so badly. I could just imagine the disease that killed him, still hiding inside that body, nibbling and gnawing ’til there was nothing left of the once-dimpled, potbellied Uncle Jack that I’d known.

The day after his funeral we had to put his beloved stallion down. Ace was old and sickly, but he refused to die. ’Course, we all knew that he was waiting for his master to come home. When I watched the wagon bearing his huge black body make its way down the long pathway away from the house, my tears finally started to flow.

Now I shuddered slightly in the breeze and carefully placed the letter inside the reticule. Then I gazed up the beach, this beach that Daddy had just had to build a house on.

Daddy had showed us the Outer Banks on a creased United States map one day after midday dinner about a year ago. He traced the tip of his long, freckled index finger down the crooked chain of barrier islands that skipped delicately from the Virginia line down along the North Carolina coast for 175 miles.

It had always been accepted that the islands were both a blessing and a curse for North Carolina. They protected the state from all that ocean, but at the same time they hemmed it in, frustrating state commerce and travel. As such, North Carolina was an important victory for the Yankees, back during the war. When they took the state, they unlocked all the numerous waterways, giving their army access to the South and her valuables.

The fragile Banks curve eastward from the mainland, like the beak of a falcon, to an unprecedented twenty miles into the Atlantic Ocean. At the farthest eastern tip of the beak, at Cape Hatteras, two strong currents fight like cats and dogs, causing most any ship to founder helplessly on the shifting shoals. Folks affectionately refer to the area as the Graveyard of the Atlantic, due to the countless ship carcasses that have emerged from the waves.

Looking at that map by myself, I wouldn’t have even noticed the islands, they were so thin. They looked as if a dull writing pencil had accidentally been left on the map, creating a snaky mark. Those islands seemed so vulnerable, stuck in between the hulking land mass of America and the wide-open sea.

Their stubborn reaching into the ocean, their blatant tempting of fate, captivated me, yet filled me with fear, and I took the map to bed that night, studying it by flickering candlelight.

The islands weren’t far from our hometown of Edenton—just sixty or so miles due east across the Albemarle Sound. But to me they were as far away as the moon, and just as mysterious.

I had heard that the locals there descended from shipwrecked sailors and runaways who used to lure ships to their fate by tying a lantern around the neck of a horse at night. They would lead the nag up and down the shore, the bobbing lantern resembling light from another ship. The unsuspecting sailors would steer for the light, only to founder in the shallow waters near land, where the men would ransack the wrecked ship and take its contents for their own.

Hence the glorious name “Nags Head.” I thought that it was a right clever trick, for such simple men.

Daddy hunted all the time back in Edenton, so much so that folks joked about Daddy’s arm being a rifle instead of mere bone. I swear, he talks nicer to his pack of hounds than he does to his own children. Needless to say, most of the meat on our dining room table Daddy shot and killed himself.

He couldn’t wait to explore the shallow yet wide sounds and the maze of inlets that separated the Banks from the mainland. He had already hired a local guide for the summer weekends, to show him the best spots for hooking fish.

He visited the Banks last fall to scout land for our summer cottage, and when he returned, his cart full of dead geese and ducks, he went on and on about the large numbers of waterfowl that visited the sounds on their migratory routes. And come suppertime, we all agreed that the Currituck bird meat was the most savory we had ever eaten.
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My breath recovered, I clambered to my feet and looked to the north, where a handful of rustic houses sprouted from the sand. They were recently built, defying the more sensible soundside tradition, about two or three hundred flattened feet away from the ocean. These boxy cottages looked to be constructed with precaution in mind, with no thought whatsoever to opulence.

From what I had gathered from Mama and Daddy, the first cottage to be built on the ocean side was owned by the Dr. Pool family from Elizabeth City. I thought the Pool house must be the one whose wood had already darkened from its exposure to the endless barrage of salt and wind.

Word had it that Dr. Pool had already purchased a ribbon of land—about fifty acres—that stretched north from the hotel property up along the shore, and was selling the lots for a dollar apiece to his friends back home. He disliked the loneliness of ocean living, or so we had heard.

But at least those few cottages had one another for company.

Far south down the beach, I could barely see what I knew to be our cottage. It stood alone, an arrogant outcast. And the more I gaped down the shore, the more it occurred to me how eccentric, how completely insane the cottage appeared, all alone on an expanse of defenseless sand. It looked to be the home of a madman.

Yet at the same time it looked like some sort of miracle, a product of genius. Standing there by the sea, where nothing could live for long, it threw out a dare.

I began to walk south down the beach, faster and faster, my shoes filling with sand, until I came right up to the cottage’s porch steps, unfolding like a silent welcome into the sand. It was even smaller than I’d thought it might be. It couldn’t have been more different from our plantation home, which was, at the beginning of the war, one of the finest homes in Edenton.

For more than a hundred years, the Great House back home had been called, for lack of a more creative moniker, “Sinclair House.” It was a three-story brick Georgian structure with fifteen high-ceilinged rooms. It had taken almost twenty years to build, back in the early eighteenth century. This beach cottage was just a little larger than our kitchen house.

The squat, two-story square, covered with cedar shingles, supported an isosceles roof that sat substantially on the second floor. Wide porches embraced the cottage on all sides, and the entire structure was perched atop numerous pilings embedded in the sand. Wood shutters yawned open with prop sticks to let the ocean breezes blow through the windows, and doors appeared to open to the interior on both the western and eastern sides.

The only thing that wasn’t tight, shingled wood was the brick chimney poking obscurely from the northeastern side of the house.

The kitchen jutted out a bit from the southwestern side of the house, and the privy and an adjacent washhouse stood nearby. A little stable for our horses and cow had been built a hundred yards south, and the water pump had already been dug, down to the layer of freshwater that lay beneath the sand.

With the cotton and tobacco crops already growing strong at home, Mama, Martha, Charlie, and I would live here through the beginning of September, with Daddy tending to business in Edenton during the week and visiting every Saturday and Sunday. If the cottage didn’t get washed away by the ocean, we’d return here every summer after this one. Already, I didn’t think I would ever want to leave.
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I guessed it would take Justus a good while to load and transport our belongings in the carts. Justus was a rail-skinny, but mysteriously strong, twenty-year-old field hand from home. He was always late, always gone when needed. When he did manage to make his appearance, it was with a guilt-free expression of contentment. I personally thought it was funny, but no one else in my family got the joke.

I pictured Daddy on the docks, standing there in his finery while Justus loaded the cart with our numerous cases and cages of chickens. At least Hannah, Justus’s headstrong thirteen-year-old sister, was already at the cottage, readying it for our arrival. It would mean one less thorn in Daddy’s side.

I climbed the five long steps up to the porch, my hooped dress scratching the raw wood with each step. I pulled back the screen and opened the door, which still smelled of freshly cut pine.

“Hannah?” I called inside. “We’re here!”

Hannah hollered her greetings from upstairs, the room where Mama and Daddy would sleep. I could hear her footsteps banging through the thin ceiling.

The sun from the windows gave an amber glow to the parlor, which was comfortably outfitted with a wide array of antique Sinclair furniture. The rug that covered the squeaky pine floor was a tread-softened blend of beige, blue, and red, and the old mahogany dining table, which matched the accompanying glass-fronted china cabinet, was draped with a white linen tablecloth and already boasted silver candlesticks and a china bowl full of shiny green apples.

Yet the walls were left unfinished, like a log cabin in the mountains, with no paint or plaster to cover the bare wood. No curtains were hung, and the raised panes of glass in the windows were already smudged with salt. I inhaled the scent of sea and freshly starched linen and smiled. Finery and rawness seemed to be everywhere.

The bedroom downstairs was much smaller than my bedroom at home, but I found the room so refreshing, with its light blue and white quilts and view of the ocean through the two windows, that it didn’t seem to matter, at least for that moment, that I was sharing such a small space with my brother and sister.

With sodden clothing and salt-stiff hair, Charlie and Martha tore through the house and tumbled onto their beds while I gazed out the window. The sun reflected off the sand, so that I had to shade my eyes, even indoors. Just the change in light would take some getting used to.

“Tickle me, Abby!” ordered Charlie. I reached over to wiggle my fingers into Charlie’s taut midsection. He jerked into a little ball, gasping for air and adjusting his authentic pirate eye patch, given to him by a collector friend of Daddy’s. Even Martha, usually trying so hard to be a lady, tickled Charlie until he cried for mercy.
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Soon I heard the creak of the oxcart and Justus’s monotonous rambling. I went to greet them, and through the screen door I saw Mama ascending the front steps. Her tall, angular form darkened the doorway, blocking out the sparkling sunlight. She folded her parasol and gripped it easily in one pale, bony hand. She then walked slowly around the room, running a hand over the shiny wood of the dining chairs.

Mama, with her sunlight hair and creamy, unwrinkled complexion, could have been truly beautiful. Instead, her acidity caused her small, carved features to appear demonic and skeletal rather than aristocratic.

There was only one attribute of hers that appealed to me—her ice pick–sharp mind. Yet her big brain thought too much about everything, especially during casual conversation. Even over tea and sandwiches, she came off as socially inept and even inconsiderate, especially with well-bred women from town, who usually wanted to gossip.

Only we knew that beneath the awkward exterior coursed something much darker than poor social skills.

“What do you think you were doing, Abigail?” she seethed. “You’ll be the talk of society out here for the entire summer!”

I tried to form coherent syllables for her. She expected composure and reason, especially during an argument. “I was excited to see the ocean, Mama. I wanted to compare the real thing to the image that I had in my head …”

She calmly stood her parasol by the door and walked over to me. “No, Abigail, you ran before you utilized the bright mind that God gave you. I ask you, daughter, why do we pay good money for your clothing, if you’re going to treat it with such disrespect?”

She jerked my arms up to inspect the sweat stains that had bloomed on the linen during my unaccustomed exercise, then bent over to see the snags and sand along the hem. Charlie and Martha peered at me quietly from the bedroom doorway.

Her blue eyes flashed. “This dress is ruined,” she hissed. “Winnifred, take Abigail to her room at once and remove this sordid piece of clothing. I want you to wash it and mend it and take it to a young woman of Abigail’s age here on the island. A girl who will appreciate a dress of such quality, and treat it with respect.”

Even though it stung, her anger was well-founded, and I hung my head in regret. Two months before our departure for Nags Head, Mama had ordered a dozen dresses for me, despite the current lack of money for such luxuries. Their ripples of silk and linen looked like mountains in springtime, with the lace like dustings of late-season snow.

Winnie hurried over, looking wild with some of her rebellious curls peeking from her scarf. She cut an I-told-you-so look at me, one of her favorite expressions. Mama then glided in her layer-cake skirts over to the narrow steps leading to the upstairs bedroom, looking as regal as she did ascending the spiral staircase back home.

Her voice had grown thin and tired, though. “Foolish girls will never become the wives of doctors. You’d better pray that Hector doesn’t hear of your vulgar display of athleticism.”

I should have known that it all went back to Hector Newman’s courtship, a constant topic of conversation with Mama. She would never tire of it until I was finally married off.

“No more running,” she said.
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Winnie quickly undressed me in my bedroom and, with a few sad shakes of her head, took the dress with her when she left. Suddenly exhausted, I plopped down on the little bed, still in my corset and petticoats. The rest felt so good that I stretched out, hoping the old bed was at least somewhat comfortable. And then I couldn’t help myself. I closed my eyes, even though Hannah poked fun at my belled-out hoops as she unpacked my cases.

The room had grown warm in the afternoon sun. I didn’t mind the heat, though, since I was trying to shake out the early-spring chill that still encircled my bones. The Union-sent wind wanted to remind us, even these three years later, who it was that kicked our Southern faces into the dirt of our sin. Those cold blasts blew through the tall rooms and found us unrepentant rebels, bluing our lips and numbing our fingers and noses.

During the war, Mama, Martha, and I had kept close to the fireplace in cold weather, knitting socks and scarves for the soldiers. I knit so much one winter that I’m sure I left blood on some of the poor men’s woolens. With Uncle Jack constantly in mind, I was one of the most active young supporters of the cause in Edenton. I recounted for him, in my countless letters, my many self-appointed responsibilities. He subsequently nicknamed me “Little Red Reb,” which made me unaccountably proud.

Yet here, at this isolated cottage by the sea, the memories of those cold-needle days without Uncle Jack seemed hazy and hard to reach. Perhaps this Outer Banks house would help us all to forget, to wash our memories as clean as the seashells, so that we could start anew.

At first Mama had questioned the sanity of building such a house as this. She said that if God had wished for humans to build their houses next to the sea, He wouldn’t have lined the beaches with sand that shifts its very nature with the changing tides.

And I saw her point. I couldn’t see how a wooden house, no matter how well it was constructed, as Daddy argued it would be, would survive for long on the Atlantic Ocean’s sinking sand. But Daddy was insistent, as hopeful as I’d seen him in years. Just talking about the cottage caused his cheeks to flush and his voice to soar.

Even so, the cottage had been a stretch for us. Most of our former slaves left us years ago, before the war had even ended, and Daddy had since had lots of trouble finding folks to work the land. And he preferred not to part with what was left of his money, especially if it was going to pay “lazy ingrates looking for handouts.”

With no other options left for him, Daddy actually paid some of the straggling field hands to come to the island with a boat full of pine cut from our own land to construct the house according to plans that he himself drafted. Even with the nor’easters and such that hit the islands last fall and winter, the hands finished the cottage in six months flat. I wouldn’t call that lazy at all.


CHAPTER TWO


Abigail Sinclair
June 19, 1868




I gave humble and hearty thanks that God had been pleased to discover to me even that it was possible I might be more happy in this solitary condition than I should have been in a liberty of society and in all the pleasures of the world.

—ROBINSON CRUSOE
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OUR FIRST FULL DAY IN NAGS HEAD UNFOLDED AS THICK AND WARM AS honey from the hive. There wasn’t a thing to do except eat, sleep, and daydream, and I imagined the days following like a stack of goose-down pillows, white and fluffy.

No Shakespearean sonnets to learn, no Latin lessons to strain over. No more filling my head with things that had already happened, things already written. Nags Head was a whole new language.

Anyone with warm blood in their veins would have felt the freedom, too. Charlie and Martha acted like very small jailbreaks, and Hannah was beside herself trying to keep them from sloshing into the wash too deeply. The hem of her dress was in a constant state of wetness.

In typical fashion, Daddy had risen with the sun and left the cottage on his stallion for a day of fishing. Even though he had been all the way down at the stable, giving Justus instructions for saddling his stallion, Horatio, his booming voice had woken me from a light sleep. He had missed Winnie’s breakfast of ham and biscuits, though, so I felt I was doing better than he was.

Mama was the only one who hadn’t taken well to the fresh air. She spent the day looking sickly and reading in a rocking chair on the porch, and I spent the day avoiding her, wearing my oldest skirt and shirtwaist. We were getting along like pie.

After a long afternoon walk down the shore and an hour of reading Mama’s copy of Moby-Dick, I lumbered into the cottage with my hair coming loose from its pins and my forehead slick with perspiration. I couldn’t wait to clean myself up with a fresh tub of water and a cake of my favorite lavender soap. But on my way inside, I heard Daddy’s voice on the other side of the cottage.

He was carrying on with such jocularity that I thought his companion was a good friend of his from home who had surprised us at the cottage, to see for himself our much-debated adventure. I cringed and tried to hurry to my bedroom to wash up before anyone caught sight of me looking so wretched. But as it turned out, I shouldn’t have been worried about my appearance; the man who accompanied Daddy inside wouldn’t have been fit for entry into Sinclair House.

His deeply tanned face was disguised with streaky smudges of dirt and scruffy beard growth, and his hands and lower arms were encrusted with a layer of dark greenish grime. His hair appeared to be a shade of blond, but it was so unkempt that I couldn’t even tell what it would look like in a natural state.

His brownish long-sleeved work shirt and trousers, which appeared to have never been washed or mended, hung shapelessly off his body. And he didn’t even see fit to wear shoes; his bare feet were two pieces of soiled leather. My tongue curled when I caught his odor of bloody fish, mixed with the scent of stale tobacco and sweat.

Daddy, wearing his shiny riding boots, smart jacket, and top hat, didn’t seem fazed in the least by the man’s remarkable filth. He glanced at me as he stooped his imposing frame through the doorway and seemed not to notice either my improper appearance or my haste to escape the room.

“Abigail, I’d like you to meet my guide, Benjamin Whimble. He’s showing me the best places to catch fish on the Outer Banks,” Daddy bellowed. “I tell you, I’ve never seen such a natural!”

I guessed that this man would’ve been embarrassed to be seen in such a state, but he didn’t seem to give it a second thought. He shifted on his filthy feet and smiled sloppily.

“Hey there, Miss Sinclair, good to meet you,” he drawled. He fidgeted with a worn cap, which he at least saw fit to remove before he came into the house.

I clutched Moby-Dick to my chest and tried not to stare at his filthy feet. “How do you do, Mr. Whimble.”

He snorted in glee. “Oh, you call me Ben. Ain’t no one ever called me Mr. Whimble afore, so I ain’t too used to hearing it. Fact, folks ’round here don’t even call my daddy Mr. Whimble, they just call him Tremblin’ Whimble, ’cause he makes men shake when he’s mad. And too, he’s getting on in age, so he kind of trembles when he talks now.”

Daddy’s guffaw caught me by surprise, so that I clean forgot my manners. “Well then. I’ve got to be getting ready for supper now.”

I scooted toward the doorway, but I hadn’t moved more than two paces when I heard him blurt, “Miss Sinclair, is that book you’re holding yours? I mean, what I meant to say is, are you reading that there book?”

I gripped the book even tighter, cherishing the heavy feel of it in my hands. “Of course I am. Why else would I be carrying it?”

“Oh, right. So softheaded I am,” he muttered, smacking his forehead with a dirty palm. “It’s just that I ain’t never met a gal that can read a book that big.”

Daddy snorted. “Abigail here reads more than a young lady should, in my opinion. But her mama sets a bad example for her. Days go by and I don’t see hide nor hair of her. She’s out in the orchard reading books, living off the apples and a canteen of water.”

Mr. Whimble grinned broadly at me, but I stood stiffly, uncomfortable with this man knowing anything that intimate about me. I made for my bedroom, leaving Daddy and Mr. Whimble talking about tomorrow’s fishing expedition.

Back in my room, raking a comb through my tumbleweed hair, I was sorely distracted. I had never seen Daddy take to someone like that before. He was usually a tough old turkey to please. I supposed it was possible that Mr. Whimble had a certain way about him. And I hadn’t failed to notice how his blue eyes had twinkled right through the grime.
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Daddy helped all of us into the buggy and we set off for the hotel for supper. But it was slow going. The two big wheels of our buggy turned so deeply in the sand that at times old Mungo seemed to stand still, or at least wished he could. I guessed I could have walked to the hotel and eaten my meal before he had struggled through the unfamiliar sand with his load.

But of course there was my new dress to consider, and I wanted to return to Edenton at the end of the summer with at least some of my new clothing still in my possession.

Daddy told us, with a sad countenance, “The hotel that used to operate out here was burned by our boys during the war so the Yanks couldn’t use it. Good thing, too, since the Fed’rals swarmed all over the Banks once it fell. Then the bastards took down the Episcopal church here, used the wood for runaway-slave houses over on Roanoke Island. As if people like that need their own houses.”

Wood was still hard to come by, these days. But taking down a church for its building materials was a new low. I wondered where the church steeple had ended up. I pictured the cross sitting on top of some shack, like a weather vane.

“I can’t for the life of me imagine some slave and his freeloading family squatting on my land while I was off fighting the war,” Daddy huffed. “That island used to be a nice, quiet place, before the blue-bellied Yanks had their way over there.”

I wasn’t at all sure what he was talking about. The only thing I knew about Roanoke Island was that it was the site of the first, and doomed, English colony on American soil. But no one ever interrupted one of Daddy’s tirades.

I licked my chapped lips nervously. Listening to Daddy rant about the blacks always caused my heart to shrink up inside me, like the tiny green pea under all those mattresses of puffed-up feelings—sadness, confusion, regret. I swear, I didn’t know what to feel these days.

But Daddy had emotion enough for the rest of us. Almost every night at supper he barked over the sheer lunacy of black men being allowed to vote, and sit on juries, and even own farmland. And too frequently I heard Daddy and his many visitors, squirreled away in his study, discussing the sorry state of North Carolina politics, and how the white men—at least the white men who counted—were suffering at the Negro’s expense. Negroes even served in Congress now. No one would have ever believed it, just three short years ago.

“So the hotel … Is it really that new?” I asked, with extra interest.

“Built just this year. Folks say it’s just as fine as the one that burned. But no church yet, if you can believe it, so we have to have our Sunday worship at the hotel!”

I laughed along with Daddy, but Mama said with a scowl, “That doesn’t seem right at all. First thing to get built is a business enterprise, and no thought given to a house of God. What kind of a place is this?”

“That’s the way of the world. Money always comes first,” Daddy preached. “And the folks out here have pirate’s blood, anyhow. They can’t help their greed. It’s a perfect place for the carpetbaggers, come to think of it. Just look at all this untapped wealth.”

He gestured around to the ocean and then over to the sound, like he was conducting an orchestra.
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The L-shaped hotel was an impressive structure for such a small island, with three rambling stories, a ten-pin alley, and a grand ballroom for nightly dancing. In the early-evening sun the white clapboard glowed like a mirage in the desert, with the brass band’s tunes pumping out the open windows.

An amazing number of vacationers packed the ballroom. Big skirts and top hats bobbed and swept through the room. Even the children were smartly attired, though they were all to dine in a special part of the room designated for youngsters and overseen by servants in white aprons.

The air was perfumed with fresh paint and the floors gleamed slick with inexperience. The politician Buxton Adams and his wife, Iris, were waiting for us at a large table set with a lovely centerpiece of wild beach roses.

“Isn’t this a merry gang!” exclaimed Mr. Adams, shaking hands heartily with Daddy and kissing with relish our gloved hands. “How’s the ocean treating you folks? I still can’t get over that cottage of yours.”

His perfectly round head topped a thick body, and his mustached face glowed cherry-tomato red in the crowded warmth. Although you might not guess it at first from his large presence, Mr. Adams was dwarfed physically by Mama and Daddy both. Daddy counted this respected Conservative politician as one of his strongest allies in the fight for keeping the eastern North Carolina land, and the money and power that went with it, in the old planters’ hands.

Word had it that Mr. Adams was biding his time, waiting for the radical Reconstruction pendulum to swing in the Conservatives’ favor. With the recent Republican victory, however, things weren’t looking so good for the Conservatives in North Carolina. But you’d never know it by Mr. Adams’s jolly demeanor.

“Abigail, you are looking quite the young lady tonight. I’m not sure I would have known you from that rosy cherub of the tobacco fields! And my, my, just look at that dress—how becoming on you! You and Madeleine will have to compare notes on your dressmakers,” he said, indicating his daughter, Maddie Adams, a petite sixteen-year-old girl with the serenely beautiful face of a Rembrandt subject, seated next to her mother at the table.

Maddie was no angel, though. She was known throughout the state of North Carolina, and probably elsewhere, for her extravagant tastes and newly minted bosom, usually accentuated with inappropriately low-cut gowns. I had known her since we were small girls, although during the war we lost touch with her family and I didn’t see her as often as I used to.

“Abigail, I do so adore your gown,” purred Maddie, who wore her blond hair fashionably styled in droopy ringlets around her face. “It must be hard to find colors to go with your red hair. Lord-a-mercy, that dark green would look positively sickening on me!”

In her pink gown, with its voluminous petticoats peeking out from slits up the sides, Maddie resembled a sinfully sweet strawberry shortcake with dollops of whipped cream, carefully placed in the center of a china plate. I smiled to myself, imagining all of her drooling suitors taking tiny bites from her.

She sipped her mint tea and fanned herself with a wiggly wrist. “How is it out at that little ocean house of yours? It is a tiny thing—I can see it from our veranda. I can’t imagine how you all stand it! I simply got lost in your plantation home when I was a little girl!”

“It is small, but it’s refreshing to wake up to the sound of the ocean right outside my window. And we don’t have to hitch a horse to a cart to get to the ocean,” I tried to explain.

Maddie’s big blue eyes had wandered while I was talking, and she was now waving hello to some of her friends across the room. Maddie, always more interested in having tea parties with her dollies than in exploring our land with me, wouldn’t understand how the rawness of ocean living appealed to me, much more so than the Adamses’ location in one of many houses clustered on the sand hills and near the homes of politicians, attorneys, doctors, and businessmen, with their constant social obligations.

Edenton, North Carolina, was its own cluster, with the neatly lined colonial streets branching out from the courthouse green. There, the Adamses’ home was a pre-Revolutionary beauty on Water Street, with a view of Edenton Bay, but it was surrounded on three sides by houses owned by Mr. Adams’s contemporaries. I doubted he could even venture outside without encountering a fellow judge or attorney wanting to discuss politics with him. I always thanked my lucky stars that we lived a decent carriage ride from town.

“Our cottage is like a charming Swiss chalet. It sits right on the sand hills, with the cute curly trees all around for shade, and we’re up so high we have just a perfect view of the ocean and the sound. You should come on over after supper, to see what living in Nags Head is really like.” She giggled.

I frowned at her, clearly recalling why we’d always ended up on opposite sides of the nursery.

Maddie giggled again. “Bless your heart, Abby, don’t have a hissy fit. I’m sure your cottage is just dandy, in its own little way. I already invited Alice Monroe and George Wakefield and Red Taylor over to set on the veranda with me. You’re acquainted with them, aren’t you?” she said sweetly, then winked at me.

I barely smiled. Her friends were the privileged sons and daughters of Edenton society, the same people Mama and Daddy wanted me to socialize with this summer. I would have to accept the invitation.

While we dined on freshly made crab cakes, fried oysters, and corn bread, the men discussed in hushed voices the most upsetting business of the year—the election of Republican governor William Holden. The women, not to be outdone, chatted about fabrics for draperies and the newest Edenton millinery.

I had trouble following along with the men’s agitated whispers, so I was somewhat forced to discuss the elegance of hats that are bedecked with a single egret feather. Apparently they were very expensive, but quite fashionable, and I imagined the women of Edenton wandering the streets looking like a flock of egrets.

I wasn’t the only one at the table with a glazed expression, however. Mama, whose face had taken on a sickly yellow tinge, looked acutely miserable trying to keep up her end of the conversation with Mrs. Adams and Maddie. She hadn’t the skills for lighthearted conversation, and I noticed that her food remained largely untouched. And she kept beckoning for the harried Negro servant to refill her lemonade glass, to which she subsequently added several large spoonfuls of sugar.

At one point during dessert Mrs. Adams declared, “Ingrid, I’ve never seen you look so poorly.”

Mama said with a little shudder, “It’s that ocean air. I slept with the windows open last night … I declare, I’ve never smelled such nastiness. It’s made me quite sick.”

Mrs. Adams laughed heartily. “That air is the reason everyone is here in Nags Head! Oh, you do amuse me.”

Mama just reached for her glass of lemonade and took several frantic gulps.

The children’s table broke up first, of course. Martha and Charlie ran out the door of the dining room with the other children, who were all itching to explore the nearby sand hills in the waning daylight.

Soon young couples rose from the tables to dance to the band, whose horns and cornets were starting to squeak after a break. Red Taylor, the handsome son of a prominent attorney in Edenton, ventured over to ask Maddie to dance with him. I could tell that he was trying hard not to stare at the bubbles of skin squeezing from the top of her gown.

Maddie took her sweet time in accepting his invitation, batting her eyelashes and looking around the room before rising from the table like a slow-to-bake yeast roll. Then Mr. and Mrs. Adams got up to make a hand-shaking tour of the room, leaving us to ourselves.

So I lingered with my parents, almost a grown woman, aware of myself in my new dress and hat, aglow in the warm light of the newly lit oil lamps.

Daddy sat back in his chair with his pipe and port. “Abigail, your mother and I have decided that you should tutor Mr. Whimble in reading and writing this summer,” he said.

“Pardon me?” Surely the yelps of the children outside had somehow interfered with his communication.

He smiled at me, a smile with a warning concealed within it. “He indicated this afternoon that he would like to learn how to read and write, just rudimentary skills at best. He was crying over the fact that he had no one to teach him, and with no schools out here it’s impossible for him to learn anything. So it occurred to me then that you are a good teacher, having taught Martha and Charlie the last few years. I told him so, and one thing led to another.” He shifted his large weight, causing the new chair to cry out for mercy. “You should have seen his face. I’ve never seen such a display of teeth in my life. He was so grateful that he’s suspending all the fees charged to me for his guide service.” Then, an afterthought, he said, “It’s good business, Abigail.”

I stared at his sunburned nose. I couldn’t even imagine a scenario in which I played tutor and dirty Mr. Whimble played student.

“Good business! I hardly think that tutoring a strange man is a wise idea. Teaching my own brother and sister is one thing, but a grimy fisherman! You don’t even know this Mr. Whimble,” I said desperately. “He could be dangerous! He’s as filthy as an urchin! Lord knows what he does when he’s not fishing and hunting and roaming around in the muck, adding clumps of dirt to his collection. I don’t want to do it. I won’t do it.”

Some diners, lingering over their dessert and coffee, turned their heads toward our table.

Mama shushed me, but Daddy merely looked at me as he would a curious specimen of duck. He said, “Ben is about as dangerous as a dandelion.” He shot back the last of his port. “He’s smart, in his way. And patient, a hard worker. And he’s a local hero, so they say,” he assured me. “I like him, I really do.”

“Mama, how could you of all people agree to this? It’s not proper! What will people say?” I blurted. “He’s a fisherman, for mercy’s sake!”

Mama disliked fishermen as a general rule. Her daddy had been a stevedore, laboring his entire immigrant life on the fast-paced Edenton ports after he arrived from Sweden, and she had learned to dislike with a passion anything that reminded her of her previous life as a daughter of the docks. Now Mama just shrugged, not up to the fight.

In misery, I looked at the empty chairs and dirty plates and cups at our table. Me, tutor a fisherman? I snorted scornfully. But my mind wandered to Mr. Whimble’s bluebird eyes, and I heard my mouth mumble, “Well, I suppose I could give it a try. Only for a little while.”

Daddy said with a nod, “I’ll tell him you can start tomorrow.”

Mama worked hard at stifling a yawn with a vanilla hand. She said, “It will be good for your education, Abigail. I have found that teaching reinforces and expands our own learning. This will provide a worthy occupation for you, and keep your mind from sliding into oblivion this
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