

[image: ]



What readers are saying about Lily, book one of the Song of the River series:

“A new historical series has readers traveling by boat down the mighty Mississippi with memorable characters who are trying to provide for themselves and their families. These two talented authors bring to life a long-ago era of riverboat adventures, weaving their own styles into the story line. They work very well together.”

—Romantic Times

“Lily is an endearing, faith-affirming story that will leave a sigh on your lips and a sweet ‘song of the river’ in your heart.”

—Ramona K. Cecil, author of A Bride’s Sweet Surprise in Sauers, Indiana
 and Freedom’s Crossroad

“Diane Ashley and Aaron McCarver have written a beautiful story of the South right before the Civil War. You will feel immersed in the Southern culture and setting. I felt I was right there with Lily.”

—Margaret Daley, author of From This Day Forward

“I loved this book. Well-developed character I really cared about, authentically detailed setting, and a story line that kept me riveted to the pages. I look forward to the other books in the Song of the River series.”

—Lena Nelson Dooley, author of Mary’s Blessing, Maggie’s Journey, 
and Love Finds You in Golden, New Mexico—
a Will Rogers Medallion Award winner

“Brimming with romance and history, second chances and spiritual truths, Lily takes you on a unique excursion that is utterly moving and delightful. Soft as a Southern breeze, the compelling characters wrap round your heart and won’t let go. Truly a dream of a book!”

—Laura Frantz, author of The Colonel’s Lady

“The collaboration of Diane Ashley and Aaron McCarver brings a tale as steeped in the flavor of the South as a frosty glass of sweet tea. You’ll smell the muddy Mississippi River, her bottom churned by paddlewheel boats. You’ll stand on the dock at Natchez Under-the-Hill while the breeze off the water teases your hair. Lily takes you on a pleasant journey into the colorful past. You’ll be glad you booked passage.”

—Marcia Gruver, author of the Backwoods Brides and Texas Fortune series

“Lily swept me into its pages. Ashley and McCarver have created a lasting tale as poignant and deep as the river upon which it’s set.”

—Elizabeth Ludwig, author and creator of The Borrowed Book

“With the skillful use of rich and well-researched setting description, vivid scenes, and realistic dialogue authors Diane Ashley and Aaron McCarver have crafted a riveting historical romance that is sure to leave fans swooning.”

—Debby Mayne, author of the Class Reunion series

“With themes of faith, family, forgiveness, and more twists and turns than a winding river, Lily takes readers back to the historic riverboat days in vivid detail. This charming tale of a determined, unconventional heroine and a stubborn, hurting hero is sure to capture your heart and leave you smiling at the end.”

—Vickie McDonough, award-winning author of the 
Texas Boardinghouse Brides series

“With brilliant style, the team of Ashley and McCarver has perfectly blended Mississippi gentility and steamboat adventure. You will enter the characters’ world and experience the excitement and dangers they endure in this gripping tale.”

—Janelle Mowery, author of the Colorado Runaway series

“I have a special fondness for Southern literature and if the same is true for you, I think you’re going to find Lily to be a pleasurable gem.”

—Tracie Peterson, award-winning, bestselling author of over ninety-five books, 
including the “Striking a Match” series and House of Secrets

“Diane Ashley and Aaron McCarver have created a compelling tapestry of characters who live their lives, loves, and faith in a fascinating era of American history in an enchanting location—along the Mississippi. Their attention to detail helps frame the story and tempts the reader to forget the armchair in which she’s sitting.”

—Cynthia Ruchti, past president of American Christian Fiction Writers and 
author of the 2011 Carol Finalist They Almost Always Come Home

“Ashley and McCarver have woven a tale as gentle as a summer breeze and as treacherous as a shifting sandbar.”

—Erica Vetsch, author of A Bride’s Portrait of Dodge City, Kansas

“Gone with the Wind meets The African Queen. This book has all the action and adventure of the grand riverboat days, coupled with all the romance and grandeur of a pre-Civil-War South.”

—Lenora Worth, New York Times bestselling author
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Dedication

Aaron: I dedicate this book to my wonderful colleagues at Belhaven University. When Wesley College closed, I wondered if I would ever find another school where I could do more than just teach, where I could also minister to my students. God answered through you. Not only did you take me from working part-time to working full-time, you opened your hearts and took me in as one of your own. You will never understand how much this meant to me. I lost a family I had worked alongside for twenty years, but you replaced it with another that has become just as precious to me. Thank you for your love, support, encouragement, and full acceptance as a Blazer. I love you all.

Diane: For Lisa M. Davis, my sister from different parents. The hardest thing for me to do this year was tell you I was retiring from the Legislature. How could I give up the desk next to yours? How could I not talk to you every day? How could I leave you behind when we are best friends? When we count on each other to keep sane in the madness of the Capitol? Over the years, you’ve been there for me through hard times and good times. We’ve shared tears, laughter, and our deepest, darkest secrets. Even the phrase “town girl”—the one I use in my bio—came from you. And don’t get me started on trips to the beach. Some things need to stay just between the two of us. The only reason I can bear to leave is the knowledge that nothing can break the bond between us. We may not talk as often, we certainly won’t get to share the trivia of our daily lives. But I know when we do get together the time apart will disappear in an instant. Hang in there. I love you.
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Chapter One

Boonville, Mississippi June 17, 1861

Jonah Thornton did not want to die.

His fingers cramped, and he loosened his grip on the trigger of his Sharps carbine. The butt of the rifle seemed grafted to his shoulder, an extra arm with deadly intent. He bent his head and sighted down the thirty-inch barrel, wondering if he could really pull the trigger. Wondering if he could take the life of another man. He raised his head and moved the rifle back to marching position, heel at waist level, barrel with bayonet over his shoulder.

A twig broke some distance away, and the tempo of Jonah’s heart soared. Was it a scout looking for evidence of the force mustering in the area between the city of Boonville and the Mississippi River? Or a rabbit or deer foraging for an early morning meal?

His awareness stretched outward. Around him, the breaths of his fellow soldiers sounded loud, as did the whisper of gunpowder sliding into the throats of their muskets, followed by the snick of minie balls—a sound as deadly as a rattlesnake’s tail. The moment was fast approaching when he would find out exactly what it meant to fight for his beliefs. Even to the point of risking his life in the protection of those beliefs.

Sweat sprouted on his forehead as he caught the rhythmic cadence of marching feet. The rest of the battalion was about to reach his position between two cornfields on the edge of Boonville. He had been aboard the first steamer to arrive before daybreak and had marched with the other troops toward the town where the Missouri State Guard and Governor Jackson waited.

The time to fight was upon them. His heart raced. Could he do it? Could he find the courage to leave his protected position? Could he jump to his feet and run forward when the order was given? Would the bullet from an unseen rifle tear through him? And if it didn’t—if he somehow survived the assault—could he aim his own weapon at another human being and pull the trigger?

Jonah swallowed against the bitterness in his throat. Lord, please let this end peaceably. Let them surrender without opening fire. Protect me and the other men. You know I don’t want to kill. Fill them with fear and confusion so we might prevail without bloodshed. Amen.

“Now!”

The single syllable catapulted Jonah to his feet. He ran without thought, almost propelled forward by the movement of the troops. They ran full tilt, up and over the ridge where the enemy soldiers were gathered. Cannons behind them boomed, but Jonah ignored the sound, centering his attention on one target, a man with short brown hair whose mouth had fallen open. Part of his brain noted the broad forehead, the lock of damp hair, and a pair of brown eyes wide with fear. Jonah reached for the rifle flung over his shoulder, bringing it around to his chest in one smooth movement. Tugging slightly on the trigger, he felt the movement as it began to move under the pressure.

A bullet whined past his ear, and one of the soldiers on the ridge crumpled. Still hesitating, he lifted his head slightly and realized the men on the ridge were running away from the charging soldiers. Jonah thought the battalion might prevail without further casualties until one of their officers began shouting. The fleeing soldiers halted and reached for their own weapons, apparently only now comprehending they could defend themselves.

Realizing the battle was not yet over, he sighted once more. His eyelids fluttered as he squeezed the trigger. The carbine slammed against his shoulder, and the intense fear that had been his constant companion for the past hour disappeared as the unfortunate man he had targeted jerked.

A surprised expression tautened the man’s features. His rifle drooped as he looked down at his chest, at the dark stain spreading on his uniform. Then he looked up. His gaze slammed into Jonah. A scowl clouded his features. He raised his weapon a few inches before his features went slack and he crumbled to the ground.

Dead. The man was dead. He would never rise again, never laugh or speak or march again.

Horror filled Jonah as the realizations hammered him with the impact of the bullets flying between the two groups of men. He seemed frozen in the midst of the fierce fighting even though men continued to fire all around him. The sounds of battle faded, lost in the midst of the insistent ringing in his ears.

Nausea welled up, mixed with grief and remorse. He doubled over, and spasms shook him, turning his skin cold and clammy. When he thought the nausea had abated, he tried to push himself to his feet. But it was a futile effort as the horror overwhelmed him again, and his whole body convulsed once more.

It seemed to take forever before he regained control of his senses. Awareness of his surroundings crept back to him. The air was thick with smoke even though the deafening blasts of gunfire had been replaced by moans of pain.

Jonah pushed himself up and turned to survey the aftermath of the battle. Choking smoke hung low over the dirt road and clung to the few cornstalks remaining upright after the charge of the battalion. It blocked out the sun. Or had the sun set? Jonah wasn’t sure of anything.

A hand clapped his shoulder, and Jonah’s breath caught until he turned and recognized Cage, the dark-haired Arkansawyer who had befriended him when they met in Tennessee at the recruiting office.

“Are you all right?” His concerned gray gaze raked Jonah’s face.

Hot tears pushed against his eyes, but Jonah clenched his jaw and nodded. He would not cry like a boy in short pants. He was a grown man, a soldier. He had to be all right.

Cage continued staring at him for a few moments before he nodded and cleared his throat. “You dropped this.” He held out Jonah’s rifle.

“Thanks.” The single syllable scraped against his raw throat. When had he lost his weapon? A fine soldier he was turning out to be. Instead of reloading and killing more of their enemy, he’d run away. What if the battle had been won by their enemy? He’d likely be sprawled out on the ground, a bullet hole in his back. Jonah took his carbine from his friend’s hand.

“You and I have talked about the necessity of war before.” Cage nodded toward the road behind him. “We’ve prayed together about the Lord delivering us as He did the Israelites. ‘In the world ye shall have tribulation—’ ”

“ ‘But be of good cheer; I have overcome the world.’ ” Jonah finished the quote for him.

Together they walked toward the riverbank to await the short voyage back to Jefferson City. Jonah knew he should be thankful for having such a strong Christian example as a friend. Over the past weeks they had spent time poring over the Word, reading from Cage’s pocket Bible and discussing the significance of book, chapter, and verse.

But right now he wanted nothing more than to run from this world. To go back to New Orleans and the privileged life he’d enjoyed there. Why had he ever left home? And given the circumstances of his departure, would he ever be able to return?
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“I don’t know how we got separated on the way back.” Cage’s familiar drawl brought Jonah’s head up.

Jonah could have told the other man he’d purposely searched out a corner on the crowded steamboat and turned his back on the soldiers. Shrugging, he looked toward the center of their encampment where, in spite of the warm evening air, the other soldiers sat laughing around a blazing campfire. Even if Cage was a close friend, Jonah didn’t want to admit the shame keeping him apart from the others.

Cage looked at him for a moment before handing Jonah a tin plate and settling himself on the nearby trunk of a fallen hickory tree.

“You shouldn’t look so glum. We won the battle this morning.” Cage dug into his plate of beans with gusto. “According to what the others are saying, the Missouri State Guard has been routed. We beat them with a minimum of bloodshed, at least on our side. General Lyon has succeeded in subduing the Rebels before they could infect the whole state.”

“I guess so.” The words had little meaning tonight. Not when the memories were so sharp in his mind. Jonah knew he wouldn’t be able to force a single bite of food past the lump in his throat. He picked up his hardtack and turned it over and over in his hand.

“Do you think you’re going to find any answers there?” The other man’s voice held a note of sarcasm.

Jonah shook his head and let the hard biscuit drop to his plate. “I’m not hungry.”

“I see.” Cage swallowed another mouthful.

Feeling his friend’s gaze even in the deepening gloom, Jonah shrugged. “I can’t get it out of my head. He was so young, so shocked …”

Cage’s spoon clattered as it struck the edge of his tin plate. “That will pass, kid. And it’ll be a little easier the next time.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good thing.” Now that the words were out, Jonah wished he had not voiced them. Would his friend think he was a coward? And wouldn’t that be a correct estimation? Tendrils of shame curdled his stomach as he thought of his reaction during the battle. The only reason he had not died was because the Lord had protected him for some unfathomable purpose. Jonah stared at the unappealing food on his lap and waited for Cage’s condemning words.

“Jonah, you’re reacting to the battle. Give yourself a little more credit.” He nodded toward the group of men some distance away. “Do you think they condemn you? This was your first battle, and I assume the first time you killed something other than game.”

“If I could’ve found the strength, I would have run away.” Jonah’s confession brought a tiny bit of relief. He looked up at Cage and saw understanding in the other man’s eyes. He tightened his jaw to dam the flood of emotions threatening to overwhelm him.

“I know. Taking another man’s life is a thing no Christian should have to face. But this world belongs to Satan. Remember what we read last week. Why do you think Paul spoke of the armor of God?” He closed his eyes for a moment, his eyebrows drawing together. “ ‘Wherefore take unto you the whole armour of God, that ye may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand.’ ”

The verse washed over Jonah like a wave, cleansing some of the fear and shame that had hung over him this evening.

“And Paul was in prison when he wrote those words.”

Jonah closed his eyes and imagined being held in chains. The fear, the discomfort, the uncertainty that must have tried to settle on Paul. Had God whispered in the disciple’s ear as he looked at the Roman centurion guarding the prison? Had He suggested the comparison that Paul would send to the Ephesians? They were words to sustain Christians by reminding them of God’s protection even in this world of battles and rampant sin.

“Do you remember the different parts of the armor?” Cage’s voice brought him back to the present.

Jonah thought for a minute. “Is truth one of them?”

Cage’s grizzled head bobbed up and down. “That’s right, and the breastplate of righteousness, boots made from the gospel of peace, a shield of faith, and the most important part of all …”

“If I remember rightly, it’s my salvation.” Jonah was feeling better than he’d felt since they had come back to camp on the bank of the fast-flowing Mississippi River.

“Yes.” Cage’s infectious smile was as bright as a beacon. He leaned over and rapped Jonah smartly on the head. “The helmet of salvation to be exact.”

A chuckle filled his throat. It felt good to let it loose. For a moment his grief and shame lifted. Jonah almost felt human once again.

One of the other soldiers, a private with blond hair and a mustache, walked over to them. He bent and glanced at Jonah’s full plate. “You going t’eat that?”

Jonah shook his head and started to hand his plate to the lanky man, but Cage grabbed his wrist before he could finish the motion. “You’re going to need that food. You didn’t eat much this morning. If you give away your supper, you may not last another battle.”

The thought of future battles made Jonah’s stomach clench. He looked at Cage, recognizing the experience in his gaze. He glanced up at the private. “Give me a few minutes to decide.”

The man spat at the ground next to Jonah’s left boot. “I never thought you Johnnys should be allowed to join.” He stomped away and rejoined the men around the campfire. A couple of them glanced back toward Cage and Jonah, suspicion showing in their faces.

“I should have just given him the food.”

“We can’t buy their trust, Jonah. It’s only natural for them to be suspicious of us. We are Southerners after all.” Cage sighed and shrugged a shoulder. “Maybe one day they’ll understand why we refused to fight with the Confederacy. Until then, we have to remember why we’re Federal soldiers.”

He knew Cage was right, but sometimes it was hard to bear. Had he done the right thing to volunteer his service to the Yankees? Yes. Jonah could not support slavery on any level, even though he dreaded the idea of facing a friend or relative on the battlefield. Would his convictions force him into killing someone he knew? Jonah prayed not.

Cage’s grunt interrupted his circling thoughts. “Private Benton will survive. There’s plenty of forage if he’s hungry.”

Jonah picked up his hardtack and gnawed at it. Letting the tough biscuit soak up the moisture from his beans only softened it a smidgen. His thoughts seemed as hard as the food in his mouth. It was fine to talk about the armor of God, but it still didn’t answer all the questions and fears that had arisen because of the battle. “What does the Bible say about using weapons to kill someone else?”

“David was a great warrior, wasn’t he?”

“Yes.” Jonah was somewhat surprised by the question. Everyone knew about David’s many battles.

“Wasn’t he also called a ‘man after God’s own heart’?”

Of course. The oppressive doubt and shame lifted from Jonah’s heart, if only for a moment. He might not be as strong as David, but he could still spend time reading the Bible his sister had given him for Christmas last year. Once again he regretted not bringing it with him on his trip to visit his brother, Eli. But he’d never thought he would go from Memphis to the front lines of the war between the North and the South.

Eli had tried to dissuade him from joining, but Jonah had been adamant. He had known his reasons for volunteering were valid. Too bad he’d never imagined what his choice would cost him—his self-confidence, his pride, and perhaps even his life.

Jonah lifted his thoughts heavenward and prayed his sacrifices would matter. And he entreated God to someday see him in the same way He had once seen David.

The food on his plate seemed more palatable after his prayer. Jonah filled his spoon and lifted it to his mouth, savoring the smoky flavor. Even his hardtack was tastier. His appetite reawakened. He shoveled in another mouthful and chewed. Energy flowed through him like a rising tide, and Jonah realized once more how blessed he was to have such a strong Christian as his friend.
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Jonah ran a finger underneath the scratchy blue-black collar of his uniform jacket before entering the general’s office. Good thing he’d managed to get the white pants washed and pressed by a local washerwoman. He wanted to present the best possible image to his commanding officers.

The room, a gentleman’s library in the house that had been commandeered, was crowded. Soldiers and officers stood in small knots, leaned against the walls, or sat in the leather chairs scattered about. Most of them did not notice his entrance, but his captain, Drew Poindexter, stepped forward and nodded briefly.

Jonah straightened his shoulders and snapped a salute.

Captain Poindexter returned his salute before turning to a large desk covered with papers and maps. “Sir, this is the man I told you about, Jonah Thornton.”

Jonah swallowed hard and saluted once again as he met the piercing, coffee-colored gaze of Brigadier General Nathaniel Lyon. He had only seen the man from a distance before this morning. Why was he here now? What possible interest could this man have in him?

“At ease, son.” General Lyon nodded toward a chair occupied by another soldier. “Major Eads, clear this room. I need a moment of privacy with Mr. Thornton.”

Jonah let his arm drop but stood at attention as the major carried out the general’s orders. His captain turned as if to leave, but the general stopped him with a raised hand. “I didn’t mean you, Drew. This is your idea after all.”

The room seemed much larger without the other occupants. The general leaned back in his chair and waved a hand at the pair of chairs in front of his desk. “How long have you been a soldier, Thornton?”

Jonah’s mind raced. Had his deplorable behavior on the field of battle several days earlier been noted? He looked down at his feet. “Only a few months, sir.”

“I want to commend you for choosing to serve your country in spite of the leanings of many of your fellow Southerners.” The general’s voice was not warm, but it was not as gruff as it had been when he addressed his subordinate.

Jonah risked a glance upward. The look on the man’s narrow face was one of respect. Jonah responded with a dip of his head. “Thank you, sir.”

General Lyon continued studying his face for a moment. Then he turned his attention to Captain Poindexter. “Why don’t you tell Mr. Thornton your idea?”

Jonah swung his glance toward the captain on his right. Poindexter’s jacket was unbuttoned, but his shirt was clean and crisp. His blond hair gleamed in the yellow light of a nearby lamp. “I … um … I don’t want to embarrass you, Jonah, but I saw your reaction when you shot that fellow.”

Hot blood burned Jonah’s cheeks. The shame had begun to subside in the intervening days, but it resurged anew. What was he doing here? He should have listened to Eli, should have stayed in Memphis … remained neutral … avoided fighting for either side. But how could he ignore his convictions? He was not the type of man to hide out until the war ended. He could not abide the institution of slavery, could not support a society that depended on slavery to succeed. So he had joined the army and come to Missouri as ordered. Only to fail his first test. “I’m sorry, sir. It won’t happen again.”

A hand came down on his right shoulder. “Fighting is not the only way you can serve the Union.”

“Yes, sir.” What other way could there be? He had no naval skills, so they couldn’t be thinking of putting him aboard a ship. Maybe they were intending to assign him to the rear, an assistant to the quartermaster. Jonah braced himself. After his experience on the battlefield, perhaps it would be a relief.

General Lyon leaned forward and steepled his hands. “One of the most valuable resources in any war is information.”

A memory surfaced in Jonah’s mind from the first time he and his brother had traveled to visit their grandparents in Natchez. One sunny afternoon, the two of them had gone exploring in a copse to the north of town. They had looked for dangerous Indians, scared squirrels out of hiding, and chased each other around the bases of monstrous oak trees. All the sorts of things youngsters found such fun. But the fun ended suddenly when Jonah broke through dense undergrowth at the edge of a drop-off. He remembered pinwheeling his arms and trying to keep from pitching forward into the ravine. An echo of the same stomach-clenching fear he felt that day enveloped him. “Exactly what are you saying, sir?”

The general frowned at him. “This war is going to be costly for both sides. One of the ways to shorten it is to have men infiltrate the rebel ranks and bring back information on their weapons, their plans, and their manpower.”

“You want me to be a spy?”

Silence answered him. The general sat back once again, his gaze boring into Jonah’s face. Captain Poindexter cleared his throat and shuffled his feet, the sound loud in the quiet room.

Tugging at his collar once again, Jonah’s mind returned to the past. His brother had thrown an arm around him as he teetered on the edge of a lethal plunge, pulling him back from the precipice. But who would save him today? A spy? He’d never considered such an idea. Didn’t want to consider it now.

“You’ll be able to return to your family.” Captain Poindexter’s voice brought him back to the present.

“But I would have to lie to them.”

“Yes.” The general’s voice was firm, uncompromising. “You will have to hide the truth.”

“Your efforts could shorten the war. You would save lives, perhaps even the lives of your loved ones.” Captain Poindexter’s voice was less stern. He seemed to be asking Jonah rather than ordering his compliance with the plan.

The general stood up and walked around in front of his desk, waiting until Jonah and the captain also stood. “My first concern will never be with those who have rebelled against their government. It is with your loyalty. After all, you could well be a spy for the Confederacy.”

Jonah felt like he’d been punched in the stomach. Hadn’t he volunteered for service in the army? Hadn’t he accepted the slurs and suspicions of the Northern soldiers while holding fast to his belief in the rightness of the Union’s position? Many of his friends and family would consider him a traitor if they discovered that he’d become a Federal soldier. Smarting from the accusation, Jonah shook his head. “I have killed for the Union. Isn’t that proof enough?”

The general shook his head. “The death of one nameless man would be a small price for a Confederate soldier to pay for the information he could gather while traveling with this army. If you want to prove your loyalty, you must be ready to do whatever service you are called upon to do.”

Jonah’s stomach twisted. This must be what his older brother had understood when Jonah announced his decision to fight for the United States. But Jonah thought he knew better, and in the end, Eli had yielded. He’d had such high hopes, such unrealistic visions of what his future would be. Jonah thought he had considered all the privations and sacrifices he might be called upon to give. He had wondered whether he might be able to shoot someone he knew. But this? The intimate, planned betrayal of his family? Could he be that loyal to his country? Jonah didn’t know the answer. “I’d like some time to pray about this, sir.”

General Lyon raised an eyebrow. He exchanged a glance with the captain before nodding. “Take all the time you need … as long as I have your answer by this time tomorrow. And I’m sure you know you cannot mention this to anyone outside of this room.”

Jonah snapped a salute, holding his bent arm stiff until a nod from the general dismissed him. He turned sharply and marched out of the room, ignoring the whispered conversation behind him. His mind raced in circles as he considered the unappealing option he’d been given. What should he do?


Chapter Two

Les Fleurs Plantation Natchez, Mississippi

I have to go this term.” Camellia Anderson couldn’t keep the pleading tone out of her voice. Her eyes stung with unshed tears. “I’ll be too old to go by the fall.”

“I know how badly you want to attend the finishing school in New Orleans.” Her older sister stood up and moved across the front parlor at Les Fleurs. Her skirts did not have the graceful sway Camellia had practiced for hours. Lily had never taken time to practice feminine arts.

Camellia turned away from her to watch the scene from the window. The unseasonably warm November afternoon had tempted the family to spend time on the front porch. Jasmine, their youngest sister, was entertaining the rest of the family by reading to them from her dog-eared copy of Ivanhoe by Sir Walter Scott. Her voice rose and fell, and her free hand was splayed across her chest in a melodramatic pose.

David Foster, the young boy she and her sisters had rescued from life on the street, stood beside Jasmine. His legs were planted widely, and as Camellia watched, he reached for an imaginary sword and brandished it in the air above his head.

She could hear Aunt Dahlia’s distinctive laugh as the playacting continued. It was a shame their aunt had not come with them to the parlor. She would have lent her support to Camellia. But Lily had dragged her away from the others, bringing her inside the salon so they could “chat.”

Camellia unfurled her fan and fluttered it in front of her face. Straightening her spine and concentrating on forming a pleasant smile, she turned to face Lily once more. She wanted to stomp her foot in protest, but her aunt’s insistence on decorum stayed the impulse. “You promised I could go, Lily.” She was pleased with the blend of pleasantness and determination in her tone of voice.

“I know I did.” Lily’s gaze fell. “But I didn’t know then that we would be in the middle of a war.”

“The war has not come here, and it probably never will, not with our courageous soldiers fighting so fiercely. They won the battles at Fort Sumter and Manassas, after all. They’ve whipped those Yankee aggressors at nearly every turn. Who knows, the Northerners may realize by the end of the year that they cannot win. Then the war will be over, and we’ll be able to resume our regular lives. I don’t see any sense in putting off my future because of fighting going on so far away.”

Silence fell on them as Camellia stopped speaking. In the quiet afternoon she could hear applause coming from the porch. Why couldn’t Lily understand she had to get away from here? Away from her eccentric father and melodramatic younger sister. If she was ever going to find the kind of husband she dreamed of, it was going to be through the friendships she would make at a nice finishing school—one far from Natchez.

“These are dangerous days.” Lily’s words brought her back to the problem at hand. “With the Union navy blockading the gulf, who knows what may happen? I want to keep my family near. Except for Blake—you, Jasmine, and Papa are the most important people in my life.”

Camellia sensed a weakness she could turn to her advantage. “If I’m so important to you, why are you trying to ruin my life?”

Lily’s eyes widened, and her chin lifted. “Be reasonable. I’m not trying to hurt you. I just want you to be safe.”

“I’ll be very safe in New Orleans. The Thorntons and the Cartiers will watch out for me. Besides, if La Belle Demoiselle could not keep their students safe, I doubt they would still have any young ladies in attendance.”

A sigh from her sister made Camellia’s heart ache. She didn’t like hurting Lily, but she had to persevere if she was to become a proper bride for a proper husband. Her time was running out. Soon her beauty would fade, and she would find herself without any prospects, much less the kind of husband she wanted to attract.

The type of man she dreamed of marrying would not accept less than perfect manners, perfect accomplishments, and perfect breeding from his fortunate spouse. And rightly so since he would offer the same benefits to her. He would be kind and handsome and rich, so rich that she would never have to set tables, polish silverware, or count linens. She could forget about all of the menial chores Lily made her and Jasmine do aboard the paddle wheeler.

“I wish you had been able to attend Mrs. Gossett’s Finishing School last year.”

Camellia sniffed. “It’s not my fault she decided to close her school and return to Rhode Island.”

“Of course not. But I could not blame her for returning to her home state after the death of her husband. During uncertain times most people want to be near their loved ones.”

There it was again. The suggestion she would only be safe on her sister’s riverboat. What could she say to convince Lily to let her go to New Orleans? No new argument came to mind, so she returned to her earlier logic. “A lot of people think the war will be over soon. And if that happens, you will have ruined my future for no reason at all.”

Lily folded her arms over her chest. “I don’t know what to do for the best. Blake and I have prayed for an answer.”

Perhaps this was the opening she’d needed. “Didn’t we find a wonderful school for me to attend that is close to the Thorntons’ town house?”

“Yes.”

Camellia caught her sister’s gaze and held it. “Then why can you not accept that God has already answered your prayer? He wants me to attend the finishing school He led us to.”

Lily shook her head. “I don’t think it’s that simple.”

“I do.” Camellia reached for one of her sister’s hands, prying it loose and holding it against her heart. “This is my dream, Lily, my heart’s desire. When you decided to avoid Mr. Adolphus Marvin’s pursuit and purchase a steamboat, you chose the life you wanted to lead.”

“But I did that so you and Jasmine and I—”

“You can try to convince the rest of our family that your decision was based on noble, high-sounding ideas, but I know how much you always loved the river. You become someone different when you’re out there.” Camellia released her sister’s hand. “Even if Jasmine and I had not been around, you would have made the same decision.”

Lily’s eyes filled with tears. She nodded. “You may be right about that.” She stepped closer and touched one of the corkscrew curls surrounding Camellia’s face. “But I was determined to spare you the same misery as Aunt Dahlia and Uncle Phillip planned for me. I want both you and Jasmine to be happy and independent. I want you to have choices.”

“Then why are you taking away my choice? Why are you insisting I conform to your rules?” Camellia placed her hand over her sister’s. “Can’t you see you’re doing the same thing to me you claim Aunt Dahlia was doing to you?”

Lily sighed and pulled her hand away. She sat down in Grandmother’s overstuffed chair, her head drooping.

For a moment Camellia felt like a beast. Who was she trying to fool? Lily had always put her sisters’ needs ahead of her desires. She might have packed them up willy-nilly and brought them along with her, but she had also made sure they had everything they needed and many of the things they wanted. The very clothing she wore was paid for with money Lily had earned. Guilt knotted her stomach.

She opened her mouth to apologize for her manipulative words but was forestalled when Lily looked up. “All right.”

The knots tightened even further, but Camellia swallowed hard and waited. She couldn’t weaken now. Not when she was about to realize her dearest wish.

“Don’t you have anything to say?”

Remembering to float downward like an autumn leaf, Camellia settled on the footstool next to Grandmother’s chair. “Thank you so very much. Allowing me to stay in New Orleans is the best gift you’ve ever given me. I promise to make you proud of me, Lily.” She rested her head against her sister’s knees.

Lily laid a hand on her head and stroked her hair. “I am proud of you, Camellia. You are the most polished of all of us. Everyone says so. And you’re so pretty. One of these days, some man is going to snap you up. He’ll take you away from us and set you up in a beautiful house.”

Camellia’s eyelids drifted shut as she imagined the scene her sister described. She could see a big, fancy home—even grander than Les Fleurs. The formal dining room would seat a hundred guests, and she would preside over fancy dinners dressed in expensive jewelry and the most fashionable attire money could buy. The townspeople would be envious of her and her adoring husband … and they would have lovable children—a dozen at least. It wouldn’t matter how her father dressed or what he did for a living, or why her sister had married a former gambler.

But none of her dreams would come true until she attended the finishing school. Camellia’s eyes popped open, and she raised her head. “When can we leave for New Orleans?”

A laugh slipped from Lily’s mouth. “Don’t be in such a hurry, dear. You’re going to need new dresses. I thought we could go shopping this week.”

Camellia straightened and rose from the footstool. “I know how much you dislike shopping, Lily, so I’ve already asked Aunt Dahlia to take me.”

“Oh.” A world of hurt filled her sister’s voice with the single syllable.

A blush burned Camellia’s cheeks. How was she supposed to know her sister would volunteer to help her? Lily had never been interested in shopping. “I’m sorry. I can tell Aunt Dahlia you want to go along.”

Shaking her head, Lily stood. “Blake was telling me this morning we need to make a quick trip to Greenville and pick up some furniture and deliver it to a plantation in Tangipahoa Parish.”

Relief at Lily’s words eased Camellia’s discomfort. “So you can go with him instead of staying here to take care of me.”

Lily’s smile was a little shaky, but it solidified as she nodded. “You’re right. But I want you to make plans to travel with us the following week for our scheduled trip to Memphis.” She walked over to Camellia and put an arm around her waist. “I want you to spend a little time with us before you go off to school.”

Normally Camellia would have refused to go along with her sister’s plan, but she needed to focus on the greater goal. A few boring days spent aboard the steamboat was a small price to pay, even though she’d much rather stay here and get ready for her escape. As long as she and Aunt Dahlia finished the fittings next week, her clothing should be ready in time for the beginning of the term.

“You needn’t be anxious. The school won’t open for almost two months.”

Camellia knew it was important to keep her tone cool and logical. “I don’t see how you can blame me. Not after missing out last year.”

“I wish we had gone ahead and enrolled you at La Belle.” Lily’s brown eyes seemed to be focused on the past. “But I didn’t want to take a chance at putting you somewhere until I had the opportunity to thoroughly check Mrs. Dabbs’s reputation in New Orleans. Besides, you were so anxious because of the classes you had already missed.”

Hanging on to her temper with difficulty, Camellia pulled away from her sister’s loose embrace. She didn’t remember the events in the same way her sister did. Lily was the one who had been anxious. But she wasn’t going to argue the point. It was ancient history, and she didn’t want to roil the waters.

“Shall we go outside and tell the others?” Not waiting for an answer, Camellia floated across the parlor. At least she hoped she appeared to be floating. What was it Aunt Dahlia said? “The road to a lady’s success is trod with tiny footsteps.” Holding her head high, Camellia forced her feet to a deliberate pace. If she was going to succeed at La Belle Demoiselle, she would have to remember everything she had ever been taught about deportment and etiquette.

She preceded her sister into the hallway and out onto the porch. Blake and Uncle Phillip rose from their rockers as they arrived. Camellia met her aunt’s concerned gaze with a tiny nod. Aunt Dahlia sat back, a satisfied smile on her lips.

Grandmother beckoned her to the empty chair beside her. “You have missed a fine rendition from Jasmine and David.”

“Never fear, I’ve heard that scene several times.” Camellia perched on the edge of the rocker, her spine as straight and rigid as a broomstick. “In fact, I have even been known to read the part of Ivanhoe when David is not available.”

Poor David. He followed Jasmine around like a puppy. Camellia had no doubt he would lay down his life for the dark-haired girl he adored. And perhaps for that very reason, Jasmine treated him with offhanded disdain. She expected him to fall into every plan she conceived no matter his own desires or concerns. If he dared to cross her wishes, she would ban him from her presence. Eventually he would come back and ask her forgiveness, and the two of them would continue on as before. Camellia thought he would earn more respect from Jasmine if he refused to do her bidding from time to time. But that was apparently not to be.

“I have not been able to convince Camellia she would do better to wait awhile before attending the school in New Orleans.” Lily’s voice brought her musings to a halt.

 She braced herself for her brother-in-law’s frown. Blake Matthews didn’t like anyone to contradict Lily … except himself, of course. In the first year of their marriage, Lily and her husband had spent a goodly amount of energy on arguments. But no matter what happened between the two of them, he was always eager to defend his wife against anyone who dared disagree with her.

Camellia was determined to learn from her older sister’s example. Learn how not to act. When she married the man of her dreams, they wouldn’t argue. She would be a dutiful wife. One who always put his needs ahead of her own. That was the way to conduct a marriage, not butting heads with one’s spouse at every turn.

“Camellia has good reasons for being adamant.” Aunt Dahlia punched her needle through the lacy handkerchief in her lap.

“I don’t know, Dahlia.” Uncle Phillip’s long, manicured fingers worried at the cuff of his emerald-hued coat. “The Yankees seem determined to blockade the Gulf Coast and halt the flow of goods to and from Europe. They may well attack New Orleans to achieve their ends.”

“I hadn’t considered that possibility.” Grandmother entered the discussion. Her voice carried a hint of a tremble, one that had become more noticeable in the months since Mississippi seceded from the Union.

Camellia’s heart thudded, but she refused to let her consternation appear on her face. “If war does come to New Orleans, I’m sure our gallant soldiers will repulse them.” Realizing her hands were clenched together in her lap, she forced them to relax into a more ladylike posture.

She’d had a lot of practice hiding her true feelings—ever since she had discovered that the man captaining her sister’s steamboat was their father. Until that day she had thought he was dead, drowned in the same accident that took their mother. But he had survived. Faced with the prospect of raising three girls by himself, he had been forced to turn to his deceased wife’s family for help. They had in turn wrung from him a promise to disappear from their lives, a promise Camellia wished had never been broken.

“I’m sure we could get to her before it came to a pitched battle.” Her father tossed a smile in her direction. “Few men know the river as well as we do.”

Guilt speared Camellia at his words. Perhaps she should not be so judgmental about Papa. He could have his uses. Her gaze drifted down the red shirt he always wore and stopped at the old-fashioned, wide-brimmed hat in his lap. If only he would not dress in such a ridiculous manner.

Jasmine pulled David onto the porch where the rest of them sat. Dropping his hand, she took a step forward, her violet eyes swirling with excitement. “I know. I could go with her.”

Lily’s gasp mingled with Blake’s chuckle. “I don’t see how that would keep Camellia safe.”

Jasmine flung her ebony hair over her shoulder with a melodramatic sigh. “I was only trying to help.”

Few things sounded worse to Camellia than the suggestion that her sister might accompany her to New Orleans. “Don’t be silly. You’re too young to attend a finishing school.”

Aunt Dahlia and Uncle Phillip nodded while Grandmother and Papa exchanged a glance. Camellia sat up straighter in her rocker. Had she said something wrong? Should she not have expressed the truth in such plain language? “I’m sorry, Jasmine. I am sure you would be very welcome at La Belle Demoiselle.”

“No, Camellia is right.” Lily reached out to Jasmine and pulled her down onto her lap.

Camellia relaxed a tiny bit. Maybe a prayer would help. That’s what the preacher had talked about last Sunday—about getting anything one asked for. Would God listen? Would He magically change the attitudes of her family? Asking for His help couldn’t hurt matters. Not that she meant any disrespect.

She closed her eyes. Lord, please forgive me for my wayward thoughts. I promise to be more circumspect if only You’ll let me attend La Belle Demoiselle. It shouldn’t be too much trouble for You…. Oh, and if You’ll work this out for me, I promise to do something kind in return. I don’t know exactly what, but maybe You have something in mind. Whatever it is, I’m sure we can work things out…. Camellia hesitated. Should she add something else? She couldn’t think of anything. Amen. As prayers went, it wasn’t very eloquent, but maybe He would understand and give her her heart’s desire.

Camellia opened her eyes and glanced around. Everyone looked the same except Jasmine, who had slumped back against Lily’s shoulder and twisted her mouth into a pout.

Maybe God needed more time. She sure hoped He didn’t wait too long.
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“What do you think of this color?” Camellia held up a length of gold silk for her aunt’s approval.

Aunt Dahlia tilted her head as she considered the suggestion before nodding. “It should make a stunning ballroom ensemble with a white lace overskirt and dark gold ribbons.”

Her smile widened as Camellia imagined entering a crowded ballroom on the arm of a dashing Confederate soldier. But then the dream crashed. “What if my escort is a soldier? Will the gold clash with his gray uniform?”

She held her breath as Aunt Dahlia frowned in concentration. “I don’t believe so.” Her aunt beckoned the owner of the dress shop to join them.

The tiny woman who ran the most fashionable shop in Natchez bustled over to them, a ticket book in her right hand and a pencil tucked into her elaborate coiffure. “You’ve chosen a marvelous cloth. Look at how it complements your niece’s curls.”

Aunt Dahlia nodded. “I know you won’t have any of the suiting for men’s attire, but do you have something the exact color of a soldier’s uniform? My niece wants to be certain her dress will complement her escort’s attire.” The two women walked off, chattering about flounces, buttons, and ribbons.

Camellia was so glad her aunt was the one who had brought her to town. It wasn’t that she didn’t love Lily, but her sister would never understand or pay attention to all the implications of each decision they needed to make. She looked toward the counter, where the bolts of material they had already selected were piled high. By Christmas they would be transformed into day, tea, and walking dresses of white, periwinkle, jade, and jonquil. Tan broadcloth would become a riding habit for afternoon excursions. They had also ordered chemises, petticoats, and aprons from plain white cotton. She would have a short cape of black wool for fall and spring outings, as well as a long winter cloak made from a luscious length of figured navy velvet to replace the plain black wool one she currently used.

“Look at this, Camellia.” Aunt Dahlia placed the bolt of gold silk on the counter and laid two swatches against it.

The pewter gray swatch was a nice contrast to the gold silk. The other swatch, a dull gold Camellia recognized as butternut, was more troublesome. She frowned but immediately forced her eyebrows back to a more pleasant position. She didn’t want wrinkles. She pointed at the butternut-colored square. “I don’t like that one.”

“I know. Most uniforms are closer to this color.” Aunt Dahlia picked up the gray swatch and held it in her hand while pointing to the square still resting on the bolt of gold material. “But what if your escort were to show up in that one?”

Camellia nodded and turned back to the table of displayed silks. She spotted another beautiful color, a bright cerulean-blue length of watered silk. “What about this one?” Her gaze met that of her aunt’s, and both of them smiled at the same time.

“It’s perfect. I only wish I were going to be there to see you when you enter the room on your handsome escort’s arm.” Aunt Dahlia walked to the table whose surface was covered with the latest dress patterns from Europe.

Following her to the table, Camellia sighed. “If only you could talk Uncle Phillip into moving to New Orleans.”

“You’re sweet, child. I know I shouldn’t say it, but of all my nieces, you are the one who is dearest to my heart.”

Camellia’s lips turned up in a small smile. “I love you, too, Aunt Dahlia. I’ll miss spending time with you, Uncle Phillip, and Grandmother, but we’ve talked about this. You know why I’m going.”

Aunt Dahlia patted her hand. “You need some separation from your less … traditional relatives. I still find it hard to believe your sister has embraced Henrick so readily after the man all but abandoned the three of you.”

Camellia glanced down at her shoes. She didn’t want to point out that it was Grandfather’s edict that had caused her father to disappear from their lives for so many years. She didn’t want to defend the man at all.

“Don’t worry.” Aunt Dahlia had continued talking, unaware of her niece’s inner turmoil. “I’ll be busy looking for the perfect candidate to be your spouse while you’re in New Orleans getting that extra bit of polish.”

Thinking of the candidate her aunt and uncle had chosen for her older sister, Camellia shuddered. It was the reason Lily had purchased a steamboat and taken all three of them to live on the river. “I don’t want you to try matching me to anyone like the old man you thought Lily should marry.”

“Of course not.” Aunt Dahlia’s calculating gaze swept her from head to toe. “You are a very different girl than your sister—a beautiful gentlewoman. The man I choose for you will be of a completely different caliber. Lily, on the other hand, could have done much worse than to marry Adolphus.”

Camellia remembered his atrocious sons and wondered.

Aunt Dahlia tittered and leaned closer. “As a matter of fact, she did do much worse.” She glanced over her shoulder before continuing in a soft whisper. “You don’t have to worry about him at all. It seems the Johnsons’ oldest girl, Grace, has removed Adolphus from consideration. I have it on the best authority that they will announce their nuptials before the end of the year. I’m sure they’ll host a party. Maybe we can attend it together before your departure.”

“I don’t think Lily will agree.” Her fingers traced the outline of the topmost dress pattern lying on the counter. “She wants me to travel to Memphis with her before I start school.”

“That’s terrible.” Aunt Dahlia shook her head and clucked her tongue. “Will she never stop interfering in your future?”

“I know, but it was the only way I could get her to agree to let me remain in New Orleans.” Camellia’s fingers drifted over the bolt of blue silk as she imagined the upcoming term. She would outshine every other girl at La Belle Demoiselle in a dress like this one. “At least it’s only for a week, and then I’ll be free to pursue my dreams.”

The shop’s owner returned to them then, and they began to discuss her new wardrobe. Camellia’s head spun with plans and dreams as they picked and chose from the designs available. She felt like one of the princesses in Jasmine’s dramas. And she would be … once she got to New Orleans.


Chapter Three

L ily was glad to be back on the river, even on a dreary day like this one. Winter had settled on them as they celebrated a subdued Christmas and ushered in the new year. The crisp morning air energized her as she watched the brown bank sliding past them.

A modest frame house perched on the western side of the river caught her eye. It amazed her how much the river had changed in the years since she’d first traveled its length as a young girl with her parents. Houses like the one they were passing dotted the landscape in ever-increasing numbers. She smiled and waved at a boy and girl who stood watching from the front porch. Lord, please bless us with children of our own.

A picture of the family’s dinner table formed in her mind, the boy on one side of the table, his sister on the other. Their parents would be situated at either end. She could imagine them joining their hands as the father asked God to bless their meal. Then they would laugh and recount the day’s adventures, perhaps even mentioning seeing Water Lily steam northward on the Mississippi River.

“You look awfully pensive on such a fine morning.”

Lily jumped at the unexpected sound of her husband’s voice. “Where did you come from?” She took a moment to study his masculine good looks. It never ceased to amaze her that such a wondrously handsome man had fallen in love with her, plain as she was. He could have turned the head of any female along the wide river, but he had chosen her to become his bride.

“I saw my beautiful wife standing out here all alone and came to see what might be on her mind.” Blake pulled her into his arms and planted a warm kiss on her lips.

Lily melted against him as always, lost in the tender devotion he lavished on her. He was the best husband anyone could hope for—a man who sought God earnestly and worked hard to follow His leading. When they first met, he had not been as admirable in his outlook, but God had worked a miraculous change in Blake. He had taken a hardened gambler, a man who thought he didn’t need anyone, and changed him into a thoughtful, kind, and generous disciple. Blake was always ready to tell anyone they met about Christ’s death and resurrection and the difference His sacrifice made in the lives of all who accepted His free gift.

When he finally released her, Lily’s cheeks burned in the cool air. “I love you.”

“Of course you do.” His eyes, bluer than the sky on a cloudless day, teased her. He wrapped her in his arms once more, this time resting his chin on her head. “I love you, too … more than I could ever have imagined.”

A sigh of pure bliss filled Lily’s lungs. She closed her eyes and thanked God for blessing her beyond anything she’d ever dreamed might be possible.

Their embrace lasted for several minutes before the long whistle of an approaching steamer separated them. Blake leaned against the rail, and she raised a hand to shade her eyes as the vessel drew nearer.

It had once been a merchant steamship much like the Water Lily, but unlike their boat, this one had become a warship. Steel plates covered the lower decks, featureless except for the cannons protruding from narrow openings along the side. Even the pilothouse and the great paddle wheel at the end of the boat were covered with shielding. The twin smokestacks belched black smoke, and cinders fell on the gray-suited soldiers who sat, walked, or lounged on the upper deck, their weapons close at hand.

Lily waved, even though her heart was heavy at this reminder of the terrible struggle that had been going on for nearly a full year. A few of them saluted or waved, but most of the group ignored her gesture.

She and Blake watched the boat until it disappeared around a bend in the river. “Where do you think they’re going?”

Blake shrugged. “To defend one of the southern ports, I imagine.”

“I’m so worried about letting Camellia attend school in New Orleans. I hate the idea of being unable to reach her.”

The color of Blake’s eyes seemed to change as a cloud briefly obscured the sun. “You’ve done everything you can to convince her, but your sister has her heart set on going to La Belle. If you don’t let her have her way in this, she may strike out on her own.” His lips curled in a quick smile. “She is an Anderson, after all.”

Lily couldn’t help the laughter that broke past her lips in response to her husband’s not-so-subtle reminder of her own stubbornness. “But that was different. My aunt and uncle were trying to force me—”

“Trying to get you to do what they thought was in your best interest.”

Her chin lifted. “I’m not trying to push Camellia into a loveless marriage.”

“I know that, Lily. But you’re the one who told me how adamant your sister is about going to that finishing school.” He shrugged. “I don’t see much wrong with letting her live in New Orleans. We have friends who will watch out for her safety, and if it becomes dangerous, we’ll have the opportunity to rescue her and bring her safely back to Les Fleurs. Or keep her aboard with us if you want.”

He was right. She knew he was right. But still she worried.

Blake dropped a reassuring kiss on her forehead. “Where is Camellia, anyway? I thought you wanted to spend all of your leisure time with her on this voyage since it will probably be the last one we manage before school begins.”

“I sent her up to visit Papa.” Lily glanced at the staircase behind his right shoulder. “She still seems so stilted and formal around him. I don’t understand why. Camellia couldn’t have felt the same way I did when I thought Papa had abandoned us. She seemed to get along well with him before she knew his real identity, and I would like to see them work out their differences before she goes away, before her heart hardens so much that—”

Blake’s face, so warm and caring before her answer, hardened into a cold mask.

Remorse washed through her. “I’m sorry, Blake…. I didn’t mean…. I wasn’t trying to—”

He put a finger over her lips, silencing her apology. “It’s okay, Lily. I suppose what I’m feeling is more guilt than anything else. Besides, we’ve had a similar discussion before when I was trying to get you to be more accepting of Henrick. I know I need to make peace with my own father.”

Lily wanted to put her arms around Blake. She wanted to comfort him, tell him that she would always be there for him no matter what he decided to do about his relationship with his father. But she held her tongue and waited for him to finish. Her patience was rewarded after a long minute ticked by.

Blake sighed. “I just don’t know if I’m ready to take that step yet. You cannot know what it was like—”

Unable to keep silent any longer, Lily interrupted him. “But I know what you’re like, Blake. I’ve seen you grow closer to the Lord since we’ve been together. I love the time we spend together in devotion and prayer.” She hesitated for a moment, trying to pick her words with care.

Blake smiled, but his eyes were filled with uncertainty. “But …?”

Lily didn’t want to cause Blake unnecessary pain, yet she owed him her honest opinion. “I can sense a hard place inside of you, a place you don’t want to let Him touch. Maybe it’s because I once harbored the same feelings toward my father that I recognize them in you.” She put a hand on his arm, feeling the hard coil of his muscles under her fingers. “If you don’t release the anger, it will consume you. I’m afraid it will make you someone different from the man I know and love. I don’t want to see that happen to you … to us.”

His head dropped toward his chest. “I know you’re right, but it’s not easy. I understand with my mind that I have to forgive my father, but I don’t feel the truth of it in my heart. I’ve been praying about my father. So far, God has been silent on the subject. Maybe when things settle down some …”

Lily stood on her tiptoes and placed a whisper-light kiss on his cheek. “I love you, dearest, but you cannot continue to put this off. It’s weighing on you too heavily.”

“You’re right, and I want to.” His large, warm hand cupped her chin. “I have an idea.”

She placed her hand over his and met his gaze, trying to encourage him. She loved him so much she felt her heart would burst, and she wanted him to see what was in her heart. “What is that?”

“Why don’t you pray for God to show both of us the right time and the right way to deal with my father?”

Lily nodded. As long as both of them leaned on His strength, they would weather any storm. That knowledge also brought her a measure of peace regarding Camellia. The Lord would watch over all of them—whether they were in the same town or not.
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Camellia reached for another of the plates Tamar had scrubbed clean. “If I never had to spend another night on a steamboat, my life would be perfect.”

“Don’t you say such things.” Tamar frowned at her as she continued her task. “This is your sister’s chosen home.”

“She can come and visit me once I get married.” Camellia grimaced at the thought of her family creating a rumpus in her spotless, well-ordered plantation home. Papa’s tall tales, Jasmine’s dramatic posturing, and Lily’s stubbornness would put an end to harmony. It would be a wonder if Camellia’s husband didn’t forbid their return after a single day in company with her family. “But only if she brings Aunt Dahlia and Uncle Phillip along as well.”

The choked sound from the woman standing beside her made Camellia smile. Both of them knew the likelihood of Lily and Aunt Dahlia traveling together. The probability that at least one of them would expire during the journey—and not from natural causes—was extremely high.

Camellia reached for another plate to dry. “Why do you remain on the Water Lily?”

“Many reasons.” Tamar’s voice sounded serene, almost dreamy. “I suppose the main reason is that a wife’s place is at the side of her husband.”

The statement brought a nod from Camellia. She had finally gotten used to the romance between Blake’s friend and the woman who had been a surrogate mother to her.

Tamar and Jensen first met on Lily and Blake’s steamship the Hattie Belle. Jensen had been the cook on that ship, but Tamar was a slave, the slave who had taken care of Lily, Camellia, and Jasmine as though they were her own children. She had seemed content with her position. For as long as Camellia could remember, Tamar had been loving and kind, with a world of practical wisdom to impart to her charges.

Camellia had been surprised when her older sister went to their grandmother and asked for Tamar’s freedom—and even more shocked when the newly freed woman announced she was going to marry Jensen. It gave her a whole new view of Tamar as a real person, not just the unassuming woman who made sure her clothing was mended and her hair arranged.

“But don’t you want a regular home and children of your own?”

“Oh child, a home is wherever and whatever you make it. Besides, the good Lord blessed me with both of those things when He let me watch you and your sisters grow up.” She sighed. “I wouldn’t complain if He decided to give us a child of our own, but with things in such an uproar, I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

Now it was Camellia’s turn to sigh. “The war affects us all, doesn’t it?”

“Even though I’m free now, it may not always be that way. Who knows whether our children would be safe?” Tamar’s voice was matter-of-fact.

Camellia’s problems were small in comparison to Tamar’s. The war had delayed her plans for the future, but whether she would be free to pursue her goals had never been in doubt.

Tamar swished her hands through the dishwater and pulled them out to reach for the towel Camellia was holding. “That’s all of the dishes.”

Jasmine ran into the small gallery. “We’re about to dock!”

Camellia thrust her disturbing thoughts aside. Tamar was free. She had a husband and a good job. Untying her apron, she pulled it off and hung it on a peg to dry. “I’ll meet you on deck, Jasmine. I just need to check my appearance.”

“Looks are not the only thing that matters.” Tamar’s warning chased Camellia out of the room.

Ignoring the words, Camellia hurried to the room she shared with Jasmine. A glance in the mirror proved her concern was valid. Her hair was a mess, and her shirtwaist was wrinkled from leaning against the galley counter. It would take too long to heat a curling rod. Camellia ran her fingers through the blond ringlets and fastened them with combs so that they cascaded around her face.

A quick search in her trunks unearthed her short cloak. She could use it to hide the wrinkles in her blouse. Swinging it around her shoulders, she fastened the navy frog at the neck and checked her appearance once more.

Milky complexion, wide blue eyes, generous forehead, and long neck. She would turn heads as always. Men admired her while women hid their jealousy behind stiff smiles. It was her place in the world, a place she was determined to keep in spite of everything else.

She found both of her sisters and Jasmine’s shadow, David, on deck, watching as their shipment was off-loaded by burly dockworkers. “How long will we be in Memphis?”

Lily glanced in her direction. “We’ll stay with Eli and Renée Thornton tonight and leave in the morning.”

Swallowing her groan, Camellia pinned a fake smile on her lips. She was not going to complain, even though she had no doubt Lily knew she didn’t want to stay the night in Memphis. She wanted to get to New Orleans, get settled, and begin her school term.

“Don’t worry.” Jasmine stepped closer and grabbed her hand. “Papa says we’ll get you there in time.”

Camellia pulled her hand away. She didn’t want to hear what Papa had to say about anything. What did her sisters see in him, anyway? All he did was tell stories about the way the river used to be. Or preach at them about turning the other cheek and forgiving other people hundreds of times when they were unpleasant. That was fine for him, but Camellia didn’t see what good his talking did for her. Why should she be the one who forgave other people?

The one time she’d tried to talk to Lily about Papa’s sermonizing, her older sister had gotten all serious and talked to her about letting go of the past like she had done. Camellia didn’t have any problem with Papa’s past. It was his present that bothered her. She’d much rather have Uncle Phillip for a father. He was a businessman. He knew how to dress, how to act at a dinner party, how to conduct himself in public. He would never be caught dressed like someone from the Revolutionary War. She busied herself comparing Uncle Phillip to Papa as they left the Water Lily and climbed into a rented carriage for the trip to Eli Thornton’s home a few miles east of the harbor.

Jasmine chattered as usual, pointing out every building they passed as if they’d never before stayed in Memphis. How would others see them in the carriage? She was the pretty one, of course. Jasmine was the vivacious one. And Lily? Lily was just plain old Lily. Now that she had married Blake, her life had taken on a predictable pattern—one that Camellia would abhor, but one that seemed to bring her older sister happiness.
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