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Prologue

1783 -1809
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LUCY HANKS, pulling corn, hating the weary task, moved slowly up the clearing. She wrenched off the full ears with a resentful vehemence, tossing them in little piles behind her. The bull-tongue plow that broke the land had run an erratic course to avoid stumps not yet wholly burned, so the rows were sometimes widely spaced, sometimes close together; and the hills, since the seed corn had been dropped by hand, might have one stalk or half a dozen. But the stalks were higher than a tall man’s head, for the soil, not two years freed from the forest, was lavishly fruitful; and the girl as she worked had to force her way through the warp and the woof of the interwoven sword-shaped blades.

The farm lay in a deep valley walled by forested ridges that frowned against the sky; and the slope where the corn grew, slanting southerly, baked in the fine September sun. Sometimes Lucy wiped her steaming brow with her arm in a quick, angry motion; and now and then she slapped away a fly that stung her. She had been at this toil through the long afternoon, pulling the ears and piling them, her father or one of her brothers coming to gather them into shoulder baskets of split hickory and carry them away to the storage crib.

Behind the screen of laurel at the forest’s border, Mike’s Run descended from a cleft in the mountains to flow into Patterson’s Creek. Near the laurel Lucy saw that wild turkeys had pulled down some stalks and ravished the ripe ears. Joseph Hanks, coming to load his basket, was not far away; and she called:

“Pa, the turkeys have et the most of it along here.”

He came to see for himself, grumbled at the damage. “I’ll lay out for them before day, put a stop to that. You git a hustle on, Lucy. Quicker we git this gethered, the less they’ll steal.”


“I’m a-hustling,” she said sullenly, and he moved away. At row’s end she straightened, stretching to ease tired muscles. Her heavy hair hung in disorder, her cheeks were sweat-streaked, her calico dress was torn so that a triangle hung down from shoulder line to breast.

She stood a moment, breathing deep. Then—perhaps she had heard a sound in the bushes behind her—she turned as alertly as a deer, startled at its feeding, lifts its head. The trees here pressed close, the creatures of the forest day by day patrolled the borders of the tillage. She poised in an attitude of attention, then as the branches parted recoiled a step or two; but then she was motionless again, speaking on a spent breath as though her heart came out of her with the word.

“Tony!”

A young man stepped out of the laurel, and looked warily to left and right before he came to her. She caught at her dress, lifting that torn triangle, holding it in place to hide the whiteness of her breast; her other hand tried to push her hair into some order. Down toward the cabin there were voices in the stillness of late afternoon, so when he spoke it was softly.

“Hello, Lucy.”

“Oh, Tony!”

“I came as soon as I could.”

“I’m a sight!” She laughed in happy embarrassment.

“I thought maybe you’d forgotten me.”

“Tony, Tony, I’ll never forget you!” Near-by in the concealing corn someone was moving. “Hush! That’s Bess over there, coming this way. I’ll tell you where to be.” Whispering, eager, she gave swift directions as to time and place, her hand on his arm, her eyes toward those nearing sounds. A girl’s voice called her name.

“Lucy!”

She thrust him back into the covert. “Tonight,”. she murmured, pressing his hand. “I’ll come early as I can. Keep out of Pa’s sight. Go on now!”

The laurel received him. Her sister called again, and Lucy answered and went toward her, and they moved away together, working two rows apart, talking as they worked, their voices receding down the slope toward the cabin below.
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She had bidden him meet her where the big sycamore overhung the creek. When her brothers and sisters and Pa and Ma were all asleep in the narrow cabin, she rose from her pallet of husks to steal away; but before coming to the appointed meeting place, she paused by the deep hole in the creek to lay aside her torn work dress, to bathe in the soft waters of the stream, to braid her hair, to put on her other dress kept sweet and clean.

Tony was here before her, waiting in the darkness, in the warm shadows. She sped to him, her bare feet soundless on the turf. In his arms, her arms around his neck tugging and tender, she felt him tremble; and she whispered: “Don’t be afeard, Tony. Pa’s asleep.”

“He might wake, come after you.”

“Let him. I ain’t afeard of him—only for you!” Not till then did she have his kiss, so long desired. She murmured through many kisses: “Oh, Tony, Tony, seemed like you’d never come!” Her low voice sang.

“They’ll hear us talking,” he warned her. Around them light began to come, for the moon was almost risen above the lofty mountain wall.

“It’s too fur. Besides, Pa don’t hear nothing, ’less some critter comes around. He’ll sleep till first bird song.”

They kissed and kissed till first hunger eased; they sat, he with his shoulders against the smooth bole of the sycamore, she drawing his arm around her, pressing his hand in both hers. “Tony, how’d you ever find us, ’way off here so fur?”

“I asked along the way. Mr. Cavett brought your letter, and he told me where you’d be. I left my horse down the creek, hidden in the woods. I watched all day yesterday for a chance to speak to you; then all today, too, till you came into the corn. I didn’t want to go to the house.”

“Pa talks big, but I ain’t afeard of him, much.”

He spoke in amused reminder: “‘Afraid,’ Lucy; not ‘afeard.’”

She lifted her lips to kiss his cheek. “I’m learning fast’s I can, Tony. Mis’ Dodsworth teaches me. It was her wrote the letter I sent by Mr. Cavett. She’s going to teach me to read and write and all, so you won’t be ashamed of me.” Then, on sudden inspiration: “Tony, she lives up the crick three miles and she knows about you! You can go
there and stay long as you like. She’ll bed you and hide you and not tell Pa you’re there. That’s what you can do, Tony!”

“I can’t stay long—two days, maybe three.”

“Did you come to fetch me?”

“I will, Lucy, as soon as I can make my father understand. He’s away now, so I could come without his knowing.”

“Couldn’t you come before? It was hard doing, waiting and waiting.”

“He wouldn’t let me. I told him about you, Lucy, but he said I was a young fool, and he wouldn’t even talk about it. He said I’d thank him some day.”

“Pa was the same,” she confessed. “He heard about us some way, and he put it to me, and I told him it was so.”

“Told him?”

She felt his dismay. “Why, I wouldn’t lie about us, Tony! I’m not ashamed of loving you!”

“I know. Neither am I. But—he wouldn’t understand.”

“He don’t have to, long as you and me feel the way we do.” Lips seeking his.

“Was he—angry?”

She laughed a little. “He near skinned me alive. He wore out a willow switch on me, but he couldn’t make me cry! I knowed you’d come back to me!”

“I couldn’t come till now, Lucy. Father took me to Yorktown. He wanted to see General Lafayette. You know, my grandfather was French, but my grandmother—she was Irish—wouldn’t marry him till he changed his name to Currain. She said that sounded Irish enough to suit her.”

Lucy laughed fondly. “I bet she was pretty!”

“Yes, she was. I never saw her, but Father has her portrait.” And he went on: “So Father took me to Yorktown with him, and we saw the English army march out and surrender, and then Father bought a place down there, near Williamsburg. The biggest house around.” There was a querulous contempt in his tones. “He thinks the little house in Richmond County isn’t good enough for him any more. He’d buy Stratford, or Nomini Hall, if he could. He gave the old place to my sister and her husband, so we live at Williamsburg now.”


She kissed him sweetly. “What do we care? But oh, Tony, couldn’t you come from there before this?”

He shook his head. “Father kept me by him, Lucy. He went to France for General Washington, to work with Mr. Jay, and took me for his secretary. We were there all last summer. He’s gone to France again now with Mr. Oswald; but I broke my leg when my horse refused a fence, so I didn’t have to go.”

“Oh, poor leg! Is it all well again?”

“Yes. So as soon as I could ride I came to find you.”

“Here I am, Tony!” About them lay the brightness of the moon, and along the creek warm night air softly flowed. Their voices murmured almost wordlessly a while, till Lucy in his arms asked: “Tony, what’s your father really got against me?”

“Oh, all he thinks about now is founding a great family; so I have to marry somebody important!”

“Didn’t you tell him you just wanted to marry me?”

“Yes, but he says I’m a child. Says we both are.”

“I’m not, not any longer! Maybe I was, three years ago, but I’m a grown woman now. Tony, I learn real fast. Mis’ Dodsworth says. He won’t have to be ashamed of me.”

“Your father’s as bad as mine, Lucy.”

“Pa says your folks think I ain’t good enough for you. He says you’re just—fooling with me, says you won’t ever marry me. That’s why he sold out and moved away up here, to get me away from you.”

“We have to talk them around.”

“We don’t need either one of them, Tonyl We don’t need anyone only each other. We can get married and go off to Kentucky or somewhere.”

“I wouldn’t be any good in new country.”

She spoke teasingly. “Oh Tony, you’re always so afeard—afraid—of things. When I want anything the way I want to be married to you, I’m not afraid of anything.” Her word was a whisper, her breath fragrant against his cheek. When he spoke, his voice was shaken by his heart’s hard pound.

“Your hair smells like cut hay in the sun, like new-plowed ground in the spring of the year.”

“I love the smell of you, too, Tony Currain!”


“Your eyes are so dark in the moonlight, as if they were black.”

“They are, kind of.”

“Deep, so I can’t see the bottom of them.”

“Awful deep, Tony. And full right to the top of loving you.”

“You smell like wine just before the first sip of it. I can feel your kisses run all through me.”

“Your hand on my cheek’s so soft and smooth. It’s smoother than mine, Tony. Mine are pretty rough and hard.”

“I hate having you work so.”

“I’ll work both hands to the bone, taking care of you.”

He was silent; and she felt the doubt, like reluctance, in his silence. “I can’t just—I have to talk Father into it, Lucy.”

“Your father’s a long ways off! You can stand on your own hind legs! You have to, some day!”

“Suppose I did. What would we do?”

“We’d just go away and away and away.”

“I haven’t anything, nothing but a few things in my saddlebags.”

“We don’t need anything to start.”

“My horse won’t even carry double.”

“You ride and I’ll walk! Oh, Tony, if I was with you, I could walk a horse to death!”

“Lucy Hanks, little girl, big heart!” Fondness for a moment filled him, fears forgotten.

“Can’t we, Tony?”

“Oh, Lucy, I’m used to easy living, servants, everything. I’d be no good to you in Kentucky.”

“I’ll make easy living for you. I’ll be better than any twenty people taking care of you. Wouldn’t it be worth it, Tony?”

“It would be if I were worth it.”

“You are, you are, to me you are.” Words like a song. “And I’m the one to judge, it looks to me. Maybe not, though. You’d have to do without a lot, give up a lot; but I wouldn’t be giving up anything. I’d be getting everything. But I’d give you everything I’ve got, Tony Currain, all my life. And I’d keep learning how to give you more, how to be a fine wife for you.”

“Lucy, oughtn’t you to go back, in case he wakes?”

“You’re always fretting so.”


“I’ll meet you here tomorrow night, every night, as long as I can stay.”

“I don’t want to let you go. There might not be any tomorrow night, ever, Tony. I don’t want to ever let you go.”

“I’m trying to do right for both of us.”

“Don’t ever go, Tony Currain! Oh, don’t ever go!”

He pondered, almost persuaded. “I could go back and bring a led horse for you, and a gun, and some money; things we’d need. Oh, Lucy Hanks, I’m as crazy-headed as you are to talk so, to think so.”

“Say my name some more.”

“Lucy Hanks.”

“Say Lucy Currain! Lucy Currain’s nicer, Tony! Mistress Tony Currain.”

His breath caught. “When you keep saying my name, it’s like music singing inside of me.”

“Tony Currain, Tony Currain, Tony Currain, Tony Currain. I’ll sing it to you always.”

“I’ll start home tomorrow, Lucy, to fetch another horse and things.”

“Not tomorrow. Don’t go away tomorrow. Stay one more night.”

“The sooner I start, the sooner I’ll come back.”

There was that singing in her voice again. “To carry me away, to marry me away. Tony Currain, Tony Currain, Tony Currain!”

“To marry you away.” A singing in him, too. “We’re crazy, Lucy!”

“Happy crazy, Tony Currain. So we’ll always be.”
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In the wood a bird murmured in its sleep and tried a note or two of song; another answered. Lucy quickened her homeward hasting, swift on silent feet. The night was almost sped; bright moonlight paled with a hint of coming day. So late, so late! The long, rich hours had gone like seconds! Hurry, Lucy; hurry! First bird song was Pa’s waking time.

The cabin door was always shut fast against night dews and vapors; when she came there it was closed, but she must open it and go in, for soon Pa would be about. She pushed the door no wider than she must in order to slip through, but Pa growled a challenge.

“Who’s that?”


“Me, Pa.”

“Where you been?”

“Outside a minute.”

He grunted sleepily; then as his thoughts cleared he came to his feet, thrust wide the door, drew her out into the paling moonlight, stared at her in hard suspicion. “Huh! Your hair all braided smooth! And your store dress on! Where you been?” His voice roused Ma in the cabin.

“Outside, I said. What’s wrong with that?”

“Damn your lying trollop’s tongue! What hedge-hopper have you took up with now?”

“Take your hands off me!”

“I’ll lay my hand on you so you’ll know it!”

Ma came strongly to Lucy’s rescue. “Now, Pa, leave the girl be! Can’t she go out of your sight for once?”

“You hush up, Nannie Hanks! I’ll handle this slut!”

“Leave her be, I say!”

The woman ruled him. His hand released its grip, but his eyes cast all around. Light was coming fast. Past him, following his glance, Lucy saw her footprints dark upon the dew-hung grass. Suppose he traced them, caught up with Tony before her lover could be gone. She spoke to hold him here.

“I just went to the crick to wash myself.”

“Wash yourself? Middle of the night?”

“I was hot enough to smother. I couldn’t sleep.”

“Foolishness! Yo’re always washing yourself.”

Ma cried: “What if she does! It don’t do anybody any hurt to keep as clean as they can.”

“What you doing in your store dress?”

“I washed out my other one, left it spread on the bushes to dry.” This was true, in case he went to look.

He grunted, grudgingly convinced. “This one’d be dirty again time you got the corn pulled. Go along and fetch the other. Nannie, git breakfast startled. Long day ahead; but not long enough for all we’ve got to do.”

Lucy breathed deep with relief. Pa was deceived; so Tony was away, safe away. Tony Currain, Tony Currain, Tony Currain! How
many days to Williamsburg? How many days to return again, to carry her away, to marry her away!

No matter how many! While she waited, her heart would sing its song.
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Ma was first to guess the truth; Ma, and then Bess and the other girls, and then one by one the boys. All of them knew before Pa did; but he had to know some time. On a winter night he warmed frost-burned hands at the log fire; and Lucy, helping Ma get supper ready, passed between him and the flames and so was silhouetted there. The cabin rocked with his angry shout.

“You, Lucy! What makes your belly so big?” The brief silence was tight with terror. Then he lunged, dragged the girl to him. “By Godamighty, I’ll take the hide off’n you!”

Ma fought between them. “Joe Hanks, you leave her be!”

“I’ll skin her alive!”

Lucy faced him, as hot with rage as he. “You tetch me and you’ll never sleep and wake up again! You ever tetch me again long as you live and I’ll take an axe to you!”

“Who done it?” He still gripped her arm, till Ma pushed him clear, and Lucy defied him.

“None of your business.”

“Was it that Currain young one? He come sneaking up here after you?”

“I ain’t a-going to tell you a thing.”

“I’ll beat it out of you.”

“It’ll be the last time you ever hit a lick at me or anyone!”

With Ma on her side, Lucy withstood his first rage; but he began thereafter to be much away from the farm, leaving the work for the boys to do. Through that winter he was gone sometimes for days on end, till spring drew near and it would soon be plowing time and planting time. Ma nagged at him to be at the tasks that needed doing, but one day he cried:

“Hush up! I ain’t a-going to plant a crop for someone else to gether!”

Ma stared at him, pale in sudden fear. “Joe Hanks, what’s got into you?”


“We’re selling out, soon’s I can find someone to buy. We’re moving on.”

“Oh, Joe!”

“I aim to take that hedge-cat gal of ours fur enough off so her Tom can’t find her!”

“We’re doing real good here!” But Ma pleaded vainly. When at last she knew herself beaten, she fought for delay. “Well, anyway, I ain’t a-going a step till her baby comes; not till she’s fit to travel.”

“We’re going the day I sell the farm! Make up your mind to it.”

But he could find no buyer, and in March he put parched corn and sowbelly in a poke, thrust knife and hatchet in his sash, took down his gun. Ma challenged him. “Now Pa, where you a-going?”

“Back to Farnham Parish.” There, above the Rappahannock, had been their earlier home. “I’ll find someone there that wants a good farm cheap.” He brushed aside her pleadings, strode away.

When he returned, Lucy’s baby was three weeks old. She had named it Nancy, for her mother. Pa said grimly: “All right. Now we’ll move on.”

“Did you sell the place?”

He shook his head in stubborn shame. “I’ll let Peter Putnam have it for the mortgage money.” When Ma wept protests he jerked his head toward Lucy, sheltering the new baby in her arm’s protecting circle. “Blame her, not me! We’re moving on.”

“Where to, Joe?”

“We’ll know when we git thar! Don’t ask so many questions. We’ll be on our way.”
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Before they set out upon the weary journey, Lucy slipped away to Mrs. Dodsworth, had her write a letter to Tony to be sent to him by the first traveller. When they were settled on Rolling Fork in the Kentucky country, Lucy herself, remembering as much as she could of what Mrs. Dodsworth had taught her, wrote Tony where she was; and after that letter was sent, she waited bravely, singing to her baby, for Tony to come and marry her away.

During the three years of that empty waiting, more than one troop
of migrating Virginians passed through Rolling Fork; and Lucy asked many questions of many men before John Maynard, come direct from Williamsburg, had any answer for her. He said Tony was married, to a girl named Sally Williber, with a big wedding and a great throng there.

Tony married? The anguish of that word brought at first its own anodyne. Before pain came, she remembered what Tony had said. So probably Sally Williber was someone important, and Tony’s father had had his way.

But oh, Tony, why did you let him? Till this day Lucy had waited loyally, tending their baby, teaching herself to read and to write and to speak as Tony would wish her to, making herself worthy of him against his coming. But now he would never, never come! Through blinding tears she wrote him another letter, as much in anger as in woe, this time to curse his name, to tell him he was forever forgotten: and she found one to take that letter to him in faraway Williamsburg.

Thereafter, for help in the forgetting she had vowed, she turned to any man; and sharp-tongued neighbors spoke of her in reprobating whispers, and Ma wept for her. But Lucy laughed defiance alike at whispers and at tears.

“Pa says I’m a trollop! Well, I ain’t a-going to make a liar out of Pa! He’d ought to know!”

Ma wept, and Lucy’s sisters tossed angry heads, but Lucy took her chosen road; and the day came when Pa told Ma: “Nannie, there’s a stink of sin and shame in this house. Get rid of it or you’ll see the last of me!”

So Lucy must go. Her brother Bill and his wife offered a home for her, and for little Nancy too. Lucy warned them. “Don’t look for me to change!”

Bill said steadily: “Suit yourself. But long as you want it, there’s a place for you.”
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The way Lucy had with men was wanton and wild, but Henry Sparrow would not have her so. He was a dull, slow man, but he was a brave one, and he loved and chided her. “You’re acting foolish, Lucy. You hadn’t ought to do the way you do.”


“How’d you want me to do, Henry?” Her tone held a light derision.

“Why, do decent, same as other folks.”

“But Henry, I’m different from other folks!” There was more malice than pain in her words. “Ask Pa. He’ll tell you so himself. He’s told me often enough! And Henry—long as there’s men that like their wenching, there has to be a wench for them. Don’t there?”

He colored, slowly angry. “Damn it, Lucy, you just carry on the way you do to spite your Pa!”

“I carry on the way I choose to carry on. Who’s going to stop me?”

“What you need’s someone to take a stick to you!”

“You ever try it, Henry, you’ll never take a stick to anybody else!”

“If you’d give ’em half a chance, some decent man’d marry you.”

“Would you, Henry?” She was mocking him.

“I would, if you’d behave yourself!”

She laughed long. “Oh, Henry, Henry, I don’t know but you would!” Then with her quizzing smile: “You don’t have to marry me, Henry. No man does, if I like him! And I like you.”

Henry Sparrow was hard to turn aside. “You don’t fool anyone. I see through you! Nancy’s father, whoever he was, and the way your Pa treated you; you’re just trying to get even with them, cutting off your nose to spite your face! You’re a real nice woman, Lucy, if you’d let yourself be, ’stead of acting such a fool.”

“Damn you to Hell!”

“It’s true. You’re half crying now.”

“I ain’t neither! And if I am it’s just because you make me so mad.”

“You’re mad because you know it’s true.”

“No such of a thing!”

“What you need is something to bring you up so short your heels dig dirt!”

“What I need is folks to let me alone! And I’d thank you to do it, too.”

But Henry would not let her alone. Some way to change her, to make her settle down? He found—or thought he found—the answer. When the grand jury met he went before them, to speak to them of Lucy. He was an urgent, honest man.

“You know her, some of you. Lem Holmes. John Berry. Dave Prescott. Jim Harrod. John Haggin. You all know her. Or the ones
that don’t know her know all about her. She’s a mocking and a byword all around.

“But there’s good in her, plenty of it; and them that know her know that, too. I want to marry her, if she’ll settle down. I’d marry her and settle her down, but she won’t have me. She needs someone to give her a cuffing, shake some sense into her. I want you to do it.”

He was so earnest that they listened to him, astonished yet respectful too. What he proposed was a bitter, hard thing to do to any woman, and especially to a woman you wanted to marry. They told him so, but he stood his ground.

“It’ll do her good. It might, anyway. One sure thing, it can’t do her any harm. She’s hell-bent now. She’s a gone goose if someone don’t stop her. It’s worth a try.”

He had his way with them. When Lucy heard that the grand jury had indicted her for fornication, she went to this one and to that one till she had the truth, and so to Henry Sparrow in a rage of tears.

“This is your doing! I’m a mind to kill you dead!”

“It’s your own doing, Lucy. You’ll have to go to court, when court sits in the spring.”

“I don’t have to do anything unless I’ve got a mind to!”

Henry Sparrow shook his head. “Yes, you do. Everybody does, one way or another, and so do you.” He added mercilessly, “Only if you marry me.”

“You! I’d as soon marry a hawg, after this you done to me.”

“You keep on the way you been and a hawg’s too good for you. But I’d marry you.”

She drove him away, but all that winter he besieged her, sometimes with threats of what the court would do to her and sometimes with tenderness, ignoring alike her anger and her jeers. “I want you to marry me. I always have, since the day I saw you.”

“I’d ruther go to jail any day than marry you!”

“Go to jail then, if nothing else’ll do you. I’ll marry you when you git out. I’ll marry you whenever you say the word.”

“There’s plenty other women’d marry you and glad to, if it’s marrying you want. Go talk to them!”

“You’re the one for me. All the rest put together ain’t good enough if I can’t have you.”


“I ain’t a-going to marry anybody just to keep out of jail”

“I don’t care why you do it, so you do.”

“Well I ain’t a-going to do it. I keep a-telling you!”

“Telling won’t stop me. I’m keeping at you, Lucy, till you do.”

Scorn that was half terror swept her. “You’re a fine one, letting on to be sweet on me and then getting the jury to do this!”

“If I had a young one that was cutting up, I’d take a switch to it, but I’d go on loving it all the time.”

“What do you want of me anyway? I’m every man’s woman! Ain’t you man enough to find a woman of your own?”

“I aim to see to it you’re my own, soon or late.”

His steady persistence made her wish to wound him, and she knew the way. “You don’t have to marry me, Henry. I’ve told you so. And anybody’ll tell you how nice I can be.”

But she said this once too often. His blow spun her around and knocked her off her feet; above her he stood black with sober wrath.

“Mind your tongue. You go too far with me.”

She sprang up, his death in her eyes. “If I had a gun, or anything—” Then at last she was sobbing in his arms. “Oh, Henry, I can’t best you. I’ve tried to make you mad, and I’ve tried everything, but you just keep on being good and kind.”

“I’ll always be good to you.”

“You’re a good man. I wouldn’t let you marry a woman like me!”

“I’ll resk it.” Her tears choked her. “Go on and cry, Lucy. Cry all you want. It’ll do you good. You’ve had hard years to cry away.”

“I’ll be in jail!”

“You won’t have to go to jail if you’ll say you’ll marry me. I’ll give bond for a license and show the court and that’s the end of it.”

“I won’t do it to you, Henry. Folks would always remember the way I been, always keep saying it to you.”

“You can show ‘em different, Lucy. We’ll give bond for the license, and tell the court, and then we’ll wait. I’m not a hand to hurry. We’ll wait till you come and say to me, ‘Henry, I can be a good wife to you.’ We’ll wait till you’ve showed them the true kind of woman you are.”

So at last she surrendered. “What do we have to do?”


“You write a paper that you’ll marry me, so I can show it to the court. I’ll do everything after that.”

“Do I write it right now?”

“There has to be someone see you do it. I’ll bring someone tonight. You can write it then, for them to sign.”

He brought Bob Mitchell and John Berry; and while they stood by he gave her a quill and paper. “Here’s what you want to put, Lucy. I’ll read it off to you.” He read slowly, while she wrote: “‘I do certify that I am of age, and give my approbation freely for——’”

Lucy interrupted: “How do you spell ‘approbation’?” He told her, and she said: “Oh, I went and put an ‘s’ instead of a ‘t’.” She scratched out the word, wrote it afresh. He went on:

“‘—give my approbation freely for Henry Sparrow to git out a license.’ ”

He paused and when she had written this much she asked: “Is that all?”

“All the main part, only ‘given under my hand this day’ and sign your name.”

She began to write, and stopped, and looked up at him, suddenly radiant with smiling eyes; and then she finished with a stumbling, hasting pen. “Bother, I ran out of ink! There ’tis, Henry.”

He took the slip of paper and read aloud, for Bob Mitchell and John Berry to hear. “‘I do certify that I am of age and give my approbation freely for Henry Sparrow to git out a license this or any other day.’ ”

She laughed, her cheeks bright. “I put that in because it’s true, Henry. You’re a real good man, and I’ll do anything you say, now or any time.”

“Well,” he said, soberly content, “I don’t know as it’s reg‘lar, but I guess it’ll do. But Lucy, you’ve just wrote, ‘This day’ and then ‘Monday’ and your name under. You want to put ‘April 26, 1790.’”

She took the pen again. “The ‘Monday’ don’t hardly show, anyway, except the ‘day’ part, after I’d dipped in the ink again.” She wrote the date above, and he was satisfied; and called the others to sign, and while they did so he moved to stand beside her. Lucy caught his hand in hers. She pressed his hand to her cheek, and peace flowed into her.
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When she was alone Lucy wrote a letter, to be sent somehow, some day, to Tony Currain, far away. She began defiantly, telling him she would wed; but when she had written: “I have to wait a year to marry Mr. Sparrow,” she paused in thought a while. Suppose before the year was gone Tony’s wife died? Suppose he came at last to marry her away? Her eyes shadowed, deep and wistful.

But then she shook her head. Let him come if he chose; it was too late. She was Henry Sparrow’s now. She finished the letter; and when a chance offered she dispatched it by the hand of Jim Bohannon, who was returning to Virginia.

That was the end of Tony Currain. She would never think of him again.

But she did. She thought of him after her father’s death. Joseph Hanks died still unrelenting; her name was not so much as mentioned in his will. She thought of him again when her little Nancy, who was Tony’s daughter, married Tom Lincoln, and again when Nancy’s first was born. Sarah was the first. The second was a son. Tom Lincoln and Nancy named it after Tom’s father.

Lucy wrote to tell Tony Currain about that. She had long since forgiven the past, forgiven him; and now that Tony had, way out here in Kentucky, a grandson named Abraham Lincoln, it was a thing he might be glad to know.




I

Overture 1859 -1862
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1

June, 1859

 


MRS. ALBION was still awake when the door bell rang; but Tessie always slept soundly, so Mrs. Albion rose and went into the upper hall and called: “Tessie! Tessie!”

“Yes, ma’am, I’se a-comin’!”

Mrs. Albion, herself in darkness, saw presently below her the candle’s gleam. The door bell clanged again, with an angry impatience. That must be Tony. No one else would come at this hour. Tessie, in a bright-flowered wrapper that was snug to the splitting point, appeared in the lower hall. Her tight black pigtails stiff with indignation at this midnight rousing, her candle sputtering angrily, she trudged slap-footed to the door and with her hand on the bolt challenged this midnight caller.

“Who dere?”

“Mr. Currain, you black slut! Open up!”

The servant’s tone changed to appeasement. “Yassuh! Yassuh!” Looking up over her shoulder while she turned the key, she muttered a low warning. “Hit’s Mistuh Currain, ma’am.”

Her mistress at the stair head nodded resentful assent. “Light the gas.” Then as Tessie opened the door: “Tony, what in the world?”

Tessie hooded the flickering candle against the night air, closed the door behind him, held the candle flame to the gas jet.

“Too late, Nell?” His tone was a challenge.

“Oh no,” she said wearily, “I’ll make myself presentable. Tell Tessie—anything you want.”

She turned toward her room, wondering why he had come, puzzled and uneasy. In the hall below she heard him give his orders. “Tessie,
bring a bottle of the old Madeira. And carry it as if it were a sick baby! If you cloud it, I’ll cut you into strips and fry the strips.”

“Yassuh! Yassuh! Must be a big evenin’, you going to open one o’ dem last two bottles.”

“Only two left? Why, damn your hide, I brought six dozen from Great Oak eight years ago. You’ve been at them, you black ‘scallion’!”

“Nawsuh, not me!” Mrs. Albion, ready to receive him, returning to the stair head, saw him cut at Tessie sharply with his light cane; and Tessie chuckled with fright, her fat flesh shaking. “Nawsuh, I ain’t never tetch ’em!”

“Lying wench! Well, if there are only two, I’ll have both.”

“Yassuh!”

Tessie departed, and Mrs. Albion waited while he came up the stairs. A small woman, slenderly rounded, looking less than her forty-odd years, she was beautiful not so much because of any single attribute—unless it were her loosed hair in a rich cascade across her shoulder—as from a harmony of features, voice, and manner. Anthony Currain, gaunt and bony, with a dark mustache and a spike of beard to frame his wide loose mouth, now in his fifties and a little stooped as tall men may be, bowed over her hand, then kissed her cheek. She spoke in sharp repulsion.

“Tony, I won’t have you using tobacco before you come to me!”

“I didn’t expect to come.” In the small pleasant room where a stick of lightwood freshly laid on coals still smouldering waked into crackling flame, he walked toward the hearth to rid himself of the source of his offense. “Hot for a fire,” he said.

“I find it chilly.” There was a hard anger in her. He never came at such an hour as this unless he had had too much to drink, and the fumes of liquor mingled with the reek of tobacco on his breath.

“Well, I’m hot,” he insisted. “I walked from Merrihay’s.”

“Luck with you?” She knew what his answer would be. He was always a losing gambler.

“No.”

“So you’re in a bad humor?” She seated herself, the bright fire between them. “They had the luck, but I see you had the brandy?”

“Did I? I hardly know. I told Tessie to bring the old Madeira.”

“So late?”


“Rather I’d go?” His tone was derisive.

“Don’t sulk!” She smiled lightly. “But really, Tony, coming at such an hour! Suppose you’d surprised me! If this is to become a habit, I shall have to practice discretion.”

He considered her with a thoughtful eye, and the firelight touched her hair. “You know, you’ve grown more beautiful every year. I wonder how life would have gone for us if we had married.”

“Not so well, I think,” she suggested. “This way, with sometimes weeks when we do not meet, it has been easier to endure each other.” Then, at Tessie’s discreet knock. “Come.” The servant bore the dusty bottles, each in its basket, reverently; on the laden tray were glasses, and a dish of pecans already shelled. “I’ll call you if we want anything, Tessie,” said Mrs. Albion.

“Yes, ma’am.” Tessie departed, and he nibbled nuts to rid himself of the taste of tobacco, took one of the bottles, ceremoniously opened it.

“My father put this down in 1825,” he reflected, “the year before he died; thirty, thirty-four years ago. He used to import it in the cask, let it ripen in the hot attic before old Mose bottled it.” Gently, he filled the glasses, gave one to her, raised his own. “To the good years behind us, Nell.”

That was a phrase faintly ominous. She watched him warily. “And to those to come,” she said, and sipped the wine.

He made a grunting sound, staring at the fire. “You don’t know my family, Nell,” he muttered; and an icy finger touched her throat. What was in his mind?

“Of course I do,” she protested. “After all, Trav’s my son-in-law. And I’ve seen Mrs. Dewain and Mrs. Streean times enough. I don’t know your other brother.”

“Faunt? Faunt’s the best of us, he and Cinda.”

“And I know Mr. Streean,” she reminded him, and smiled at the memory. “He brought you and that handsome son of his to call on me once; remember? You were horribly embarrassed.”

“Damned awkward business. He asked if I knew you, and I’d have denied it; but I couldn’t well say I didn’t know my own brother’s mother-in-law. So I said I hadn’t known you were in Richmond.”

“Thus damning me, once and for all.”

“Why?” He looked at her in dull interest.


“But obviously, if your family and your brother’s wife’s mother weren’t on terms! Don’t be an innocent, my dear!” She added: “Darrell Streean has been a devoted caller ever since. Of course he saw the truth about you and me at once, and I suppose that made him think me fair game.”

“Insulting young blackguard!”

“Oh, no woman in her forties is ever insulted by the flattery of a dashing youngster in his teens—no matter how frankly dishonorable his intentions.”

“Darrell was at Merrihay’s tonight,” he commented. “Tried to borrow from me. He takes after his father. Worthless rascal.”

“You dislike Mr. Streean?” He made a scornful sound and she said provokingly: “He calls quite often. He was here only a week ago, with three other gentlemen, discussing their eternal politics, growing noisy over their own opinions—and my brandy.”

“Streean’s a scoundrel—but he lacks courage to follow his bent.” Tony laughed shortly. “You know, it was I who introduced him to Tilda, but it never occurred to me she’d marry him! She’s had time to be sorry.”

She said in a light amusement: “He and the gentlemen he brings here—well, I always air the curtains after they’ve gone.”

He stared at the flames. Outside the quiet room a belated horseman passed at a foot pace along the dusty road. The thudding hoof beats were louder as he drew near, softer as he departed. The fire crackled, and Tony rose to step upon a spark. He filled his glass, ate a pecan meat, sat down again.

“Funny that you and I’ve got along all these years, Nell,” he reflected. “Most people soon get their fill of me. Dislike me. Specially men.” She wondered what had produced this mood in him. “Always been that way,” he insisted, as though she had denied it; and he went on: “I was a spoiled young one, the first baby. After me there were two who died; and that made Papa and Mama the more tender with me. Then when I was eight Trav was born. He took some of their attention away from me, so I hated him. I remember once Mama hushed me for fear I’d wake him from his nap, and I went out and cut a hickory switch and whipped one of the nigger boys till his yells woke Trav. Old Mammy May thought it was pretty cute of me to be
so jealous of my baby brother. I’m afraid Mama agreed with her.” He said in heavy wonder at the flight of time: “That was over forty years ago.”

She thought, listening to his maundering: Why, he’s an old man! And I’ve had ten, yes eleven years of him! And Heavens, I’m forty-seven myself!

“Yes, I was a despisable young one.” She saw that he took a perverted pleasure in the fact. “After Trav, there was Cinda, and Tilda, and Faunt. I was crowded more and more into the background, so I raised Cain. I used to carry a riding crop and slash at every nigger who crossed my path. They laughed and dodged my blows and kept out of my way. Except the wenches. They didn’t avoid me. I suppose my attentions flattered them.”

If talk was all he wanted, let him talk! He went on with a sour relish.

“Oh, I was a hellion! I took up with the son of the overseer on the next place. We used to steal whiskey from the sideboard. Papa and old Mose kept it locked, the decanters put away, but we could pick the lock.” He filled his glass, gulped the contents, filled the glass again. “I never told you about Tommy Williber, did I?” She shook her head, and he said: “Papa had been married before, to a girl named Sally Williber. When their first baby was coming there was to be a ball—it was soon after Christmas—at a neighbor’s twenty miles away; and she and Papa set out to ride over. They were caught in a storm of wind and cold and snow, and got lost, and finally came to a negro’s cabin and took shelter there, half-frozen. Before morning she fell sick and lost her baby; and after that they never had another. She was an invalid till she died. He married Mama three years afterward.” He looked at her uncertainly. “What was I saying? Oh, yes, I set out to tell you about Tommy Williber.”

“You’re sleepy, Tony. Tell me in the morning.” But of course he would ignore the suggestion, would drink himself into a stupor here where he sat. How well she knew him; the little meannesses that were a part of him, the reasonless cruelties, the childish delight in praise and flattery, the readiness for self-pity. Their lives touched only at a tangent. He had his orbit, she had hers; and yet she knew him through and through.


But this whining talk, this laying his secret shames open for her to see; this was something new. He seemed not to have heard her words.

“Yes, Tommy Williber,” he repeated, “Papa’s first wife’s nephew. My cousin. He came to visit me at Great Oak, and he seemed to Sam and me—Sam was the overseer’s son—a damned self-righteous little prig. Wouldn’t drink, wouldn’t go prowling around the quarter after dark. We hated him, he was so damned good.

“One day we went sailing. Sam had stolen a bottle of brandy, and he and I drank most of it. There was a squall coming up. Tommy wanted to turn back, but of course we refused. The squall hit us, and the next thing I remember is the field hands waking Sam and me, before day next morning. The boat had gone ashore above the landing, with us drunk and asleep.”

He was silent till she prompted him. “Where was Tommy?”

“I don’t know. No one ever saw him again.” He nodded. “Never again.” Self-pity swept him. “The worst of it was that his mother—his father was dead—his mother didn’t blame me. If she had, Papa and Mama might have taken my part, but she didn’t.”

“Didn’t Sam know what had happened?”

“He ran away. No one ever saw him again.” His head drooped. “Papa died the next year. He had some trouble with his heart, took to his bed. They thought he couldn’t move without help; but one day when they left him alone he got up and climbed the attic stairs. They found him dead, in his night shirt, at the head of the stairs. Mama said his shame for me had killed him.”

“Why did he climb the stairs?”

“I don’t know. Out of his head, probably. He must have been, because he had lighted the fire in his room before he went up to the attic, but it was a hot summer day.”

“His name was Anthony, too, wasn’t it?”

“Yes. I’m the third Anthony Currain. He was the first. He lived up north of the Rappahannock when there was no head right on the Northern Neck, so he bought land, thousands of acres. That’s Belle Vue, where Faunt lives now. Grandpa was a friend of Washington and Lafayette. After Cornwallis surrendered, he bought Great Oak, and later Chimneys. He was always buying land. Quite a man. But Papa was not much.” He laughed in ugly mirth. “Except as a stud
horse. He was forty odd when he married Mama, but they had two that died and five of us that lived. He was sixty when Faunt was born. Sam and I thought that was funny.”

“I suppose you would.”

“So I’m the third Tony Currain.” He shook his head. “There’ve been too many of us.” Another glass of wine. “Faunt’s the best of us now,” he repeated, “Faunt and Cinda. Tilda’s a fool, and I always hated Trav, till I persuaded Mama to send him off to Chimneys and got rid of him.”

“That’s where I met him,” she remarked. “I set my cap for him, you know.”

“You? For old Trav?” He chuckled.

“M-hm! We hadn’t a penny, Enid and I. What money Mr. Albion left I spent, and after that we visited and visited till we wore our welcome thin everywhere. Enid was fifteen, but I’d practically kept her in pinafores, so I could pass for thirty easily enough; but I knew I had to hurry. We were visiting at Emmy Shandon’s, and Trav was so shy and awkward that he seemed an easy catch. I led him to talk about his farming at Chimneys, and he loved it.”

“Can’t imagine what you’d see in Trav.”

“Why, money, and position!” His mood for reminiscent confidences infected her. “I’d have got him, too, if it hadn’t been for Enid. She played the adoring child, and I suppose it didn’t occur to him to be afraid of her till too late. I’d persuaded him to give a party at Chimneys, and I was to play hostess for him. Enid wasn’t supposed to go, but she did over a dress of mine and put up her hair and made an appearance. She was lovely, of course; and she went to his head. Even then I could have beaten her game, I suppose; but you appeared, so I let her have him.”

“Thought you could marry me?”

“Oh, I never thought that.”

He asked curiously: “Were you ever in love with me, Nell?”

“Enough. I needed you.” She laughed lightly. “I hadn’t a penny, you see.”

He grinned with sudden malice in his eyes. “Speaking of pennies, Nell, reminds me why I came tonight. The turn of the cards at Merrihay’s
took my last one. My last penny. And—you’re an expensive luxury, my dear.”

The attack was so sudden that for a moment she lost her composure. “You’ve always Great Oak!”

“Oh, it hasn’t paid its way for years.” He laughed briefly. “Normally I’d go to Cinda’s husband. Brett Dewain’s the banker of the family, handles all the Currain money. I’ve had to stand up to his cross-examinations in the past. But now—well, he and Cinda are abroad, won’t be back till October. No, this is final, Nell.”

There was a racing panic in her; she had so long depended on him, could not easily accept this overturn of her world, sought some expedient. “If you need money, sell some negroes South.”

“We Currains don’t sell our people.”

“You virtuous Currains!” She was frightened and angry too. “Then take Chimneys away from Trav. Enid says it’s prosperous, and it’s yours as much as his.”

“It’s Mama’s, not Trav’s,” he corrected. “She’s willed Great Oak to me, and Chimneys to Trav, and Faunt gets Belle Vue, and Cinda the Plains; but they’re all Mama’s as long as she lives. And she may live for years.”

“You can get around her!” She fought to hold him. “I’ll go to Chimneys with you.” His eyes met hers in a sardonic glance that warned her his decision was made. “But I suppose you have some other plan?” He grinned. “I see.” He was flicking her with a light lash, playing one of his cruel games, thinking she would weep, threaten, cajole. “You want to—want us to part, Tony?” He wished to savor her flattering supplications; but pride came to her rescue, steadied her tones. “Why, very well, if that’s what you want!”

She saw that her easy assent had shaken him. From the bottle beside him he poured the last drop, tilted the glass to his lips, spilled a little, took his handkerchief, touched his chin and beard. She watched him coldly. What had he expected? She was no snivelling, love-sick child.

“What will you do?” His words were faintly blurred.

“Why, I’ve thought of going to Washington.” She spoke as though she had long considered the question, wishing to hurt him if she could. “I hear so much politics talked by the gentlemen who call upon me. It interests me. And Washington is the place for politics.”


He mumbled drowsily, his eyelids drooped with sleep; and for a long time, while Mrs. Albion watched him with level glance, he sat with bent head, his inhalations becoming audible. The fumes of brandy and of wine suddenly had overwhelmed him. Occasionally in the past she had seen him thus succumb, with little or no warning, going in an instant from a surface sobriety to sodden slumber; and sometimes she had been amused. But not tonight. She watched him with narrowed eyes, a little desperate; he had been her reliance for so long. Fear made her angry now. She spoke at last in sharp tones to rouse him.

“Yes, Tony, I’ll go to Washington.”

His lids opened and hurriedly closed again, as though light hurt his eyes. “Washington, eh? Well then go.” He grunted and chuckled. “Joke on me! I thought you’d make a great fuss.”

“Really? Why, Tony, you should know me better.” She wished to provoke him to discussion, but his muttering voice trailed into silence, and his head sagged forward. The flicker of the dying fire laid shadows on his bony countenance; he looked like a bearded skull. For a while she sat where she was, her eyes on him, her thoughts casting backward. Had she sold ten years of her life to this old man?

With a quick motion at last she rose. It was high time she was rid of him. She went into the hall.

“Tessie! Tessie!”

From below came Tessie’s drowsy answer. “Yes, ma’am?”

Nell had meant to bid Tessie hustle him into the street; but she hesitated, her fingernail tapping her teeth, looking back through the open door at him asleep in his chair. He was old, yes; yet if he had Chimneys he would be rich again, and lean years had taught her to value riches, and in the long run she could always manage him. She might speak to him again of Chimneys, and more urgently, in the morning. Her anger faded; she called to Tessie:

“Come help me put Mr. Currain to bed.”
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THE CURRAINS, through their Courdain forebears, had been Virginians for a hundred and fifty years, since in 1703 Jules Courdain immigrated from French vineyards and set himself up as a victualler, distilling the spirits which he sold, and prospered thriftily. His son Jules married Annette Harrison, and their second son they named Antoine. When he became a man that son Antoine, at behest of pretty Molly O’Hara whom he wished to wed, changed his name to Anthony, and to Currain.

In that first Anthony Currain, the wholesome blends of good peasant stock came to strong fruition. He turned to the soil, to the planting of tobacco; and he sought always more land to replace that which his ruthless cropping impoverished. Ten years after the Revolution, anticipating the decline in Virginia agriculture which would at last leave Mount Vernon a waste and reduce Thomas Jefferson in his old age to destitution, he set out to investigate the wilderness beyond the mountains. He proposed to follow the new trail through Danville and Salisbury and on southwesterly; but he turned aside to see and to admire the solid brick houses built by the Moravians who had come down from Pennsylvania to establish a religious colony at Betharaba and Salem and Bethania. When he resumed his journey, riding westward through forest broken by an occasional farm, he caught now and then glimpses from some mild eminence of a bold peak off to the north, twenty or thirty or forty miles away. Its shape reminded him of a camel with two humps, one of them jutting confidently upward against the sky; and he remembered that he had been told to look for Pilot Knob as a landmark useful to travellers hereabouts.


He rode slowly, and came into a region where farms were more numerous; and as the sun dropped down the western sky he emerged from a belt of forest into a ten-acre clearing under good cultivation. To his left, set among oaks and junipers on a low saddleback that paralleled his road, a neat and spacious house promised hospitality. He turned aside. The lane led between a grassy meadow and a garden hedged with junipers to the door.

His chance host proved to be an old acquaintance. Colonel Joseph Williams, commanding the Surry County militia, had served well through the Revolution; and Anthony Currain had met him at Yorktown. So there was a warm welcome waiting. In the cool of that first evening the two friends walked together in the garden, and Colonel Williams showed Anthony Currain the small shoots of box brought from Hanover County in Virginia to outline the garden beds.

“And these along the hedge are tree box,” he said. “They will grow tall to replace the junipers by and by. And that sapling yonder will be a fine magnolia some day. Just savor the fragrance of this rose, if you please, Mr. Currain. I propose to make a pleasant garden here, with lanes and vistas, and an arbor of scuppernongs, and fruit trees well nurtured.”

He was a man of many plans and projects; and he led Anthony Currain beyond the garden to a small walled enclosure. “The bricks in that wall were made on the place, sir, like the bricks in the house,” he said quietly. “When I no longer sleep in the house, I shall come to sleep in this lovely spot, and my generations after me.”

They leaned on the farther wall to watch a doe and two fawns in the glade below. “I call that my deer pasture, Mr. Currain,” the Colonel explained. “They come to drink at the springs. We never molest them, and they seem to know themselves secure against man; yes, and against panthers, too. This is Panther Creek, but the beasts seldom approach the house.”

Anthony Currain liked the remote peace and the gentle beauty of the spot, and he lingered, listening to his host’s stories of the day in February 1781, when Cornwallis and his army crossed the Yadkin at the ford a mile northwest of the house. When he told his errand, Colonel Williams eagerly displayed all the beauty and the promise of
this region, urging that if it was land the other wanted, here was his perfect goal.

“Fifty years from now, sir,” the enthusiast predicted, “all along the Yadkin here will be strung, like beads on a rosary, scores of rich and fruitful farms. Anything a man can want this soil will produce. It’s only necessary to girdle the trees and drop a few seeds. I began to build here before the Revolution, but I never found time to finish my house till after Cornwallis surrendered.” He chuckled. “In fact, it’s not yet finished. The walls bulge every time my family increases. And this is a land for good increase, Mr. Currain. Stay here and you’ll be glad all your days.”

“I had a thought to pass the mountains and see what lies beyond,” Anthony Currain confessed; and after hours of talk the Colonel saw he could not be shaken.

“Ride on, then,” he agreed. “But I know a place will hold you. It’s a long day’s ride due west, in the friendly hills. Cross at Shallow Ford and go on; but avoid the road to Wilkesboro. Mulberry Field Meeting-House, we used to call it, but they’re making a town there now, and you and I have no love for towns. Ask your way to a place called Chimneys. Any man you meet will direct you. It’s a great house, all of brick, with twin chimneys at the ends. Thomas Brettany came from Betharaba to build it and brought his bride there; but she and their first-born died together, and now the place is ashes in his mouth. He’d sell for the merest song.”

So Anthony Currain made his farewells and rode on; and at the day’s end, following many words of direction, he came up a winding drive to a great house that looked off for miles south and west: southward over the long swell of gently rolling hills, westward across fertile bottom lands and past the flank of an isolated mountain mass to where many lesser heights rose in a crescendo to the pale distant silhouette of tall peaks against the setting sun.

There he found that lonely man of whom Colonel Williams had spoken, and Thomas Brettany would sell, so Anthony Currain looked no further. He bought Chimneys and established there his younger son, and he himself went home to Great Oak and lived and died. When that younger son of his died childless, Chimneys fell back into
the weak hands of the second Anthony Currain, who sold it on terms to two brothers named Higpen. They made rapacious play with the rich bottoms till in the 1830’s the gold rush to placer workings in the mountains a few miles southeastward lured them away; and the discoveries around Gold Hill kept them enchanted there till they were penniless. When the second Anthony Currain died, their unpaid debt put the place back in his widow’s hands, and greedy tenants worked the land till Tony—the third Anthony Currain—persuaded his mother to send Travis, his younger brother, there to take charge.

For Trav the move was promising; the prospect of freedom from Tony’s many impositions was an attractive one. Two passions were strong in him: a passion for keeping good land healthy and at work, and a love for the poetry of numbers. When one of his tutors while he was still a boy introduced him to Welch’s Improved American Arithmetic, Trav read it through as one reads a novel, hungrily; he turned back to pore over it page by page. What was alligation? Why were some fractions vulgar? What was double fellowship, the rule of three, tare, tret, cloff, suttle?

The answers led him inevitably to an exploration of the plantation ledgers; he became their custodian. But at Great Oak, Tony and a succession of sloven overseers made the crops, and Trav had only the figures to set down. At Chimneys the double responsibility would be his. He welcomed it, and since then a dozen years had failed to bring satiety.

 



Riding homeward in the late afternoon Travis checked his horse on a rise of ground and turned to look out across the low hills clad in pine and chestnut through which many little streams hurried to fatten the south fork of the Yadkin a few miles away. He and James Fiddler had gone toward his eastern bounds to inspect a sandy slope where a young vineyard of scuppernongs began to show fine promise; and now the overseer reined in beside him. Trav was a big man in his early forties, heavy-shouldered so that he seemed to stoop, with soft brown hair thinning a little, eyes mildly blue. He was close shaven; and even on this hot evening in early July, after a long day in the saddle, there was cleanness about him. The dust upon his garments and his boots and
heavy on the brim of his soft old hat, and the sweat that darkened his shirt were superficial; the shirt had been fresh that morning, the boots scrupulously polished.

His eyes swept this his domain, and James Fiddler’s too. The over seer’s father had been one of the tenant farmers here, greedy and improvident; James himself had stayed on, at first to rob Trav, then to love him. Their horses cropped the dry grass, willing to pause a while; and Trav spoke without turning, contentedly. “We’ve made a change here, James, in these years.”

“Yes.”

“I remember well how it was when I came; all the old fields gone to sedge and pine. But we’ve put them back to work, one way or another; wheat and corn, tobacco, the orchards, and the vineyard now. All the land that’s workable is working, or resting to be put to work another year.” James Fiddler looked at him in a way that suggested the comradeship between these two, and Trav spoke half to himself. “And always something new to do. It’s a full, rich way of life.”

The other spoke of what they both knew. “I used to plan to get what I could and go away. Now I want nothing but to go on here with you.”

“The place is more than me or you.”

“Hard to think of Chimneys without you!”

Trav smiled contentedly. “Yes. I’ve set my roots here now.”

He turned his horse to go on. The trail, following a meandering branch, dipped into the grateful shade of oaks undergrown with dogwood and haw and scattering redbud. The horses jogged serenely till Trav, leading, turned up hill along another trail. Then his beast sheered in protest at this departure from the homeward way, and Trav spoke chidingly and urged the horse to an easy canter, while James Fiddler dropped far enough behind to be clear of the pebbles thrown up by flying hoofs. They came over a rise and down into a cove among the hills, to a triangular clearing in the bottoms where a man with a mule on a jerk rein was plowing between freshly sprouted rows of corn while at his heels a boy of eight or nine dropped black-eyed peas in the fresh furrows. Ed Blandy had here a few well-tilled acres, a saddlebag log house which his hands had built, and a wife and four youngsters.


He came toward them; and he and Trav spoke together like old friends of the need of rain, and why there were always more pests to eat the crops in a dry season, and how corn depleted a piece of land if you planted it year after year. Their voices were hushed by the quiet peace of the ending day. Trav saw Ed’s boy waiting yonder by the flap-eared mule and said his own Peter would soon be old enough to ride the rounds with him. “Lucy—” She was his daughter, ten years old, named for his mother. “Lucy comes along sometimes, now, when I’m not going too far.”

Blandy had killed a young buck deer down by the branch that morning, and he went to fetch a haunch from the spring house. With the venison hung to his saddle, Trav led James Fiddler homeward, the horses fretting because they must walk the last mile to cool off quietly. They came up past the saw mill toward the house, and when they emerged from the woods Trav saw scores of swallows and martins circling above the corn cribs, and bull bats on whickering wing high in the sky.

“A flight of weevils coming out of the old corn,” he said. “Let’s empty the cribs for a good brushing and scrubbing before we put the new crop in.”

Fiddler assented. At the stables, Negro boys raced to take the reins, and Trav moved on alone toward the big house. He approached it from the rear, past the smithy where black Sam was still at work, a fountain of sparks rising from his ringing hammer blows; past the poultry yards where roosters scratched and geese hissed and strutting gobblers made their stiff wings scrape the ground and guineas pot-racked nervously and ’Phemy, the mulatto woman whose charges they were, was stuffing the young turkeys with pepper corns; past the idle windlass of the horse-powered thresher, and the shoemaker’s shop; past the log house wherein wool from his own sheep was spun and woven.

This was his world, complete in itself; and he loved it. He entered the big house by a side door on the ground level, coming directly into what—before he added a separate wing—had been the kitchen. This was a low-ceiled room, its walls and ceiling half-timbered, the spaces between the timbers filled with straw and clay nogging. Always cool in summer, a deep hearth gave ample heat when heat was needed. Here were his ledgers and his letter press and all the meticulously kept
farm records; here were James Fiddler’s desk and his own; to this sanctuary he could always retreat when he wished to escape Enid’s fretful complaints which might whine like a nagging wind through the house above. Here, except himself and James Fiddler and a servant to bring lightwood for the fireplace and to brush up the floor, no one ever came.

When Trav took off his hat, his forehead, always shaded against the sun, showed white; his cheek and chin were dark saddle brown from much exposure. He slapped dust from his trousers and his boots and disposed of the crumb of tobacco in his cheek and ascended narrow stairs into the cross hall of the floor above. A Negro with one foot gone, his knee bent back and strapped into the home-made peg he wore, came to meet him; and Trav said in a friendly tone: “Joseph, I left a haunch of venison on my saddle. Don’t let it go to waste.” He had accepted the gift to please Ed Blandy; but Enid did not like wild meat, and Trav avoided argument with her. The Negro’s teeth shone. “Yassuh! Nawsuh!” Joseph had worked in the saw mill down by the branch till a rolling log tripped him into the saw, and after his leg healed Trav brought him into the big house to easier service. Enid objected to the tap of his peg, to his general awkwardness; she said he ought to be kept in the fields; but Trav, without answering her fretful protests, nevertheless ignored them.

Hearing their father’s voice as he spoke to Joseph, Lucy and small Peter came racing through the wide transverse hall to greet him, Lucy as he stooped throwing her arms around his neck.

“Hullo, hullo!” he said happily. “But be careful, Honey, you’ll get yourself dirty. I’m all horse and sweat.”

“I don’t care!” She kissed him, and he hugged the children close, kneeling, embracing them both. The black girl who was their nurse, with four-months-old Henrietta cradled against her shoulder, watched in dull disinterest, till Enid called angrily to her from the hall above:

“Vigil, for Heaven’s sake, take that snuff stick out of your mouth! How many times do I have to tell you?” Then, without any change of tone, scolding Trav as she had scolded the nurse. “You always come home a mess! Why can’t you wait till you’ve cleaned up, to maul the children?”

Vigil led them away, and Trav went up the stairs toward his wife,
walking slowly as though suddenly tired. Enid was much younger than he. Her eyes, startlingly blue, contrasted with bright hair, and she was slim, scarce more rounded than a child. She recoiled from his proffered kiss.

“Oh, Trav, you’re a sight! Boo! Smelling of horse and dust and saddle leather. Don’t touch me! Now hurry and clean up, do. What made you so late?”

“We stopped by Ed Blandy’s.”

“Can’t you keep away from that white trash?” This was an old quarrel, and it followed him as he moved away. “You won’t ever go anywhere with me! I declare you’d rather go to a hog killing or a corn shucking than to a ball! but you’ll talk for hours to that no-count——”

In his own room he closed the door, shutting out her words yet still hearing her voice as he began to rid himself of dusty clothes. He and the overseer had tramped through woodlands today to locate a few oaks that would make beams for a larger mill house Trav thought of building, so he was not surprised to find a tick on his right leg already well embedded; and he called Joseph to bring him a handful of pennyroyal and rubbed. the tick till it let go. He went down to use the outdoor shower and was bathed and dressed and downstairs again before Enid descended. Joseph brought him a frosted julep in a silver goblet and he sat at ease on the veranda, watching blue shadows flood the valley lands below, till Enid in sharp impatience summoned him. She never ceased to resent his insistence on delaying the day’s heavy meal till dusk, for despite her small proportions she was always hungry. But Trav liked long days afield, and he was unwilling to come home while hours of daylight still remained. Now when he followed her into the dining room it was already so nearly dark that candles were needed; and Enid scolded Joseph because he had not lighted them. The Negro thumped away to the kitchen to fetch a spill, and Trav wished he need not be alone with Enid when she was in this humor. His thought found words.

“Enid, I wish Lucy and Peter could eat with us.”

“They have their dinner at a sensible hour. Just because you choose to starve from sunrise to dusk is no reason they should! It’s bad enough for me to have to go hungry. Besides, I hear enough of their
chatter all day.” And she added: “Mr. Lowman sent a boy with a letter from Mama today. She’s coming to visit us.”

He looked his slow surprise. “Why?”

“Why? Why not, for goodness’ sake? Why shouldn’t she?”

“Well—she hasn’t been here since we were married.” He tried to amend his error. “Well, that will be mighty nice for you, won’t it?”

“You act as if she weren’t welcome here!”

“Why—she’s never come before, that’s all; not since we were married. But I’m glad she’s coming.”

“Well, I’m not!” Even after ten years she still confused him. Let him take one side of any question and she was sure to take the other; but if he yielded she instantly seized the ground he had abandoned. It was as though she preferred argument to agreement, discord to the peace he would have chosen. “I’m not!” she repeated. “It means turning everything upside down, getting ready for her.”

“I should think she’d be comfortable . . .”

“What do you know about it? As long as you’re fed, and can go to sleep at dark and get up at daylight, and go off all day visiting your no-count friends, you never notice things! But every bit of silver needs cleaning, and the floors have to be waxed, and the furniture needs polishing, and I don’t know what all. I’m just desperate!”

“Put the people at it.”

“They don’t do anything right unless I’m after them every minute. I declare, sometimes I think it would be easier to do things myself.”

“Well, if you’d rather she didn’t come . . .”

“Oh, I suppose you’d like to see me turn my own mother away!”

“Why, I just thought getting ready for her might be too much for you. But if you want her . . .”

“It’s not what I want! Don’t imagine that for a minute.” Yet she began to plan, thinking aloud. They must do this and that, thus and so, to entertain her mother. “Emmy Shandon’s one of her oldest friends, of course, if they’d ever be at home instead of off at the Springs or somewhere; and Clarice Pettigrew; and we’ll have the Lenoirs.” Forgetting him, excited by her own anticipations, she rattled names of neighbors for fifty miles around, from Happy Valley beyond the hills northwesterly to Panther Creek away to the eastward. Trav made no protest, but he dreaded the festivities she planned. With men like Ed
Blandy and the small farmers who lived between here and Martinston, he was easily comfortable. Their common devotion to the land bound them all in a close-knit fraternity. But men like Pettigrew and Shandon, leaving their places to the overseers and willing to follow a pack of hounds and a frightened fox full gallop across their own fields or across his, and to smile in amused tolerance when he protested at their trespasses; with such men he had nothing in common.

Yet he liked them, these people who all knew each other so well and laughed so easily; and sometimes he thought how pleasant it would be to be one of them, able to meet them amiably. They reminded him of his brother Faunt, who was always so completely himself, gentle and courteous and merry yet without loss of dignity. Trav in company felt awkward and conspicuous, seemed to be forever stumbling over his own feet, was as likely as not if he moved across a crowded room to trip over a rug, or to knock something off a table. If he sat down on a chair, it creaked complainingly; there had been wretched moments in his youth when chairs broke under him. Long since, in self-defense, he had put on a ponderous dignity to hide his own fears; it never occurred to him that strangers and casual acquaintances were more afraid of him than he of them.

So now, with Enid’s mother coming, with Enid planning parties for her entertainment, he was afraid. He tried to believe that he dreaded merely the tax upon his time at this season when there were not hours enough in the day for him to do all he wished to do and should be doing. Every hand fit to work was busy from daylight to dark, except for the two-hour rest at midday and the weekly holiday from noon on Saturday till Monday morning. There was the corn to plow, peas to plant for feed; there was always, if you looked ahead to another season, compost to be making. That meant hauling ditch sides and swamp mud into the pens where sheep and hogs and cattle were every night collected, for even with the guano he had begun to buy and the peas he plowed under, every acre of cultivated land needed a hundred loads or so of compost each year.

And the tobacco! The plants were thriving, but they wanted the hoe at least once a week, and to be hand-weeded besides. To grow tobacco hereabouts meant constant vigilance, and needed luck in the weather too. Even Ed Blandy, when Trav began to experiment with the new
yellow tobacco that men were raising on sandy soil in Caswell County, had predicted certain failure. Trav accepted the challenge; and three years ago, with tobacco at thirty-five dollars a hundred, the crops he made had brought over five thousand dollars. He hoped this year, if the price held, to do as well again.

While his thoughts ran their course, Enid talked herself into better humor; and as his attention came back to her he saw with deep and affectionate appreciation how lovely she was—and how young. He was forty-four, she only twenty-seven; sixteen when he married her. Watching the play of beauty in her eyes he remembered the moment when he first realized she was not the child he had thought her, and the heady happiness of the days that followed, and the incredulous rapture of the hour when she half prompted his blundering declaration, answering him almost before he spoke. He tasted again the bliss he had known when she came into his awkward arms, fragrant and indescribably sweet and ardent in surrender. Absorbed in his long labors here, he had bound her to what must be for her a dull and empty way of life, and tonight, watching her in the candlelight, he blamed himself for thoughtlessness, vowed that when her mother came he would do whatever she chose, would help her to a happy interlude.

Afterward, to be sure, they could settle back again into the routine that contented him.

 



During the sharp frenzy of Enid’s many preparations for her mother’s advent Trav spent long hours afield, driving himself and driving the people to do as much as possible before she came; but all too soon a letter from Mrs. Albion announced her imminent arrival Enid said he must go to meet the stage that would bring her from the railroad. “I’ve thousands of last-minute things to do, Trav; and besides, I hate that long, dusty ride.”

“We could start early, drive slowly. Or we could go the day before and stay over night in Martinston.”

She laughed at him. “Trav Currain, I believe you’re scared of being alone with Mama! Why, you used to like her! Oh, I know how she flirted with you! She’d have married you if I hadn’t snatched you just in time! I expect she’s just as pretty and charming as she ever was.” Then in quick delight: “Honey, you’re red as a brick! I declare, I
wish you could see yourself! You look so funny, all blushing and embarrassed!”

He remembered Mrs. Albion as a pretty woman with a possessiveness in her manner which had in the past at once flattered and alarmed him; and he dreaded the six- or seven-mile ride home from Martinston alone with her. On his way to town to meet her he stopped to talk with Ed Blandy and with Lonn Tyler and Jeremy Blackstone and other farmers along the way, postponing as long as possible his arrival at the tavern where the stage would halt. A baking summer sun lay across the land, and Trav drove slowly, appraising with an expert eye the condition of the crops in each man’s clearing, smiling at the children playing around each cabin. He overtook an occasional wagon, or a man and woman on horseback with bulging saddlebags, the woman’s cotton wrap-around riding skirt whipping in the light breeze, her face hidden under her sunbonnet. Once he alighted to drink where a spout-spring came down from the mountainside, then watered his horses in the hollowed gum log which the spring fed. While they drank with cool sucking sounds he heard in the wood the log-cock’s pounding tattoo, heard the drum of a grouse; and twice before he drove into the village he saw turkeys, and once a deer crossed the road a quarter-mile in front of the carriage.

At the tavern, on the long veranda shaded by an overhanging second story supported by slender brick pillars, a dozen men were awaiting the arrival of the stage. He joined them, for they were his friends. They sat along the benches or in tipped-back chairs, their voices easy in the midday heat. Judge Meynell and Miss Mary were here to take the stage when it should arrive. The Judge, high-dressed for the coming journey, was hot and sweating; but Miss Mary sat demurely, her bonnet box upon her knee, her cheeks pink with the excitement of the occasion. Trav sat down beside the Judge and they fell into talk together, and other men drew near to listen to the discussion; for Trav, as the only big planter for many a mile, and Judge Meynell, on his way now to Quarter Sessions, were men whose words were heeded. Judge Meynell was a justice of the peace and a person of authority. He and his fellow justices, sitting as the County Court, not only heard petty legal causes but they appointed the sheriff and the road overseers, and decided where bridges should replace fords, and where schools were
needed, and who should stand for the Assembly. But Judge Meynell never acted against Trav’s advice and counsel.

The abolitionists up North were bound to make trouble, the Judge suggested; but Trav said the politicians down in the Cotton States were quite as bad in their way. “Little boys calling names on both sides,” he and Judge Meynell agreed. Except for Trav and for the Judge, who owned an old house servant, none of the men in the group on the veranda owned slaves; and when Trav said slavery was not worth getting mad about, most of them nodded. But Matt Resor, sprawling on the stoop, added a word.

“I’d admire to git my sights on one of them Republican abolitionists, all the same. Anyone says I got to have niggers pulling up to my table, marrying my gals!” He spat with listless violence.

Trav was careful not to smile. Matt was one of those individuals who never stood when he could sit, never sat when he could lie down. Most farmers hereabouts were thrifty and hard-working men; but Matt never did a lick. Trav thought any Negro who sat at Matt’s table would be still hungry when he rose; and of course Matt had no daughters. Many white men were poor, but Matt was ‘poor white,’ a very different thing. Such men as he had nothing except their white skins of which to boast, so they hated Negroes and abolitionists with an equal venom. “Well, I doubt if it will come to anything,” he said, and Matt was appeased.

Talk turned to crops and weather, and Chelmsford Lowman came over from the Post Office to wait for the mail sack the stage would bring, and at last the thudding of hoofs on the dusty road announced its coming. The four horses drawing the clumsy vehicle turned into the wide street, lumbered nearer, stopped at the tavern steps; and Trav rose to watch for Enid’s mother to descend. She alighted prettily, her gray merino pelisse and soft gray hat somehow managing despite the dusty journey to make her appear immaculate; and even before he stepped forward she recognized him with a quick, welcoming smile.

He offered his hand, but she kissed him. “It’s good to see you, Trav my dear.” She looked at him in calm appraisal. “You’re handsomer than ever! I always thought you were just about the nicest-looking man I’d ever seen.”

She said this so simply that it left him unembarrassed. He handed
her into the carriage, called a Negro to fetch her baggage from the boot, and turned the horses homeward. His awkward politenesses she answered pleasantly. Her trip had been a hard one, yes. “But it’s worth it, to be here, and nice of you to meet me.” As they left the town behind she exclaimed with delight at a trumpet flower in full bloom, and then at the laurel which clad every hillside in bright blossoms; and Trav warmed to her praise of the beauty of this region which he loved.

“Lots of flowers and flowering trees here,” he assured her. “There’s nothing any prettier than a fringe tree, and the redbuds and the dogwoods just make a garden out of the whole place when they’re in bloom. You see a tulip tree all covered with yellow- and copper-colored blossoms and it will take your breath away; and the smell of the olive blossoms in spring is about the sweetest smell there is. We’ve got a strawberry tree, right by the porch, and we did have some Carolina jessamines, but Enid didn’t like the smell, so I had to root them up.” He added mildly: “She’s not much for flowers.”

He felt her eyes touch his face, and she led him to talk about Chimneys, to recount what he had done, and to recite the things he planned to do. He expected to increase his acreage in orchards and vineyards, and he explained to her why this region was good fruit country.

“We seldom get frost after mid-April, or before late October, and we have a lot of slopes that are well above the frosts that hit the bottom lands, and at the same time not high enough to get the freezes in the hills.”

She asked the right questions. “Isn’t it hard to farm on the steep hillsides?”

“We plow them crosswise so the rain won’t run down the furrows and wash the soil away. You won’t find any bad gullies on the place anywhere. There were plenty when I came, but we’ve thrown brush in, and planted wild honeysuckle and ground vines to catch the silt.” Under her prompting he told her about the tobacco that was his special pride. “The idea is, you put in just enough guano to give the plant a good growth, but not too much. That way, when it’s grown it begins to starve, and the leaves turn yellow, just like trees in a dry summer, and the flavor gets better at the same time. It needs light, sandy soil; but we’ve got two ridges that are good for it.”


She asked for Emmy Shandon, but he had not seen these neighbors recently. “We don’t have much in common,” he confessed. “Mr. Shandon’s not my kind. He’s so stirred up about politics that he’s letting his place run down.”

“Aren’t you interested in politics? No one thinks of anything else in Richmond.”

He moved his whip in a wide gesture that embraced the scene before them. “I’m too busy with all this to bother.”

“But, Trav,” she urged, “if the abolitionists have their way you won’t have this. You couldn’t do anything without slaves.”

“Maybe I could.” They passed a small house, and Trav raised his hat to the man splitting lightwood by the corn crib. “That’s Ed Blandy. Take him, for instance. He gets twice as much per acre out of his little patch here, with just Mrs. Blandy and his boy to help him, as I get per acre with all my people. I’d rather have white men if I could get them; but around here the white men all have their own farms, and work them.” He added, quiet pride in his tones: “I know to work is sort of disreputable all over the South, because it’s mostly negroes that work; but that’s not true here. It’s loafing that’s disreputable here.”

“If you raised more cotton, or if you raised rice, I expect you’d want slaves.”

This was doubtless true, and he did not argue the point. “This is where our land begins,” he said.

“I think I’d have known. The fields are so neat and clean.”

He nodded, silent now, his eyes alert, looking for tasks that needed doing; and she did not speak for long minutes, till they came to the turning where his driveway left the road. As it topped the first rise of its winding ascent, the big house, hidden till now by a roll of the land, came into view, still well above them; and she cried: “Oh, Trav, it’s beautiful! But it wasn’t white before? It’s brick, isn’t it?”

“Yes, built of big bricks they used to make around here, nine inches long, laid up in Flemish bond. But Enid thought it would look better painted white, and we’ve put on a fresh coat, specially for you.” He added, his eyes on the big house as they approached: “We’ve taken off the old tile roof, too. Mr. Brettany, the man who built the place, brought the tiles from Salem. They were shaped like shingles, a foot
long, and furrowed to let the water run down. The men who made them used to mark those furrows in the soft clay with their fingers before they baked the tiles. The old roof was a mighty pretty red, but the wind got under the tiles sometimes, loosened them, drove water in, and that bothered Enid.”

“It didn’t bother you?”

“Well, I liked the old tiles, and the plain brick walls, but Enid thinks the paint looks nice.”

His eyes were on the house, and hers too. The ascent from the road was moderate, but the horses took a foot pace, switching their tails, ears pricked, glad to come home. A clump of oaks for a moment shut off their view, but when they rounded the trees Trav saw Enid waiting on the wide westward-facing veranda. He pulled up the horses at the foot of the steps, and Enid, lovely as a child, came running to kiss her mother, and to kiss Trav too in this happy hour. She swept Mrs. Albion away upstairs, and Trav left Joseph to tend Mrs. Albion’s bags while he himself went down to the cool shadowed room on the ground floor to hear James Fiddler’s report of the day’s activities.

When later he had changed his clothes, Joseph brought his julep out to the veranda and he sat at ease, watching the sun drop toward the distant mountains while lengthening shadows reached toward him across the cultivated bottom lands. Knowing his delight in them, Vigil fetched the children; and Lucy stood in the crook of her father’s arm and Peter wriggled on his knee.

Then Enid and her mother appeared, and Enid said in a sharp tone: “Vigil!” The black girl guiltily snatched her snuff stick out of her mouth, and tried to hide it in her skirts. “I declare,” Enid protested, “that worthless nigger drives me distracted. Sometimes I wish we hadn’t sold Sapphira!”

Mrs. Albion, already making friends with the children, asked lightly, “Who was Sapphira?”

“Oh, she was a bright, and much too uppity.” Enid added maliciously: “Of course Trav liked her!”

Trav felt Mrs. Albion’s eyes rest on him for a moment, but then she said something to make the children laugh, and he thought she knew how to please people. She had changed in these years, was more attractive, not at all alarming. Her visit promised pleasantly.
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IN THAT interval after her arrival when she and her daughter were alone together abovestairs, Mrs. Albion decided that Enid was as pretty as ever, if she only knew how to do her hair. It hung in ringlets, with a frizzed bang; but coronet braids in the current fashion were so much more becoming unless your hair was naturally curly. Enid’s, though it was a delicious honey color, was as straight as a string; and people with straight hair, if they were intelligent, arranged it simply and almost severely. Enid’s gown, too, was atrocious, the sort of thing you gave away quickly to your servants. Mrs. Albion thought: “But there, I mustn’t blame her. It’s my fault. I didn’t teach her these things when she was a child. It’s lucky I came.”

They had a long hour together while Mrs. Albion repaired the disorders of her journey. Enid was exclamatory with welcome. “Oh, Mama, it’s so wonderful to have you here! Trav and I just go on and on, year in, year out, never seeing anybody! Except, of course, he goes away on business sometimes; but he never takes me!”

Mrs. Albion marked her querulous tone for future attention. “What a pretty dress! Did Trav pick it out for you, on those trips of his?”

“Trav? Heavens, Mama, he never thinks of bringing back anything —except of course head cloths for the women and Barlow knives for the hands! Never anything for me. No, I made this over. It’s one I got in Raleigh three years ago. I haven’t been away from the place since! Can you imagine that? The children and the place, up at daylight, go to bed at dark; that’s Trav’s idea of the way to live! He never considers me!”


Mrs. Albion’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “You talk as though you and Trav didn’t get along.”

“Oh, I guess he’s satisfied, but it’s awful for me. We just live like poor whites.”

“In this lovely house? With everything you want?” The older woman’s tone sharpened. “Don’t be silly! You’ve nothing to whine about!”

“You don’t know Trav!”

“I’ve known—other men.”

“Trav isn’t Tony, by miles!”

There was a hint of malice in Enid’s tone, and Mrs. Albion heard it. Probably the little snip had guessed the truth about Tony long ago. Well, let her! “Whining does no good, with men,” the older woman suggested. “It just makes them feel guilty, so they get mad. A man’s like a cat, or a mule. Pushing and pulling and hauling makes men stubborn; but they can be gently led to do anything, if you’re clever.”

“I notice you never married Tony, all the same!”

“Tony? Why, Heavens, he’s an old man, dear!” The best defense was always to attack. “I’m surprised you haven’t been able to handle Trav. You were clever enough to make him marry you.”

“I just did it to spite you! I wish I’d let you have him!”

“Well, you made your bed! It’s your own fault Trav is in it.” She was busy with her hair. “I never get this braid to look right. I should have kept Tessie. She was good with it, but she was a bother other ways.” Tessie knew too much, for one thing; Mrs. Albion, ignoring her entreaties, had mercilessly sold her to a slave trader from Louisiana. So far away her tongue could do no harm.

“Let me try.”

“Oh, I might as well learn now as later.” Nell’s tone became lightly casual. “By the way, speaking of Tony, I hear he’s run Great Oak into debt. Trav’s made Chimneys pay, hasn’t he?” She was more intent than she pretended. It was for this, above all else, that she had come.

“I guess so. He used to brag about it all the time; but it bored me, so I never listen now.”

“You should. Men—even husbands—like to talk about themselves and their work.” Her hair suited her at last. “There, that will do.
Enid, I think Tony may decide to take Chimneys over, now that Great Oak doesn’t earn its way.”

“Oh, nobody will ever get Trav away from here.”

“Wouldn’t you like to live at Great Oak?”

Enid’s eyes shone. “Of course I would! Trav’s never even taken me there! I was always going to have a baby or something. It must be wonderful, people to see, things to do!”

“Someone said Mrs. Currain felt that since Trav had done so well with Chimneys he might be able to bring Great Oak back. If she wants Trav there, you ought to make him go.”

“Make him? Why, Mama, no one can make Trav do anything he doesn’t want to do! You can argue and argue, but it’s like pounding pillows. He just grunts and does what he was going to do anyway.”

Mrs. Albion smiled, sure of her powers; and she held to her design. Out of Tony’s past generosity she had saved, in secret ways, a considerable sum; but now that he had cast her off, she would have to spend her savings, and money spent was gone. Yet, if Tony had Chimneys, she was sure she could recall him to her side. “You can manage Trav if you try,” she urged. “But perhaps you don’t really want to move to Great Oak.”

“Oh, I do!”

“Maybe I can help you with Trav.” Certainly Enid had no notion how to handle him. She rose, and they came downstairs, and she thought that reference to Sapphira, when they joined Trav on the veranda, was just plain silly. Sensible wives, if they suspected that their husbands had noticed one of the wenches from the quarter, pretended not to see. Enid was a fool, no doubt of that; but Trav could be managed. When they were at table—she had taken care to make herself perfection, in a low-necked lilac-colored gown with angel sleeves that did not conceal her round arms—she watched him appraisingly. Enid ignored him, chattering as though he did not exist; so Mrs. Albion sought to draw him into their conversation. She expressed some opinion, asked him directly: “Trav, don’t you agree?”

Enid spoke in a quick impatience. “Oh, don’t bother Trav, Mama. He doesn’t like to talk when he’s eating. Always thinking about his crops, I suppose.”

“Well,” Mrs. Albion smilingly commented, “he thinks to some purpose,
I can see that.” All men liked flattery. “The change in Chimneys since I first saw it is just unbelievable. Trav, does your mother ever come here?”

“No,” he confessed. “She never has.”

“Not even to our wedding!” Enid’s tone was sharp with resentment.

“She’s pretty old to travel,” Trav said defensively.

“She’d be mighty pleased to see all you’ve done here,” Mrs. Albion suggested.

“Oh, she won’t come,” Enid said positively. “I’ve never laid eyes on her. Trav goes to see her every year, but he doesn’t take me. He always says it’s just a business trip to Richmond; but then he goes down to Great Oak too. I think he’s ashamed of me!” And as though weary of this topic: “Mama, have you sold your house in Richmond? Why are you moving to Washington?”

“Oh, Trav’s not interested in my doings, Enid.” Mrs. Albion held him in play. “Trav, is Great Oak as prosperous as Chimneys?”

“No.” He added as though in apology: “I reckon Tony’s not much of a farmer.”

“Too bad you can’t take charge there for a year or two, put it on its feet again. Now that Chimneys is in such splendid condition.” Enid was about to speak, but the older woman caught her eye, warned her to silence. “You’d enjoy that, I expect.”

“It would be a hard pull.” Yet she saw the stir of interest in his eyes. Great Oak would challenge his capacities.

“I expect you like a hard pull, don’t you? Is Mr. Fiddler still overseer? I remember he was here when you and Enid were married.”

“Yes, he’s a good man.”

“Well then, with him in charge, Chimneys would go on all right.” She would tell Tony, some day, how deftly she had prepared the way for him; it would amuse him to hear how she had played on Trav.

“Yes, James Fiddler could handle things,” Trav reflected. Clearly, she had set him thinking, so the fight was half won.

“Could Great Oak be brought back, do you suppose?”

“Oh yes, certainly.” On firm ground now, his tone was sure, and quick with interest. “Yes, it could be done. Edmund Ruffin found out years ago how to revive worn-out land. Manure did it no good, but he decided that was because the land was sour——”


“Heavens, I didn’t know land could be sour—or sweet either, for that matter. What do you mean?”

“Why, sour land has too much acid in it. Some of it comes from rotting vegetation; and some plants, the roots throw off acid. Mr. Ruffin decided that lime would counteract acid, and there were plenty of marl beds—full of fossils, really lime—on Coggin’s Point, where his farm was; so he dug up a lot of marl and spread it on fields where he’d been getting five or ten bushels of corn or wheat to the acre, and even the first year he doubled his yield.” There was a high admiration in his tone. “I wanted Tony to try it at Great Oak, but he never would.”

Enid made an impatient sound, weary of this conversation; but they ignored her. Mrs. Albion asked, in lively interest: “Do people know about Mr. Ruffin’s way?”

“Oh, yes. He used to publish a farmer’s magazine full of advice about using marl and about draining wet lands and about farming with machinery. Then he gave his Coggin’s Point place to his son and bought a worked-out farm up on the Pamunkey. He named it Malbourne and in three years he had it producing again.” Well-launched, he became eloquent. Let him talk; he would persuade himself. “Yes,” he concluded. “All those old fields at Great Oak could be put back to work.”

“Then it’s certainly a pity to let Great Oak go downhill.” But she must not press him too hard. Men hated to be hurried. “Is your mother well?”

“For her age, yes.”

“Too bad you can’t see more of her. Do your brothers and sisters get home more often than you?”

“Faunt does, and Cinda; but she and Brett have been abroad all this last year.” He added, his thoughts still on farming: “Clayton’s managing the Plains. That’s their place, down near Camden. Clayton’s their oldest son, and he’s a good farmer. He came up here when he was eighteen and spent the summer, and I took him to see Mr. Ruffin. He wanted to learn all he could.” He reflected, half to himself: “Clayton could run Great Oak, but Brett needs him at the Plains. Brett’s more of a business man than a planter.”

“If Clayton can’t do it, perhaps you should go back to Great Oak.
The place needs you, and—you’d be with your mother. She won’t live many more years.”

He hesitated, shook his head. “I can’t imagine leaving here.” Yet there was no finality in his tone. She smiled to herself, contented with the progress she had made; and that night before she slept she wrote to Tony.

I came down for a little visit with Enid, shan’t be returning to Richmond. [To reassure him, to make him understand that he was free.] I’ll go from here to Lynchburg to visit Molly Rand, and on to Staunton. Sue Nicholson lives there and I haven’t seen her for ten years. Then to Washington. I put my house in Mr. Freedom’s hands, to sell or rent. I hope he does well with it. I’ll need the little it may bring. [To keep Tony mindful of old obligations.]

Chimneys is beautiful, every field under cultivation, orchards and vineyards along the hills. Trav’s done wonders here. Mr. Fiddler, the overseer, is a thoroughly competent man. Trav says he could manage everything. I suppose you won’t want to take it over till the crops are made and ready for market, so that you will handle the money; but once Trav has gone back to Great Oak you could leave Mr. Fiddler in charge, wouldn’t need to stay here unless you chose. Trav hates to think Great Oak has run down. He’s itching to get his hands on it, I’m sure. And I suspect he’s homesick, too; would like to see more of his mother. It’s really lovely here, but Enid would be glad of a change. There aren’t many young folks, and she’s only twenty-six, and pretty as a picture. Darrell would flirt with her outrageously, the rascal! Remember me to him most kindly. [Jealousy was a useful weapon, if it were lightly used.]

Affectionately,

Nell


She did not sleep at once, wishing she had seen Chimneys before she allowed Tony even temporarily to escape her. They were used to each other; and if he had Chimneys’ income at his disposal, they could be happy together. But that could be managed later; she must not hurry, must move carefully. A woman alone had to be wary and wise.
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ED BLANDY was proud of his small farm, fifty or sixty acres of forest and bottom land in a cove cradled between wooded ridges. Along the road to Martinston there were a dozen farmers better off in land and buildings than he; but he had made his place with his own hands, seasoned every acre with his sweat. When he bought it, with money painfully earned and laboriously saved, the fields were far gone in briers and buck brush, the old log house crumbling in decay. He and his bride came there like pioneers. They made the hut briefly habitable and it served till the babies began to come; then he built a better house, two big rooms with a chimney between. The corn crib, the stable, the spring house, every fence and building on the place was a product of his axe and his splitting maul and wedges, and his hammer and his saw. He had come here, newly married, soon after Trav took over Chimneys; and Trav, riding to and from Martinston, saw the quick fruits of Ed’s industry. So they came to be friends.

Ed was not unique in the locality; for this was a region of yeoman farmers, most of them in straight descent from the first pioneers who settled the mountainous northwestern corner of the state when it was still dark wilderness. Ed worked no harder than other men, but a little more wisely. He had some education; and it was all the more surely his because it had been dug out of the few books upon which he had been able to lay his hands, rather than absorbed from some dull unskillful teacher as passively as a mule absorbs blows. One of the things which after they became acquainted drew him and Trav closer was their equal liking for figures. Before his marriage and his coming from Virginia to the Martinston region, Ed had worked for a man named
Harvey Hill, a West Point graduate with a mathematical bent who after serving in Mexico resigned from the army to become a professor at Washington College in Virginia, and later at Davidson College. Professor Hill took an interest in Ed, advised him to study and make something of himself, set problems for him to do; and one summer on a vacation excursion to the mountains he rode this way to see how Ed progressed. Ed was proud to introduce him to Trav; and the three men, for each of whom a neat calculation had an almost musical harmony, relished that and subsequent encounters.

Ed and Trav were forever comparing notes and records, checking the results of their agriculture. Other farmers had good years and bad, and so did they; but to the others it was simply that times were good or times were bad. Ed—as well as Trav—could leaf through a worn and much-thumbed book of accounts and tell you just how much each year had yielded, and what crops in the long run were best, and why.

Mrs. Blandy, still pretty despite the marks left upon her by a dozen years of hard and steady work indoors and out, thought Ed was a man beyond all other men. He had taught her to read and write, but she knew she could never know as much, nor be as wise and wonderful, as he. She had proudly borne him four children and would presently bear another; she was as ready to die for him as she had been to live and toil for him through these dozen years. Since Trav was Ed’s friend, so was he hers. With strangers she was shy as a wild thing, but with Trav she was at ease. So when one day in a pelt of rain, he and James Fiddler stopped at the gate and the dogs barked greeting, she bade them ’light and come in out of the wet, and she sent one of the children to fetch Ed, who was carting mud from the swamp for his compost pens. Trav said they could ride and find him, but she declared it was high time Ed came in. He would be wet to the bone as it was, in the sluicing rain. So they sat, their damp clothes steaming by the fire, and Trav talked with her, and the wide-eyed children watched and listened till Ed presently appeared. He was as wet as she had predicted, and he allowed her tender scolding to shepherd him into the other room and into dry clothes. While he changed he wondered why these two had come today. There was purpose in their manner; something sober, something almost sad. When he joined them by the fire
he was sure of it, yet waited without questions to hear what Trav had to say.

It was worse than anything Ed might have imagined. Trav, like a man diving into icy water, put it at last without preamble.

“I came to say good-by, Ed. I’m leaving Chimneys tomorrow.”

Ed knew from the other’s manner and tone that Trav meant he was leaving for good and all, yet he refused to accept the sorrowful certainty. “Business?” he asked. He saw Mrs. Blandy watching them, knew she too was shaken, knew how much would go out of their lives if Trav no longer were their neighbor.

“No, I’m not coming back, not to stay.” As though Ed’s silence accused him, Trav said defensively: “Greak Oak is run down. My mother wants me to take hold of it.”

“Virginia farms are mostly all cropped to death with tobacco.” It was as though Ed argued against Trav’s departure. “You’ve got Chimneys to where there ain’t a plantation this end of the state can match it.”

“My mother’s pretty old. I don’t see her much. And I can better things at Great Oak, some at least.”

“Seems like you could come and go.” Their voices were level, but Ed was sick with sorrow and emptiness.

“Oh, I’ll be back.” Trav chuckled, trying awkwardly to jest. “I’ll have to keep an eye on James Fiddler here, see that he keeps things going right.”

Ed looked at the overseer. James Fiddler was a good man when he had Trav to direct him. How well would he stand alone? “You’ll be wanting to come back, yes.”

As though Ed’s thoughts were words, as though to justify himself in the face of Ed’s unspoken protests, Trav explained: “Mrs. Currain wants to go.” Ed for a moment hated Trav’s wife; a stuck-up, conceited, lazy, useless critter too high and mighty to be civil if she rode past your door, half the time pretending not to see you tip your hat to her. “It’s pretty lonesome for her here,” Trav reminded him. “She’ll see more people at Great Oak.” See more people? Ed’s jaw set. There were people enough around here, as good as she was! Yes, a sight better, too, if it came to that! But she took mighty good care not to see them.


“Likely,” he admitted, his tone blank.

“My brother will live here,” Trav said appeasingly. “He’s older than I, a fine man. He’s here now, wanted to come today to make your acquaintance; but he had a chill and it was raining. He’ll be down the first good day. You and James Fiddler can tell him anything he needs to know.”

“I heard he was here,” Ed assented, then said frankly: “We’re going to miss you, Mr. Currain. All of us. But specially Mrs. Blandy and the young ones and me.”

“I never thought I’d leave here; but I reckon it’s what I ought to do.” Trav added honestly: “It’s going to be interesting, handling Great Oak, trying to bring it back.”

“Who’s been farming there?”

“Why, we’ve needed a good overseer. We’ve had five different ones, the last ten-twelve years; but unless you can get someone like James Fiddler, a man had better be his own overseer.”

Trav’s interest in the task that awaited him at Great Oak was in his tones; he and Ed fell into long discussion of the wisest ways to proceed, James Fiddler now and then saying a word. Ed saw that the overseer was as depressed as he by Trav’s prospective departure.

Mrs. Blandy, silent in the background, rocked slowly in her small chair. The baby fretted and she fed it and it slept in her arms. When Trav and James Fiddler departed Ed went out, heedless of the rain, to see them go. He came back to face her still sitting quietly; their eyes spoke without words. Ed sat down before the fire, his back to her; and after a moment she put the baby in its small bed and came to his side, her hand on his shoulder.

“It’ll be some different with him gone.”

Ed nodded, not turning his head. “He’s a real good man. I never knew a better. Yes, he’ll leave a hole.”

“This brother of his prob’ly ain’t much like him.”

“He’ll be made welcome. Everybody likes Mr. Currain. They’d go a long ways for his brother, even if he was a polecat.” He added hopefully: “You can’t tell. He might be real nice too.”

“He’s bound to be, the same blood in the both of them.”

Ed nodded. “I reckon he’s sickly, what Mr. Currain says; not wanting to come out in the rain.” He rose. “Well, I can’t set here, rain
or no rain. Too much to do.” He felt tired, felt strength withdrawn from him. “Never thought I’d take anything so hard.”

Next day the rain was over, the sun shone. They saw the carriage pass with Trav and Enid and Vigil and the children, a wagon loaded high with bags and boxes coming behind, the horses splashing through the mud from yesterday’s shower. Trav lifted his hat, and even Enid bowed to Ed’s salutation. When they were gone, Ed looked at Mrs. Blandy.

“First time she ever took any notice of us,” he said in a dull tone.

She came close to him to borrow comfort. “Oh Ed,” she murmured sadly, “I know how you feel. I do too, kind of like I’d watched a funeral go by.”
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ENID left Chimneys with no regrets, ridiculing Trav’s reluctance. “Oh, don’t be silly! I think you’d like to just stay here till you rot!”

“Well, when you work hard to make something, you—I suppose you get to like it. Tony won’t feel the way I do about the place.”

“Well, neither do I,” she retorted. “It’s been just a prison for me. I’ll be glad to see the last of it.” And in a sudden rapture at the prospect of release she forgave him even imagined grievances, clipping him ardently, kissing him over and over. “Oh, darling, darling, I’m so glad we’re going, so grateful to you. I’ll show you. Wait and see! I’m going to love you so.” But when his slow blood stirred and his arms tightened around her she freed herself. “There, Honey, now I’ve so much to do!” She had married when she was sixteen, had borne a baby a week after her seventeenth birthday. The first years of their marriage were a crowding succession of pregnancies, though only three of them came to fruition. Her abounding vitality survived the drain; but fear of having another baby taught her to curb the intemperate surrenders in which she as often as Trav had taken the initiative. Trav was easily put off; and though she did not admit it to herself this was one of her grievances against him, till the coldness she pretended became real enough. Only in such happy hours as this did her natural ardor reveal itself in brief tempestuous caresses.

She was afraid Trav would rebel at last at surrendering his beloved Chimneys, so she hurried their departure. In Martinston while they waited on the tavern porch for the arrival of the stage that would take them to Statesville, men spoke to Trav, clumsily expressing their affection and respect, telling him how much he would be missed; and to
see his pleasure in their friendly words made her eager to be gone. When the stage arrived she hurried the children and herself aboard, and fretted till he joined them. Only when the last house in the village was left behind did she fill her breathless lungs. At last, at last they were on their way, out of this wretched wilderness into the beautiful, the gay, the beckoning world!

Her overflowing happiness infected the children; they laughed with her and sang with her till Trav and even Vigil, the dull-witted wench who held little Henrietta in her arms against the jolting of the stage, began to smile. She clung to Trav’s arm, pressing against him, teasing him, reaching up to kiss him; and she commanded that he sing their foolish songs with them, and seduced him at last to do so, and they laughed at his deep voice unused to song, and he said he had never seen her so happy. “Like a colt let out to pasture, feeling his oats.”

“Oh, I never was so happy in my life,” she agreed. “Oh, darling, darling, we’re going to have such fun!” She kissed him again and whispered: “You’ll see, old sobersides! You just don’t know how sweet I’m going to be!” She saw his dull color, his quick uneasy glance at the children; and she laughed with new delight and kissed him again.

She refused to be disturbed by the discomforts of the journey, lurching stage coaches, wretched taverns, hot and crowded cars of which the floors were stained and slippery with brown ambeer. It was dusk of a sultry summer day when they reached Richmond. Trav took them to the Atlantic Hotel, where in the past he had sometimes stayed; but the hotel had passed its best days, and their suffocating small rooms and the prospect of another long stage journey tomorrow brought Enid at last to a weary dismay. But Trav suggested that they wait over till Saturday morning and go down river on Captain Davis’s steamer, the Curtis Pack, and she welcomed that proposal with a new delight. She looked forward to the day in Richmond; but the stifling heat and the clouds of dust stirred up from the unpaved streets by every passing hack and carriage made her head ache, till at last she surrendered and spent most of the day abed, requiring Vigil to keep a sheet of brown paper soaked in vinegar upon her brow.

But next day, though to rise in time for the half-past-six departure of the steamer was a nuisance, her spirits revived. Vigil tended the
children while Trav identified the gracious houses along the river, telling old tales of Dutch Gap where Indians massacred the colonists Sir Thomas Dale had settled there; of Jordan’s Point where lovely Cissy Jordan had so many beaux that she betrothed herself to two at once and was haled into court by one disappointed suitor; of Berkeley, where pretty Sarah Harrison gave bond to marry William Roscow and within two months married Dr. Blair, and, though when the ceremony was performed she refused to promise to obey, settled sedately down as the wife of the founder of the college at Williamsburg; of Westover, whence Evelyn Byrd went to England and loved Charles Mordaunt, and after her disapproving father hurried her back to Virginia refused to wed any other, and died of a broken heart; of Brandon, where a disappointed lover shot a bride on her wedding day, and the bereaved husband hung the wedding ring on the crystal chandelier, and her ghost sometimes returned to try that ring again upon her finger. “They say in damp weather you can still see where her blood stained the heart-pine floor,” Trav said; and he told other tales, till Enid asked at last teasingly: “Mercy, Honey, how do you know so much about the lovely gay ladies?”

Trav colored, grinning. “Why, I was always too shy to talk to pretty girls; but I used to like to read the old stories and imagine I was the hero of them.”

She laughed in delight. “Why, Trav, I declare I didn’t suppose you ever read anything but that old Farmer’s Register!”

He was glad to change the subject. “That was Mr. Ruffin’s paper. Remember I was telling your mother about him? His place is on the river. I’ll show you when we pass it.” And he told her, as he had told Mrs. Albion, how Edmund Ruffin, taking over as a boy of nineteen the worthless acres of his Beechwood inheritance, brought them back to fine fertility.

“I don’t see how you can get so worked up over a farmer!” Enid protested, bored by his enthusiasm; and Trav said seriously:

“Why, a great farmer’s a great man. George Washington did about as much for the South by raising the first mules in this country as by any battle he ever won. And Mr. Ruffin, finding out how to bring back Virginia lands, has put thirty million dollars in values into the pockets of Virginia farmers.” He added, thoughtfully: “He’s not interested
in farming now. All he thinks about is politics, writing letters to the Enquirer, or to the South, saying we ought to withdraw from the Union and form a separate confederacy. He claims no one in Virginia has the courage to stand up for Southern rights, so he’s moved to South Carolina. They take politics more seriously down there.”

He talked on, of farming, and of his grandfather who destroyed good land by cropping it with tobacco till it would no longer yield. “He wanted land just for the sake of making money out of it,” he explained. “He was always money-hungry.” He laughed at sudden memory. “He thought he’d make a fortune out of Moris Multicaulis. That’s a special kind of mulberry, and there was a time when everybody was either buying mulberry shoots or selling them. They used to sell shoots at so much for each bud; and the price kept going up till it was three or four and finally six cents per bud. The shoots were wonderful to sprout, but the sprouts wouldn’t grow up; they just kept putting out more sprouts. And the silkworms wouldn’t eat them, and the sprouts couldn’t be killed, till finally everyone had mulberry shoots to sell and no one wanted to buy them. Papa lost a lot of money. It was just a crazy speculation.” He added, his thoughts drifting: “Then after that excitement blew over, people got the gold fever and headed for the mountain country down south of Chimneys. They found quite a lot of gold, too. There was a man there, Bechler or Bechtler or some such name, used to coin gold pieces down there for the Government.”

His voice droned on, but Enid no longer heard him. Sun on the water and the warm wind against her cheek had made her drowsy, and even while he spoke she fell asleep. She slept past Dancing Point and did not wake till Trav roused her to see Great Oak, the big house on the clay bluffs above the river set well back and half-hidden by trees; and after that she was full of eagerness. He had sent word ahead that they were coming, so when they landed at Allen’s Wharf, the carriage and a cart for their belongings were waiting to meet them. They came into Williamsburg by Francis Street and angled past Capitol Square; and as the horses trotted westward through the town, Trav pointed out the court house in Market Square and the old Magazine across the way, and the college building with ugly square towers defacing its front; and he told her of the town’s great days until she protested:


“But, Trav, all that was seventy or eighty years ago. Doesn’t anything ever happen here now?”

“Well, I suppose Williamsburg has to be satisfied with having been important once.”

Sudden misgivings touched her and she clung to his arm. “Trav, will your Mama like me?”

“Of course, Honey.”

“Oh, I hope so.”

He pressed her hand, gently reassuring. “Don’t worry. You and she’ll get along just fine.”

Uneasy silence briefly held her. They took the Barrett’s Ferry road. “Is she big and stern, Trav?”

He laughed. “About as big as a minute! She won’t come much higher than your shoulder.”

“You’re big, and I remember Tony was tall and lanky, and Cinda’s sort of big, too.” Brett and Cinda had come from the Plains for their wedding, and Tony from Great Oak. I’ve never seen Faunt or Tilda.”

“Father was tall,” Trav explained. “Tony’s like him. But Mama’s a little bit of a thing.”

They turned into an oak wood, and Enid sat breathless, watching the drive ahead. The oaks gave way to an avenue of tulip trees which passed stables and poultry yard and the overseer’s house on one side, the smoke house and the corn cribs on the other. At the head of the avenue the big house was at first concealed; then as they drew near it came more and more clearly into view, till the circle of the driveway brought them to the hospitable door and the waiting welcome.

“There’s Mama,” Trav said. Mrs. Currain, small and exquisite and smiling, stood at the head of the steps, and at her shoulder a fat old Negro woman beaming with love and pride. “And April,” Trav exclaimed. Then the carriage pulled up and he swung Enid to the ground, and her fears were forgotten. She took Mrs. Currain in her arms, and the little old lady returned her kiss with ready affection.

“Welcome to Great Oak, my dear!” she said, and held Enid at arm’s length to survey her approvingly, and turned to take Trav’s kiss, and to welcome Lucy and Peter. While Trav stayed a moment in talk with April, Enid and Mrs. Currain turned into the great hall, and Enid uttered a cry of delight.


“Oh, Mama, it’s so big; so big, and so beautiful!”

Mrs. Currain smiled at her happiness. “My husband used to say you could drive a coach-and-four through the hall, if you could get them through the doors. Well, now, I’m glad you’ve come, my dears; I’m happy you’re here.”

Vigil at Enid’s command brought the baby to be admired; and then April and Vigil took the children away and Enid went whirling through the lofty rooms, admiring everything, exclaiming and asking questions and not waiting for answers. She saw Trav watching her with content in his eyes, and called to him: “Oh, Honey, I never was so happy in my life before!”

 



During the summer days that followed, Enid explored everywhere, indoors and out, with a delicious secret sense of ownership; for surely, some day, all this would be Trav’s, and she would be its mistress. The big house, though it needed painting, though the roof sometimes leaked, though it was shabby here and there, was a continuing wonder. The lofty arched hall with fluted pilasters, the marble mantels, the carved panelling, the wide curving stairs, the high-ceiled rooms with wall paper brought from England a hundred years before, all these were beyond superlatives. Side halls connected the central part of the house with what had once been separate wings, so that the whole structure was now full two hundred feet from one end to the other. The drawing room, its windows hung with bright damask, caught the sun all day long; and old portraits, richly shadowed, hung between the windows that reached from the floor almost to the ceiling.

Mrs. Currain was in these days as happy as Enid. “You musn’t let me wear you out with so many questions, Mama,” Enid warned her; and the little old lady said smilingly:

“Why, my dear, there’s nothing I like so much as having you love this house. I do too, you know.” She knew all there was to know about the old mansion. “Mr. Bexley built it, more than a hundred years ago. My husband’s father bought it from Mrs. Bexley. She was Martha Foxhall, and my mother was a Foxhall, so we were distant cousins, so I’ve always felt at home here since the day Mr. Currain carried me up the steps and across the threshold.” She knew the architectural features by their proper names and spoke of the hipped roof
with its dormers, of pilasters and pediments and finials, and of flutings and entablatures, of modillions and rosettes and soffits, of balusters and balustrades, till Enid was lost in amused bewilderment.

“I declare, Mama, you’ve got me so mixed up I don’t know windows from doors,” she confessed. “I can hardly remember which are mantels and which are panels.”

Mrs. Currain smiled at her pretty confusion. “The mantels are marble,” she pointed out. “Carved in England before they were brought here. And the panels are heart-pine like the floors, cut and sawed and shaped here on the place.”

“The floors are hardly worn at all,” Enid commented. “Pine must be like iron.”

Mrs. Currain nodded. “Yes, but of course it would burn like gunpowder. We’re always afraid of fire. If one ever started, the whole house would go. That’s why we never take lamps upstairs at all. Candles are so much safer.”

Enid liked best of all the drawing room, so full of warm lights and rich shadows. She and Mrs. Currain received callers there, Mrs. Currain presiding at the tea table where silver and glass and eggshell china gleamed and shone; and after the stately ladies had gone she told Enid all about them, and her own words forever led her into memories. “My husband brought me home here fifty-two years ago, you know,” she might say, with perhaps a smiling apology for her garrulity. “I was nineteen—he was much older, of course—so I’ve lived almost a lifetime here. But even when I first came the people loved to talk about the days before the Revolution, when Williamsburg was a great town.” And she would drift into interminable tales, of old Mrs. Wills and other famous gossips, and of Mrs. Davis whose passion was collecting bonnets through long bedridden years, and how Decimus Ultimus Barziza came by that strange name, and of the Reverend Scervant Jones who would rather write a poem than a sermon, and of a dozen more.

Enid, though she might protest to Trav that his mother would talk her to death, yet enjoyed these hours with the older woman; and she took a sensuous delight in the big house and its noble setting. The service buildings were on the side away from the river, receding among concealing oaks. To right and left of the lawns toward the
river, the gardens were enclosed in a hedge of tree box, and enriched by lush masses of bush box and with each bed framed in its own dwarf border. Now in midsummer there was not much bloom; but Mrs. Currain, to whom each plant was an old loved friend, saw with the eyes of memory and spoke of wistaria and jasmine, sweet shrub and calycanthus, mock orange and dogwood, smoke trees and lilacs, crape myrtle and Cape jessamine, roses by a hundred names, lesser blossoms by the score. Enid never tired of this talk of what had been and would be again.

On the river side, wide lawns were protected by ha-has against the incursion of the horses which grazed freely across the further levels. Solitary in the middle of the lawn which its spreading shade over a considerable space discouraged stood the huge oak tree that gave the plantation its name. The great trunk was more than twenty feet around, the lofty crown almost a hundred feet above the ground, the widest spread of the heavy branches a hundred and thirty feet from side to side. Within the trunk there was a hollow where a man could stand erect, extending upward into darkness. Lucy, although she was ten, was not too grown up to begin to make a play house in this ample cavity; and old April, who since Vigil was busy with little Henrietta made Trav’s other children her special charge, helped her find furnishings for her retreat, and set one of the Negroes to make two small split bottom chairs just big enough for Lucy and Peter and to construct a tiny cradle; and she herself fabricated—out of a corn cob and some bright calico—a doll baby for Little Missy.

Enid did not interfere with Lucy’s make-believe. She had her own delights, savoring every hour, never forgetting that if she were careful to keep Mrs. Currain’s good will, she would some day be mistress here. Mrs. Currain was a scrupulous housekeeper. At Great Oak the bed rooms were aired daily, the mattresses put out in the sun twice each month. Every implement in the kitchen, whether it had been used or not, once a week was scrubbed and scoured. Daily, her keys at her waist, Mrs. Currain inspected her domain; she visited the dairy and the laundry, she went to the smoke house and the cupboard to measure out the day’s supply of butter, sugar, lard, meal, and flour, and doled out whatever ingredients the coming meals required. Every cupboard
and every outbuilding had lock and key. “The people don’t think it’s stealing,” she told Enid. “So we keep temptation away from them.” She supervised the making of starch and of soap; she oversaw the dipping of candles, and she kept the trash gang—men and women too old to labor in the fields, children too young—at work all day raking drives and paths or grooming the wide lawns and terraces. Each leaf that fell must be removed.

Enid, who except in the flurry of preparation for her mother’s visit had let Trav oversee everything at Chimneys, was half astonished, half amused by Mrs. Currain’s insistences. She herself did not escape the old lady’s discipline, for she was expected to keep Trav’s clothes in order, his buttons secure, his socks free from holes and smoothly darned. She and Mrs. Currain spent long hours together, their needles busy; and often the children were near-by, for the older woman enjoyed them, laughed at their play, relished the memories they aroused in her.

“Little Peter’s so like Tony when he was a baby,” she said once. “Always wanting to be the center of everything, forever shouting: ‘Mama, look at me! Look at me, Mama! Look at me!’ Tony would do all sorts of absurd things, jumping around like a jack-in-the-box—anything to attract attention.”

Enid had seen Tony only once, years ago when he came to her wedding and devoted himself to her mother; but she had at once disliked him and she resented this comparison. “Peter’s not like that usually! It’s just that you laugh at him!”

“Oh, my dear, that’s a grandmother’s privilege, to spoil her grandchildren.” But Mrs. Currain had guessed Enid’s resentment. “I spoiled Tony, too,” she confessed. “I shouldn’t have done it; but you see my next baby died.” Her eyes were on her needle. “Mr. Currain was in Richmond the night the theatre burned, and he was in the audience. The Placide stock company presented a pantomime called The Bleeding Nun, and fire started during the performance, and scores of people were burned to death; Governor Smith, and Sally Conyers, and the young man she was to marry, and so many of our friends. Mr. Currain was not hurt, but he came home and told me about it, and I was so horrified that my baby was born too soon and died, and the
next one died too. So till Travis was born, Tony was all we had, and we spoiled him sadly.” She added, smiling quickly: “But I don’t mean Peter’s spoiled! He just likes to be the center of things.”

One day she took down from above the mantel in the library a sword in its scabbard, a long, straight, double-edged weapon, and belted it around the youngster, and laughed at Peter’s delighted strutting. “It was Mr. Currain’s father’s,” she explained. “He brought it from France when he went over with Mr. Oswald to help make the peace with England. Mr. Currain would have gone with him to be his secretary, but his horse refused a fence and threw him and broke his leg. There, look at Peter swagger!” But when Peter without permission one day helped himself to the long blade and went into the garden and slashed at a young rose bush with it, she restored it to its place of honor above the mantel and said he must not touch it again. “But you may have it when you grow up and go to war,” she promised him, and she told Enid: “Travis used to love to wear the sword when he was little; yes, and after he grew up, too. I came to the door one day and caught him brandishing it, lunging and stabbing.” Her voice suddenly was thoughtful. “He was surprisingly graceful, Enid, like a fencer.” Then she smiled. “He saw me presently in the long mirror, and he was so embarrassed. I suppose he imagined himself fighting a duel or something.”

Enid remembered Trav’s confession the day they came down the river from Richmond. “He used to like to read old love stories and pretend to himself he was the hero. Peter’s always imagining things, too.”

“He’s such a sturdy little boy.” Mrs. Currain loved Peter, but she was fond of Lucy too. “I’m glad you named Lucy after me, Enid.” She smiled over her needlework. “You know, it was because my name is Lucy that Mr. Currain fell in love with me.” And to Enid’s quick, amused question. “Well, he used to tell me—teasing me, to be sure—that his first sweetheart, years before he met me, even before I was born, was a girl named Lucy.”

“Why, I declare, Mama, that’s real romantic. Did he marry her?”

“No, she wasn’t of a good family, so his father wouldn’t let him.”

“Of course not! I reckon she was a hussy.”


“I’m not so sure. Mr. Currain said she was really very sweet. But her father took her away to Kentucky and they never saw each other again.”

“So then he married you?”

“Not till long afterward. First he married Sally Williber. They never had any children. She was an invalid for a long time, and I never knew him till after she died. He always said he fell in love with my name before he ever saw me; always declared I reminded him of that first sweetheart.”

“Weren’t you jealous?”

Mrs. Currain tossed her head. “Oh, to be sure; but he never told me till long after we were married!”

 



Trav and Enid and the children arrived at Great Oak in early August; and late that month Tilda, Trav’s sister, wrote that she and Dolly would come down from Richmond for a visit. Enid said when she heard: “I’ve never met Cousin Tilda. Is she as nice as Cousin Cinda?”

Mrs. Currain hesitated, smiling in a wistful way. “I ought to be ashamed of myself for saying so, but—well, no, she isn’t. It’s not her fault, probably. You see, Cinda was always the popular one, and Tilda couldn’t help knowing it. When she was little, even old May used to hold Cinda up to her as an example.”

“Who is May?”

“She nursed Tilda when she was a baby. She’s dead now. June took care of Cinda, and of course old April was Trav’s, and May was Tilda’s.”

Enid laughed. “April and May and June! Were they sisters?”

“Yes.” Mrs. Currain chuckled in the way which always reminded Enid of a chipmunk’s chirp. “Yes, their mother was named Calendar; and she had a January and an August too. But May was bad for Tilda. I tried to put a stop to it, but you can’t do anything with nurses.”

“I know,” Enid agreed. “Vigil doesn’t pay the least bit of attention to anything I say.” She asked curiously: “Didn’t Tilda hate having Cinda thrown up to her all the time?”

“If she did, she didn’t let on. She’s devoted to Cinda even now. I’m afraid I couldn’t be as Christian as she is. Cinda’s always had the best
of everything. They both fell in love with Brett Dewain, you know. Tilda was only sixteen at the time, but girls that age take things hard——”

“I was only sixteen when I married Trav!”

Mrs. Currain nodded. “Then when Brett married Cinda, Tilda was sure her heart was broken, till one day Tony brought Mr. Streean home from Richmond.” The old woman wandered so easily among her memories. “I wouldn’t have chosen him for Tilda. His people were nobodies; but she was so grateful for his attentions that I hadn’t the heart to put my foot down. Sometimes I wish I had. He was very businesslike. I never told Tilda this, and you musn’t, but before he spoke to her, he came to me about a settlement. I gave them a house in Richmond and an income, and they live on Tilda’s money—though of course it’s his now—and he went into politics. He takes himself ever so seriously—” She broke off. “There, I shouldn’t talk so about my son-in-law, but he really is tiresome!”

“Gracious, Mama, I hope you don’t feel about all your in-laws the way you do about Mr. Streean!”

Mrs. Currain patted her shoulder affectionately. “Nonsense! I like you very much, my dear.”

Enid looked forward to Tilda’s coming, but she quickly found the other tiresome. Tilda was so absurdly ready with flattering praise. “Oh, Cousin Enid, isn’t little Peter the cleverest thing?” “Mama, just look at Lucy! Isn’t she sweet?” Henrietta, she insisted, was such a baby as the world had never seen before; Enid herself was the loveliest young mother in Virginia. Tilda’s admiration fell without discrimination on everything and everyone, and Enid began at last to feel a choked, clogged sensation, as though she had stuffed too long on sticky sweets.

But if Tilda were wearying, her daughter was completely charming. Dolly Streean at sixteen was already a beauty, and within twenty-four hours of her arrival at Great Oak, beaux flocked around her. She introduced Enid to these youngsters as “Aunt Enid” so persistently that Enid told Trav in amused resentment:

“The little witch makes me feel a hundred years old, and she knows it, too! I believe she does it on purpose!”

Trav chuckled. “She’s a lovely child!”


Enid tossed her head. “She ought to be! She practices all her pretty airs and graces in front of a mirror by the hour.” Yet she liked Dolly and sought her company, at once envious and admiring.

Toward the end of August, Redford Streean and Darrell came for a few days. Enid disliked Mr. Streean at once. She thought him fat and pompous. But Darrell was a handsome youngster with a disturbing twinkle in his eye, and during his stay Enid enjoyed his teasing compliments and the audacious impropriety so often hidden in his words. The things he said were the sort you pretended not to understand, at once exciting and—since he was, after all, only a boy!—perfectly harmless; yet Trav one night remarked:

“You and Darrell have a lot of jokes between you, don’t you?”

“He’s loads of fun.” Then in mischievous amusement: “Do you object, Honey?”

“I? Why, no.” He added soberly, “Darrell’s been in a good many scrapes, Enid. He’s a wild youngster.”

“I think he’s nice.” She laughed teasingly. “I declare, I believe you’re jealous!”

“Oh, no. But I can see Mama is a little puzzled sometimes at the way you two go on.”

She might have ignored Trav’s opinion, but Enid would not risk awakening any critical thoughts in Mrs. Currain. Thereafter in the older woman’s presence, her manner toward Darrell gave no slightest cause for reproach.

The Streeans were no sooner gone back to Richmond than Faunt arrived. He had ridden down from Belle Vue, stayed two or three days. Enid had not met him before, and she told Trav the night he came: “Oh, I like Faunt! I like him so much.”

“He’s a fine man.”

“He makes me feel—I don’t know; not just beautiful, but—well, good. Noble and brave and everything. He’s just charming. Why isn’t he married?”

“He was, twelve or fifteen years ago. He married Betty Farrington, but she died when their baby was born, and the baby died too.”

“Oh, poor man! But I should think some nice girl—does he live all alone?”


“Yes, up on the Northern Neck, at Belle Vue. That was my grandfather’s first place, and when Faunt and Betty were married Mama settled them there. After Betty died he built a little chapel, and she and the baby are buried in it, and he lives there alone to be near them.”

“I wish we could find a nice wife for him.”

“Oh, don’t go bothering Faunt, Enid. He’s made his life the way he wants it to be.”

Trav’s warning curbed her tongue, but not her eyes. She watched Faunt day by day. Once she saw him walking toward the river with the children, Peter clinging to his hand, Lucy looking up to him with serious eyes. Enid wondered what in the world he found interesting in these children of hers; and at dinner she said to him: “I hope Lucy and Peter didn’t bother you.”

“No, indeed. I enjoyed them.”

“What ever did you find to talk about?”

“Well, we inspected Lucy’s play house in the old tree, and I told her—remember, Mama?—about the time before I was born when Tony dared Trav into climbing as far as he could up into the hollow, and Trav got stuck and had to be dug out.”

Trav grinned sheepishly. “I hollered like a good one. Never been so scared since.”

“And I told them about the underground passage that used to run from the house to the river, and about the pit under the hearth where gold and silver could be hidden if the Indians came.” He smiled at Enid reassuringly. “But I didn’t frighten them. They’re fine children.”

“Well, naturally I think so,” she assured him. As a matter of fact they often seemed to her a great nuisance; yet that Faunt should enjoy them somehow made him nicer in her eyes. When he said he must go on to Richmond and then back to Belle Vue, she made charming protests. “We’re just beginning to get acquainted, Cousin Faunt! Living away off at Chimneys, I’ve never had a chance to know Trav’s family; but I’m sure you’re the nicest of them all.”

He smiled and said he would come again in October for Mrs. Currain’s birthday. She would be seventy-one. “Cinda and Brett have promised to be home for that,” he explained, “and their children and
grandchildren are coming from the Plains to meet them here, so you’ll see us all together then.”

 



For the rest of September there were no guests at Great Oak, but early in October three of Cinda’s children arrived by the stage from Richmond. Enid thought Burr was like Faunt. Even at twenty he had some of his uncle’s fine gentleness and strength. Vesta, two years younger, was a freckled, laughing girl whom Mrs. Currain greeted with smiling fondness.

“Well, Vesta, you’re as homely as ever! And twice as many freckles!”

Vesta tossed her head, laughing; and Enid saw the affectionate bond between these two. “It’s your fault for letting Mama be so ugly! If she were as beautiful as you are, maybe I’d look like you, and then I’d have broken every heart in Camden by now.”

Mrs. Currain smiled. “All the looks went to your brothers!” she admitted. “But there, dear, you’re nice enough to make up for it!”

Burr and young Julian—Julian was fourteen, sturdy and straight—stood smiling by; and Julian said mischievously: “Grandma, make Vesta tell you about Tommy Cloyd!”

Vesta turned as red as her freckles. “Julian Dewain, you just hush up! Don’t listen to him, Grandma!”

“Of course I won’t, Honey,” Mrs. Currain promised. “What do men know about such things anyway? When will your mama get here, do you know?”

“I don’t know exactly, but she told us she’d be here for your birthday. Clayton and Jenny and the babies will come up next week. He had to stay to tend to things till the last minute. Grandma, Kyle just declares and declares that he remembers you! He’s so cute! And Janet’s the fattest little thing you ever saw!”

“I do hope Cinda gets here.”

Vesta hugged the little old woman, kissed her again. “Oh, darling, don’t be such a fuss-budget!”

“Well, I worry, all the same,” Mrs. Currain confessed. “You may say what you like, ships do get wrecked. Why, two years ago, over five hundred people were drowned when that Havana steamer sank off the Capes.”


“But, darling,” Vesta reminded her, “Mama and Papa aren’t coming from Havana!” The charming lack of logic in this made them all laugh, and silenced Mrs. Currain’s fears.

On the Thursday before the birthday, Clayton and Jenny and their children—Clayton was Cinda’s oldest son—arrived. Of the grandchildren, Kyle was three, Janet a year old. Clayton and Trav from the first spent their every hour together, for Clayton too was a lover of the land. Enid thought Jenny was an astonishingly quiet young woman. Unless someone addressed her directly she seldom spoke, and Enid remarked this to Trav.

“And yet she always seems to be having a wonderful time! You can feel her being happy inside.”

“She’s a darling girl,” Trav agreed. Enid had never heard him speak so warmly of anyone, and she looked at him in surprise. “Everybody loves Jenny. I suppose it’s because you know right away that she likes you, so naturally you like her.”

Enid, in an unaccustomed self-appraisal, thought that she herself seldom felt real fondness for anyone. Trav was her husband, so of course she loved him; but he bored and often irritated her. Mrs. Currain could be frightfully tiresome, and Tilda too, and Mr. Streean was common! The young people were nice enough, though Dolly, calling her “Aunt Enid” as if she were a thousand years old, sometimes made her furious. Darrell was fun, in an exciting, wicked sort of way, but of course she did not really like him. She could not think of anyone—except of course Faunt—whom she really liked; Faunt, and now Jenny. Since she and Jenny were in-laws, Currains only by marriage, outsiders in the close-knit family, it was natural that they should draw together. To be sure, Mr. Streean was an in-law too; but no one could like Mr. Streean.

On Friday, an hour before dinner, Faunt arrived. When Vesta gave him a laughing hug and a kiss, so—with a sense of daring——did Enid, and felt her cheeks suddenly hot. Lying awake that night with Trav heavily asleep beside her she remembered that kiss, and she thought that when Faunt departed she could kiss him again! Why not? After all, they were kissing cousins!

Next day Tilda and Mr. Streean and Dolly came down from Richmond, but this time Darrell was not with them. Mrs. Currain hoped
they might have heard from Cinda, but they had not. Monday would be Mrs. Currain’s birthday. Sunday, with everyone wondering about Cinda and bravely trying to hide any hint of concern, dragged itself away and dusk descended. Mrs. Currain delayed going to her room till long past her usual time.

“They might get here tonight,” she urged, till Vesta at last hustled her away upstairs.

“They’ll be here bright and early tomorrow, darling,” she assured the old woman. “You wait and see. But you must go to bed and be all rested up. Come along now.”

Jenny and Tilda went upstairs with them, but Enid stayed a while to watch Faunt, liking the sound of his voice, waiting to catch his eye. The men talked politics, and she heard Redford Streean declaim against the abolitionists.

“They’ll do their best to elect a President next year,” he predicted. “If they succeed, if a Black Republican is elected and put in command of the army and navy of the United States, the South will rise! As sure as that day strikes, so surely will we see disunion.”

Clayton nodded in agreement, but Faunt doubted that anything so extreme would happen. “All this talk is just politics,” he urged, and said courteously: “No offense meant, Mister Streean.” Enid remembered that Mr. Streean was a politician. “But reasonable men take political talk with a grain of salt.”

“Republicans aren’t reasonable men!” Streean retorted. “They’re all crazy abolitionists, believing their own lies! Don’t you ever read their pamphlets? To hear them talk, we whip our slaves to death, brand them, cut off their ears, keep the cowhides going all day long, take their—” He looked at Enid and paused and she guessed, in a secret excitement, what he had been about to say.

Faunt smiled faintly. “Yes, they lie about us,” he agreed. “But we sometimes exaggerate a little about them. Not all Yankees spend their lives selling wooden nutmegs and cheating their grandmothers.” He added in sober concern: “The North has been told so many things that aren’t true, and so has the South, that we’re beginning to believe them. When lies are repeated often enough even wise men begin to accept them. Most of the evil we believe about the North is probably as false as most of the evil they believe about us.”


“They’ve been slandering our peculiar institution for thirty years,” Streean said harshly. “One day we will call them to account.”

“Slavery isn’t important,” Faunt suggested. “Washington and Jefferson and Madison freed their slaves, and many lesser men. If we were let alone, we’d rid ourselves of slavery in time.”

“It’s important to the South.”

“It’s what men think and say about it that’s important,” Faunt corrected. “Not slavery itself.”

Trav said his old neighbors in North Carolina wanted no trouble over slavery. “But they believe in it,” he admitted. “They don’t own slaves themselves, but I suppose most of them hope to buy a few, some day, to do some of their work for them.”

“Not many men in the South do own slaves,” Faunt assented. “Of course all our friends do, but there aren’t many of us. A few thousands, out of millions. We can’t very well expect the whole South to fight the North just so a few of us can keep our slaves. Virginia certainly never will leave the Union over slavery. I expect a good share of all the slave owners in Virginia would free their people if they could afford to.”

Streean laughed harshly. “If you said that in the Cotton States you’d be tarred and feathered.”

Faunt’s cold eyes touched the other. “I think not,” he said in icy tones; and Enid saw sudden sweat on Redford Streean’s brow, and wanted to clap her hands. Clayton spoke quickly to ease the momentary tension.

“Mr. Streean didn’t mean that literally, of course, Uncle Faunt; but in a way he’s right. People in South Carolina feel pretty strongly about abolitionists. There’ve been horsewhippings, yes and shootings too. We don’t want anyone preaching that doctrine down our way, or printing it.”

Trav said North Carolina was much the same. “An abolitionist gets hard treatment. Professor Hedrick, at the University, said three years ago that he meant to vote for Fremont; and the Raleigh Standard demanded his dismissal, and the students burned him in effigy, and he was discharged.”

“They let him off too easy,” Streean declared. “We don’t want any Republicans in the South.”


Clayton said soberly: “Well, if the abolitionists elect a President next year, South Carolina—at least the men I know—will think it’s the last straw.” He added in strong resentment: “The negroes don’t mind being slaves!”

“That’s true, of course,” Faunt assented. “One of my men was a good carpenter. I told him he could go hire himself out wherever he chose. He came home last summer. He’d been gone three years, worked in Chicago, Washington, New York, saved over three hundred dollars. He brought half of it to me and said he was happier at Belle Vue and wanted to stay there.”

“I went North four years ago,” Clayton told them. “I saw the way white people are worked in the mills in Massachusetts, and the way mine workers have to live; and Papa’s written about the white miners in England. They’re worse off than our slaves. But slavery’s not the point. The point is, are we going to let the abolitionists tell us what we must do? We don’t like taking orders!”

Trav asked: “Are you saying what you think, Clayton, or what your neighbors think?”

Clayton colored faintly, but his head rose. “I reckon if trouble comes I’ll do what my neighbors do.”

Trav nodded, and Faunt said: “Yes. Yes, in the long run, whatever our personal opinions, most of us will stand with our class.”

 



When at last Enid left them to their endless talk and went upstairs, she met Vesta and Dolly, in wrappers, laden with good things pilfered from the kitchen, tiptoeing through the hall. Dolly’s eyes were shining with mischief. “We were starving, Aunt Enid, so we went down the back way, and Vesta’s got an apple pie and I’ve a sago pudding. Come help us eat them.”

Enid, because she envied them their youth and their high spirits, said severely: “Mama will be distressed. She plans all the meals ahead so carefully.”

But Dolly made a teasing face at her, and Vesta gaily protested: “Oh, she won’t mind, really! Come on! Do!”

Enid refused, and went into her own room. Before she slept—Trav had not come upstairs—she heard delighted screams along the hall, and her door was flung open and the two girls came racing in and
slammed the door and set their shoulders against it, laughing excitedly. She sat up in bed.

“What ever are you up to now?”

“It’s Uncle Faunt!” Vesta cried, and Dolly—richly beautiful, her dark hair flying—amplified the tale.

“He’s pretending to be a highwayman or something! He’s got on a great black cloak and a big hat and boots and he came bursting into our room with a regular roar! We were eating the pie, and he caught one of us under each arm and kept kissing us and tumbling us and saying he’d take us off to jail.”

Vesta broke in, and for a moment they both talked at once. “And I wiggled away—” “—and he dropped me and chased her—” “—and I tripped him up—” “—and we got away and—” Dolly came to perch on Enid’s bed, still excited, cheeks bright; and Vesta peeped out of the door and exclaimed in consternation:

“Dolly, he’s out here eating our pie!”

Dolly cried: “Oh the big thief! Come on!”

They raced away to rescue their booty, leaving the door wide, and Enid slipped out of bed to close it, and stayed for a moment listening to their laughing voices yonder. How astonishing that Faunt, always so dignified, should play this prank upon them! Suppose she had accepted their invitation, had joined them—in her wrapper, her hair loosed as theirs was. Heavens! How embarrassed she would have been! And Faunt too, of course! He certainly would not have dared maul her as he had these children!

She blushed at her own thoughts, and went back to bed; but she was still awake when, hours later, she heard hoof beats and the sound of wheels on the crushed oyster shells of the drive, and the summons of the bell that woke them all.
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October, 1859

 


FOR three days the ship had been becalmed and Cinda was in a fret and fever of impatience. September gales had driven them far off their course, the uncertain engines failed, they worked their laborious way under sails alone, and then with the Virginia shore in sight the wind died altogether. They tipped and teetered on long lazy swells, the rigging slatted idly.

“It blew hard enough when we didn’t want it to,” Cinda cried in sharp exasperation. “Oh, Brett Dewain, if we don’t get home in time Mama’s going to be so disappointed! I’m almost ready to jump overboard and swim!”

“I’ll arrange something,” Brett promised.

“I know I shouldn’t fuss so. You always find a way.” Cinda was a solid, plain woman with broad cheekbones and straight black hair; but Brett saw beauty in her, and fondness bound them close. He counselled with the Captain, and when another dawn came across a glassy sea and showed the land still distant, the longboat hit the water and a sling rigged to the yardarm deposited Cinda safely in the stern sheets. Brett dropped to a place beside her and four sailors swung the heavy oars. Before sunrise they were moving toward the sandy shore.

They landed where a creek cut the outer beach and Brett commandeered a Negro with a farm cart to carry them to Norfolk. There —with some difficulty because it was Sunday—he hired a barge to ferry them across to Newport News. When they landed, Cinda said gratefully: “I declare, Mr. Dewain, I believe you’d move mountains if I asked you to.”

He thought she might be too tired to go on. “We could stay with
the Lawrences, or the Groves,” he suggested. “Start early in the morning.”

“No, no. Mama won’t sleep tonight unless we’re there.”

So Brett chartered a carriage from the tavern keeper and they proceeded. Before they reached Warwick Court-House, early October dark came down and there was still far to go. “But even if they’re abed, Mama will be awake,” Cinda declared. “Oh, Brett Dewain, I’m like a horse eager for its stable. I want to see my children. I want my mama!”

The pace seemed to her maddeningly slow: the side lamps showed only a scant restricted fan of road and roadside; the horses plodded patiently, their hoofs almost silent in the sand. When the carriage passed through Williamsburg, there was never a lighted window; but even in the dark Cinda knew the turn for Great Oak a few miles beyond. Then the big house loomed black against the stars and she did not wait for Brett to hand her down, running to tug and tug at the jangling bell before she threw open the door.

At the bell’s alarm and at her eager calls the sleeping house stirred to life. While Brett lighted candles in the tall stand in the great hall, Cinda raced to meet her mother at the stair head; and then Trav and Enid appeared there, and at sight of them Cinda’s questions sprang and went unanswered and forgotten as Vesta and Clayton and the others came to sweep her in their arms. Everyone trooped downstairs; and Cinda sat happy at her mother’s side, her arm around Vesta, Julian at her knee, while questions and answers flew like arrows, many voices mingling. Why was Tony gone to Chimneys? How nice for Travis and Enid and the children to be here! Thus Cinda, glowing with happiness at being again with those she loved.

She would have stayed talking till dawn, but Mrs. Currain at last put a period to this hour. “There, now, back to bed for all of us. We’ve another day tomorrow.”

“It’s already tomorrow, Mama,” Cinda reminded her. “It’s your birthday already. Feel any older, dear?”

“Not now, Cinda; not now you’ve come.”

“Pooh! You knew I would!”

“You always do; but I always worry, too.”

 



Alone with Brett, even after candles were out and they lay in darkness,
Cinda was unready for sleep, clinging to his hand. “Thank you, Brett Dewain, for getting me here. You’ve never failed me. I almost wish you would, once. You’re too perfect to be true.”

“Time to go to sleep, Cinda.”

“I’m too happy to sleep. Travis is as quiet as ever, isn’t he; doesn’t have anything to say.”

“You didn’t give anyone a chance to say anything.”

“Isn’t it wonderful having him here! And wonderful having Tony so far away! Do you suppose Travis can do anything with Great Oak?”

“He can if anyone can.”

“He’s dear. I love Travis. And Faunt doesn’t change. Nor Tilda. She’s so mealy-mouthed! Some fine day I shall slap her face! I’ve always wanted to do something, just once, that she wouldn’t say was sweet! And then Mr. Streean will call you out and you can shoot him for me. Not in the heart, Brett. His is too small a target! Nor in the head. There’s nothing there to hit! I think the stomach is his vital organ. I notice it’s becoming even more conspicuous!”

“I’ll have to put a curb on that tongue of yours some day!”

She was thinking aloud, happy with her thoughts. “Brett Dewain, you know we have some wonderful children. Clayton’s the man of the family already, and Burr’s as handsome as you, and Julian’s almost grown! He’s taller than I am. Poor Vesta and her freckles! Why couldn’t she have looked like you, and let the boys look like me? It doesn’t matter so much when men are ugly.”

“Enid’s a pretty little thing.”

“Yes; but she—well, hovers! She’s always so quick to smile if you look at her. I suppose she’s not very sure of herself. Stuck away in the wilderness with Travis all these years, poor young one, how could she be? We must be nice to her. Her mother’s not her fault, after all.”

“If we start talking about Tony and Mrs. Albion we’ll never get to sleep!”

“Have you ever seen Mrs. Albion since Enid’s wedding?”

“No. I’m told she has an interesting mind!” A chuckle in his tones.

“Mind indeed! The hussy! All the same, I want to see her again some day. She must have changed, to be able to keep Tony in hand for ten years! I suppose she flattered him. He always loved that. I wonder if he’ll appear tomorrow—today?”


“Let’s go to sleep and wake up and see.”

“Oh, Brett, there’s so much to talk about.” He pretended to snore and she tugged at his hand. “Wake up!” He snored again. “Oh, all right! But make a shoulder for me.” In his arms she too presently was sleeping.

 



Vesta came next morning for late breakfast with her mother—Brett was already abroad, joining Trav for an early ride around the plantation—and brought Cinda’s accumulated mail and all the news from the Plains and from their friends in Camden and Columbia; and their tongues ran endlessly till Cinda, watching this daughter of hers, sensing behind Vesta’s happy talk and her quick readiness for laughter some brimming well of happiness, said too casually: “Tell me about yourself, Honey. You’ve talked about everyone else. What have you been doing all these months?”

“Oh, the usual things.”

Cinda chuckled comfortably. “Now, now, don’t try to fool your old mother. Who is he?”

“Who’s who?”

“Who makes your cheeks so red?”

“Oh, Mama, I’m always as red as a brick!”

“Do you want me to box your ears, darling? What have you been up to?”

“Nothing, honestly.”

“Rollin Lyle?”

“Heavens, no!”

“Perry Barnwell? Tommy Cloyd? Cedric Hunter? That Hayne boy?” Watching shrewdly. “Vesta Dewain, it’s Tommy Cloyd! Isn’t it?”

“Oh, Mama, you’re so funny.”

“Well, Tommy’s a nice boy. I’ve always liked him, and his mother’s a fine woman. But how did you ever get him to the point? He swallows his tongue if a girl so much as looks at him.”

“Honestly, Mama, there isn’t a thing to tell. Only——”

“Only what?”

“Well, I like him, that’s all. And he sort of—hangs around.”

“And you like to have him sort of hang around?”


“Well—yes, I do. He’s so—cunning!”

Cinda laughed delightedly. “So are you, darling.”

“But, Mother, there’s nothing, really!”

“Don’t worry, Honey; I won’t spoil it.”

“Well, I wish you’d make Julian behave. He’s always teasing Tommy.”

“I’ll put a bug in Julian’s ear, never fear.”

“Do you have to tell Papa?”

“Of course. I tell Brett Dewain everything.” She kissed Vesta happily. “I’m glad you told me, dear—even if there isn’t anything to tell!”

“There honestly isn’t!”

Cinda smiled. “Except that you’re happier than you’ve ever been in your life. You’re a darling girl, Vesta.”

“Mama, how do you get boys to—say things?” Vesta’s tone was for a moment so forlorn that Cinda burst into pealing laughter, and Vesta indignantly protested. “Well, I don’t see anything so funny about it! Tommy’s all right when we’re with people, but when we’re alone all he can do is gulp and swallow.”

Cinda wiped away tears of mirth. “Don’t worry; it will happen some day, just like that! Wait and see.”

When Brett returned, Vesta before she left them together kissed her mother and whispered: “Please don’t tell him yet, Mama.” So Cinda told Brett everything except this, all the news of their friends. Harry Eader had fought Orrin Vincent, shot him through the shoulder.

“I wish someone would kill Harry and be done with it,” Cinda declared.

“A good many men have tried it.”

“He’s always forcing quarrels. I suppose it soothes his vanity. He’s proposed to every pretty girl he’s seen for thirty years and no one will have him. Let’s not talk about him! It just makes me mad!” Her tone sobered. “Vesta says everyone down home thinks we’ll leave the Union, Brett—and most of them want to. Old Mr. Waller is so sure there’s going to be war that he’s collecting fowling pieces and pistols and sabers, filling his house with them. Poor dim-witted old man! Gaines Anderson—you remember how huge he is—has married a little somebody from Alabama and she’s only about four feet tall. Isn’t that
always the way?” She chattered tirelessly. So-and-so’s baby was a boy, named after its father. So-and-so was going to marry So-and-so. “Oh, and there are dozens of letters, some for you. I’ve read them all, and there’s nothing important. I had letters from Molly Paine and Betsy Chisholm and Lily Hammersley and Louisa Longstreet and Jenny Lamar and——”

“How are the Longstreets?” he asked. “I’d like to see him again. Haven’t seen him since their wedding.” Brett’s home had been in Lynchburg; he was an only son, his father died when he was a child, and it was what proved to be his last visit to his mother which had taken him to Lynchburg at that time.

“Oh, fine. They were just about to move to Albuquerque when Louisa wrote. Major Longstreet’s paymaster, you know. Their little girl died, so they’ve just three boys now. Louisa says they’re crazy for a daughter. Molly Paine says she and Ranny may come to Richmond this winter. Wouldn’t that be fun? And Betsy Chisholm says—but, Heavens, it’s almost dinner time! Go away, Brett Dewain, while I make myself presentable.”

At the big dinner table Cinda counted noses. “Sixteen of us! Not counting the three young ones upstairs! Mama, aren’t you proud of your big family? Tony’s a wretch not to come, and Darrell too, Tilda.”

“I had a letter from Tony,” Mrs. Currain explained.

“I suppose he was sick! He always makes that an excuse.”

“No, he said he was very well, but there was something about a muster of the militia, and he seemed to think it important.”

“Tony? For Heaven’s sake!” Cinda voiced the surprise they all felt, and Mrs. Currain said crisply:

“Now, Cinda! Oh, I know you never liked Tony; but I think he’s changed. His letters sound different! He seems quite happy at Chimneys, speaks of so many friendly people. I think perhaps he’s found himself.”

Cinda laughed. “Well, if he did, he didn’t find any treasure!”

“Cinda, you’re always too ready to say cutting things! I know you don’t mean them, but it’s ungracious of you, and unbecoming, too.”

When Mrs. Currain spoke thus firmly she ruled them all, and Cinda said in quick contrition: “I’m sorry, Mama. Tony’s fine when he wants to be!” Yet she could not long be repressed. “The trouble is
he never wants to be! When we were little I hated the way he treated Travis; and when Tilda and I were growing up and boys began to come around he made me so mad, teasing them, really insulting them, till they just about stopped coming. It’s a wonder we ever found husbands!”

Brett laughed. “You’d not have rested till you did.”

“Oh I was all settled after I met you! Remember, Tilda, I told you that first night that I’d met the man I was going to marry. You did your level best to take him away from me, too, till you saw it was no use.”

“Well, I still think Brett’s about the nicest man I know,” Tilda confessed; then added in timid haste: “Except Redford, of course!”

“Brett’s all right,” Cinda assented, her eyes touching his; then she added mischievously: “Except about money, forever fussing over every penny I spend!” And in a different tone, “Oh, for heaven’s sake, speaking of spending, I haven’t told you, Mama; but Brett’s bought a house in Richmond!” This was news, provoking many questions; and Cinda gave details. “The Peterson house on Fifth Street.”

“That’s a lovely house,” Tilda cried softly. “I’m so glad, Cinda. We’ll be neighbors, won’t we?”

“Yes!” Cinda laughed teasingly. “That’s the only reason I hesitated!” Tilda flushed with hurt, and Cinda said: “There, there, I’m joking, darling. Of course it will be nice being near one another.” She explained to her mother and to them all. “Brett made an offer for the house before we sailed, and the lawyers—they’re settling the estate —accepted by mail. We heard in London. Of course it’s a regular barn, those big bare rooms, so ugly and plain; but I’m going to do it over and make it all bright and cheerful. We brought a whole shipload of things from London; none of your gloomy old mahogany, Mama, but lovely gilt mirrors and the most beautiful carved chairs, and gold cornices to go over the windows, and medallions to put on the ceilings and—oh, just wait till you see! After we’re settled you must come and stay as long as you can stand us!”

“Oh, Cinda, I never go anywhere.” Mrs. Currain smiled at Enid. “Not even to see Enid and Travis married. I’m too old to go visiting.”

“Nonsense! You’ll come visiting me if I have to carry you.” Cinda saw Enid’s eyes full of eagerness. “And Travis, you and Enid must
come! Enid’s too pretty to be tucked away down here. You too, Faunt. I expect we’ll live there the year round. Clayton can run the Plains. He’s like Travis, good with land, knows how to handle it. Brett Dewain never was a farmer. The only thing he can manage is money. I never know anything to do with money except spend it, but he always wants to put it to work somewhow, the way Travis works with land.”

“That’s where the money comes from, Cinda, out of the land,” Brett reminded her; and he spoke to Trav in warm praise. “You did fine things with Chimneys.” Cinda saw Trav’s deep pleasure. “I hope you can do as well with Great Oak.”

“While Tony ruins Chimneys?” Cinda drawled, but Brett said quietly:

“Give him a chance, Cinda, since he seems to like it there.”

Enid cried: “Well, he’s welcome to it! I never was as glad of anything in my life as I was to leave that old hole!”

There was at this outburst a moment’s silence, all of them uncomfortable for Trav’s sake. Then Mrs. Currain said kindly: “Well, we’re all very happy you’re here at Great Oak, dear.”

The talk ran on, but Cinda thereafter watched Enid with a thoughtful attention; and when presently they all rose from the table, Mrs. Currain to go for her nap, the others scattering, Cinda drew Trav away, making him walk with her toward the river. He moved beside her in silence till she said, affectionately chiding:

“Never a word to say for yourself?”

He grinned. “I’m too busy to talk much, I reckon.”

She nodded. “Yes, and too busy to think of that lovely little wife of yours! The very idea of keeping her shut up at Chimneys all this time. Why, Travis, she’s just a child! How old is she?”

He thought back. “She must be twenty-seven, twenty-eight this month.”

“She doesn’t look it! And she’s never had any good times! Bring her to Richmond this winter.”

“I’ll be pretty busy here.”

“Oh, you don’t have to work all the time!” She felt the unyielding resistance in him. “Forget your farming and be nice to Enid. You’d better! I warn you!” He looked at her in surprise and she insisted:
“Oh yes, you heard me! Just because you married her didn’t automatically make her middle-aged, you know.” Pleadingly: “She’s sort of pathetic, Travis; so anxious to be liked, and approved of, and praised.”

“Why, I’m sure Enid’s happy here, Cinda.”

She nodded absently. Probably he was right; yet she had felt something, sensed something in Enid which disturbed her. She asked, guardedly, for this was doubtful ground: “Does she ever see her mother?”

“Mrs. Albion came to Chimneys last July, yes. She’s gone to Washington to live.”

“Enid might like to go visit her. Washington’s very gay.”

“I don’t see how she can, Cinda. Mama needs someone here, and then there are the children.”

Cinda pressed him no further, but that night when she and Brett were alone she asked: “Brett Dewain, does Travis know about Tony and Enid’s mother?” She answered her own question. “Probably not. He says Mrs. Albion visited them last summer. I don’t suppose he’d have had her in the house if he knew. And of course Enid would never guess the truth. She’s such a child. Travis says Mrs. Albion’s in Washington now. Why did Tony break with her?”

“I suppose she was an expensive luxury.”

“I’d like to meet her again. I never met a femme fatale—at least not when I knew it!”

She fell drowsily silent, but Brett was willing tonight to talk. “Faunt says Darrell’s gambling again. Came to him a month ago to borrow money.”

“I suppose Faunt gave it to him.”

“Oh, yes.”

She said soberly: “Poor Tilda! But you can’t expect much from Darrell, with a spineless mouse for a mother and Mr. Streean for a father. And Darrell’s too handsome for his own good, of course.”

“Dolly’s a raving beauty, isn’t she?”

“Yes—but I’m afraid she knows it.” Her thoughts drifted. “We’re a queer, mixed sort of family, Brett Dewain; we Currains. Three of us are pretty nice, and the other two——”

“Nice?” As though in doubt. “Let me see now, which ones——”


“Oh, you be still! You know as well as I do. I’m nice, and so are Travis and Faunt; but Tilda’s an idiot, and Tony’s a scoundrel. I wonder why we’re so different. Why do some ancestors leave their mark on us, and not others? Faunt used to fly into rages when he was a boy, and Mama always said he got his high temper from Grandpa Currain; and that’s where Travis gets his industry and his love for land, and his—oh, unshakableness, if there is such a word. Heaven knows where I get all the things in me! From you, I guess. You’re a fine man, Mr. Dewain.” She kissed his cheek; and after a moment, thoughtfully: “Brett, why do people like some people and not like others? Tilda’s my own kid sister, and I try to be nice to her, but I never liked her. Nobody does.”

“I do.”

“Oh, you like everyone. That’s why everyone likes you. But you know what I mean. Tilda’s sort of pathetic. I’ve always said dreadful things to people, and she’s always said nice things to them, and yet people never seem to mind what I say, but she—well, you’d think sometimes she had insulted them! You’d think it would be me they’d —avoid.”

“Oh, I don’t know. I’ve managed to stand you for twenty-five years —though it seems like more!” “Beast! Just for that, I shan’t speak another word to you tonight.”

 



Before dinner next day Mrs. Currain ordered up the big carriage and took Cinda and Tilda, Jenny and Enid upon a round of calls. When they returned and even before they alighted, they heard Redford Streean’s angry voice from indoors.

“Mercy,” Cinda exclaimed, “Mr. Streean’s making a speech!” The sounds came from the library, and they all turned that way. Cinda, the first to reach the door, saw Darrell. He must have come from Richmond, for he was still hot and dusty from the long ride. She heard his father cry:

“Well, if the damned abolitionists want a fight, they’ll get it, mighty quick!”

Their faces were all so grave that she realized this was not mere ranting. “What is it?” she asked; and when they swung at her word
she went quickly toward her husband. “Brett Dewain, what’s happened?”

Redford Streean shouted, in a voice hoarse with rage: “The abolitionists have invaded Virginia to raise the niggers against us.” But Brett, without replying in words, turned with a newspaper open in his hand and gave it to Cinda. She saw the headline:


INSURRECTIONARY OUTBREAK IN VIRGINIA


Below there were three lines in smaller type:


Seizure of the U. S. Arsenal at Harper’s Ferry 
Governor Wise at the Scene of Action Ferry 
Troops Ordered from Richmond


And while their voices went on around her, Cinda read the story below.

The startling intelligence reached this city yesterday that an insurrectionary outbreak had occurred at Harper’s Ferry Sunday, and that negroes to the number of 500, aided by 200 white men under the command of a white captain named Anderson, had seized the U. S. Arsenal at that place and captured the town itself.


There was a telegram from President Garnett of the Baltimore and Ohio reporting the outbreak, and the paper said soldiers from Jefferson County, soldiers from Richmond, marines and artillery from Washington and from Fortress Monroe were rushing to the scene. The main story was followed by short dispatches. From Frederick, Maryland: “Armed abolitionists have full possession of the United States Arsenal . . . one negro killed. . . .” From Baltimore: “The special train with Colonel Lee’s command passed Monocacy Bridge at II½ o’clock. . . .” From Washington: “The Mayor of the city, fearing the servile insurrection may extend, has made suitable preparation to quell sit. . . .”

She put the newspaper down, going to her mother’s side in an instinctive protectiveness. “Don’t worry, Mama,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady. Yet—a slave revolt? That was the nightmare that haunted one’s dreams. The Negroes were so many, their masters so few.

But Mrs. Currain was undisturbed. “I’m too old to worry. Besides,
I’ve seen it happen before.” Her word caught them all. “You children, all of you except Faunt, are old enough to remember Nat Turner.”

“I do, yes,” Cinda agreed. “I was terrified, couldn’t sleep for weeks.”

Enid asked sharply: “Who’s Nat Turner? What did he do?”

“Why, he was a slave.” Mrs. Currain spoke as though she were explaining something to a child; as though she were telling things everyone knew. “In Southampton. He had taught himself to read, and they say he thought he was God, but I always thought it was from drinking apple brandy. I remember it was in August, the same month we had the spotted sun.”

“Spotted sun, Mama? Whatever was that?”

“No one ever knew, Enid. When the sun rose that day it was all pale green, and then it turned blue, and long before dinner time it was white as silver; just a tremendous silver disc, with a hideous dark spot in the middle of it. The people were all sure it was a sign something awful was going to happen, and when Nat Turner started cutting up, they knew that was it.”

“What did he do?”

“Why, he and five or six others got drunk one night and broke into the house and killed Turner’s master and all his family with axes and then went around the neighborhood killing all the white folks they could find. They killed over fifty that night, mostly women and children; but as soon as one white man—old Mr. Blount, and he was chair-bound with the gout—stood up to them, that was the end of it. The soldiers soon caught them all, shot them or hanged them or cut off their heads and stuck them up on poles.” She laughed in her brisk little fashion. “It was really quite exciting for a while. Everyone expected the same sort of thing would start up everywhere, so we all made perfect fools of ourselves. Boys organized militia companies, people left their farms and moved into town where they’d be safe. All over the South people acted like a lot of chickens when a hawk flies over. In North Carolina mobs kept grabbing poor negroes and whipping them till they admitted they were plotting to kill their masters and then killing them. As far away as Louisiana, silly women shivered in their beds, and the men were just as bad. The legislatures everywhere kept passing laws that slaves mustn’t do this and they
mustn’t do that. Nat Turner could read, so they made laws that no one should teach negroes to read. It went on for years, this silly panic.”

Faunt said thoughtfully: “I’ve wondered sometimes how many of the things we do come out of our secret fear of the negroes.” He added: “I remember we used to make up games about it, when we were children. We’d make one of the negro boys play captive, and we’d make-believe torture him till he confessed, and then we’d shoot him. Not actually, of course; just a game.” He looked at Trav. “You remember? Big Mill was our favorite victim. I think he used to have as much fun out of it as we did. Of course he could have handled the lot of us if he had wanted to.”

“I’d outgrown games by that time,” Trav reminded the other. He was ten years older than Faunt. “Mill’s the best hand on the place now. I’m going to make him driver.”

“But that fear’s always in the back of our minds,” Faunt suggested. “Remember three years ago, after the last presidential campaign, lots of people believed the Republicans had organized a slave revolt that was going to start right after Christmas. That scare went all over the South. I’ve heard that at least forty negroes were hanged in Tennessee. Actually, of course, the slaves didn’t make the slightest trouble anywhere. Except in our minds.”

Enid cried: “But maybe they just put it off till now. Maybe this is the start of it!”

Mrs. Currain said calmly: “We’ll talk ourselves into hysterics. Let’s eat our dinner and forget about it”

“Forget about it? Heavens, I’ll not sleep a wink tonight.”

“Nonsense! There’s nothing to be so upset about.”

At dinner and afterward Mrs. Currain refused to permit any further discussion of the news Darrell had brought; but when she went for her afternoon nap, she wanted Cinda with her. “I wouldn’t admit it to the others,” she confessed when they were alone. “But it does make the cold shivers run up and down my spine, Cinda. You can say what you like, the people can kill us all in our beds any time they want to.”

Cinda stayed with her till at early dusk they descended to join the others. Cinda found herself watching with new attention the servants who brought the loaded supper trays and set them out on the little tables, trying to read the thoughts behind those cheerful, dark faces.
She well remembered the Nat Turner days, and the fear that for months thereafter was never quite forgotten. Now came this fresh reminder. Would she ever again feel at peace and secure with these black people always at her elbow, serving her, preparing every mouthful she ate, spying on each move she made? They were always laughing and singing and they seemed content and serene; but who could know the thoughts behind the sable masks they wore? Could a slave ever forget he was a slave, ever cease to hate his master? Not even animals submitted tamely to the dominance of man; in the gentlest horse or dog lurked always a seed of revolt. Were Negroes less spirited than horses, than mules? In sudden surrender to her secret fear she spoke to the black butler. “Uncle Josh, draw the curtains at the windows.” Who knew what malevolent eyes watched them from the covert of the outer dark? To be hidden from those possible watchers was somehow to be safe.

Out of respect to Mrs. Currain’s wishes, no one at supper or afterward spoke of this which was in all their minds; but that night, to Brett, Cinda said wearily:

“Oh, Brett Dewain, I’m so scared, and so confused! What does it mean?”

He was slow in replying. “Faunt and I rode into Williamsburg this afternoon,” he said. “Mr. Lively at the Gazette office says the men who made the trouble were killed or captured this morning by the marines under Colonel Lee. The leader was a man named John Brown. Lieutenant Stuart recognized him. You probably never heard of him, but he’s supposed to have murdered half a dozen men in the Kansas troubles; took them out of bed and chopped them to bits with sabres.” She clung to him, and he added slowly: “Brown is a fanatic, probably insane. There can’t be many men even in the North who would try to start a slave revolt—or who would think it possible to do so.”

“Don’t you think it’s possible? I do. I never feel I know what the negroes really think of us.”

He said firmly: “No, it’s not possible. For one thing, even if the negroes had real grievances, they’ve no leaders.” He added: “But—men on both sides, North and South, will be angry now; angrier than ever. Even Faunt was in a deadly rage today.”


“Will this—start us all fighting?”

He hesitated. “There’s no reason why it should; but of course the politicians will make a great to-do.” He added in an even tone: “Faunt and I are going to Richmond tomorrow, and Clayton will go back to the Plains, in case this stirs up any trouble there.”

She shivered. “I don’t like being left alone.”

He held her close. “You’ll feel better in daylight. I wouldn’t leave you if I thought there was any danger.”

“Trav will be here, of course,” she reflected, “and Burr and Julian.”

“I’ll probably go to the Plains with Clayton,” he told her. “I’ll send Caesar and June to Richmond and some of the people. You’ll need them to help unpack the things from England. You can stay at the Arlington till the house is habitable.”

She laughed in quick fondness. “Clever Brett Dewain, trying to get my mind on other things. You always know how to comfort me. And you’re right, of course. If I keep busy, I won’t have time for worrying.”
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October–December, 1859

 


RICHMOND, beautiful on rolling hills, had not yet felt the harsh touch of coming winter; but here and there the trees began to put on brighter colors, just as a woman conscious of encroaching age chooses new cosmetics and becomes more beautiful for a while before she fades. Faunt, happiest at Belle Vue, seldom came to the city; and today he found the crowded, dusty streets, with groups of men in hot discussion everywhere, disturbing and oppressive. The very air seemed to him heavy, as it may be on a sultry afternoon before a thunderstorm. Redford Streean had offered them hospitality, but at Faunt’s suggestion they put up at the first hotel they came to, the Exchange on Franklin Street, two blocks down the hill from Capitol Square.

“I always get indoors as quickly as I can, whenever I come to town,” Faunt confessed. “I’m jumpy as a fresh-broken colt in crowds, ready to sheer across the nearest ditch at any alarm, wall-eyed as a scared darky.”

Neither Brett nor Clayton shared this feeling. “I suppose living with Cinda has made me used to crowds,” Brett remarked. “She’s a crowd in herself. And Clayton here is young enough to enjoy being in the middle of things.”

Clayton assented. “Yes, I like it, seeing so many people, watching their faces, wondering about them.”

“Strangers?” Faunt objected.

Clayton held his ground. “Yes, strangers! I like to try to guess what their—well, what they’re thinking. What do they hope to make of their lives? What do they dream about? Do they think they’re pretty fine fellows? No one can ever really know any man but himself, I suppose;
but trying to guess about strangers seems to me mighty interesting.” He stood at the window, watching the throngs on Franklin Street and up toward Capitol Square. “Look at them, ladies, gentlemen, children; some going one way and some another. Where are they going? Why?”

The older men exchanged glances and Brett crossed and touched Clayton’s shoulder, a deep affection in the gesture. “Well, I can tell you where I’m going, and why.” There was a chuckle in his tones. “I’m hungry. Come along, son.”

In the dining room and through the hours that followed they heard the attack on Harper’s Ferry discussed from every point of view. Indoors and out, till the hush of night belatedly descended, there was a clamor of excited and passionate voices in the air. By the more accurate reports it developed that the original version had been wildly exaggerated. Instead of two hundred white men and five hundred Negroes, there were only a score or so in John Brown’s party. Sunday evening they seized the town, stopped the twelve-forty train, killed a Negro porter, the ticket agent, the train conductor, two or three others. Monday morning the first troops came; the rioters took refuge in the engine house. That evening Colonel Lee and a small detachment of marines arrived; at daylight Tuesday morning, after a fruitless parley between Lieutenant J. E. B. Stuart and John Brown, the engine house was stormed by marines, the raiders were all killed or captured. Now John Brown and the other survivors would be tried and hanged.

But these scant facts were the grains of wheat in a bushel of chaff; there were a thousand rumors. John Brown, the butcher of Osawatomie, had hoped to rouse the slaves to bloody insurrection; Northern abolitionists had backed him. That was the flagrant, the frightful, the unforgivable. Everywhere, in each excited group, furious voices rose.

Faunt and Brett during the evening became separated from Clayton, so when the two older men came back to their rooms they sat in talk for an hour or so. “I’ll probably not sleep anyway, till Clayton comes in,” Brett explained.

“That’s a fine son of yours, Brett.”

“Well, Cinda and I are almighty proud of him, don’t hesitate to admit it. In fact, we’re proud of all our children.” He added: “Clayton’s done a lot of living in his twenty-three years, Faunt; known all
the nobler emotions—except sorrow.” His tone softened on the word.

Faunt nodded, reading the other’s thought. “Yes, I’d loved and lost a wife and a baby at his age.” His eyes were serene. “I’ve lived pretty well inside myself, since; but I don’t think I ever did have Clay’s interest in—other people. Friends, family, yes; but outside the close immediate circle of my world, people could do as they liked for all of me.” He met Brett’s glance. “There’s a wonderfully comforting and satisfactory peace in solitude, Brett; in living close to the earth, your daily intimates the fields and forests, the trees, the blossoms in your garden, fresh ones opening to greet you at every dawning, the birds that seem to know you, calling a musical ‘God bless you’ as you pass. But I begin to wonder if it isn’t a selfish life. I wonder if to live so isn’t to dodge your responsibilities to—well, to the human race of which you are a part.”

“Except in stormy times, a man is free to do the thing that most contents him.”

“I don’t come close to men—or to women.” Faunt, in an unaccustomed self-searching, was thinking aloud. “Oh, we have a mannered intimacy; we smile, we say good morning or good evening; we exchange what might be called opinions. But I’m careful not to challenge the opinions of others—or to intrude any possibly disturbing opinions of my own. I sometimes feel—especially when I’m with adults—like an actor, playing the part expected of him. I’m more at ease with children.”

“Not many men are.”

“Perhaps they’re abashed at discovering in children something they themselves have lost. Children have so many gifts. They’re able in fancy to create for themselves in a moment a world complete and satisfying.”

“That’s true. Our children as babies were forever drawing pictures, telling each other stories, making poetry. But they got over it.”

“They do, yes. Why, Brett? Do we somehow stifle them, smother all those powers, reduce them to futility? I suppose my closest friend is a child, Judge Tudor’s daughter, Anne. Their place runs with Belle Vue on the west, you know. She and I have pleasant hours together, meeting casually when I ride that way, talking nonsense ever so seriously—or speaking of serious things lightly, as though to pretend we’re
not serious.” He added: “But she’s growing up. I think she’s fourteen now, almost a young lady, so we’re not so comfortable together, not such good companions as we were two or three years ago. Why do children change?”

“Oh, we all change. Either from inside ourselves or from outside. We grow—or shrink. Or something happens to change us, some event, some force outside ourselves.”

So they came back to the thought foremost in their minds. “This present event, for instance? It means changes, Brett.”

Brett shook his head. “It’s just a piece of outlawry, to be handled like any other outrage done by violent and lawless men.”

Faunt was not so sure. “You’re a man of business. Your instinct is to smooth over everything which disturbs the surface composure of the world.”

“Possibly. Certainly after this, my South Carolina neighbors will be waving the bloody flag.”

Faunt nodded. “I too felt at first just plain rage—till I realized that my anger was rooted in fear. As I said yesterday at Great Oak, this fear of a slave revolt lies somewhere deep in all of us in the South. I suppose basically it rests on an unadmitted sense of guilt. No man can honestly defend slavery—except perhaps upon the selfish ground that it shows a profit. In our hearts we know this; so we feel guilty, and so we fear the blacks, and so we are angry at anyone who reminds us of that fear.”

Brett hesitated. “In England I was sometimes put in the position of defending slavery. Of course I was able to remind my English friends of conditions in England and Ireland, quoting their own authorities; the North British Review, Sir James Clarke, Douglas Jerrold. I could remind them of women and little girls in their coal mines, chained to the cars they dragged through those underground corridors; girl children put to such work at eight or nine years old, carrying coal up ladders on their backs, working twelve hours on end, day and night; no education, no religion. And the metal workers in Birmingham and Sheffield, children there too, whipped to their tasks. Children as young as seven set to lace making for as much as fourteen hours a day, living in terrible sinks and cellars, starving. Ireland’s worst of all, of course. But reminding the British that their white wage slaves were treated
worse than our negroes neither convinced them nor satisfied me. Yes, I know that sense of guilt, and even a little of that fear.” He spoke reluctantly. “We’re so quick to boast, and threaten, and utter loud defiances. Probably the noisiest among us are the most afraid.”

They were still deep in talk together when Clayton presently returned. He had gone with young Jennings Wise to the Marshall Theatre to see Maggie Mitchell. “She’s charming,” he told them. “The whole town’s wild about her. We were too late for the first piece—Milly, the Maid with the Milking Pail—but Beauty and the Beast is what we went to see. It’s a sort of fairy spectacle, and Miss Mitchell sings beautifully. Then afterward we went to the Powhatan Hotel. The actors live there, some of them. Jennings Wise knows them all, and two or three of them were with us. It was a mighty interesting evening for me.” He was full of talk, and Faunt saw with affectionate amusement the bright excitement in the younger man, stimulated by this new experience.

Next morning Brett had business with Mr. Haxall at the Farmers’ Bank, and Clayton proposed to Faunt that they climb to the roof of the Capitol. “I always do, when I’m in Richmond,” he explained. “Jenny and I came here on our honeymoon, and we went there two or three times.”

Faunt agreed, glad to escape for a while from the excited talk in the streets. He found that the vantage to which Clayton led him offered an outlook far across the rolling country, with the river a silver thread winding through meadowland and forests. The city itself was spread below them, and Clayton like a proud proprietor pointed out this landmark and that: the scattering houses of Manchester across the river, Belle Isle, the waterworks dam, the slate roofs of Tredegar Iron Works under a black smoke pall. “It’s mighty beautiful, isn’t it, Uncle Faunt?” His eyes were shining.

“Everything but the city itself,” Faunt agreed. “The world’s a beautiful place, Clayton, except where men have herded together and produced their special ugliness.”

The younger man laughed. “We’ll never agree on that, sir. People interest me. I like them, whatever they do.”

Clayton and Brett delayed a few days their departure for the Plains; and after they were gone Faunt stayed on, listening to the talk he
heard. John Brown’s plans had been elaborate: his store of arms was found and seized; it was said he had written out a constitution for the political community he expected to organize; he had a supply of commissions in blank to be issued to the officers of the armed force he hoped to raise among the Negroes. The Dispatch in an editorial Thursday morning said of the Northern abolitionists: “They have, no doubt, their agents in every Southern state, and if this lesson at Harper’s Ferry is lost upon the South it cannot say in the future that it was not forewarned.” It called upon “the reflecting men of the North” to “deplore such calamities and to exert their best energies in preventing their recurrence.” The editorial seemed to Faunt surprisingly temperate; certainly it did not mirror the angry vehemence of the utterances he heard on every hand, where each new rumor provoked new rage. He met Redford Streean in Capitol Square and found him afire with the most recent report.

“There’s an abolitionist plot started to attack the jail and free the rascals,” Streean declared. “Word came from Harrisburg last night.” Tilda’s husband was sweating with excitement, his voice harsh. “By the Almighty, we’ll know how to meet that! Unless we act, they’ll set the red cock crowing all across the South!” Faunt wondered whether Streean believed his own words. “Our wives, our children helpless on lonely plantations everywhere; and the North wants to turn the blacks loose on us. Afraid to fight us themselves, they’ll rouse the niggers, arm them against us. But we’ll crush the egg before it hatches!”

Others, attracted by his excited tones, had paused to listen; and Faunt drew clear of the crowd, yet stayed to hear their talk. At once —and he guessed that everywhere, in many another group, the same seed began to root itself—the obvious counter measure was proposed. A rescue? Why then, act before that rescue could be attempted! A few determined men, a few lengths of stout rope, a convenient tree!

Faunt thought what they threatened was worse than what had happened. This John Brown and his band, they in themselves were nothing. Even in the North, he was sure, responsible opinion would condemn them. But to answer lawless violence with lawless violence could only provoke new violence in turn; like ripples from a chance-tossed pebble, death would be spread in all directions. Redford
Streean, talking to these men here, was dangerous; such men as he were dangerous everywhere, as dangerous as poor, crazy, blood-drunk John Brown himself.

He moved down toward the Exchange, threading his way past other groups like this which had gathered around Redford Streean; and as he approached the hotel he saw a larger crowd collected and heard a man’s voice declaiming words at once familiar.

“‘... swell and rage and foam 
‘To be exalted with the threatening clouds; 
‘But never till tonight, never till now 
‘Did I go through a tempest dropping fire. 
‘Either there is a civil strife in Heaven 
‘Or else the world, too saucy with the Gods, 
‘Incenses them to send destruction.’”


He paused to listen, and Jennings Wise greeted him and made way so that Faunt saw the speaker, a darkly handsome little man in a fur-trimmed overcoat—for the day was chill—which seemed too big for him. But Faunt forgot this, caught by the magnetic quality of the other’s voice and the extraordinary way in which, by simply changing his tone, he became another speaker.

“‘Why, saw you anything more wonderful?’”


And again that instant change, so that it was as though they listened not to one man but to two who were met in awed, half-frightened conversation.

“‘A common slave—you know him well by sight—
‘Held up his left hand, which did flame and burn 
‘Like twenty torches joined, and yet his hand, 
‘Not sensible of fire, remained unscorched.’”


An angry murmur ran among his listeners, and the words evoked in Faunt’s imagination the picture of a Negro with a blazing torch of lightwood racing through the darkest night, touching his torch to homes and barns and corn cribs, planting everywhere a swift-growing seed of flame. The voice was half-whispering now, hushed terror in its tones.


“‘Against the Capitol I met a lion 
‘Who glared upon me and went surly by 
‘Without annoying me, and there were drawn 
‘Upon a heap a hundred ghostly women 
‘Transformed with their fear, who swore they saw 
‘Men all in fire walk up and down the streets. 
‘And yesterday the bird of night did sit 
‘Even at noon day upon the market place 
‘Hooting and shrieking. . . .’”


Some country man, drawn to the fringes of the little crowd, cried delightedly: “That’s right! I heared a squinch owl yesterday!” Two or three men laughed, nervous tension in their tones; but the speaker laid his spell on them again, his voice this time a woman’s, shaken with deep terror.

“‘A lioness hath whelped in the streets; 
‘And graves have yawned, and yielded up their dead; 
‘Fierce fiery warriors fight upon the clouds 
‘In ranks and squadrons and right forms of war 
‘Which drizzled blood upon the Capitol. 
‘The noise of battle hurtled in the air, 
‘Horses did neigh and dying men did groan, 
‘And ghosts did shriek and squeal about the streets.’”


He paused, and now he held them all breathlessly waiting till he spoke. When he did, his tone had become natural, conversational, deprecating—and this made his words the more impressive.

“And I believe these are portentous things. Portentous to the people upon whom they descend. That was a day in Rome; but in Richmond today there are omens in the sky for any eye to read.”

A stir almost of relief ran among his listeners, the tension slackened, each man spoke to his neighbor; Faunt to Jennings Wise. “That’s a remarkable young man. Who is he?”

“You don’t know him? I’ll present you.” Wise led Faunt forward. “Mr. Booth, may I present Mr. Currain, of Belle Vue. Mr. Currain is looking forward to the pleasure of witnessing one of your performances.”

Booth bowed. “Your servant, Mr. Currain.”

“Sir!” Faunt returned the other’s greeting; and he said courteously:
“I was impressed, a moment ago, by your remarks. You are a Virginian?”

“By sympathies only. I was born in Maryland, in Harford County; but my ambition since childhood has been to become the most beloved actor in the South. Last winter, and again this, I have come to feel toward Richmond as though it were my home.”

“And won our friendship,” Jennings Wise graciously assented. “Mr. Booth will always find a ready welcome here.”

Someone else came to grasp Booth’s hand, and Faunt went thoughtfully to his room; but he found himself remembering that little man, faintly ridiculous in his big fur-trimmed coat until you heard him speak and warmed to the fire in him. Yet he was amused by his own susceptibility to the impression the other had made. The man was only an actor, after all, playing a part by rote.

 



Monday Faunt set out for Belle Vue. His horse, stabled during these days in Richmond, was in lively humor; and on the long gentle rise from the last houses of Richmond to the crest of the low ridge toward Mechanicsville, he let the beast work off its first zeal. They came down toward the Chickahominy at an easier pace, paused at the toll gate and went on by the many wooden bridges that leapfrogged from one patch of hard ground to the next across the wide marsh to the river itself. Faunt was in no hurry. When he reached the Old Church, he remembered that Edmund Ruffin, of whom Trav so often spoke admiringly, lived at Marlbourne not far ahead; and Ruffin these ten years and more, using the written word—for the man was no orator—had been a violent advocate of Southern independence. Curious to hear his comments on Brown’s enterprise, Faunt watched for Mr. Ruffin’s gateway. It was at the crest of a long hill where the road broke down to the Pamunkey bottoms, and Faunt turned aside to call upon the old gentleman.

He lodged there that night. Marlbourne was set a quarter of a mile off the highway, a compact and comfortable frame house with a wide hallway and lofty ceilings and a white-pillared double balcony that looked across the well-drained lowlands toward the trees that marked the river two or three miles away. The house was on a bold bluff perhaps a hundred feet high, with terraced walks and plantings down the
steep slope to the levels below. Mr. Ruffin, a frail little man inches shorter than Faunt, with a wide mouth and curiously gentle deep-set eyes, and long spidery white hair hanging uncut below his shoulders, received him with a gracious hospitality; and these two had, that evening and next morning, long hours of talk. Faunt was the listener, prompting the other with a question now and then.

But Mr. Ruffin had little need of prompting. He was hot with words. “Harper’s Ferry, sir? Why, the outrage there is but the beginning—premature, to be sure—of a campaign long prepared. This butcher from Kansas, self-blinded to the universal affection throughout the South between master and slaves, driven by his own hatred, thought he need only sound the tocsin to rouse every slave in that part of Virginia. The Northern papers justify and applaud everything about this invasion of Virginia’s sacred soil except its rashness. You will see Massachusetts sending her ablest pleaders to try to avert from these murderers the doom they have earned; the prayers of Northern pulpits will go with them to their shameful graves; yes, they will be canonized as martyrs. Had Brown succeeded in setting the slaves at our throats, the North would have held a jubilee of gladness!”

Faunt thought this unlikely, and he urged: “Not responsible men, surely, sir.”

“If there were men of courage, responsible men, in the North, they would have silenced the abolitionists long ago,” Mr. Ruffin retorted, and he added: “The South should welcome this incursion as proof that the North is ready to support treason, murder, open insurrection, to destroy slavery. Henry Clay and his damnable compromise postponed the inevitable conflict, made our victory more difficult. Had we struck in 1850, there would be two nations on this continent now. But it is not too late. They call me a radical. Well sir, I accept that designation proudly; yes and triumphantly. For me John Brown is the answer to prayer, to the prayer of the Southern radicals that the South awake to its danger.”

He planned, he said, to go at once to Harper’s Ferry. “I hope the abolitionists will try a rescue,” he declared. “Let every would-be rescuer be put to death like a rabid wolf. For ten years it has been my holy purpose to reveal the North in its true character; to prepare the South for independence. Now my goal is in sight. It is still necessary
to rouse the people of the South; but John Brown has given me the means. I shall take possession of the pikes with which he intended to arm the negroes and send one to be displayed as an object lesson in every state capital in the South. The way to rouse the people is to play upon their fears, spread rumors of negro bands preparing to attack their homes, fan their anger. Do you know Yancey?” Faunt did not. “He’s a useful instrument, an eloquent and powerful public speaker,” the old man said. “Too wordy for my taste, to be sure. I have heard him, full of liquor and obviously so, speak for four hours on end. But he is effective. I used him to start the ‘League of United Southerners.’ With that as a nucleus, we can move mountains! If Yancey and the League will but stiffen Alabama into a resolute demand for independence, the Cotton States will follow her.” His eyes burned with a strong fire. “Yancey will control the League; the League will control Alabama; Alabama’s leadership will inspire the rest. The lower South, safe against Northern invasion behind the bulwark of the Border States, will erect a new nation, to which one by one the Border States will then adhere.”

Faunt, recognizing the profound sincerity in the other, saw too his unscrupulous readiness to adopt any device to serve his ends. This was a frightening old man. Was he not in his way as mad as John Brown—and more dangerous? He asked quietly: “Would that not mean war, sir, with the North?”

The other said hotly: “So be it! The South can face the prospect without fear. If Northern armies invade our soil, every Southerner of military age will leap to arms, well mounted, to meet them. Leaving our slaves to their labors, we will be free to fight. Victory will be quick and sure.”

They talked, or rather Mr. Ruffin talked and Faunt listened, till late at night; and in the morning the old gentleman was reluctant to let his guest depart. He thrust into Faunt’s hands four pamphlets.

“Read them, sir,” he urged. “I wrote them. They have been printed by the thousands at my expense, franked out to every corner of the South by Mr. Hammond, Mr. Mason, and others. Here, for instance, is The Influence of Slavery, or its Absence, on Manners, Morals and Intellect. Read it! Do you realize that in the industrial North, fattened by the tariff at the expense of every farmer in the North and in
the South, the farmer has been forced to a life of endless toil, of mental and economic poverty! Only in the South under slavery is the farmer still a gentleman.” He added: “Then here is The Political Economy of Slavery, and then African Colonization Unveiled and finally, Slavery and Free Labor Described and Compared.” He laid the four, with a gesture almost affectionate, in Faunt’s hand. “I’m proud of them, sir. I believe you will find them worthy of your closest attention.”

 



When Faunt took the road again, his eyes were grave. Was it conceivable that this sincere, violent, unscrupulous old man—and others like him—could precipitate the whole nation, North and South, into terrible and bloody war? Faunt nodded grimly. Yes, for it was thus that wars were made. Passionate men obsessed with an idea could by long reiteration persuade even the calmest of their fellows to take arms, to attack, to resist, to kill, to die! Ideas were devils, men became possessed, they raced to their own destruction. Mr. Ruffin and such men as he, in the North and in the South, were springs to set in motion forces which once started no man could control.

Profound despondency rode with Faunt on his way across the rolling hills that beyond the Mattapony began to sink into a level plain. The sun was still high when he caught a first glimpse of the Rappahannock still well ahead, and the long blue line of the Northern Neck beyond. He lodged that night in Tappahannock, listening to the talk of the men in the common room, hearing a dozen opinions on the topic that filled every mind. In the morning he boarded the ferry at the end of the long pier for the half-mile crossing. From the ferry landing his road followed firm ground four or five miles along the border of a grassy marsh before he could turn toward Belle Vue; but his horse, sensing journey’s end, was eager, and so when Faunt came up from the riverside to higher levels he took a straight course cross-country toward home, delighting in the spring of the muscular body between his knees, avoiding cultivated fields, threading the forest ways.

As he crossed the Tudor lands adjoining his own, he met Judge Tudor and Anne riding together, and stayed to tell them the news from Richmond and to answer the Judge’s troubled questions. When he proceeded, Anne turned to ride with him a while, and he found as always pleasure in her company, conscious of her frank affection,
happy because of it. Today, seeing that he was troubled, she matched her mood to his, trying to understand what it was about the violence at Harper’s Ferry that so disturbed him.

“Isn’t Mr. Brown just crazy, Uncle Faunt?”

He thought of Mr. Ruffin, but he said: “Yes. Violence is a part of him. He had a hand in the Kansas troubles, and one night he and some others took five helpless men from their homes and butchered them.” He said apologetically: “You’re young to hear such things, Anne, but I’ve always talked to you as though you were grown up.”

“I like you to. Papa never treats me like a baby either.”

“The men he killed at Harper’s Ferry weren’t hurting him,” Faunt explained. “He even shot a negro porter off the train because the poor fellow tried to run away when they told him to halt.”

“What will they do to him?”

“Bring him to orderly trial, I hope. Try him and punish him.”

“Punish him how?”

“Hang him, I suppose.”

“Oh, the poor old man!”

He stared straight ahead. “I’m afraid many people will feel as you do, Anne; will think of him as a poor old man—or as a hero, or a martyr.” And he added: “The abolitionists in the North are already doing so. The Richmond paper yesterday quoted Henry Ward Beecher—and he’s a minister—as saying that unless John Brown’s act was part of a plot it was madness; but he said that even if John Brown was a plain criminal, slavery was to blame for provoking him to do what he did.”

“Do they have to hang him, Uncle Faunt? Maybe if they didn’t, people wouldn’t be sorry for him.”

“I don’t know whether I can make you understand. Perhaps I don’t understand myself. But it seems to me John Brown’s not a fact; he’s a symbol. He’s all the hatred built up between North and South by years of lying, abusive talk on both sides; all that anger and hatred personified in one—well, as you say, in one poor old man. Hanging him will do no good; may do harm. But it won’t be men who hang him, you know. It will be the law that he has broken. If you touch a hot stone, you will be burned. That’s one kind of law. If you do
murder—and John Brown is a murderer—you will be hanged. That’s another kind of law.”

“I see.”

“But the trouble is,” Faunt reflected, “people will forget the law he broke and remember only the hatred which led him to break it. That wasn’t hatred of men; it was hatred of a thing, of slavery. Men in the North will recognize in their own hearts that same hatred; so they will make a hero out of old John Brown, because they feel in themselves the hatred that made him do what he did.”

“I see,” she repeated; and after a moment: “Do you hate slavery, Uncle Faunt?”

“I’m ashamed of it, Anne.”

“Why? Our people are contented, and happy, and they love us.”

He hesitated. “Well, I went to a slave auction at Davis and Deupree’s in Richmond, ten or twelve years ago. They put up to be sold a woman much like Big Martha, my cook. She had a husband, a crippled little negro not good for much but the trash gang, and two children, five or six years old. The planter who owned them had died, and all his people were being sold. The auctioneer was a kindly man, and he tried to sell this woman and her family together; but no one wanted them all, since the husband wasn’t worth anything, so he sold her alone. She stood there during the bidding, holding herself bravely; and her husband sat on the bench with his arms around the two children and his tears flowing. She was sold to an Alabama man, and the children and the little husband began to wail as though she were dead.”

“Oh Uncle Faunt!” Anne’s eyes were brimming; then in sudden proud and happy certainty she cried: “You bought her!”

He smiled, deeply pleased. “Well, yes, I did. I shouldn’t have done it. We’ve more people at Belle Vue than we need. I had gone there not to buy, but just to see what an auction was like. But—yes, I bought her, gave the Alabama man a profit, bought her husband and children.”

“Why, she’s Big Martha!” she cried in sudden understanding. “She really is Big Martha!”

“Yes. Little Zeke—you know, he takes care of my horses—is her husband. And the two children are strapping great fellows now.”


“I think you were wonderful to buy them.”

He said gravely: “Well, that’s the ugly side of slavery, Anne: selling helpless people away from their families and their homes. That’s why men hate it. That’s why, secretly, we Southerners are ashamed of it. That’s why John Brown hated it.”

Their horses moved quietly, contented side by side. After a little she asked in a low voice: “Uncle Faunt, if we fight the North over slavery, will we be fighting for something that’s really wrong?”

He spoke slowly. “I don’t believe Virginia will ever fight just to defend slavery, Anne. If the North tries to compel us to—free the slaves, we may fight against that compulsion. If they try to compel us, they will be trying to—well, in a way, you might say they’ll be trying to enslave us, to make themselves our masters. We have a right, a duty, to fight to avoid being enslaved.”

She asked haltingly: “But then if it’s right for us to fight the North to keep them from making us do things, wouldn’t it be right for the negroes to fight us to keep us from making them do things?”

He said, deeply troubled: “Any child can ask questions that the wisest men can’t answer, Anne. I can’t answer you.”

She touched his arm. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bother you.”

“You didn’t bother me. It’s my own doubts that bother me.”

When they parted, he thought what a pity it was that men could not see problems as clearly as a child. But—could this problem be solved? To free the slaves seemed simple; yet to do so was to wash your hands, like Pilate, of the responsibility their dependence laid upon you. His people here at Belle Vue were less his servants than his masters. He served them as truly as they served him. To free them overnight would be as base as to turn out of doors a cat or a dog or a horse that was used to expect from you kindness and care, shelter and food.

So thinking he came home. The house which his grandfather had built almost a century ago had long since burned and had been replaced by a smaller structure a story and a half high, the roof extending downward over a small porch in front. To lessen the danger of another conflagration, the chimneys at either end touched the house only to serve fireplaces on the first and second floors, and there was an open space between them and the weatherboarding for five or six
feet below the ridgepole. The house needed paint, it seemed to be crushed under the weight of straggling and untended vines, there was one step broken and a loose board in the porch. The yard was bare and littered, the fence had lost many palings; the ramshackle kitchen and the outbuildings were in a state as bad or worse.

Faunt, living here alone, was indifferent to his immediate surroundings; but the chapel in an oak grove a mile away, under whose flagged floor those he loved were buried, was a place of beauty and peace, surrounded by a tight fence and by well-kept flowers and shrubs. Little Zeke, the stableman, made the flowers his care, but except when Zeke needed help no other Negroes ever went to the chapel, nor any white person except Faunt himself. Each Sunday at first dawn, Faunt if he were at home walked down through the silent oaks to the revered spot and unlocked the door and knelt for a while at the altar rail. Sometimes he stayed, reading in the prayer book; sometimes he gathered from the neat garden outside a few blossoms, and filled a silver vase with water from the run that passed the gate, and brought it to set on the altar; but if he did this, he always came again at dusk that same day to remove the flowers, unwilling to let them wither in this holy shrine.

Today, happy to be at home again, his heart warmed by the welcoming smiles of the people who came to greet him, he gave his horse to a boy and went in to bathe and change. Then as always on his homecomings he turned to the chapel, as though to announce to those who dwelt there that they were no longer alone.

During the days that followed, Faunt’s thoughts dwelt on John Brown. He read in the Richmond papers every comment from the North. When John Brown was convicted and sentenced, Wendell Phillips and Henry Ward Beecher said his martyrdom would inspire a million imitators; and at this the Richmond Dispatch, which had at first been moderate in its tone, cried out in fury:

“If the crown of martyrdom in such a career is so magnificent and glorious, why don’t they come on and clasp it to their own swelling temples?” And of the abolitionists: “Brown is the first of the white-livered pack that has attempted to do anything but bark; the first who has come out of his kennel, crossed the Southern line and undertaken to bite. Now they call the hanging of this intruder martyrdom and
call the blood of martyrs the seed of the church; but let them come and sow a little more seed!”

Faunt thought it might have been Redford Streean speaking. Streean and Edmund Ruffin and men like them in the South, Phillips and Beecher and their rabid ilk in the North; it was such venomous irresponsibles who would bring on bloody war. He arranged to receive the Northern papers and found in them passionate tributes to this crazy murderer with his hands still red from bloody crimes in Kansas, this man who dragged harmless strangers from their beds and chopped them to death. Emerson the philosopher said John Brown’s hanging would make the gallows as glorious as the cross; even Thoreau called him an angel of light. Faunt tried to find some denial of Brown’s purposes, or of his deeds; but there was none. John Brown admittedly had sought to set the Negroes loose like wolves across a peaceful countryside, to put weapons in their hands and urge them on. And it was that avowed purpose which ministers of God and men of presumably balanced minds now openly glorified.

His own pulse beat harder with a rising anger as he read. If there was that ruthless mind in the North, why then such men as old Edmund Ruffin were right. If the North wished to see in the South a carnival of murder and extermination, why then open conflict could not be long delayed.

He had occasion, as the date set for John Brown’s execution approached, to remember that little man whom he had heard declaiming to the crowd outside the Exchange Hotel. Late in November Governor Wise sent troops to keep order during John Brown’s execution. The Richmond Enquirer reported the arrival in Charleston of the Grays and of Company F. “Amongst them,” wrote the correspondent, “I notice Mr. J. Wilkes Booth, a son of Junius Brutus Booth, who though not a member, as soon as he heard the tap of the drum threw down the sock and buskin and shouldered his musket and marched with the Grays to the reputed scene of deadly conflict.”

When, in due course John Brown and the other prisoners were well and duly hanged, Faunt wondered how the little actor reacted to that spectacle; and when he went to Great Oak for Christmas—all the family except Tony and Darrell were there for the merry days together—he spoke to Brett of the scene in front of the Exchange which
had so impressed him. “A curious man,” he said. “I’ve thought of him more than once.”

Brett nodded. “There’s some quality in him, yes. I saw him start off with the Grays that day. They boarded the train on Broad Street, almost in front of the theatre. There was a crowd to see them off, and this fellow came plunging through the crowd and appealed to Lieutenant Bossieux—he was acting captain, since Captain Elliott was commanding the regiment—to take him along. Mr. Kunkel, the manager of the theatre, begged him to be sensible. Booth was supposed to play that night. Kunkel kept saying: ‘What am I going to do? What am I going to do?’ Booth shook him off, said: ‘I don’t know, and I don’t give a damn!’ Captain Bossieux tried to talk him out of it, too; but the crowd and some of the young gentlemen in the Grays were on his side, laughing and urging him on, so they sent for a spare uniform and took him along.” He added: “George Libby—he’s in the Grays, went with them—said he kept an eye on Booth at the hanging, and that he turned pale, came near fainting, took a stiff drink of whiskey before he was steady again.”

“I suppose the actor’s instinct made him imagine it was he who was being hung.”

“Possibly. I’ve met the man. He makes me uncomfortable, but he’s seen everywhere in Richmond, received everywhere, has a host of friends.”

Faunt nodded. “I can understand that. I’m so reserved myself, so ill at ease with strangers, that I rather envy anyone who can face—yes and captivate—a crowd so masterfully. There’s certainly something striking and memorable about the man.”
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January–May, 1860

 


WHEN TILDA came back to Richmond after her mother’s birthday, Redford Streean said at once: “Tilda, Cinda’s planning to put up at a hotel till her house is ready. I want you to make her stay with us.”

Tilda heard him in something like consternation. Their house, one of a row a few blocks out Franklin Street from the mansion Brett and Cinda had bought, was small, and there were only two servants. Old May, who had nursed Tilda through babyhood, came to her from Great Oak when Darrell was born; but when Darrell one day needed a switching and May gave it to him, Streean in a rage sent her back to Great Oak. “No damned nigger’s going to lay a hand on my son!” he declared. Now Tilda’s household tasks were in the lazy hands of a fat sloven in the kitchen and a wench named Sally who since Streean bought her had borne two mulatto children, and who treated Tilda with a casual impudence at which Streean was openly amused. Once when Tilda appealed to him, he said if she couldn’t manage two niggers she had better learn how, and he said it in Sally’s hearing, so that Sally snickered with triumph. With Emma’s greasy cooking and Sally’s shiftless sweeping and dusting and the two pickaninnies forever squalling in the yard, to have Cinda and Brett here would be a nightmare.

But Tilda made no protest, her desperate thoughts seeking some escape from this necessity, while Streean pointed out that it would be to his advantage if Richmond gentlemen were constantly reminded that Brett Dewain was his brother-in-law, and that Vesta’s friendship would open doors for Dolly. Tilda felt no surprise at his frankness; for she
had no longer any illusions about either her husband or her son. For Darrell as a baby she had held fine hopes, and while he was a boy she could smile at the traits that offended others; but by the time he reached his middle ’teens his pranks had become vices and her only defense was to shut her eyes. Long before that, she knew Streean through and through. His father and mother had a worn-out small farm in Spottsylvania County, but he had broken every bond that tied him to them. Having made a successful marriage, and counting on Tilda’s eventual inheritance of a share of the Currain fortune, Streean had never sought any gainful occupation. They lived on Tilda’s modest income; but while he spent as freely as a gentleman should, Tilda at home must make many small economies.

Streean’s orders were explicit, and Tilda tried to do as she was told; but when Cinda declined her hospitable urgencies and went to live at the Arlington, she felt a grateful relief, enduring Streean’s anger at her failure.

“But if she won’t come here, you can go to her,” he said in open contempt. “At least she won’t show you the door.”

So when Brett sent servants from the Plains and Cinda and Vesta began to put the big house on Fifth Street in order, Tilda went there almost every day. But this was hard for her. The house, compared with their own cramped establishment, was generous and gracious, built of brick over which a coat of stucco had been subsequently laid. From Fifth Street, steps led up to a small porch with white columns and flanked on either side by a fenced and brick-paved areaway. The areaway gave entrance to the basement pantries and storage rooms. On the first floor a wide hall from front to rear opened directly upon the double portico supported by great columns. The lower level of the portico overlooked a garden with a retaining wall high above the sidewalk on the Franklin Street side; the upper level looked south and east across the rooftops of the lower city to the river and to the wooded valley downstream. Two great magnolia trees and a sycamore shaded the garden and screened the one-story brick kitchen and the brick quarters for the house servants in the farther corner of the lot. The stable was underneath the servant quarters, opening on the alley that ran from Fifth Street through to Sixth. It was reached by steps that descended from the garden level.


On the Franklin Street side of the central hall there were two large rooms, and two somewhat smaller on the other, with a graceful stair in the side hall between them. The ceilings on this and the floor above were high for coolness; but Mr. Patterson had added an upper story where the rooms, smaller and more numerous, might on a summer day be mercilessly hot.

The interior finish of the house had been of a classic severity; but Cinda changed this. “I’m sick to death of bare plaster walls,” she told Tilda. “And I never want to see another piece of mahogany or veneer as long as I live! Oh, upstairs probably; but I’m going to have everything bright and cheerful downstairs!”

She had taken exact and careful measurements of rooms and doors and windows before she and Brett went to England; and as the boxes and bales and crates were unpacked, each article had a place waiting to receive it. Hand-painted canvas medallions, four to each room, one to each corner, were pasted on the ceilings of drawing room and parlor. The walls were painted to give the effect of an ornate plaster moulding framing large panels. An elaborate plaster frieze joined walls to ceiling, while in a moulded design around the drawing room chandelier, chubby little cupids seemed about to take wing out of a sea of plaster flowers and garlands.

The drawing room was Cinda’s particular delight. The plain wooden mantel was replaced with one of white marble adorned with carved grapevines and carved white fruit in huge clusters. On the mantel a gilt clock under a glass bell was flanked by two gilt girandoles hung with glass prisms to match the chandelier. Above each window the workmen under Cinda’s jealous eye set a heavy gilded cornice, bright and gleaming, cast in an elaborate and intricate pattern of fruit and leaves and vines. This cornice was continued to connect the two windows overlooking Franklin Street, and below it a mirror as high as the ten-foot windows filled the space between them. The mirror was framed in gilt, and its base was a low, marble-topped table with its legs concealed by a brass skirt moulded in a pattern that matched the cornices. At the windows full lace curtains hung to sweep the floor.

Tilda, watching all these changes, praised everything. “It’s lovely,
Cinda,” she declared. “So bright and cheerful! No one could ever be dismal and unhappy in a room like this!”

“Just wait till it’s finished!” Cinda told her proudly. When the fine Brussels carpet gay with yellow flowers and charming browns and greens and blues had been laid, Tilda watched new wonders take their places. There was a carved whatnot. “And I’ve ever so many lovely things to put on it,” Cinda promised. “I’ll fill it and the corner cupboard and have treasures left over.” A pianoforte on one side of the room faced a melodeon on the other. They were painted black and decorated with a bright pattern of yellow flowers and green leaves which was repeated on the tiptop table, not only on the top but down the legs. The same design adorned the card table, and the oval, marble-topped table in the center of the room. On this and on the card table, under glass bells, a cluster of wax flowers and a bowl of wax fruit enchanted the eye. The settee and the occasional chairs, of carved ebony, were upholstered in black silk brocade; the foot stools in needlepoint of beads like tapestry.

Tilda swallowed the bitter taste of gnawing envy. “I declare, Cinda, I never imagined anything could be so beautiful.” Her own home seemed when she came back to it as dismal as a tomb; the dark gleam of mahogany, the severe lines of chairs and tables, the decorous mouldings, oppressed and crushed her. She returned again and again to Cinda’s as a drunkard to his cups, and she was always able to exclaim at each new treasure, from the huge tapestry which exactly covered one wall of the dining room to the Derby china—dark blue bordered with gilt, pink eglantine centers—and the delicate French porcelain and all the treasures that filled the whatnot and the corner cupboard and overflowed into any corner where there was room for them. But she went home afterward to grieve and suffer wretchedly, and it was no comfort to her that Vesta refused to be enthusiastic about all this new splendor, admitting that she preferred plain old familiar things. Tilda thought Vesta was a silly young idiot with not wit enough to appreciate beauty when she saw it; and certainly the other ladies, Cinda’s friends whom she met at Cinda’s house, were as delightedly approving as she.

Before they all went to Great Oak for Christmas, the new house was settled; but after Christmas, Streean still drove Tilda to haunt Cinda’s
door. Dolly, as shrewd as her father, knew well enough that Vesta’s plain, freckled countenance was a flattering foil for her own beauty; and Vesta’s friendliness made it easy for them to draw together. Burr had gone back to South Carolina College at Columbia, and Julian presently was banished to the Plains. “He’s entirely too young to be footloose in Richmond,” Cinda told her sister. “Brett and I think of sending him to Virginia Military Institute. He’s at the age to need some restraint.” She smiled. “But meanwhile he likes the Plains.”

 



In February, Vesta followed Julian southward, to meet the northbound march of spring; but Brett and Cinda stayed on, and one day in early April, Streean spoke to Tilda.

“I’m going to Charleston to the Convention,” he told her. She knew vaguely that Democratic delegates would meet there to nominate a candidate for President in the coming election, and that Streean had sought unsuccessfully to be chosen one of them; and she thought it was like him to go to Charleston even without official purpose. To force himself into the company of greater men was always his delight. “Suggest to Cinda that Dolly go as far as Camden with me, and stop for a visit at the Plains.” He chuckled. “Tell her Dolly’s peaked after this long winter, needs southern air. Cinda won’t have any excuse to say no.”

Tilda, proud of Dolly’s beauty, resented his suggestion that weather could affect it; nevertheless she did as he directed. Cinda, after a momentary hesitation, said generously: “Why, of course! And you come too, Tilda!”

“Oh, Cinda, that’s sweet of you!” Tilda’s heart leaped with delight at the prospect. “But——”

“No ‘buts’ about it,” Cinda laughingly insisted. “It’s lovely there this time of year. I’m going down myself next week. Julian’s entering North Carolina Military Institute, and I want to get him ready.”

“North Carolina? I thought you said Virginia.”

“I did,” Cinda assented. “That’s what we planned, but Julian wants to go to Charlotte, and we’re letting him have his own way.” She added: “Brett and I are going down next week. He’s going to Charleston too. These men and their politics! But I’ll stay at the Plains while he’s gone, so do come, you and Dolly both.”


“Won’t I crowd things terribly?”

“Nonsense! There’s plenty of room.”

“Why—I’ll see what Redford says,” Tilda agreed. She was not surprised that he at first thought she should stay at home.

“Dolly’ll have a better time without you,” he predicted; but when Tilda repeated this to Cinda, the older sister said sharply:

“Nonsense! Besides, I won’t have Dolly without you!” She laughed in a way that took any sting out of her words. “I won’t take the responsibility of fighting off her beaux! Don’t be absurd! Of course you’re coming.”

Streean in the end relented. He even sanctioned the enlargement of Tilda’s wardrobe for the occasion. She and Dolly had his escort as far as Kingsville where they waited to take the Camden train; and in Camden, Vesta and Clayton met them with the carriage and they set out at once for the Plains. They crossed the Wateree at the ferry, and beyond they turned up river. The road dipped and rose as it skirted the clay and gravel slopes that rose out of the alluvial bottom lands. In the fields along their way Negroes were planting cotton, and the soft murmur of their voices, laughing together or sometimes singing, came through the still hush of evening. The horses splashed through the ford at Twenty-Five-Mile Creek and turned toward higher ground, the road winding through long-leaf pines whose green crowns glistened in the sun.

“Most of the plantations around Camden are east of the river,” Vesta told them. “We’re really off by ourselves here, at the edge of the sand hills, with the tackeys for nearest neighbors; but we always seem to have lots of company somehow.”

The road emerged from pines into an avenue of oaks that led toward the big house, and Vesta said the quarter and most of the work buildings were down nearer the creek, hidden by the rise of ground; but she pointed out the conical peak of the screw where cotton was pressed. “We used to love to ride the mules ’round and ’round when we were little,” she said. Smoke house and kitchen and the cabins of the house servants and the small building which Clayton had put up for a nursery were near the house. The house itself was of wood, painted white, squared pillars ascending from the ground to the roof, and supporting a wide veranda at the first floor level. Tilda saw
azaleas still showing some bloom and exclaimed approvingly, but Vesta said the azaleas and the yellow jessamine and the japonicas were gone. “And the wistaria, of course. That great vine along the balcony railing just smothers this side of the house when it’s in bloom. But the real gardens are on the other side, on terraces falling away down toward the creek.”

As the carriage halted where twin flights of stairs led up to the veranda, Cinda and the babies appeared to greet them, and Tilda kissed her sister and said effusively:

“Oh, Cinda, you were sweet to ask us!”

“Don’t thank me! Thank Jenny! She’s mistress here now. I’m just a visitor, free to enjoy my grandchildren.” She had two-year-old Janet in her arms, Kyle tagging at her knee. “Aren’t they sweet, Tilda?”

“They’re darlings,” Tilda assured her. “Just perfectly lovely, both of them.”

“Oh, fiddlesticks! They’re nice enough, but they look too much like me to be beauties!” Jenny came out of the house, and heard, and smiled; and Cinda told her cheerfully: “If you wanted beautiful children, Honey, you should never have picked me as their grandmother.” Tilda thought Jenny herself was no beauty. Whatever had Clayton seen in her? How did people like Cinda and Jenny manage to win such nice husbands? She felt a familiar twinge of jealous pain.

Indoors they moved through the wide hall to the south veranda, Tilda carefully admiring all she saw while envy tortured her. Was she to spend her whole life oh-ing and ah-ing over other people’s possessions? Below the veranda the garden terraces descended steeply into the ravine where the creek ran. Cherry myrtle trees had been trimmed to make massive hedges, each a series of arches. The terraces curved to follow the contour of the hillside, with ivy and smilax on the slopes, and gravel walks, and Tilda saw Cherokee roses and honeysuckle in rich bloom, and the air was sweet with warmly drifting fragrances, flowing up the sunned slope to them. To Dolly’s delighted ejaculations, Vesta said lightly:

“Oh, that’s partly honeysuckle you smell, but it’s mostly just banana shrub and sweet shrub. They’re so sweet they’re sickening.”

She swept Dolly away, and Jenny said: “I’ll show you to your room,
Aunt Tilda.” On the stairs she explained: “I’m putting you in the west wing, next to Mama. Dolly’ll be in with Vesta, and Vesta’s inviting some friends from town, so the east wing will be noisy. I thought you’d like to be quiet, more by yourself.”

The room was bright with the late sun; and Tilda said it was beautiful and she said Jenny was a dear to let her come, and to invite Dolly. “Dolly’s always so popular wherever she goes. She’ll have such a good time here.” Because she dreaded being left alone, she kept Jenny in talk while she removed the traces of her journey. “Aren’t you awfully off by yourselves here?” she asked. “Vesta said most of the plantations are across the river.”

“They are,” Jenny agreed. “But our land is as good as theirs, and we don’t have to worry about floods, or keep up a levee, and we’re high enough to be away from the vapors in the low land.”

“What do you raise, rice and cotton?”

“Cotton, and corn of course, and we make some naval stores, but no rice. There are some rice fields on this side of the river down in Green Swamp, but not many.”

 



When Tilda was ready, they came down together to supper, sandwiches and cakes and fruit conserve and tea served on the little tables in the gracious drawing room. The visit at the Plains began delightfully and Tilda watched with happy pride Dolly’s charming triumphs. The big house was presently as if besieged, young men from the plantations across the river riding over every day by twos and threes and fours. Vesta had, as Jenny promised, invited some of her friends to stay with her. “Dolly and I just simply can’t entertain all these nice boys all by ourselves, Aunt Tilda,” she explained. So the rooms in the east wing were full; and whenever the young horsemen appeared, an appropriate number of lovely, merry girls would—after laughing, brief delays—come trooping down the wide stairs to greet them.

One morning Tilda, even from her room at the other end of the house, heard a welcome particularly vociferous; and she hurried down to discover the occasion. It was Burr who had arrived; Burr and a handsome, laughing youngster whom Cinda introduced to Tilda as Rollin Lyle.

“He’s Burr’s very best friend at college in Columbia,” she explained;
and in the same breath demanded: “But Burr, you scamp, what are you two doing here?”

Rollin Lyle, with a twinkle in his eye, protested: “Ma’am, how can you ask—when so many charming ladies——”

“Fiddlesticks! You can’t catch this cat with butter! You two have been up to something!”

Burr grinned redly, but Rollin drawled: “Why, ma’am, young gentlemen can’t bury themselves in books forever; so sometimes they play a little prank. Some rascal sprinkles hellebore in a recitation room to set us all sneezing, or rolls cannon balls down the stairs at midnight to spoil our sleep—they’re usually hot enough so that the proctor who tries to pick them up drops them mighty quick——”

Cinda good-humoredly interrupted. “You’ve been rusticated, the pair of you,” she said accusingly. “Now what have you been up to? Burr, answer me!”

Burr hesitated. “Well, you see, there was a slaminade——”

Dolly cried: “Slaminade? Whatever’s that, Burr?”

“Why, when one of the teachers makes himself unpopular—well, it’s like a serenade, only not so musical, beating tin pans under his window, whooping and yelling, racing your horses past his house. It’s all fun, but Old Bullet—”

“Who’s Old Bullet?” Dolly was again the questioner.

“Judge Longstreet, the President,” Rollin explained, and Tilda saw him smile at Dolly. She thought him about the nicest-looking young man she had ever seen. What a picture he and Dolly were together! “We all call him Old Bullet.”

“You ought to be ashamed of yourselves!” Cinda exclaimed. “He’s a perfectly charming old gentleman.”

“Oh, we all like him,” Rollin assured her. “Like to call on him.” He smiled in faint apology. “It’s fun to get him started talking about old songs, because he’ll bring out his glass flute and play them for you; Indian tunes, and old Scotch ballads, and be so serious about it.”

“You scamp, making fun of him!”

Burr laughed. “I’m not so sure about that, Mama. I think half the time he’s making fun of us, thinking how ridiculous it is for us to come and listen to an old gentleman toot on a flute. He can be stern and serious when he wants to. This last lark, he took it seriously
enough. He sent for us, one at a time, and asked if we knew who had a hand in the affair. Of course a lot of us did know—but of course none of us would tell him.” He looked at his mother, briefly abashed. “So he expelled about half the college. He said legally we were accessories and accomplices.”

Dolly cried in a charming indignation: “Why, that’s the most ridiculous thing! Of course you wouldn’t tell!” Tilda saw Cinda bite her lip, and then the young people moved away together, and Tilda said comfortingly:

“Don’t be distressed, Cinda.”

“Oh, I’m not distressed! I’m just trying not to let Burr see me laughing. Why do teachers take themselves and their lessons so seriously?”

“Who is that charming Mr. Lyle?”

“Rollin? His father’s Randolph Lyle, and Andrew Lyle was his grandfather. His mother was Martha Pettigrew. But there, you don’t know South Carolina families, of course. Mr. Lyle’s brother, Rollin’s uncle, is our factor in Charleston. They have enormous rice fields near Georgetown. I’ve heard Rollin say his father has six or seven plantations, and they make hundreds of tierces of rice every year, when the rice birds don’t eat it all before the harvest.”

Then Rollin would be wealthy, unless of course there were other brothers. “Have they a large family?”

“Oh, Rollin’s a good catch,” Cinda said dryly, “if Dolly can land him. No, just one other son.”

Tilda flushed. “Well, I don’t care! You’re so rich you don’t have to think of such things, but I do.”

Cinda smiled. “There, I’m sorry. But you’re so transparent. Never mind. Dolly’s having a good time, isn’t she?”

There could be no doubt of this, and now with Burr and Rollin here and other young men and older ones appearing every day, the big house had few quiet hours. There were always extras for dinner and for supper. Jenny met calmly each demand upon her household, and Clayton was never too much occupied with the business of the plantation to play host. So the very air was musical with laughter, and each evening old Banquo brought his fiddle and there was the whisper of light dancing feet. Tilda, observing all that passed, saw that Vesta
had a devoted swain in Tommy Cloyd. He was forever at her side, or if chance parted them his eyes followed her. Tilda thought Vesta, homely as she was, would probably jump at the chance to marry this mooning, love-struck youngster. She was so full of curiosity about these two that one day she questioned Cinda. “Of course you’ve noticed it,” she said.

“Of course,” Cinda agreed. “Oh, and that reminds me, I must call on Mrs. Cloyd. We’ll drive up there this morning.” On the way she told Tilda something about Tommy’s mother. “She’s a remarkable woman,” Cinda explained. “When Tommy’s father died Mrs. Cloyd calmly took over the management of the plantation. It was a small place, and short of hands; and at first she used to be up at daylight, even working in the fields with her people. She gave up seeing her friends and some of them, the silly ones, turned against her; but I’ve always liked her. Don’t be surprised at anything she does. I suppose it’s sort of a defiant gesture, but she does exactly what she chooses.”

Before they reached the house, Mrs. Cloyd, mounted on an unkempt marsh pony, rode up beside them. Tilda saw a tall, vigorous woman with intensely black eyes under a mass of iron-gray hair and a voice as heavy as a man’s and as compelling. Mrs. Cloyd insisted that they stay to dinner, and as soon as they reached the house she shouted orders to the servants and a great scurrying began. Then she settled herself with her guests and overpowered them with conversation.

“You’ll just have to let me talk,” she declared. “I don’t get many chances. Tommy’s away half the time making sheep’s eyes at your Vesta, Mrs. Dewain; so I mostly eat alone unless someone stops by. If they do, I keep them long enough to let me get some of the dammed-up words out of me.”

Tilda was startled by Mrs. Cloyd’s sudden burst of almost masculine laughter. What in the world could Cinda see in such a woman? And what could Cinda be thinking of, to let such a woman’s son pay attention to Vesta? She suffered through the hearty dinner of boiled salt pork and fried fresh pork and bacon and potatoes and hot breads, served on the plain board table in the gallery between the house and kitchen; and driving home afterward with Cinda she spoke her mind.

“That incredible creature! However do you stand her, Cinda?”

“I’m fond of her.”


“Eating as much as a man. And rubbing snuff in her gums with that stick afterward!”

“I rather like snuff myself.”

“But not in company. Why, Cinda, I didn’t know such people existed!” Tilda’s astonishment made her forget caution. “You surely wouldn’t consider letting Vesta marry the son of a woman like her.”

“Nonsense! I’ve a high respect for her—and Vesta likes her. If Tommy has his share of her virtues, he’ll turn out to be a fine man.” She added: “And there’s the best blood in the county, on both sides. If Vesta does marry Tommy, I won’t have to apologize to anyone whose opinion I value.”

Tilda bit her tongue, hurriedly made amends. “I’m sure she’s wonderful, if you think so,” she agreed; but a malicious satisfaction still lay in her tones. “All the same, I’m glad Tommy isn’t devoting himself to Dolly.”

Cinda smiled. “Why then, we’re both satisfied,” she assented.

 



The bright days sped. Jenny planned charades and amateur theatricals; and when the moon came to be full, she arranged a picnic supper at Muster Spring. Cinda protested that there were springs just as cool and spots just as beautiful in the ravine up the creek and nearer home; but Dolly and Vesta agreed with Jenny that it was always more fun to go somewhere.

So when the day came, carriages, each overflowing with lovely girls, and each with its escort of horsemen, set out on the ten-mile drive, discreetly spaced to avoid the dust. Muster Spring boiled out of the slopes of Stony Hill, a little off the Columbia road, to form a pool ten feet wide and twice as long from which the overflow ran in a chuckling stream down to Green Swamp in the valley below.

Banquo, Jenny’s major-domo, had gone ahead with the wagon loaded with picnic fare to make a platform for dancing, laying smooth planed boards on levelled ground, pegging the boards in place, spreading rugs and deer skins and cushions all around. When the first carriage arrived, he and other servants had cooking places built to boil coffee; and while the feast was preparing, the young people by twos and fours went wandering through the forest, exploring the ravine below the spring, or climbing Stony Hill to where in a lofty oak a
platform reached by a zigzagging stair wide enough for hoopskirts gave an outlook across the lands toward the river.

Tilda, seeing Dolly stroll away, her fingers intertwined with Vesta’s, and with Tommy Cloyd and Rollin and another in attendance, sighed happily. How clever of Dolly to keep Vesta always near her! “Dolly’s so friendly with everybody, isn’t she?” she said to Cinda. “I like that Mr. Lyle.”

“Rollin’s nice.” Cinda frowned, a faint line between her eyes. “But I can’t say much for Mr. Eader.”

“Which one is he?”

“The old man with dyed hair, trying to edge in between Rollin and Dolly.” Cinda called Clayton to her side. “Clayton, did you ask Harry Eader?”

“No, Mama.” He added tolerantly: “But you know how he is.”

“I know he’s ridiculous! Prancing around with these children. He’s fifty if he’s a day!”

Tilda said complacently: “It’s the same wherever Dolly goes; all the men just simply make perfect fools of themselves!”

“Well, Harry Eader’s no conquest to brag about,” Cinda assured her. She said uneasily to Clayton: “I wish he hadn’t come.”

“I’ll keep an eye on him,” Clayton promised. He moved away and Tilda asked:

“Why don’t you like Mr. Eader, Cinda?”

“Oh, dozens of reasons! He mistreats his people, for one thing. He had one old man beaten to death a few years ago because he was too sick to work. And he’s forever calling someone out on some ridiculous pretext. And he usually picks on boys!”

“Heavens! I hope he doesn’t quarrel with anybody over Dolly!”

Cinda looked at her sharply. “You don’t hope anything of the kind and you know it and so do I! You’d be tickled to death if he did! Tilda, don’t make a fool of Dolly. She’s so pretty she’s apt to be spoiled.”

“Why, Cinda, Dolly can’t help the way men act!” She said almost spitefully: “But I don’t suppose men ever make idiots of themselves over Vesta, so you can’t realize——”

Cinda laughed. “Now, now, Tilda, you can’t make me unhappy about Vesta. She’s a hag and Dolly’s Cleopatra herself, if you like.”


Tilda hurried to make amends. “Oh, you know I didn’t mean that, Cinda! Vesta’s just as sweet as she can be.” She sought safety, changed the subject. “Cinda, this is a lovely spot, isn’t it?”

“I’ve always liked it. Whenever we spent the summer at the Plains we lived in cabins up in the sand hills, five miles or so. It’s healthier there during the hot weather, as long as you don’t dig up the ground or plant gardens or anything. If you turn up the soil you have malaria, even in the hills. We used to move before the end of June and stay till frost; but sometimes I’d bring the children down to the spring here for picnics, and they loved it. There, things are ready. Banquo’s going to blow the horn!”

When at the summons the young people came trooping back, Tilda saw Mr. Eader still contesting for Dolly’s attention. Dolly was so cunning, the way she kept him and Rollin both in play. Mr. Eader, Tilda decided, was just boiling mad inside; and at something he said she saw Rollin flush and bite his lip, till Clayton maneuvered Mr. Eader away. How silly of Clayton! Things like that were just perfectly natural, when a girl as pretty as Dolly kept flirting in such a cute way with all the men.

Before they had done full justice to the heaping platters, dusk fell; and when the moon rose yellow above the great trees that walled the glade around the spring, old Banquo was already tuning his fiddle, Cass plucking and screwing at his banjo, Cato experimentally clicking the bones—dried spare ribs of some giant hog—that in his gnarled black fingers like castanets would set the beat; and suddenly Banquo in his deep baritone began to sing.

Hush Miss Betsy, don’ you cry. 
Sweetheart comin’ by and by. 
When he comes he’ll come in blue 
Tuh let you know his lub am true.


He bawled his invitation. “Pardners foh de fus’ cotillion!” And when the set was quickly full, “For’ard fours.”

So in the risen moon the dance began.

Tommy Cloyd sought Tilda as his partner. Tilda had seen Vesta send him to do his duty; she received him ungraciously. Of course
you could not expect much from a boy with such a mother; and he was afraid of his own shadow, stammering and blushing if anyone spoke to him, ridiculously awkward and homely. Vesta was welcome to him! Tilda while they danced paid little attention to Tommy, watching the others. Clayton had claimed Jenny, laughingly brushing aside the youngsters who would have contested for her; and Tilda saw Cinda beset by half a dozen boys. Mr. Eader, when Dolly gave Rollin her hand, turned to Vesta in perfunctory courtesy, and Tilda thought he was furious. It just stuck out all over him.

During the hours that followed she was divided between resentment because the young men who paid her attention were so obviously serving politeness rather than their own inclination, and delight because Dolly was besought by everyone. Oh, Cinda had the Plains, and the big house in Richmond, and more money than she had any use for; she had everything in the world, all the things Tilda coveted. But at least she didn’t have a wonderfully beautiful daughter like Dolly! All the same, Tilda, smiling and smiling, hated Cinda; she hated Clayton and Jenny; she hated them all, yet smiled and smiled.

She even, whenever she caught his eye, smiled on Mr. Eader, till at last as the music paused he came to her side.

“Isn’t it lovely, Mr. Eader?” she cried. “These dear children, all having such a good time.” He was so obviously the oldest man here; his dyed hair deceived no one, just made you realize how many wrinkles he had. All her life Tilda had been an outsider, and she recognized in him another like herself, forever struggling to become a part of the pleasant world from which he was excluded. Maliciously she taunted him. “They’re so beautifully young, aren’t they? Aren’t they nice to let old people like us share their happy times.”

She saw his thin lips draw tight, saw the hard anger in his eyes; but before he could reply the music paused, and Dolly and Rollin Lyle, Vesta and Tommy Cloyd came toward where they stood. Dolly was lovely in the moonlight, crying out happily:

“Oh Mama, isn’t it wonderful? Mr. Eader, aren’t we having a marvelous time?”

As always, others had followed in her train, crowding around her now. Rollin, when Dolly spoke to Mr. Eader, paused two paces off; but Mr. Eader raised his voice to a pitch that commanded attention.


“Really, Miss Dolly? I would expect you to find our Camden youths rather callow after Richmond men?”

Dolly gaily protested: “Why, goodness no, Mr. Eader. I think these boys are just sweet!” Rollin at the older man’s word had turned sharply that way, his young head high, and she slipped her arm through his. “I declare, I think everyone’s just too charming for words!” she cried.

But Rollin gently put her hand aside, his eye stern on the older man. “Sir,” he said clearly, “whatever my years, I am old enough to have observed the sorry fact that though a man can be a man but once, he may sometimes be twice a child!”

There was an instant’s hush, and Tilda felt her pulses tingle. What would Mr. Eader do? But before he could do—or say—anything, Cinda called hastily: “Clayton, tell Banquo we want a Lancers!”

She took Mr. Eader’s arm, compelling him away; the fiddle began to sing and there was a quick gust of relieved voices. But Tilda saw Mr. Eader after a moment bow to Cinda and excuse himself and stalk toward where his horse was tethered and gallop away. She trembled with anticipatory certainty. If Mr. Eader was as hot-tempered as Cinda said, he would not forget that Rollin Lyle had insulted him before them all.

Cinda drew Clayton aside and spoke to him; and Clayton too went to find his horse. Then Cinda came toward Tilda, frowning with concern; and Tilda salted the wound.

“Cinda, Mr. Eader was real angry, wasn’t he? Why can’t men keep their tempers! Just because there’s a pretty girl around!”

Cinda made an impatient gesture. “Oh hush, Tilda!” She said under her breath: “I wish to Heaven Brett Dewain were here!”
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CLAYTON was twenty-four years old yet now cantering through the moonlit night to overtake Mr. Eader, he felt himself very young and uncertain; he too wished his father were here. But Brett Dewain was in Charleston, so he must master this moment alone. It would be best to come up with Mr. Eader before the other encountered anyone. Clayton pressed his horse to a good pace, and the man he followed must have heard the hoof beats, for at the crossroad Clayton saw him waiting. He came beside the other, quieted his mount.

“You left in some haste, sir,” he said gravely.

“I did indeed,” Mr. Eader assented. “My conversation with Mr. Lyle can more suitably be resumed in somewhat different surroundings.”

Clayton hesitated; he said then almost pleadingly: “Will you permit me to request—in my father’s name and in my own—that you do not pursue that conversation? Mr. Lyle is young; young men are rash. Yet they readily regret any discourtesy.”

Eader laughed briefly. “I am confident, Mr. Dewain, that your father has taught you that even a young man must accept responsibility for his remarks.”

“I feel justified in assuring you that Mr. Lyle will express to you his regret if he has wounded you.”

“I prefer to take my own measures to make that regret sincere—and lasting.”

Clayton’s uncertainty ended; a calm anger gave him strength. “Sir,” he said gently, “you spoke a moment ago of responsibility. I
am just now concerned with my responsibility as a host. In that capacity, I request that you refrain from renewing your conversation with Mr. Lyle.”

“I decline to grant your request.”

“Then, sir, I must be more explicit. If there is any point in dispute between you and Mr. Lyle, it has not even the most remote connection with any word that passed tonight. Upon this I insist.”

Eader’s heel urged his horse a little nearer. “Mr. Dewain, is it possible that you presume to threaten me?”

Clayton’s tone was level. “Sir, your horse is crowding mine.”

For an instant, in the moonlight, their eyes held; then Eader drew his horse away. “I request that you explain yourself,” he suggested.

Clayton now was completely composed. “You are a belligerent man, Mr. Eader. I am sure that on many subjects you and Mr. Lyle would disagree.”

“Are you speaking for Mr. Lyle?”

“I am speaking for myself. If you and Mr. Lyle are to differ, it must be in such a way that no thought can arise in any mind that your difference arose when you were both my guests. Is that clear?”

“I find your remarks full of interest—but somewhat lacking in particularity.”

“Then I will be more particular,” said Clayton evenly. “I hope to have the pleasure, Mr. Eader, of welcoming you to my house tomorrow. I hope to see you and Mr. Lyle in friendly conversation there.”

“Have you any further—particulars—to suggest?”

“Why, yes,” Clayton assured him. “You will call upon us tomorrow morning, and by your manner you will make it clear that there is no shadow on your friendship with Mr. Lyle. Then tomorrow evening, if you ride to Camden, you will find Mr. Lyle in the common room at the Kershaw House. It would be natural for you to fall into a discussion of the relative advantages of rice and of cotton as crops; and you might disagree, might come to words.”

Eader laughed. “You are young, Mr. Dewain. I assure you it is most unlikely that I will appear at your home—except by an emissary—tomorrow.” He turned his horse to depart.

But Clayton came beside him. “And I in turn assure you, Mr. Eader,” he said simply, “that if you do not do precisely as I suggest, I
will shoot you down as surely as I would destroy any other vermin that annoyed me.”

“When I have dealt with Mr. Lyle, sir, I will be at your service.”

Clayton shook his head. “You mistake me, Mr. Eader. I did not say I will call you out. I said I will shoot you down.” He held the other’s eyes, saw the older man wet his lips in a sharp uncertainty. “I hope you will call upon us tomorrow, sir,” he said, and this time it was he who wheeled his horse away. There was a long moment when, moving at foot pace, he held his breath, half expecting the blow of a bullet between his shoulder blades; but then he heard Mr. Eader’s horse plunge into a gallop and depart, and he filled his lungs again in deep relief, and removed his hat and wiped his dripping brow.

At the spring he found Banquo and the other Negroes clearing away the traces of the picnic; the carriages and the riders had set out for home. Before they reached the Plains he overtook them. Tonight he must tell Rollin Lyle what to expect tomorrow, must bid him—for Dolly’s sake—meet Mr. Eader with a friendly courtesy; and when the young ladies had gone to their rooms, he drew Rollin and Burr together, told Rollin what he had done.

Rollin said regretfully: “I’m sorry I lost my temper, Clayton; sorry to embarrass you.”

Burr cried: “But damn it, Clay, he had every provocation!”

Clayton nodded. “I know. I don’t blame you, Rollin. However, this affair must be handled carefully.”

“You think he will come tomorrow?”

“Yes, I’m sure he will.”

Rollin nodded. “I’ll do my part,” he said. “You can count on me.”

Clayton, before going to his own room, reported to Cinda, telling her every word that had passed. “I wish Papa had been here,” he confessed. “But—I did the best I could, Mama.”

Cinda kissed him gratefully. “I think you did exactly right.” She uttered an angry exclamation: “But the fools, the fools! Why don’t men ever grow up? Yet if they did, I declare we wouldn’t love them so! Clayton—must they meet?” He did not answer, and she nodded. “I know. I know. But—why hasn’t someone killed Harry Eader long ago?”


Jenny, when she heard, asked only: “If Mr. Eader does not do as you require, will you kill him?”

“He will come,” Clayton assured her. “He can make a virtue of it, you see. He will be playing the gentleman, protecting Dolly; will thus earn a little credit. Mr. Eader is hungry for credit in the eyes of men.”

“I hope so. I hope you needn’t kill him.”

“There’ll be no need,” he promised. “There will be no need.”

Yet next day he was uneasy till Mr. Eader appeared. Through the hours he stayed at the Plains, he and Rollin Lyle seemed the best of friends, each laughing in appreciation of the other’s every quip, equally composed. Only, before Mr. Eader left—he declined to stay to dinner—he said meaningly to Rollin:

“Do you never ride into Camden? Of course, with so many attractions here——”

Rollin answered him readily: “Why, in fact, sir, Burr and I thought to ride in this evening. Even in Charleston, Mr. Eader, we’ve heard praises of the wines in Mr. Robinson’s cellar at the Kershaw House.”

“I know where he keeps his most choice bottles,” Mr. Eader assured them. Thus politely the rendezvous was made.

Clayton rode to Camden with them. When he and Burr and Rollin reached the Kershaw House, two or three acquaintances were in the taproom, but not Mr. Eader. Clayton thought he would not be long. Someone remarked to Clayton that he seldom came to town, and with an ear for Mr. Eader’s arrival, he took the chance-offered cue.

“I’m much too busy at the Plains,” he said. “Cotton’s a crop that requires a man’s attention.”

“No more than rice,” Rollin suggested.

“Every man thinks his own task the most difficult,” Clayton agreed. “My uncle Travis believes tobacco offers more problems than either cotton or rice.”

As he spoke, the door opened, and Mr. Eader and Mr. Bellmer, a white-skinned, flabby little man, who had acted for Mr. Eader in more than one affair, came in together. Clayton’s dislike of Mr. Bellmer was almost as intense as his feeling toward Mr. Eader. Nevertheless he felt himself today obliged to a surface cordiality.

“Ah, gentlemen. Will you join us, and state your pleasure?”


When they were seated—Mr. Eader across from Rollin as though already they were confronted—and full glasses had been set before them, Clayton resumed the conversation. “We were discussing,” he explained, holding his tone casual, “the trials of the farmer. My uncle, Mr. Travis Currain, makes tobacco profitable at Chimneys, but he is forever protesting at the labor involved; seed beds in which every clod must be pulverized and the very soil purged by fire, seedlings to be weeded and tended through six or eight weeks, transplanting, many cultivations, buds to be pinched off, leaves and suckers to be removed, horn worms that must be culled by hand like a delicate fruit—and after the plants are grown, the harvesting, curing, stripping.” He smiled. “Why, to hear him, you would suppose it to be a lifetime’s work to raise a pipeful. For my part, I think the cotton planter best deserves sympathy.”

“You are correct, sir,” Mr. Eader assured him, as though he spoke by rote. “No other crop requires such tender and unabated care. The land must be bedded in early winter, it must be well drained, it must be plowed exactly thus and so, the crust must be harrowed—and all this before the first seed is sown. There’s a winter’s work in itself! Then the seeds, once sown, must be covered, and the earth scratched to permit them to germinate; and then come weeds, and plowing, and chopping and more plowing with mold-board and sweep after the turn-plow has dirted the plants. And picking and ginning, each is an art in itself! Then when one year’s crop is saved it is time to start preparing for the next. Yes, cotton-planting has its difficulties.” He looked for the first time at Rollin Lyle, said in a condescending tone: “Now rice is easy, by comparison; no more than a matter of letting in the water on your swamps. Yet I have heard Charleston men complain.”

“I assure you, sir, there is more to rice culture than flooding the swamps,” Rollin objected. “In the fall and winter, there are the ditches and the drains to clean, levees and gates to keep in repair. Then the plowing is a long muddy business, and harrowing and trenching, all before you let the water on at all. Sowing the seed is easy enough, to be sure.” They were all as quietly attentive as though he spoke of matters of which they were ignorant; and the other gentlemen in the taproom, perhaps recognizing that something unusual lay behind this conversation, ceased their own talk to listen. “It’s only after planting
time that water helps at all,” Rollin continued. “There’s the sprout-flow to start the seed, but after that the hoeing must be done before the stretch-flow—the long-flow—to make the seedlings reach for air and thus outgrow the weeds; and the people have to wade through the fields and pull weeds the hoes missed. And after the stretch-flow the fields must be hoed again while the plants make their dry-growth before the lay-by, the harvest-flow. No, Mr. Eader, there’s more to growing rice than flooding. The hands have work enough, you may be sure.”

“Ah, yes, I see,” Mr. Eader assented. “And for the hoeing the hands must wade in mud all day long, I suppose. Tell me, Mr. Lyle, is it the hard work or the wet feet that kills off your niggers so fast?”

Clayton at that word felt his nerves draw taut, felt the sudden breathless silence in the room. In that silence came Rollin’s quiet reply.

“Why, Mr. Eader, I would not have expected so much solicitude from one who notoriously and cruelly abuses his people.”

Mr. Eader with a violent movement thrust back his chair and stood up; and Mr. Bellmer, as though they were two manikins operated by the same spring, rose with him. Mr. Eader spoke. “Do I understand you correctly, Mr. Lyle?”

“Why, I think so,” Rollin assured him. “If you understand me to express my contempt for a man who treats his negroes as you treat yours —you understand me precisely, sir.”

So, for good or ill, the thing was done. Clayton knew a profound relief. From what was now to follow, Cousin Dolly’s name need take no stain.
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WHEN Brett Dewain returned from Charleston to the Plains, he was concerned because of what had happened at the Democratic Convention, and he looked forward as he always did to sharing his anxieties with Cinda. But when she and Clayton met his train, her quick embrace had in it an intensity which warned him that she too was deeply troubled; that even more than he needed her, she needed him.

“Oh, Brett Dewain,” she whispered, holding him strongly. “Don’t ever leave me! Don’t ever leave me again!”

Meeting Clayton’s eye, seeing his son’s grave countenance, Brett knew this was no small matter. He led her toward the waiting carriage where they were secure against being overheard. When they were on the road, before he could ask a question, Cinda said hurriedly:

“Tell him, Clayton. I’d get it all mixed up.”

She linked her hands through Brett’s arm, pressing close to him; and Clayton looked at his father, hesitated, said at last:

“Well, Papa—you knew Cousin Dolly and Aunt Tilda were here?”

“I knew they were coming. I saw Mr. Streean in Charleston. He said he had put them on the train at Kingsville.”

“Well,” Clayton explained, “Jenny and I wanted to make it pleasant for them, so one night we had a picnic at Muster Spring.” He told Brett, in quiet detail, what happened there. “So when Mr. Eader rode away in a rage, Mama sent me after him to try to—smooth things over.”

Cinda whispered: “Oh I wish you’d been here, Brett Dewain!”

“I’m sure Clayton did all I could have done,” he assured her; and Clayton said regretfully:


“Well, I couldn’t do anything, sir, short of intervening; and I had no right to do that.” He explained exactly what he did do, Brett nodding approval; and he continued: “When they met, I acted for Rollin. They used your pistols, sir.” He hesitated. “Rollin is not a good shot, and he wanted to kill Mr. Eader, so he required that they sit facing each other across a table.”

Brett looked his grave surprise. “Did Mr. Bellmer agree?”

“He disagreed pretty strongly at first,” Clayton admitted.

Brett, feeling Cinda beside him suddenly shiver, wishing to ease her distress, spoke laughingly. “Like Congressman Potter’s reply to Roger Pryor a fortnight since. Had you heard about that?” Clayton had not, and Brett explained: “They had some words on the floor of the House, and Pryor sent him a challenge, and Potter accepted and specified that they would fight with bowie knives. Pryor’s second refused to let him meet Potter on those terms; and the Northern papers were amused. Their idea is that a duel arises from a mutual desire of two men to kill each other. Potter, incidentally, is a giant; and Roger Pryor is rather frail.” He added: “Most Southern men sympathize with Pryor, of course.”

“Well, Mr. Bellmer used pretty strong language,” Clayton admitted: “Called the idea barbarous, and vulgar. I offered to discuss the point with him on any terms he chose, so he modified his language. I know he thinks of himself as a stickler for the code in every detail.”

Brett nodded. “Yes. In the Martin-Scott affair twenty years ago he acted as second, and Mr. Martin fired after the word and Mr. Bellmer killed him. But I believe he has seldom acted as principal.”

“He modified his language,” Clayton said quietly. They had come to the ferry, and he spoke no more till they were on the road again. Brett saw the Negro ferry man watch them with furtive eyes. This affair must have made much talk among the blacks as well as whites. Once away from the ferry, Clayton continued: “I gave them their instructions.”

Cinda, clinging to Brett’s hand, asked in a shaking fascination: “What instructions, Clay?”

“Why, I explained that I would say: ‘Ready, gentlemen? Fire! One-two-three. Hold!’ They must not fire before I said the word, nor after I said ‘Hold!’ That’s the formula.” He looked at his father, and hesitated,
and Brett watched this fine son of his, wishing Clayton need not have suffered this ordeal. The marks of strain were plain in the young man’s eyes.

“What happened?” he asked quietly.

“Why, I think Mr. Eader’s courage failed him,” Clayton said slowly. “Or perhaps he lost control of himself. They sat facing each other across the table, their pistols pointed upward at arm’s length. They were so close that when the pistols were levelled the muzzles would practically meet. I said: ‘Ready, gentlemen?’ And before I gave the word, Mr. Eader lowered his weapon and fired.”

Brett felt choking rage fill his throat. “That was deliberate. Harry Eader has nerves like ice. I will kill him for that.”

But Cinda’s hand tightened on his arm, and Clayton said quickly: “No, Papa. You see, the bullet hit Rollin in the jaw, and he started to fall out of his chair, and Mr. Eader jumped up, and then Rollin’s pistol went off. He didn’t know what he was doing, but the bullet hit Mr. Eader in the heart.”

For a moment no one spoke. Then Brett asked: “How is Rollin?”

“Why, he’ll get well.”

Cinda cried: “But the poor boy is scarred for life, the whole left side of his jaw shattered.”

Brett said steadily: “Harry Eader’s needed killing these thirty years, but I’m sorry it happened this way.” He pressed Cinda’s hand. “It was hard for you—and for Dolly.”

“Dolly?” Cinda almost laughed in open anger. “Why, she was just simply gloating! Clayton and Burr brought Rollin home——”

“Burr?”

“Yes, he and Rollin were expelled from the college for some silly boyish bravado. They brought Rollin home, and Dolly insisted she would take care of him, nurse him! She was as excited as an Indian with his first scalp. I packed her and Tilda off to Richmond—sent Burr with them—so there wouldn’t be too much talk about it.”

“Is Rollin still here?”

“Yes. Doctor Trezevant came and patched him up, and the wound is healing. Judge Longstreet was kind enough to call, and he says Rollin can go back to college when he’s well enough. Oh, Brett Dewain, why weren’t you here?”


“I could have done no more than Clayton did.” Then to lead her thoughts into less disturbing channels, he added: “I couldn’t have prevented their meeting, and—I was watching another sort of meeting which may have even more serious consequences.”

Cinda looked puzzled, but Clayton said in quick interest: “We heard that the Convention broke up.”

“The Democratic party broke up,” Brett corrected, “Split in two.”

Cinda said impatiently: “Oh, politics!”

“This is more than politics,” he told her seriously. “Mr. Yancey calls it the first step of a new revolution.”

“But—what does he mean?”

“Disunion!” Brett’s tone was low, his eyes stern. “Disunion.” And he said wearily: “Oh, it was in the air from the first, the plot, the plan, the thought in every mind. The night before the Convention met, a crowd with a band marched up to the Charleston Hotel and demanded speeches; and after two or three fire-eating harangues, some dissenter shouted: ‘Hurrah for the Star-Spangled Banner!’ The crowd turned on him like so many yapping dogs, and he had to run for his life, and someone else yelled: ‘Damn the old rag! Tear it down!’ That set them cheering again.”

Cinda asked, incredulous: “They can’t do it, can they? They don’t mean it, do they?”

“Yes. Yes, they mean it. The leaders do.” He elaborated upon what had happened in Charleston to make her forget this tragic business here at home. “The plan may work, Cinda. With the Democratic party split, the Black Republicans may elect Seward; and then these same men who split the party will call his election the signal for that irrepressible conflict Roger Pryor is forever predicting. They’ve split the party to elect Seward, and they’ll use Seward’s election as a pretext to split the Union. They’re already shouting the battle cry, declaring that Seward’s election would deliver the South, bound and helpless, into the hands of her enemies. Yancey, Rhett, Pryor, all the hotheads.”

Clayton said: “Judge Longstreet’s one of them, sir. Ever since he came to the college he’s been telling the students that we must fight the North and whip them. I heard him speak to them about John Brown, call him every name in the calendar. He’s sure that if we withdraw from the Union the North won’t dare do anything. If the rest of the
South won’t secede he says for South Carolina to take her stand alone.” He half smiled and quoted: “‘Put her cause in the hand of God and take her stand alone!’”

Brett chuckled. “I’ve heard so much oratory in the last two weeks it’s hard to talk naturally,” he agreed. “But I think if Seward is elected the South will secede.” And while the horses trotted smartly homeward, he went on: “Yancey had persuaded Alabama to instruct her delegates that unless the platform insisted on the extension of slavery to the territories, they were to withdraw. When the Cotton States lost out on that point, we talked to Yancey—several of us, Taylor of Louisiana, and Slidell, and some others—urging him to keep Alabama in the Convention. We persuaded him, too; but Governor Winston insisted the instructions be followed. So Alabama and all the Cotton States withdrew from the Convention.”

Clayton said: “Papa, I couldn’t understand why they didn’t go ahead and nominate Mr. Douglas anyway, even after the Gulf States withdrew.”

“Why, the two-thirds rule made it difficult,” Brett explained. “But also—the South doesn’t trust him.” He added thoughtfully: “I was surprised at the strength of the sentiment against him. Mr. Butler of Massachusetts—I had a long talk with him one evening—says that Lincoln, the Illinois man, ruined Mr. Douglas politically in the South when he ran against him for the Senate two years ago. They had a series of debates, and Lincoln led Mr. Douglas into saying that slavery could be kept out of the territories by unfriendly legislation. They call that ‘The Freeport Doctrine’ and it killed Douglas in the South.”

“Who’s Mr. Lincoln?” Cinda asked. “I never heard of him.”

“He’s a small-town politician out West, one of the blackest of the Black Republicans. He’s practically unknown in the South.” Brett hesitated. “As it happens, I heard him speak, three or four years ago, in Bloomington, Illinois. I was there on business. Mr. Dwight of New York was taking over a railroad they were building out there, the Alton and Sangamon, taking it over to protect his investment in it. He wanted me to put some Currain funds into it, suggested I go out and look the situation over. Bloomington was a little town in the middle of a real-estate boom, and a man named Fell, Jesse Fell, tried to sell me
some land. There was a political meeting one evening, and Fell suggested we attend, so we did.”

He paused, as though remembering. “This man Lincoln was one of the speakers,” he said. “He’s a scarecrow; an awkward, gangling, shabby, incredibly ugly man. When he stood up, I almost laughed. But his speech impressed me. In fact, he—well, frightened me. I don’t remember what he said, except one thing. He said the Republicans were going to stop the spread of slavery, and that they would not see the Union broken up. He said the North wouldn’t secede, and that the North wouldn’t let the South secede.”

Clayton laughed. “They can’t stop us!”

“I remember his words,” Brett admitted. “He looked tremendous, up there on the platform. He said, as if he were talking to our secessionists: ‘We won’t go out of the Union, and you shan’t!’ And the crowd went wild!”

Clayton made an angry sound, but Cinda asked uneasily: “Has he—any following?”

“No,” Brett assured her. “No, Mr. Butler says he’s only important because he killed Senator Douglas politically.” He said thoughtfully: “Mr. Butler’s an interesting man. I saw a good deal of him. Some of my business acquaintances in the North think he’s a devil with horns, because he fights for shorter hours for labor in their mills. They call him names that would be shooting talk down here. He seemed to me a clear-headed man, with mighty few illusions, but I wouldn’t want him for an enemy. He’d be a pretty ruthless fighter.” And he added: “He believes competition between the laborer and the employer for the profits of production stimulates the employer and leads to industrial progress. He says slavery is holding back the South, because by using slave labor we get along too easily; that if we had to do without it, we’d work harder—and do better. He reminded me how many planters had gone bankrupt in the last ten or fifteen years, and I suggested that the South was being ruined by the tariff; and he retorted that the sooner we big planters were bankrupted, the sooner we’d create an industrial South and begin to share tariff benefits.” Brett chuckled, said dryly: “He says that as long as we Southerners don’t have to work for a living, we’ll never develop our real capacities.”


Cinda exclaimed: “Of all the insulting idiots! Why didn’t you—slap his face, or call him out?”

“I’m afraid he wouldn’t have come!” Brett told her smilingly.

Clayton asked: “Papa, is Mr. Seward as black as he’s painted?”

“I doubt it,” Brett told him. “Of course, he’s an abolitionist; but he’s a New Yorker, and his friends there won’t let him make too much trouble.”

Cinda said: “But you’re worried, Brett Dewain.”

“Yes,” he admitted. “Yes, I am. Our Southern hotbloods, men like Ruffin and Roger Pryor and Rhett and Yancey, are ready to secede on any pretext—or to make one.”

“Men my age have been brought up to expect secession,” Clayton reminded him, and Brett saw the proud light in his son’s eyes. Young men were so sure of their strength. Probably Burr felt as Clayton did. Yes, and Julian too.

“Have you heard from Julian?” he asked Cinda. The youngster had gone off to the Institute at Charlotte before he himself left for Charleston.

“Oh yes, a long letter.” She smiled. “He insists he isn’t the least bit homesick. That’s not very flattering to us, is it?”

“Probably he’s just bragging. He wouldn’t admit it if he were.”

“I’m not sure we did right to send him there. Major Hill doesn’t sound very impressive. Julian says he’s a shabby sort of man, never gets the right buttons into the right button holes, little and peaked and almost hunchbacked, always peering at you over his spectacles.”

“His record is good,” Brett assured her. “Trav knows him, and I looked him up. He ranked well at West Point and did fine work in Mexico. Trav likes him because he’s a mathematician.” They smiled together. “But he has other qualities—though perhaps Julian is too young to appreciate them.” He asked: “How does Julian get along with his work?”

“He claims he’s doing well. He says being a ‘Newy’ is rather strenuous. The older boys make their lives miserable, and even Major Hill teases them a good deal, in little ways. But Julian says he’s sure he can get a ‘minus demerit’ every month—whatever that is. It’s all in his letter.” The carriage turned into the drive and she said happily: “Oh, I’m glad you’re home.”


Vesta and Jenny and the children met them with riotous greetings, and Brett and Clayton and Vesta went to see Rollin Lyle, still in bed, his head swathed in bandages and his jaw bound so that he could not talk. But Rollin’s eyes made their apologies to Brett for what had happened, and Brett understood and reassured him. When later they were alone he told Cinda: “The youngster blames himself; but boys that age are a high-spirited lot.”

“I blame Dolly,” Cinda retorted. “She’s an outrageous coquette, Brett Dewain—and heartless and cruel besides. She’s—well, I’m afraid she’s always going to make trouble wherever she goes. She’s too beautiful!” She smiled at him. “You can be thankful that I’m homely as a hedge fence.” He came to kiss her, and for a moment she clung to him. “Don’t ever leave me,” she whispered. “Don’t ever leave me again.”
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May–June, 1860

 


CINDA was interested in anything that interested Brett. Before was interested in anything that interested Brett. Before they went abroad he had paid little attention to political matters; but she saw that he was deeply troubled now. The morning after his return from Charleston, they heard of the dreadful tragedy at Boykin’s Mill Pond the evening before, when another picnic had ended in disaster. Two or three score boys and girls put out into the pond in a big flatboat which sank under them, and twenty-four were drowned. The whole neighborhood was saddened, and Cinda and Brett, Clayton and Jenny did what they could to ease the general grief. Cinda was secretly almost grateful for this distraction which helped them all forget Mr. Eader’s death, and Rollin’s hurt; she hoped it would wash Brett’s mind clear of political anxieties.

It did, but not for long. By the time they returned to Richmond, the Constitutional Union party had nominated John Bell of Tennessee for President, and Brett had some hope the Democracy would unite again to support him. “He’s a good man,” he told Cinda. “He’s always stood against disunion.” He added doubtfully: “But of course he voted against the repeal of the Missouri Compromise, and opposed the Lecompton constitution for Kansas, and his own party has disowned him.”

“I’ve heard of Democrats and Republicans,” she hazarded, “but I never heard of this party of his. Is it important?”

“Well, they had delegates from twenty-two states at their convention,” he told her, “and their platform is equally against abolition and disunion. A lot of people would like to stand on that middle ground.”


“In a fight, it’s the ones in the middle that get hurt, isn’t it?” Since these matters filled Brett’s thoughts, she must try to understand.

He nodded soberly. “That’s Virginia’s danger now,” he commented. “We’ll be besought by both sides. We’re a big state, the biggest in the Union except Texas; and we’re rich and powerful. Our. state bonds sell higher in New York and in London than the national obligations. So we’re a prize worth playing for. The North will try to persuade us to side with her, and the South will try to win us over.”

Sometimes when she heard his grave tones her heart froze with fear. “Do you seriously think—trouble is coming?”

“I don’t know,” he confessed. “I talked today with a number of gentlemen, Mr. Harvie and Mr. Robinson and Mr. Haxall and several others.” He smiled doubtfully. “All business men, of course; and men of business are slow to believe that anything can upset the settled order of things. From their point of view, it’s absurd to think of trouble when the South’s as prosperous as it is now. Especially the Gulf States. Mr. Haxall spoke of a Louisiana man named Burnside who has made six million dollars in sugar; and with the huge cotton crop last year, and another big crop coming, land and slaves are worth more every day. So these gentlemen find it hard to take Yancey and Roger Pryor and old Mr. Ruffin and such men seriously.”

Cinda said with some vehemence: “Well, so do I!”

Brett smiled. “By the way,” he said, “Mr. Robinson’s resigning.” Edwin Robinson was president of the Fredericksburg railroad, in which considerable Currain funds were invested. “Mr. Daniel will take his place.”

“What does Mr. Daniel think about all this?”

“Oh, he’s optimistic,” Brett assured her; and he caught to some extent the infection of their hopefulness. John Brown’s raid had sent a wave of passionate anger across the South, awakening as it did that fear of a slave insurrection which lay dormant in every Southern mind; and most Southern states passed laws making more rigorous the restrictions on the slaves themselves and forbidding the publication or circulation even by word of mouth of abolitionist tracts. But after the legislatures had acted, fears and the anger they bred began to subside; mobs were not so ready to cowhide or to tar and feather any suspected abolitionists, nor the courts to bring them to trial. There was a proposal
in North Carolina to tax slaves as property; but that was a part of the dangerously increasing pressure to take political control out of the hands of the wealthy and presumably the wise and statesmanlike and give it to the mob. Brett agreed with the men he knew best that any extension of the voting power of men with neither property nor political wisdom was a mistake. Even war, if it checked the growing power of the illiterate and irresponsible, might be a good thing.

But he could not believe that war was coming. When the Republican Convention met in Chicago, he told Cinda: “If the Republicans nominate Seward we can surely work something out.”

“Will they nominate him?”

“Well, all the best men in the North seem to be for him, and a majority of the delegates.”

“Then—doesn’t that make it pretty sure?”

He nodded. “I think so, yes.” He laughed. “But anything can happen in a place like Chicago.”

“I remember you didn’t like it when you were out there four years ago.”

“No, I didn’t,” he agreed, and smiled. “They called it the Mudhole of the Prairies, and the name fitted. The streets were just a mire. barely above the level of the lake; but even when I was there, they were lifting the whole city out of the mud. I stayed at the Tremont Hotel, and you had to walk down a flight of steps to get from the sidewalk to the office; but soon after I left, they put five thousand jacks under it, took twelve hundred workmen, and just lifted the hotel bodily to grade level. I told you, anything can happen in Chicago.”

“If they nominate Seward we’ll be all right, won’t we?”

“I hope so.” He laughed his own fears aside. “Oh, I’m sure we will. There’s no one else who has even a possible choice. I’m not so worried as I sound.”

He thought the Convention would make its nomination on the second day; and that evening he was late coming home. “I’ve been in Jennings Wise’s office,” he explained. “Waiting for news; but they’ve adjourned till tomorrow.”

“I’ll be glad when it’s settled.”

“It seems to be safe enough for Seward,” he said, “but I want to
know as soon as possible. There are some investments I will change if things go wrong.”

Next day things did go wrong. When he returned from the Enquirer office, he was blackly despondent, and at Cinda’s quick question he said soberly: “Why, they nominated that man I told you about, that Lincoln.”

“Lincoln? Why—what you said—he sounds like white trash!

He nodded. “I know.” He grinned mirthlessly. “I told you anything could happen in Chicago.”

“But how did it happen, Brett Dewain? How could they?”

“Well, Chicago’s just a crazy frontier city,” he explained. “They built a special hall for this convention and named it the ‘Wigwam,’ as though they were a tribe of wild Indians gathering for a powwow! And Lincoln is an Illinois man, so the crowd, the local mob, was for him.” Sudden scornful anger hardened his tone. “‘The Rail Splitter’ they call him. He’s a cheap politician, a country lawyer with no background whatever.” He cried, almost as though she were to blame: “What sort of nation is this, Cinda, where a man like that can be seriously considered for the Presidency?”

“You thought he made a good speech that time you heard him. Maybe he’ll turn out all right.”

“Oh, it’s possible, of course. But—why even his nomination was just the mob’s work. They packed the galleries with backwoodsmen and stinking riffraff, and the crowds shouted Seward out, shouted Lincoln in.”

“Shouted him in? How do you mean?”

“Oh, they raised the roof, ten thousand of them, all bellowing his name at the top of their lungs.”

She said disgustedly: “How disgraceful! I declare, Brett Dewain, it sounds just like a negro revival

“Well, it’s done.” His lip curled. “Democracy! The country’s turned over to a damned mob.”

“What do people think about it?”

“Why—everyone is just stumped. Not twenty men in Richmond ever heard of this damned Lincoln. Outside of a few politicians, I suppose I’m the only man in Virginia who ever heard him speak, ever saw
him.” He added strongly: “But that man hates the South. We’ve got to beat him, Cinda.”

“Why in the world would anyone want such a man for President?”

“It was the Westerners,” he told her, calmer now. “They’re a poverty-stricken, uneducated, ignorant lot; so they hate anybody who has money, hate all cultivated, well-to-do people.” He spoke broodingly, thinking aloud. “Lincoln wasn’t nominated because he hates slavery. Seward is just as violent against slavery as he. But Seward was honest enough to condemn John Brown, and the North wouldn’t stand for that. You know the North made a hero out of that murderous old lunatic! Seward was the only public man in the North with the courage to say that what John Brown did was sedition and treason. That probably cost him the nomination; that and the fact that he represents money, ease, culture, decency—all the things those Westerners despise. They nominated this country lout because he’s their own kind, took him and shouted him in.”

“Maybe the East won’t vote for him.” She tried to find some word of comfort.

“Maybe not. I suppose if we unite we can still save ourselves.” He said soberly: “This wouldn’t hit me so hard if I hadn’t been so sure of Seward’s victory.”

She kissed him, teasing him as if he were a small boy. “There, there! We’re all wrong sometimes, Mr. Dewain. Don’t look so humble! I was even wrong myself, once. I remember it well.”

Together they laughed their fears away, and during the days that followed, when the Richmond papers searched the record of the Republican nominee, they began to take hope again. Lincoln was poor white trash, the son of a shiftless squatter; he had tried keeping a store, and everyone in the South knew Yankee store keepers were a lying, cheating, penny-pinching, depraved, disreputable lot; he had won some petty political success by his skill at wrestling, boat racing, pitching horseshoes, and telling vulgar stories like any tavern loafer; he insisted that the Supreme Court should allow itself to be overruled by popular vote, that right was not right but was simply what the majority of voters at any given time believed; he stood for popular sovereignty in spite of the fact that the South, ruled by men of wealth and character, had through seventy years’ dominance in national affairs made the
United States the greatest country in the world; he looked like an ape; he was uneducated, violent in his language, lacking political prestige, a dull and witless monster distinguished only by his hatred for the South—and so completely contemptible that the Republican party, by nominating him, had destroyed itself. Even Brett began to be reassured. It was incredible that such a man could be elected President of the United States.
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June–july, 1860

 


ENID had counted on Cinda’s promise to invite her for a visit had counted on Cinda’s promise to invite her for a visit in Richmond; had waited at first with eagerness and then with impatience and then with anger. “She’s forgotten all about me, stuck off down here,” she told Trav. “I suppose I have to expect to be ignored by your family!”

But this summer, soon after Lincoln’s nomination, Cinda sent the promised invitation. She wrote much about their stay at the Plains, and about the babies, and about Julian going off to school, and finally about their return to Richmond.

We’re so happy in this lovely house. Vesta’s here with us, of course; and Burr too. He decided not to go back to college, even if Judge Longstreet would have him; and we’re just as well pleased. There’s too much big talk down there about fighting the North. We’d rather have him here in Virginia where people are more sensible. He’s glad to be here too; and he’s suddenly interested in Barbara Pierce. She’s a sweet girl, but still young enough to enjoy keeping him dangling. Brett says Burr has a head for business. They’re forever talking about banks, and money at interest and things.


There was much more in like vein, for Cinda was as vocal with her pen as with her tongue; but for Enid the best part of the letter was in the last paragraph.

So now that we’re all settled down and humdrum, I want you and Enid to come for a visit. Travis too, of course, if you can drag him away. You’ll be perfectly comfortable here, and I’ll send Burr down
to fetch you whenever you say the word. Don’t argue. Just say when you’ll come.

Love

Cinda



Enid’s eyes shone. “Oh, Mama, that’s wonderful! Won’t we have fun!”

Mrs. Currain smiled. “I’m afraid it’s out of the question for me, Honey. I haven’t been away from Great Oak in years, except once to the Plains to pay my respects to my first great-grandchild; and I vowed then I’d never go away again. Things were all at sixes and sevens when I got home.”

“You’d enjoy it, Mama, once you made the effort. Trav will keep things running here.”

Mrs. Currain shook her head. “No, I’ll stay at Great Oak. But of course you must go.”

Enid wanted to dance with delight, but she dutifully protested: “Darling, you know I can’t leave you alone!”

“Why, the very idea!” Mrs. Currain tossed her head. “As if I couldn’t take care of myself. Don’t be ridiculous. Of course you must go.”

So Enid made happy plans. Burr came to serve as her escort. They would travel by stage. Rising early on the morning appointed, Enid while she dressed called along the hall to Vigil to bring the baby and the older children to say good-by. A moment later she heard little Henrietta scream with pain, heard Vigil’s frightened wail; and she raced to the nursery and snatched the baby from Vigil’s arms, and saw blood trickling from Henrietta’s eye, and herself began to weep aloud, adding her tears and cries to the child’s anguished screams.

“Oh, my baby, my baby! Vigil, what did you do to her?” She was already furious, realizing instantly that now she could not possibly go to Richmond today, blaming Vigil as much for her own disappointment as for the baby’s hurt. The colored girl confessed her fault, mumbling through her lamentations.

“It uz de snuff stick, ma’am. When I went. to pick her up it done jab her in de eye.”

“Oh, you worthless nigger!” Enid was almost screaming in her rage.
“I’ve told you a thousand times—” April, drawn by the outcry, plunged into the room and heard enough to understand; and she snatched Vigil, spinning her headlong. Enid, beside herself, cried: “Kill her, April! Kill her!” April caught up a stick of firewood from the iron basket by the hearth and struck at the cringing girl, and Vigil howled and raced blindly to escape, April a fury on her heels.

Then others were here. Trav had gone on his morning rounds of the plantation; but Burr appeared, and Mrs. Currain. The older woman, competent and steady, hushed Enid’s passionate wrath and sent Burr full gallop to Williamsburg to fetch the doctor, and brought flax seed to poultice Hetty’s eye and told Enid again to be still. “You’re making a fool of yourself, child. Behave!”

Enid wept: “Oh, Hetty, darling baby!”

“Hush,” Mrs. Currain insisted. “You’re just making matters worse, scaring her!”

“I could kill Vigil. If I’ve told her once I’ve told her a thousand times——”

She was near hysterics; Mrs. Currain in sharp exasperation caught her shoulders, shook her. “Be quiet, Enid! Behavel”

Enid at last was still; but when the doctor came, he said Hetty’s eye would need days of care. So the visit to Richmond was postponed, and Enid’s disappointment led her into a violent quarrel with Trav. She demanded that he have Vigil whipped; but Trav protested:

“Now, Enid, Vigil’s had a bad beating already. April chased her clear down to the quarter, pounded her senseless with that stick of firewood. It’s a wonder she didn’t kill her. I think she would have, if the people hadn’t stopped her. Vigil’s got a broken arm and a couple of broken ribs, as it is.”

“It’s good enough for her! Make them take a blacksnake whip and just cut her to pieces, skin her alive!”

“We don’t need to turn into animals!”

“Trav Currain, don’t you dare call me an animal!”

“I only said——”

“I heard what you said. I’ve stood a lot from you, but I don’t intend to stand much more! Defending that worthless nigger against your own wife, after she’s just about killed your baby, maybe made her blind for life!”


“Vigil feels as bad about it as you do, Enid. And after all, it was an accident.”

Her anger fed on opposition; she was half-screaming. “You go have her whipped, you hear me! Have her whipped and then sell her south! See how she likes that!”

“No.” His tone was final. “I don’t have negroes whipped. And I won’t sell our people off the land, out of the family.”

“Did you hear what I said?”

“Yes. Everyone in the house can hear you.”

“Trav Currain, are you going to do what I say, or aren’t you?” He turned away, not answering. “Oh I hate you! I hate you! I just married you in the first place to spite my mother! I wish I’d died first”

He came back to plead for silence. “Don’t, Enid. You upset Mama.”

“Well, she ought to be upset! I want her to be upset! I’d like to see you upset just once! Vigil goes and puts your own baby’s eye out, practically, and you stand up for her. I guess you think more of her than you do of me! Probably she’s not the only one! That sassy Sapphira, for instance—the way you stuck up for her!”

She would have welcomed a raging anger in him. His refusal even to resent these wild accusations which she knew to be ridiculous was like oil on the fire of her fury. She felt a vengeful hatred toward him which she was sure would never die; and she was not appeased when three days later April, triumphantly established as Hetty’s attendant and jealous guardian, reported that Vigil had been sent back to Chimneys.

“Mighty lucky for dat nigguh she gone, too! I ever lay eyes on her again I’ll beat de haid off’n her.”

Enid saw in Vigil’s punishment not surrender on Trav’s part but only evasion; and to realize that he had held his own unyielding way hardened her resentment. Some day, somehow, she would even the long score.

 



The accident to Hetty postponed, but did not in the end prevent, Enid’s going to Richmond; and the manner of her going was so delightful that she forgot her original disappointment. Burr, since he had come to Great Oak only to act as her escort, returned without her; but as Hetty mended, Faunt one day appeared, and stayed the night.
He was on his way to Richmond; and Enid, since Hetty no longer needed her constant attendance, seized upon this opportunity. Mrs. Currain agreed that she could go with Faunt as well as not; Trav made no strong objection; Faunt said he would be honored to be of service.

The prospect of days and perhaps weeks in Richmond—for Enid meant to stay as long as Cinda would let her—was delight enough; but to make the daylong journey in Faunt’s company was like an intoxication. He left his horse at Great Oak and they went by stage; and he was so courteously thoughtful of her comfort, so pleasantly attentive, so ready to answer her thousand questions that she was brimming with content. Seeing his amusement at her happiness she played up to it, eager to provoke his quick charming smile.

At the big house on Fifth Street, old Caesar opened the door and greeted them like a courtly host. “Marste’ Faunt, you’s quite a stranger,” shaking Faunt’s hand. “And how’s you, Mistis?” Caesar for all his gray hair was big and black and muscular, sleek with abounding health. “Hopes I sees ye well. Mighty glad to see de bofe o’ you.”

He ushered them in, and Enid glowed under his flattering courtesy. Then Cinda and Vesta were here with their welcomes, and Cinda led Enid to the room prepared for her. Had she had a pleasant trip?

“Just wonderful, Cinda! Faunt’s so thoughtful and polite; and when he smiles he’s the handsomest thing you ever saw!”

“Oh, everybody goes crazy over Faunt,” Cinda agreed. “But Travis is my favorite brother. Faunt is moody sometimes, but Travis is always the same.”

“Well, I wish he wasn’t! I wish he’d be different, once in a while. I’m real provoked with Trav, Cinda, the way he acted about Vigil. You know the terrible thing that happened?” Cinda said Burr had reported the accident; nevertheless Enid repeated every detail. “And poor little Hetty will always show it, Cinda, and maybe be blinded in that eye. Wouldn’t it be awful if she was?” She had Cinda’s ready sympathy. “But Trav didn’t mind. He stuck up for Vigil and kept saying it was an accident. Why, he wouldn’t even have her whipped the way I wanted him to! I declare I’m furious with him.”

Cinda said comfortingly: “Husbands are an aggravating lot, but you’ll get over it.”


And in fact Enid’s resentment faded in the happy pleasures of this visit. During the hours and days that followed, each new experience delighted her.

“Caesar’s wonderful, isn’t he! He’s so courtly and dignified.”

Cinda laughed. “Dignified? He’s just lazy. He puts on his dignity to get out of work.” Brett was with them and she spoke to him. “Remember, Mr. Dewain, the time when Vesta was a little girl, having a tea party for some of her friends, and she wanted Caesar to serve them on the low table in the nursery, and he said, ever so hoity-toity: ‘I don’ wait on no pine tables. Wait twell you big enough to put youah laigs unde’ mahogany.’”

Brett chuckled. “And Vesta was so shocked at the indelicacy of his remarks that she wanted him whipped.”

“You should have had it done! You’ve spoiled him for years.”

“He tickles me. Just this morning I caught him wearing a shirt of mine. I tried to make him ashamed of himself, asked if he was sorry, and he said: ‘Well, tell de hones’ truf, I ain’ sorry I stole hit, but I sho’ is sorry I got crotch!’ ”

Enid laughed with him, but Cinda protested. “Oh you make me so mad, Brett Dewain! You think everything Caesar does is just howlingly funny.” Enid, watching this comfortable give and take, recognizing the warm and tender bond between them, felt a wistful envy; they were so close, so fond. There was nothing like this between her and Trav.

 



Enid would have enjoyed Richmond more but for the fact that the men could talk of nothing except some convention or other that was about to be held here. She had made Faunt promise, on their way from Great Oak, to squire her everywhere. “Will you take me to Pizzini’s for strawberries, Cousin Faunt? And to promenade in Capitol Square? And to see just simply everything?” He smiled and agreed; but even Faunt was at once engrossed in talk of politics, and he and Brett might be closeted for hours with other gentlemen in grave discussions which she could find no excuse for interrupting.

The day before the Convention was to meet, Tony unexpectedly appeared. Enid, remembering her own dislike for Trav’s brother, was glad to see that there was no warmth in Cinda’s welcome.


“Oh, hello, Tony! What brings you to town? Hankering after the fleshpots?”

“Hullo, Cinda.” Enid thought Tony seemed embarrassed. “I haven’t seen you for over two years, not since you and Brett went abroad.”

“So you haven’t! But don’t try to tell me you came to see me!”

“No, as a matter of fact I came to watch the Convention.”

Cinda laughed. “Really? I can’t imagine you being interested in politics!”

“Well, I suppose I am. James Fiddler and Ed Blandy and Tom Shadd and all my neighbors want to know what’s going on.”

Enid saw Cinda’s amazement. “You mean you came to find out and tell them?”

“In a way, yes.” Tony laughed uneasily. “You see, Cinda, the country around Chimneys is pretty far away from everything. The people there just have little farms. No slaves.” Cinda was watching him with searching eyes, and he added almost in apology: “But they come to me for my opinions, and I suppose that flatters me. Anyway, I want to be able to—answer some of their questions.”

Cinda went suddenly to him and kissed him. “Why, Tony—” She hesitated, did not finish; and he said honestly:

“I know they just respect me because they respected Trav.” Enid felt a puzzled wonder. Why should anyone respect Trav? He was as common as dirt! “Trav and I never got along, but they think a lot of him down there. I’ve tried to—” He laughed, amused at himself. “Well, I suppose I’ve tried to live up to Trav. And I like it there.”

Cinda touched his shoulder in strong affection. “Isn’t it lonely, away off in the mountains?”

He chuckled. “Lord love you, no, it’s not lonely. There’s lots going on. We have dance frolics; and the men get together at the tavern, or at the store, or at the mill.” He met Enid’s eyes. “I’m letting them have their corn ground at our mill on the place. Trav used to, so I kept it up; so there may be half a dozen men there, waiting their turn, some days. Then we do a little horse racing, and we all get together for the corn shucking and the hog killings.” He smiled. “And you’ve never seen a real dance till you hear one of our fiddlers h’ist a tune!”

Cinda looked at Enid. “Did you and Trav do all those things?”

“Heavens, no! Trav used to spend most of his time with—” Enid
hesitated, looking at Tony; but her tone was still scornful. “With people like Ed Blandy; but of course we never went to any of their doings.” She felt in Tony and in Cinda too a withdrawal, an unspoken criticism; and suddenly she was angry. “I don’t see how you can stand them, Tony; all that—trash!”

His eyes hardened; when he spoke there was derision in his tone. “What do you hear from your mother?” It was as though he warned her to curb her tongue. She felt Cinda’s inquiring glance, and she spoke quickly.

“Oh, she’s fine!” Then, to appease him: “I expect I’d have liked them too if I’d known them; but we never went to their doings. Trav always wanted to stay at home and go to bed!” Flatteringly she added: “I declare I just don’t understand a thing about politics, Cousin Tony. You’ll have to explain it all to me.” She took the first means she found to avert his tongue from her mother. If Cinda ever guessed that Tony and her mother—Enid shivered with terror at the thought, and her eager, charmingly innocent questions kept Tony in play. If men liked to talk about politics, she must learn to talk too, or at least listen; but it was all so confusing. Apparently everybody hated that old Abe Lincoln, and some of the Democrats were for a man named Bell, and some were for Senator Douglas, and the Convention here in Richmond was going to nominate Mr. Breckenridge. Tony seemed to think it a mistake to have so many different candidates against Lincoln, and Enid protested:

“But I should think three men could beat him easier than one, Cousin Tony.”

He smiled at her innocence. “They might if they all got together. The trouble is they won’t. John Bell proposed that all three of them withdraw and unite on someone else, but Mr. Douglas wouldn’t do it. So now they’ll each beat the others—and let Lincoln win.”

“Why, I think that’s awfully silly, if what they want is to beat him!”

“Men do some mighty foolish things.”

 



After the Convention finished its business Enid thought Faunt would at last pay her some attention; but he left at once for Belle Vue. She reminded him in pretty reproach that they had as yet done none of the things he had promised they would do together; but he said he
must go home for a week or two. “Perhaps you’ll still be here when I return.”

When he departed, Tony went with him. They would go first to Great Oak, but Tony proposed to proceed from there to Washington. He said he went to see what men in the Capital thought about the campaign, but Enid suspected him of planning to call upon her mother.

Her visit had already been a long one, but she stayed on in Richmond. Faunt was gone and Brett was much too absorbed in something or other to pay her any attention, and Burr spent most of his time with his father or calling on Barbara Pierce, and Vesta had many friends, so Enid was left much alone with Cinda. She remembered Darrell. He had been amusing at Great Oak, and presumably he was in Richmond. “Do you ever see Tilda?” she asked one day, Darrell in her mind.

“Oh, yes,” Cinda said. “But she and Dolly haven’t dared face me since that awful business at the Plains.” Enid had heard nothing of this, and her questions flew, and Cinda answered guardedly. “The less said about it, the better,” she declared. “Dolly’s conceited enough as it is, without having men fighting over her.”

“Oh, I won’t say a word,” Enid vowed; but at her insistence they did go to Tilda’s to call, and Enid in an itch of curiosity tried to lead Tilda and Dolly to talk about that fatal picnic at Muster Spring. Cinda’s presence and her grim silence kept them silent, too; but thereafter Enid came again, alone, and easily led Dolly to tell her the story. Dolly masked her demure complacency behind many protestations.

“It was simply terrible. I think men are just perfectly ridiculous, Aunt Enid, don’t you?”

Enid agreed that they certainly were. She and Dolly fell easily into a surface friendship; and Darrell, happening to come home while Enid was there, joined them, flattering Enid with easy compliments. At his suggestion they strolled over to Pizzini’s for an ice, and one of Dolly’s many swains joined them, so Darrell escorted Enid back to Fifth Street. She was sparkling with happiness.

“It’s been just the nicest time I’ve had since I came to Richmond, Dal. Thank you kindly.”

He bowed. “A pleasure, ma’am. Now I shall have to answer many questions about Richmond’s newest belle.”


Enid blushed and protested that he mustn’t make fun of an old married woman, and invited him in; but he said good-by at the door.

 



In her room Enid found a letter from Trav suggesting that she come home; but of course that was ridiculous when she was having such a good time. “He wanted me to come back to Great Oak. But I just told him I was going to stay till he came up to get me,” she confessed to Cinda. “I’m going to make him put himself out for once, if it’s the last thing I do!” She added: “Of course I’ll go on home if I’m too much bother to you?”

Cinda said politely that she must stay as long as she chose, and Enid stayed till at last Trav surrendered and came to fetch her. He reached Richmond on a Saturday, would stay over Sunday; and Sunday morning, as they were all about to start to church, Faunt and Tony rode up to the door. Enid, when they appeared, was nearest. She cried out a glad welcome and kissed Faunt, and then because some sense of guilt made it seem necessary to do so, she kissed Tony too. She proposed they all stay home from church, but found herself overruled; and all through the service she was furious because she had not pleaded a headache. Trav meant to take her away to Great Oak tomorrow; she would see hardly anything of Faunt at all!

She had, in fact, no moment with him alone. At dinner they were all together, and immediately afterward Mr. Streean and Tilda—having learned at church of Tony’s return from Washington—came to hear what he could report. So Enid had to listen rebelliously to hours of tedious talk; but she listened most of all to Faunt, and to him her eyes constantly returned.

Tony thought Lincoln would be beaten. “Even the Republicans are ashamed of themselves for nominating him,” he explained. “Charles Francis Adams of Massachusetts made a speech in Congress about the great Republican party, and the Republicans have printed the speech and spread it all over the country—but it doesn’t even mention Abe Lincoln’s name!” He had brought home a book prepared for use in the campaign. “This is his biography, and some of his speeches, and there’s enough right in this book to make anyone vote against him. I’ll read you some of the things it says.”

“Oh, do you have to?” Enid protested. “I’m awfully tired of politics.”
But no one answered her, watching Tony as he turned the pages.

“It’s written by a man named Howells—W. D. Howells. It starts off with Lincoln’s ancestors.” He grinned. “If he had any. They don’t seem to be sure.” He read: “‘It is necessary that every American should have an indisputable grandfather——’ ”

“‘Indisputable’?” Brett echoed, amused. “That’s a modest word. Of course, I’ve known men who didn’t even have an indisputable father, but those men weren’t running for President of the United States!”

Tony went on. “This book admits there’s an ‘extremely embarrassing uncertainty’ about Lincoln’s great-grandparents, says it’s ‘not very profitable’ to try to trace his ancestry.”

Cinda uttered an incredulous exclamation. “You mean to say that book’s put out by Lincoln’s friends?”

“Yes.”

“Heavens! If that’s the best his friends can do, what will his enemies say?”

Tony chuckled. “Of course I’m just reading the funniest parts. They did dig up a grandfather for him.” He read: “‘His grandfather (anterior to whom is incertitude)——’”

Their laughter checked him; but Faunt said thoughtfully: “All the same, lots of us, even our FFV’s, are in the same position if the truth were known. Anterior to the grandfathers of a good many of us there is incertitude.”

“Nonsense!” Cinda protested; but he shook his head.

“Not at all,” he assured her. “Studying such things is one of the ways I spend my days at Belle Vue. Many of the fine Virginia families of today were founded by a grandfather or a great-grandfather like ours, by men who became big land owners simply through a superior ability to meet and master wilderness conditions. We like to think of ourselves as cavaliers, but there were mighty few aristocrats among the early settlers, even in Virginia. After all, the dandy who shone at court in London wouldn’t choose to come out here and starve and freeze in a log cabin; and if he did come, unless he went to work and worked harder than his neighbors, he soon found himself left behind by the procession.”

Enid watched Faunt and thought how wonderful he was. He went on: “Outside of a few families, most of the best-known Virginia names
don’t go back very far beyond the Revolution. The aristocrats of colonial days were usually Tories, so when the King’s troops were expelled, they went along. Our grandfathers who stayed behind had to pull themselves up out of the ruck by their own boot straps.”

“Well, I simply don’t believe it,” Cinda declared. “There’s everything in having a fine inheritance. Why, Faunt, you wouldn’t ride a horse that wasn’t well bred!”

Faunt smiled, and Enid loved his smile, loved the way he now and then caught her eye as though to assure her she had a part in this conversation. “I value the sort of grandfathers most of us Virginians really had,” he remarked. “They were men who knew how to work and win their way. I value them above the sort of grandfathers most of us like to think we had.”

Redford Streean took the Lincoln biography from Tony’s hands, leafing through the pages; and Brett Dewain said reasonably:

“You’re overlooking the intangibles, Faunt, aren’t you? Pride in our ancestry is often a source of virtue in us. We behave ourselves because we feel that to do so is expected of us, that courtesy and a sense of honor and an acceptance of responsibility are the traditions of our families. You’d better not take that away from us. A lot of us—if we were ever convinced that our grandfathers had been rascals—might readily enough turn to rascally ways ourselves.”

“Yes,” Faunt assented, and he smiled. “Yes, it’s probably good for us to believe that Grandfather Currain, and presumably all the Courdains before him, were high-minded gentlemen!”

“Exactly!” Cinda agreed. “Because we think we’re fine people, we try to behave in fine ways.”

Streean looked up from the book. “Speaking of Virginia grandfathers,” he said, “Lincoln had one, too. His grandfather migrated from Virginia to Kentucky and the Indians shot him.”

“Too bad they didn’t shoot him sooner!” Cinda’s dry comment amused them all.

“His father’s name was Tom Lincoln,” Streean told them. “Tom married a girl named Lucy Hanks.” 1 Enid was struck by the familiar
name. Her own daughter’s name was Lucy, and so was Mrs. Currain’s; and Enid remembered that there had been another Lucy whom Mr. Currain loved long ago, and she fell to wondering about that other Lucy. If Mr. Currain had married her, instead of letting her father take her off to Kentucky, then he would never have married Mrs. Currain; and these children of his here talking together would never have been born at all. She thought maliciously that if Tony and Tilda had never been born, no one would miss them; nor Trav, if it came to that. Cinda was rather nice, though Enid was sometimes a little afraid of her, but of them all, Faunt was the only one who would be any real loss. It was a delight just to watch him move, to see the way his head turned toward anyone who spoke, to hear his quiet voice, to see how respectfully they all attended when he said anything.

When she began to listen again, Streean was speaking. “Abe’s father was a squatter, never stayed long in one place. He went from Kentucky to Indiana.” He laughed at something on the page under his eye. “It says here that he wasn’t much good as a hunter, never even learned to shoot. Then his father moved on to Illinois, and Abe began to split rails.”

Faunt said in regretful tones: “Brett, the best men in the South have always gone into politics; but if the Government is to fall into the hands of such riffraff as this, the halls of Congress will no longer be tolerable for gentlemen.” Why couldn’t Trav be like Faunt, instead of sitting stupidly half-asleep, with never a word to say? Faunt added almost sadly: “And a nation dominated by such uneducated, graceless bumpkins can never command Virginia’s loyalty.”

“Yet Virginia will go a long way to avoid disunion,” Brett predicted. Then Streean chuckled at something he read and said in amused derision:

“Here, this is worth hearing. It seems there were some bullies in his neighborhood called the Clary’s Grove boys, and Lincoln got into a wrestling match with one of them, and was winning, but the other fellow’s friends pitched in, so Lincoln gave up, said he couldn’t fight them all. Now here’s the funny part!” He read: “‘This gave him a reputation for courage——’”

“Courage?” Cinda cried. “To quit just because the odds were against him! Is that what the North calls courage?”


Tony took the book from Streean. “Let me find you some of the things he’s said in his speeches about slavery,” he suggested. “Here.” He read: “‘I hate it because of the monstrous injustice of slavery itself. I hate it because it deprives our republic of its just influence in the world, and enables our enemies to taunt us as hypocrites, causes the real friends of freedom to doubt our sincerity, forces so many really good men among ourselves into an open war with the very fundamental principles of civil liberty.’”

There was a moment’s thoughtful silence. Then Faunt commented: “Well, there’s some truth in that. Our having slaves has lost us a lot of friends. And we all know slavery’s wrong.”

Streean took issue with him. “It’s right economically, Faunt.”

Trav, surprising them all, argued the point. “I don’t believe so, Mister Streean,” he declared. Enid realized that none of them ever addressed Streean less formally than this. Trav went on, faintly uneasy at having entered the discussion, yet standing to his guns: “When they had that fight in Congress last winter over the speakership, because Mr. Sherman and a lot of other Republicans had endorsed Helper’s book, I sent to New York for a copy and read it. It’s full of statistics. You know I like figures. Of course the book is silly, violent, and—well, silly; but the figures are hard to get around.” He hesitated, then went steadily on: “With free labor in the North and slave labor in the South, the North has gone ahead a lot faster than we have. We send North for just about everything we buy: clothes, furniture, carriages, books. And even in farming, the North is way ahead of us. They grow more per acre than we do, a third more wheat, almost twice as many bushels of oats, twice as much rye, half again as much corn. The North’s hay crop is worth more than all our cotton and tobacco and rice and hemp and hay put together. Their crops are worth more and their land is worth more. No, Mister Streean, slavery isn’t economically sound.” He added, embarrassed at his own loquacity: “Slavery may be a good thing in other ways—I don’t know; but I do know it’s not a good thing for the farmer.”

Streean said angrily: “White men can’t work in the heat, Trav. They can’t stand the sun in the cotton fields; they get malaria, yellow fever, all sorts of diseases.”

Trav shook his head. “You’re mistaken, Mister Streean. I know not only white men but white women who work in the fields. I know
some women who even hire out to do field work; and thousands of white men, brought down from the North, work on railroad building and construction and stand the heat better than negroes do.”

Enid thought Trav was simply exasperating. “I suppose you’d like to see ladies picking cotton,” she said sharply; and there was a moment’s silence, Trav not replying. Then Faunt said:

“No, Mister Streean, it’s not easy to defend slavery. Colonel Lee has emancipated his slaves. I’ve considered doing the same. If the whole South did it, we’d stand on firmer moral ground.”

“Throw a billion dollars’ worth of property away?” Streean spoke in angry challenge.

Trav said earnestly: “You’d enrich the South if you did. Not the planters, of course; but the whole South, yes.” He hesitated. “Well, I’m getting into figures again,” he said apologetically. “But you know mighty few of us own slaves. Only about twenty-five hundred men in the South have over a hundred slaves apiece. You’re one of them, Brett, at the Plains; and we have about a hundred and thirty at Great Oak. But only about a third of the families in the South have any slaves at all.”

“They’re the families that matter!” Cinda protested.

“Well, we think so,” Trav assented. “We think of ourselves as the South, but we’re not. There aren’t many of us. There aren’t as many of us as there are of the kind of people we call white trash. And in between us and the white trash are people like the men who live around Chimneys, poor as dirt, owning no slaves, working hard, but with mighty little chance to get along.” He flushed awkwardly. “And it’s we slave owners who keep them so. They can’t compete with us. If it weren’t for the slaves, every white man in the South who doesn’t own any negroes would be better off—and there are lots more of them than there are of us.”

Enid thought Trav was ridiculous, till Faunt agreed with him. “We exaggerate our own importance. Maybe the real strength of the South lies in the ordinary little people. Individually, they’re not much, but there are so many more of them than there are of us.”

“Perhaps that’s the trouble, Faunt,” Brett suggested. “There are so many of them they’ll take charge and run things if we’re not careful. That’s the chief reason I mistrust Mr. Lincoln. He wants to let them.”


“I know,” Faunt agreed. “And of course he’s wrong. Ordinary men aren’t qualified to decide great questions.”

Cinda said sharply: “Well, the politicians haven’t been able to decide about slavery, and they’ve been arguing about it ever since I was a child! Ordinary men couldn’t make any worse mess of things.”

Streean spoke to Trav, returning to their difference. “If you think slaves are a losing proposition, why don’t you sell them South?” His tone was almost a jeer. “There’s a good market for them there.”

Trav did not reply, but Faunt did. “We don’t sell our people, Mister Streean.”

Streean laughed. “Why not? Slaves are no different from any other cattle.”

Faunt said mildly: “We don’t feel so, Mister Streean. We don’t even think of them as slaves. They’re our people.”

Enid recognized the rebuke and Streean may have felt it, too, for he retorted: “Names aren’t things! Whatever you call them, they’re still slaves.” He spoke with a dry rancor. “If you want to quibble, there’s mighty little legal difference between a black slave and a white married woman. She and her husband are one person—and he’s the person! She can’t own property, or bequeath it, without her husband’s formal consent; she can’t sue or be sued. If her husband whips her she can’t testify against him unless he causes her permanent injury! You call them wives, and you call slaves people, but words don’t change facts!”

Enid felt cold anger in them all, and Cinda said in a dry tone: “Well, Tilda, you’ll have to be careful not to annoy that husband of yours, or he’ll take a cowhide to you.” She looked at Brett. “I’m glad you aren’t a lawyer, Brett Dewain.”

Brett smiled, spoke to Streean. “From the business point of view, I agree with you,” he said generously. “We can’t afford to free our slaves. Taking Great Oak and Belle Vue and Chimneys and the Plains, I suppose the Currain family has half a million dollars or more in—human assets. So abolition would be our ruin.”

Streean nodded. “Of course. Even Abe Lincoln, the greatest fool alive, is willing to leave slavery where it is!”

Faunt said, after a moment: “I’ve done a lot of thinking, these last two weeks. We have to try to see things straight. What’s happened, it
seems to me, is that the frontier has seized political power, North and South. The Gulf States, the Cotton States, are in the saddle here, just as western backwoodsmen like this Lincoln have come to the top in the North. If there is trouble coming, it’s because Northerners have been taught to believe they’re better than we are, and because we’ve been taught to believe we’re better than they are; and on both sides we’re ready to fight to prove it.”

His quiet words left them briefly silent. Tony turned the leaves of the book in his hand. “This fellow Lincoln’s ready to fight too, you know,” he said at last. “Here’s something he said once, talking to us.” He read: “‘Man for man, you are not better than we are, and there are not so many of you as there are of us. If we were fewer in numbers than you, I think that you would whip us; if we were equal, it would likely be a drawn battle; but being inferior in numbers, you will make nothing by attempting to master us.’ ”

After a moment Brett said quietly: “He’s right, of course. Twenty million or so on their side; say six million on ours. No, if it comes to fighting, we’ll be beaten.”

Cinda urged: “But, Brett, it isn’t just mathematics. You’re as bad as Trav about figures. We can whip the North! They’re all cowards. All they know is making money.”

Brett said reasonably: “Well, even making money is largely an intelligent balancing of risks. They can beat us. That’s a fact. No escaping it.” And after a moment he added: “Unless we can defeat Lincoln.” His voice hardened. “He’s a nobody, the hedge-bred son of a squatter and of a woman nobody knows. To nominate such a man for President would be ridiculous if it weren’t so damnable! He must be beaten!”

Tony said even the Republicans in Washington were doubtful of success. “And the Democrats think the Northwest will go against him.”

Brett doubted this. “My correspondents in New York don’t like Lincoln, but they say he’ll carry the Northwest. That region holds a grudge against the South that goes back to Calhoun. He promised to improve navigation on the Mississippi if they’d help admit Texas to the Union, and they did help; but then Mr. Calhoun compromised on the Oregon question, and when President Polk vetoed the Great Lakes
navigation bill Southern Congressmen helped sustain the veto. The Northwest thinks the South betrayed them.”

Streean said cheerfully: “Well, we’ll lick Old Abe if we can, Brett; but even if we don’t, we’ll hold control of Congress. Without Congress there’s nothing he can do.”

“Unless—if he’s elected—the Gulf States secede,” Brett reminded him. “If they do, their representatives in Congress will have to resign, and there goes our control.”

Cinda rose rebelliously. “We’re talking ourselves into a panic. I’m sick of it.” She moved toward the door. Tilda like a shadow followed her, and Enid rose to go with them. As she reached the door, Faunt and Trav spoke both at once, and Faunt yielded.

“Sorry, Trav. Go on.”

So in the hall outside the door Enid, wishing Trav had held his tongue, waited to hear what Faunt had been about to say. Trav, always interested in any point that involved mathematics, explained: “Why, I was just going to say that it’s our slaves who give us our strength in Washington. They’re counted as population, three-fifths of them. We only have about a third as many voters as the North, but figuring the negroes that way, it’s just the same as if every Southerner voted twice. So we’ve always been strong in Congress. Eleven out of fifteen Presidents have been Southerners.”

Tony remarked: “Lincoln says the same thing in one of his speeches. He claims that because slaves don’t vote, they shouldn’t be counted.”

Faunt spoke again, in those deep strong tones that Enid had waited to hear. “We had a fight over that same question here in Virginia, in the Constitutional Convention ten years ago.”

“Not on counting the slaves,” Brett objected.

“It amounted to that. Western Virginia wanted representation on the basis of suffrage; and the Piedmont and the Tidewater wanted to base it not only on the number of voters but also on wealth, on taxes paid. Governor Wise was the only prominent eastern man who favored the suffrage basis. We in eastern Virginia called him a ‘modern Jack Cade’; but probably his stand elected him governor.”

Tony commented: “Lincoln will try to make us let the negroes vote—if he’s elected.”

Faunt said gravely: “I can’t believe even he would want that.”


But Tony stuck to his guns. “You read this book and you’ll realize how dangerous he is. He’s a nigger-lover, Faunt. He talks about black women in ‘forced concubinage with their masters,’ says they ‘become mothers of mulattoes in spite of themselves.’” Enid realized that they did not know she was eavesdropping, and she started to move away, but she heard Tony’s casual laugh. “I never had to force a wench. They’re so willing they get to be nuisances. I used to send them off from Great Oak to Chimneys, Trav, so Mama wouldn’t see too many mulatto babies around and start asking questions.”

On his words a heavy silence fell, and Enid heard someone rise, and she turned to slip away and saw Cinda just descending the stairs. Enid’s cheeks burned hot, and she tried to pass, to escape, and Cinda asked sharply:

“Whatever were you doing?”

Enid was so startled that she told the truth. “Listening to something, Faunt——” Then in dismay at her own words she pushed past Cinda and darted upward. From the landing she looked back and saw Cinda watching her with puzzled and uneasy eyes. She closed her door almost in panic, stood with her back against it, her breast rising and falling rapidly. Why had she said that? How much of betrayal was there in her tones?

But then her panic turned to defensive anger. Why should Cinda look at her like that? Hadn’t she a right to like Faunt and to admire him if she wanted to? Everyone else liked and admired him; then so would she! Next morning when she and Trav, and Tony who would spend a dutiful day or two with his mother, were ready to depart for Great Oak, she urged Faunt to come with them. She felt Cinda’s eyes upon her, and defiantly persisted. Why shouldn’t she invite Faunt to Great Oak? Wasn’t he Trav’s brother? Wasn’t Great Oak her home? Let Cinda be horrid if she chose!

Faunt would not come with them; but no matter, she would surely see him soon again.
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