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October 1849, Lowell, Massachusetts 



JASMINE HOUSTON trembled uncontrollably. Surely her brother-in-law was mistaken!

‘‘I’m to return home to The Willows immediately? Please,’’ she said, extending her shaking hand in Nolan’s direction. Her voice sounded strangely foreign to her own ears, and she cleared her throat before attempting to once again speak. ‘‘Permit me to read the missive for myself.’’ The high-pitched quiver remained in her voice, ruining any hope of appearing unruffled by Nolan’s news.

Nolan’s brow furrowed into deep creases. ‘‘I’m sorry. In my haste to arrive, I failed to bring the letter with me.’’

She lowered herself onto the ivory brocade settee and met her brother-in-law’s concerned gaze. ‘‘Does my father say why he penned the missive to you instead of corresponding directly with me? And why did Samuel say nothing of our mother’s failing health when he was in Massachusetts? Surely if Mother’s health hung in the balance, Samuel would have sent word.’’ Giving Nolan a feeble smile before continuing, she said, ‘‘Perhaps Mother is merely languishing since suffering with yellow fever this summer. What with her bouts of melancholy, she tends to be somewhat slow in healing from any illness. I suspect Father is hoping a visit  from little Spencer and me will cause her to rally.’’

‘‘It certainly could do no harm.’’

Jasmine gave an emphatic nod. ‘‘It will take time to make preparations for the journey. Traveling with a child of nearly two is not quite as simple as one might think. And, of course, I’ll need to make inquiry concerning when a vessel will be sailing. Also, I must see to Grandmother Wainwright. She’s been ailing this past week.’’ She hesitated for a moment. ‘‘And you say Mammy isn’t well either?’’ Her thoughts were jumbled, and she now realized her words had poured forth in a mishmash of confusion.

‘‘That’s what your father indicated in his letter,’’ Nolan softly replied.

‘‘I must admit I am exceedingly surprised to hear that piece of news. The fact that Mammy would remain in a weakened condition after her supposed recovery several months ago is disconcerting. She’s always been strong and healthy. Perhaps Father was overstating matters in order to ensure my return to The Willows for a visit.’’

‘‘There is always that possibility. And your grandmother? What ails her? I thought she might give consideration to making the journey as well.’’

Jasmine began pacing, quickly covering the length of the parlor and returning several times. ‘‘The doctor fears she may have pneumonia. Grandmother says it’s merely an attack of ague and will soon pass. However, she does have a troublesome cough, and I doubt whether she’s strong enough to travel. Then again, she’s a stubborn woman. Who knows what she may decide. But unless she makes a quick recovery, I believe she should remain in Lowell.’’

‘‘You’re likely correct on that account. The journey from Massachusetts to Mississippi could prove harrowing for her. Hearing of her condition only serves to confirm the decision I made upon receiving your father’s letter,’’ Nolan said.

Jasmine glanced over her shoulder as she continued crisscrossing the room. ‘‘And what decision would that be?’’

‘‘I plan to accompany you and Spencer to The Willows.’’

Her pacing came to an abrupt halt at the far end of the room.

Turning toward him, Jasmine flushed at the overwhelming sense of warmth she felt for Nolan. His obvious concern touched her.

‘‘I can’t ask you to do such a thing, Nolan. The commitment of time required to make the journey is unreasonable to ask of anyone— other than a family member, of course.’’

His gaze fell. ‘‘Am I not family?’’ His question was barely audible. 

‘‘Oh, what have I said? Of course you’re family. My comment was directed toward Father’s request that Spencer and I make the journey.’’ Taking several quick steps, she came to a halt in front of him before meeting his questioning gaze. ‘‘Surely you realize that Spencer and I couldn’t have survived since Bradley’s death without you. Spencer has come to look upon you as his very favorite visitor. In fact, he often demonstrates his displeasure over the fact that you live in Concord rather than Lowell. He would, of course, prefer more frequent visits.’’

Nolan gave a slight nod, but his lips remained fixed in a taut, thin line. She feared he was weighing her response much too critically, so she hastened to explain further. ‘‘I find the fact that you would be away from Massachusetts for such a long period of time to be a matter of grave concern. I can’t expect you to make yourself available every time difficulty arises in my life.’’

His gaze softened. ‘‘Of course you can. That is exactly what I want. You and Spencer are my only remaining family. How could I ever consider any request from you a burden? Besides, you didn’t ask me—I offered to accompany you. As for my work, you may recall I can write as easily at the plantation as I can in Concord— or anyplace else, for that matter.’’

‘‘Yes. In fact I remember quite well.’’ A faint smile crossed her lips as she recollected the antislavery articles Nolan had penned after his first visit to The Willows. Words that had stirred the hearts of abolitionists and also drawn the fiery criticism of the pro-slavery movement. Words that had set Nolan at odds with his brother, Bradley, and provoked a seething anger from her father and other Wainwright men. And it had been Nolan’s words that had convinced those same men their anger was misplaced. With  carefully chosen words, he had cajoled them into admitting they supported free speech and, in turn, his right to argue against their stance on the slavery issue. Finally they had decided to call a truce. With the distinct understanding, however, that such an agreement merely served as permission for all of them to disagree in a civil— and silent—manner over their personal feelings on the topic of slavery.

‘‘I imagine you do,’’ he said, returning her smile. ‘‘Incidentally, I hope you won’t think me intrusive, but I did take the liberty of sending word to Mr. Sheppard at Houston and Sons that you will be sailing as soon as preparations have been completed for your journey. I have little doubt there will be a ship awaiting us when we arrive in Boston.’’

‘‘I’m certain your foresight will prove helpful in expediting our voyage,’’ she replied, giving him a pensive gaze. Jasmine knew they would be traveling after the first picking, and any slowdown in cotton shipments could prove costly. ‘‘Let us hope our journey won’t interfere with the crop shipments. No doubt harvest will have begun in earnest by the time we arrive, but I wouldn’t want my personal travel to be the cause of any delay.’’

‘‘Your father requested your presence at The Willows. I’m certain he values your visit more highly than the cotton crop. Please don’t fret over any possible delay with the ship’s voyage to New Orleans.’’

‘‘So long as it’s Wainwright cotton, I suppose you’re right. However, I doubt any of the other producers would be so forgiving should their shipments be hindered. Did you happen to inquire regarding their future schedules?’’

‘‘As a matter of fact, I met with Mr. Sheppard last week to examine the books of Houston and Sons, and he gave me what he hoped would be a final plan for the upcoming month. Our travel should coincide nicely. By the way, you’ll be pleased to know that all is in order with the shipping company. It continues to turn a nice profit, and the investments you’re setting aside for Spencer are accumulating handsomely. Of course, the cotton shipments between New Orleans and Boston provide our greatest profit.’’

‘‘Thank you, Nolan. Since Bradley’s death, I’ve never once worried about Houston and Sons Shipping Line. I know you’ve performed the necessary duties to keep everything operating smoothly. And I’m pleased you retained Mr. Sheppard. I think he feared losing his position when you assumed management of the business.’’

He chuckled. ‘‘We both know that would have been a disaster. I would be miserable attempting to operate any business on a daily basis. This arrangement has succeeded nicely for all of us. In fact, his work load has increased steadily as the business has grown. I’m amazed at the amount of cotton the company is now shipping. A mixed blessing, I suppose.’’

She nodded in agreement. ‘‘I understand what you’re thinking. It’s a complicated situation I find myself thrust into. With much of the cotton being grown on Wainwright plantations, I feel somewhat the hypocrite when I attend the antislavery meetings or when I state my opposition to the Southern bondage. Speaking of the Southern mindset, you still haven’t told me why Father wrote his letter to you.’’

Nolan directed her back toward the settee and then patted her hand as though she were a fragile piece of china that might fracture at any moment. ‘‘I believe your father worried you would be overly distraught receiving news of the ongoing illnesses of both your mother and Mammy. He decided his concerns might be less worrisome if delivered personally—knowing someone would be with you when you actually heard the news. As for your questions regarding your brother Samuel, you must remember his schedule is continually filled with business meetings when he is in Lowell. Besides, with all of his traveling, I doubt he has been able to spend much time at The Willows during these past months.’’

Jasmine wrung a lace-edged handkerchief between her fingers and frowned at Nolan. In spite of October’s chilly sting, she blotted the linen square to her cheeks and forehead. ‘‘It’s terribly warm in here, don’t you think?’’

‘‘As a matter of fact, I thought the room rather cool and drafty. I hope you aren’t taking ill. Are you feeling faint?’’

‘‘Of course not! You’re beginning to sound like Father, always thinking women will faint at the first sign of bad news,’’ she replied while continuing to dab her face. ‘‘I’m perfectly fine. Now tell me more of what Father said in his letter.’’ Before Nolan could answer, Jasmine’s gaze shifted toward the stairway. ‘‘It sounds as though Spencer has awakened from his nap. If you’ll excuse me,’’ she said while tucking her handkerchief into the pocket of her apricot merino dress.

‘‘Please,’’ he said, immediately jumping to his feet, ‘‘let me go and fetch him. It’s been nearly two weeks since my last visit. I’m anxious to see my nephew.’’

She resettled herself on the settee. ‘‘As you wish.’’

Nolan’s pleasure was obvious as he bounded toward the stairway. ‘‘He’s likely grown at least an inch during my absence,’’ he ventured, his words floating into the parlor.

‘‘I don’t believe he’s grown quite that quickly, but there’s little doubt your presence will bring him great delight,’’ she called back toward the hallway.

The sound of Nolan’s footsteps grew fainter as he hastened up the stairs. Had Bradley ever hurried in such a fashion to see his own son? If he had, Jasmine could no longer remember. Of course, Spencer had been only an infant when Bradley died; her comparison was doubtless unfair. Yet that realization didn’t quiet the longing that stirred deep within her. In only moments she would hear Spencer’s unbridled cries of joy burst forth like a heralding trumpet. How she longed to have a father for her son— how she longed to have a loving husband’s arms embrace her . . . and to lovingly embrace a husband in return.

Regrettably, she harbored only unhappy recollections of her marriage to Bradley. Oh, he’d professed to love her in the beginning, but even then she’d known their marriage was no more than a profitable liaison between theWainwrights and himself. The true desires of Bradley’s heart had been power and money. The Wainwright family had provided a viable connection to the cotton Bradley needed to procure for his success—and their marriage had sealed the much-needed link to secure his lucrative future. Unfortunately, their union had been a fraud from the beginning.

When Bradley met with his untimely demise, most who knew him felt either pity or revulsion for the life he’d led. As for Jasmine, she had experienced a little of each, but her focus had remained on Spencer. He was her joy: the light of her life, the pure pleasure God had given her. Spencer had burst forth from a dismal marriage like a single rose unfolding each petal and coming into full bloom after an unforgiving drought. His tiny life had given her more pleasure than she imagined possible, and had it not been for Spencer, Jasmine would likely have harkened to her father’s plea and returned to live at The Willows.

Her nerves had been taut with anxiety. How could she suitably explain her decision to remain in Massachusetts without causing her family sorrow? After all, most people would view a young widow’s return to the bosom of her family quite appropriate— would even expect it. In addition to being a youthful woman set apart by her widow’s weeds, she was a misplaced Southerner living amongst Yankees, both facts that her father would quickly draw to her attention. She had carefully prepared, however, her words judiciously framed as she pointed to Grandmother Wainwright’s increasing dependency upon her as she grew older and her health began to fail. She’d also explained that the rigors of making such a move would likely prove an overwhelming task so soon after Spencer’s birth. However, the truth had been that Jasmine didn’t want her son reared in a culture that perpetuated slavery. Making such a statement to her father would have breached their relationship— perhaps permanently, a risk she was unwilling to take. Although Jasmine fervently disagreed with her family’s views on slavery, she would never intentionally damage her relationship with them. She disagreed with her family, but she loved them in spite of their beliefs.

And now the news in her father’s letter. She stood and began to once again pace the length of the room. It was difficult to believe both her mother and Mammy suffered from illnesses to such a degree as to summon Jasmine to their bedsides. She wanted to believe her father was merely anxious to see Spencer and have  the two of them come to The Willows for a lengthy visit. Yet Malcolm Wainwright was not a man to use such methods to draw his family home. He would have been straightforward in his request. A hollow feeling edged into her consciousness, then yielded to fingering tendrils of fear that slowly crept into her thoughts and began to take root.

‘‘What if one of them should die before I arrive?’’ she murmured. Her fingers spread wide as she placed an open palm against her chest and dropped onto the brocade divan. Giving voice to her fears now caused her to face the possibility that one or both of the women she loved might be dead before she arrived home. ‘‘Oh, surely not! If I’m not careful, I’ll soon become as histrionic as some of Grandmother Wainwright’s acquaintances,’’ she muttered. 

‘‘Mama!’’ Spencer screeched from the hallway. The boy pointed a chubby finger in Jasmine’s direction before turning back to hug Nolan’s neck in a tight bear hug.

Jasmine gazed up at the two of them, warmed by their obvious affection for each other—a devotion that was obvious to even the casual observer. So much so that Velma Buthorne had taken exception to Nolan’s relationship with Spencer upon her first visit to Lowell, as well as on each of her two subsequent visits. It had been during her final visit six months ago that she had given Nolan an ultimatum—choose Spencer or choose her. He had quickly chosen Spencer, deciding that if Velma’s security was threatened by a mere child, she was not a woman with whom he wanted to build a future. And now with the news of this imminent journey to Mississippi, Jasmine was exceedingly thankful she could accept Nolan’s offer of assistance without worry of offending Velma.

Nolan sat down beside Jasmine and adjusted Spencer’s wriggling body on his lap. ‘‘I shouldn’t have left you alone for so long. You’ve obviously done nothing but fret since I went upstairs. There’s not a drop of color in your cheeks. Shall we go outdoors and get a breath of fresh air?’’

Nolan’s suggestion elicited an immediate reaction from Spencer, who instantaneously attempted to wiggle off his uncle’s lap. ‘‘Out, out!’’ he cried, pointing toward the doors leading into the garden.

Spencer’s enthusiasm brought a faint smile to Jasmine’s lips. It was difficult for unhappiness to reign while young Spencer Houston was up and about. The child pulled at her fingers, tugging as though certain his efforts would bring his mother to her feet. ‘‘All right. We’ll go outdoors, but first you’ll need a coat.’’ She grasped his plump hand in her own, and he toddled alongside while they fetched his jacket and cap.

Nolan remained at her other side, holding on to her elbow. She glanced toward him and said, ‘‘I promise I’m feeling better. You need not fear for my well-being. If you’ll take Spencer’s hand, I’ll gather my cape.’’

‘‘I will admit your color has returned, but I don’t want to take any chances,’’ he said, his features a strange fusion of apprehension and cheerfulness.

‘‘I’m fine,’’ she insisted, careful to speak in a firm and confident tone.

The three of them walked into the small flower garden that had recently been given over to Spencer as a play area. Jasmine no longer fretted over the trampled or picked flowers. The perennials would shoot up voluntarily again next year, and she’d be required to choose new annuals next spring anyway. In the end, Spencer would remain a toddler for only a short time, and if his wobbly feet carried him into the roses, mums, or azaleas, so be it. Truth be told, she enjoyed his occasional offering of a partially defrocked rose or daisy.

‘‘You appeared deep in thought when I came downstairs,’’ Nolan commented, though his gaze was still fixed upon Spencer as they sat down on one of the benches. ‘‘Were you worrying over your mother’s condition?’’

She followed his line of vision toward the tiny, robust child, who was examining a newly fallen leaf. ‘‘To be honest, I was thinking about Velma Buthorne—rather, I was feeling somewhat thankful that Velma is no longer a part of your life. I was selfishly  grateful.’’ She leaned down and picked a handful of golden mums that bordered the walkway.

‘‘Were you?’’ he asked. His tone was almost playful. ‘‘And why is that?’’

She met his gaze and then quickly looked back across the garden. ‘‘Because Velma would have objected to your offer to accompany us on the trip.’’

‘‘Hmm. Only a short time ago, you told me you didn’t want to impose upon me, and now you’re pleased I’m making the journey?’’ 

‘‘I was merely being polite when I said I didn’t want to impose,’’ she said, giving him a sheepish grin. ‘‘There is no doubt that having your assistance will prove invaluable, and I know Spencer will find the journey much more to his liking with you along.’’

‘‘It’s my desire that my presence will make the journey more pleasant for both of you. And since we’re discussing the voyage, have you come to any decision regarding when we might sail?’’

‘‘I can be ready by week’s end. I hope that will give you sufficient time for your return to Boston to make preparations—if you still intend to accompany us,’’ she hastened to add.

A sheepish grin tugged at his lips. ‘‘I made my preparations before leaving Boston. I had Paddy take my trunk out to the barn when I arrived.’’

His words brought back the reality of the situation. Surely Nolan must believe the circumstances ominous if he had already prepared to make the journey. Her thoughts were in a state of unrest—one minute calm and collected, the next fearful and apprehensive—uncertain what to expect when she arrived at The Willows. ‘‘I see. Well, then, I suppose I had best begin packing. With Kiara to assist me, I think everything should be in readiness by the day after tomorrow.’’

‘‘Why don’t you go inform Kiara of the news and I’ll remain out here with Spencer? I’m certain he’ll be happier playing outdoors.’’

  ‘‘And likely will sleep better tonight,’’ she replied. ‘‘Thank you.’’

Nolan reached into his jacket and pulled Malcolm’s letter from the inner breast pocket while he watched Spencer tug at a small purple bloom. The child appeared to be completely engrossed with the blossom, unaware of the activity that swirled about him.

Nolan held the envelope between his thumb and index finger, his guilt beginning to take root as he stared at the missive. It went against his nature to tell untruths. In fact, all his life he’d prided himself upon his truthful nature.

‘‘It was a kindness to withhold the truth,’’ he muttered. Revealing the full contents of her father’s letter would have been nothing less than cruel. After all, Malcolm had written to him instead of Jasmine in order to protect her from the truth—at least until her arrival at The Willows. And Nolan didn’t intend to second-guess Malcolm Wainwright’s decision. He unfolded the missive and reread the carefully scripted second paragraph.

I fear my wife’s condition hangs in the balance. The doctor has not given me hope that she will live much longer. However, knowing that Madelaine’s life is in God’s hands, I believe the possibility exists she may rally. Therefore, please do not convey the gravity of her mother’s illness to Jasmine. It is useless for Jasmine to spend the entire voyage fretting over her mother’s condition. Try to assure her that although I’ve summoned her home, she should remain calm. Being unduly distraught over Madelaine’s condition will serve no useful purpose. 



Nolan believed Mr. Wainwright’s position was the correct one. However, his confidence waned as he considered how Jasmine might react once confronted with her mother’s condition or possible death. Perhaps his thoughts were selfish, but he didn’t want to be the object of Jasmine’s anger when she discovered he’d withheld information from her. Yet he felt an obligation to honor Malcolm Wainwright’s request. For now he would say nothing further and continue to pray for Madelaine Wainwright’s recovery.

Spencer struggled to remain upright as he wobbled across the uneven terrain of the small garden. A winsome smile tugged at his bow-shaped mouth. Reaching Nolan’s side, he extended his  chubby hand to offer a large fall mum, now minus its leaves and the majority of its purple petals. ‘‘Well, thank you very much,’’ Nolan said while taking the fading bloom from the child’s hand. ‘‘Why don’t we take your flower into the house and see if we can revive it with a vase of water.’’

‘‘Wa-der,’’ Spencer said in a childish attempt to mimic his uncle.

‘‘Yes, water. I fear you may be seeing more water than you’d like in the next several weeks. But we won’t worry about that for the time being. For now, we’ll get your flower a drink.’’
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JASMINE EXTENDED her gloved hand. ‘‘Thank you for your assistance throughout our voyage, Captain Harmon. I know having us aboard has caused delays in your schedule that will require you and your men to make a return trip in record time. My prayers will be with you for steady winds and clear skies.’’

The bewhiskered captain appeared embarrassed by her gratitude but quickly recovered. ‘‘It’s been an honor having you sail aboard the Mary Benjamin once again, ma’am. And it appears we’ve made a sailor out of young Spencer too,’’ he said, tousling the boy’s thatch of soft brown curls. ‘‘I hope you find your mother’s health much improved, and I look forward to returning all of you to Boston whenever you’re prepared to depart. I’ve had one of my men take your trunks to be loaded on the River Queen. Once you reach Rodney, the smithy should have a carriage available to take you to the plantation.’’

Hoisting Spencer into his left arm, Nolan extended his right hand to the captain. ‘‘Thank you, Captain Harmon. I’ll send word once we’ve finalized the plans for our return.’’

Spencer soon grew restless aboard the River Queen, entirely weary of being restrained. ‘‘Only a little longer,’’ Jasmine promised as the boat finally neared the dock.

‘‘We’re going to ride in a carriage for a little while and then we’ll see your grandpa,’’ Nolan added.

‘‘Horthie,’’ the boy excitedly yelped.

Jasmine smiled at Nolan. ‘‘At this point, even a carriage ride sounds appealing to him,’’ she said with a laugh.

They disembarked the moment the captain gave his permission, Spencer more wobbly than usual when he finally was able to walk about on dry land. He giggled as he tottered around, attempting to remain upright.

‘‘He looks like he’s imbibed a bit too much,’’ Nolan said with a hearty laugh. ‘‘I’ll check on the carriage, and by that time they should have our trunks unloaded and we can be on our way.’’

When the carriage finally arrived at the plantation, Jasmine was exhausted and frightened at what news might greet her. She scanned the front of the mansion, praying there would be no black shrouds draping the expansive front porch or gallery.

She gazed at Nolan and nodded toward the house. ‘‘Either they’ve elected to await our arrival before shrouding the entries or death has not descended upon the household.’’

Nolan’s eyes widened. ‘‘You expected your mother to be dead before we arrived?’’

‘‘The thought certainly entered my mind. I wondered if perhaps you and Father were attempting to protect me until my arrival. Forgive me for misjudging you.’’

‘‘Of course that possibility could exist,’’ he ventured. ‘‘It’s been nearly two months since your father wrote his letter.’’

She adjusted her bonnet, her brow furrowing ever so slightly.

‘‘Then you did anticipate Mother’s death?’’

Nolan nervously brushed at some unseen spot on his pant leg.

‘‘With lingering illness, death is always a possibility, isn’t it? However, I was praying all would be well and that both your mother and Mammy would be much better by the time we arrived.’’

The carriage came to a halt in the circular driveway fronting the Wainwrights’ balconied Greek Revival mansion. And although Jasmine couldn’t be certain, she thought Nolan emitted a loud sigh of relief as he jumped down from the carriage. She assumed he  was pleased to have their discussion come to an end. Before she could say anything further, he held out his arms for Spencer and then assisted her down.

‘‘Look who’s arrived!’’ her brother David bellowed as he hurried out the front door and down the steps. Her father and her younger brother, McKinley, followed close behind.

‘‘Jasmine! How good it is to see you,’’ her father greeted. He pulled her into an embrace, then turned his attention toward Spencer. ‘‘And how this young man has grown. He looks much like McKinley did as a child, don’t you think?’’

‘‘Yes, of course. How is Mother? May I go up and see her?’’

Malcolm’s smile faded and his mood abruptly turned somber. ‘‘Of course you may see her, but don’t expect much response. She’s not spoken for days now, and although I don’t claim to be a physician, she appears to shift in and out of consciousness,’’ he said, but quickly added, ‘‘but perhaps she’s merely sleeping.’’

‘‘Perhaps seeing Spencer would help,’’ Jasmine suggested.

‘‘Why don’t we wait until you’ve had some time alone with your mother. We can take Spencer up after he’s had an opportunity to eat and play for a short time.’’

‘‘I’ll be happy to attend to him—unless you’d like me to accompany you upstairs,’’ Nolan offered.

‘‘Spencer will likely be more content if you remain with him,’’ she said before turning her attention back toward her father. ‘‘And Mammy? How is she faring?’’

‘‘She remains the same. I told her you’d be arriving, and she’s anxious to see both you and Spencer. The doctor assures me there’s no possibility of contracting illness from either your mother or Mammy.’’

‘‘I’ll visit her once I’ve seen Mother,’’ Jasmine said, quickly moving up the front steps of the house, then stopping and turning toward her brothers. ‘‘There’s plenty of baggage to be unloaded if the two of you would be so kind.’’

‘‘Of course,’’ McKinley said. ‘‘You go on now.’’

‘‘She’s lived in the North far too long,’’ David muttered. ‘‘I’ll  have Solomon fetch the trunks. My sister has apparently forgotten we have slaves.’’

‘‘Quite the contrary,’’ Nolan replied. ‘‘I don’t think she forgets for a moment that the South is filled with slaves.’’




Jasmine stood outside her mother’s bedroom door for a moment to prepare herself. Should her mother be awake and detect any sign of concern, she’d likely become overwrought. Jasmine tapped lightly on the door and then entered the room. The heavy green velvet drapes had been pulled to prevent the infiltration of daylight, and Jasmine hesitated until her eyes adjusted to the darkened room before tiptoeing to her mother’s bedside.

She leaned close to her mother’s ear and whispered, ‘‘Mother, it’s me, Jasmine. I’ve come to visit with you. Can you open your eyes? Mother?’’

The only response was the chirping of a bird outside the window. Jasmine pulled her mother’s rocking chair close to the bed and sat down. Grasping her mother’s limp hand in her own, she began quietly telling her of the journey with Nolan and Spencer, of Spencer’s antics on board the ship, and of the news that he was now downstairs in the parlor being entertained by McKinley and David. ‘‘He is quite the little boy. I know you will enjoy him,’’ Jasmine said. ‘‘When you awaken from your nap, I’ll bring him up to see you if you’d like.’’ She fought back the tears that began to form.

She didn’t know how long she’d been sitting by her mother’s bedside, but when she could think of nothing else to say, she leaned back in the chair, still holding her mother’s hand, and began to sing the lullaby her mother had sung to her when she was a little girl. She closed her eyes and repeated the tune over and over again in her sweet, soft soprano voice. A faint tug of her fingers caused Jasmine to startle.

Although her eyes were barely open, her mother’s lips curved into a feeble smile. ‘‘Jasmine,’’ she whispered, her voice barely audible.

‘‘Yes, Mother, it’s me—Jasmine. I’ve come all the way from Lowell just to be with you. And I’ve brought Spencer too.’’

Her mother stared back at her with dull, lifeless eyes. ‘‘Water.’’

‘‘Yes, of course.’’ Jasmine jumped up from the chair and, propping her mother in the crook of her arm, held the engraved goblet to her lips.

When she sputtered and coughed after only a few sips, Jasmine lowered her mother back onto the pillow. ‘‘Would you like me to wash your face and perhaps brush your hair, Mother?’’

‘‘Later. I need to rest,’’ she whispered. Her eyes closed, and the rasp of her shallow breathing began to once again fill the room.

‘‘Yes, of course. I’ll come back and see you in a little while,’’ Jasmine said, feeling compelled to announce her departure, yet knowing her mother did not hear.

She walked from the bedroom and closed the door softly behind her. Spencer’s childish jabbers floated up the staircase, and Jasmine smiled as she peeked over the balustrade at the enchanting scene below. Young Spencer was seated in the center of the parlor floor playing with a set of carved horses that had been McKinley’s favorite toys as a young boy. Nolan and her father, however, appeared to be engaged in a serious conversation.

Both men stood as she entered the room, their discussion coming to an abrupt halt. ‘‘I do hope you two haven’t discussed Mother’s condition without me. If so, I fear you’ll need to repeat everything you’ve already said,’’ Jasmine remarked, her gaze directed toward her father.

‘‘Please join us, my dear. I’m sure you’d enjoy some refreshment. I was beginning to wonder if you were going to leave your mother’s bedside,’’ the older man said, walking to the corner of the room and pulling down on a thick gold cord.

‘‘When did you have the bell cords installed?’’ Jasmine inquired.

Before her father could answer, a young light-skinned girl scurried into the room. ‘‘Yassuh?’’

‘‘Bring the tea tray,’’ he ordered.

Jasmine smiled at the girl. ‘‘Please,’’ she added.

‘‘Please?’’ There was a note of irritation in her father’s voice. ‘‘Since when do you say please to slaves?’’ He didn’t await Jasmine’s answer. ‘‘Dr. Borden is due at any time. He’s been stopping to see your mother every afternoon. I’m certain he’ll give you a full report.’’

‘‘And you, Father? What is your report? You know Mother better than anyone else. Do you believe this is simply a reoccurrence of her chronic malaise, or has she not fully recovered from the yellow fever?’’

Nolan sat down beside Jasmine. ‘‘Your father is obviously uncertain; that’s why he wants you to wait and talk to Dr. Borden.’’  ‘‘Nonsense. My father has an opinion about everything—especially where Mother is concerned.’’

The older man gently tugged at his collar. ‘‘If you’re going to force me to render a judgment, I’d say it’s a combination of both. I don’t think she ever fully recovered, but that could be due to her ongoing propensity toward melancholy.’’

Before Jasmine could further question her father, a knock sounded at the front door. Jasmine stared in disbelief as her father jumped up and hurried to the door.

‘‘It’s become quite obvious Father is trying to avoid me,’’ Jasmine said quietly to Nolan. ‘‘I’ve never seen him answer the door.

The servants are likely going to spend the afternoon worrying they’ll receive punishment for not moving quickly enough.’’

Jasmine listened to the muffled voices in the vestibule for several minutes before Dr. Borden finally appeared in the parlor doorway. ‘‘Your father and I are going upstairs to see your mother.

I look forward to visiting with you when I come back down. It’s nice to see you, Jasmine,’’ he added almost as an afterthought.

She knew she had been intentionally excluded. However, she would honor her father’s wishes—at least for the time being. ‘‘If you don’t mind watching after Spencer a little longer, Nolan, I believe I’ll look in on Mammy. Father, am I correct to assume she’s still in the same bedroom off the kitchen?’’

‘‘Yes, of course.’’

‘‘You go and see her,’’ Nolan said. ‘‘Spencer and I will be fine.’’

Jasmine offered her thanks and then hurried off to the rooms used by members of the kitchen staff. She greeted each of the slaves by name before making her way into the small room where Mammy lay upon a narrow rope-strung bed that sagged under her weight. Safra, one of the kitchen slaves, hurried into the room carrying a straight-backed wooden chair.

Jasmine offered the woman a smile and took the chair. ‘‘Thank you, Safra. The next time Mammy is out of bed, could one of you tighten the ropes on this bed? The mattress is barely off the floor.’’

‘‘I’s sorry, ma’am, but she don’ git outta dat bed long ’nuf for no rope tightenin’. We’s lucky to get clean beddin’ under her.’’

Jasmine nodded and took Mammy’s hand. It was the second time this day that she’d held the limp hand of someone she loved.

‘‘Mammy, it’s Jasmine. I’ve come home for a visit.’’

The old woman’s eyes remained closed, but her parched lips opened ever so slightly. ‘‘Chile, I’s glad you come home. You need to be tendin’ to your mama. When she’s better, you come and see me.’’

‘‘The doctor is with Mama right now. Has he been caring for you too?’’

She gave a slight nod of her head. ‘‘Yes’m, but there ain’t nothin’ no doctor kin do fer me. I’m just waitin’ here for da good Lord to come and take me home.’’

‘‘Now, I’ll hear no more of that kind of talk. I’ve come all this way to see you, and you tell me you’re just going to lie here until you die? Why, I’ve even brought little Spencer along, and neither you nor Mother can hold your eyes open long enough to see him.’’ The words sounded cruel to her ears, but Jasmine hoped to startle Mammy into fighting for her life.

Mammy’s eyes opened, and her dry lips cracked as the beginnings of a smile began to form. ‘‘You is still a sassy chile. Now git upstairs and see what dat doctor got to say ’bout your mama. You can bring yo’ baby in to see me after you find out what dat doctor has to say. I want a report. Ain’t nobody willing to tell me nothin’ about her.’’

Jasmine nodded her agreement before standing. ‘‘I’ll be back after I’ve talked to Dr. Borden.’’ Carrying the chair under one arm, she deposited it in the kitchen and headed up the back stairway to her mother’s room.




‘‘You know she’s dying, Malcolm. It’s likely going to be only a matter of days before you’ll have to bury her.’’

Jasmine clutched the doorframe, her fingernails digging into the hard, cold cypress wood. ‘‘What are you saying?’’ she nearly shouted. ‘‘My mother isn’t going to die. You’re a doctor—do something to make her well. My father engaged you to heal her, not to issue a death sentence.’’ She inveighed against him as though her very words would serve to strengthen his medical prowess. ‘‘Tell him, Father.’’ She hissed the words from between clenched teeth, her gaze riveted upon her mother’s lifeless form. ‘‘Tell him to make her well.’’

‘‘Come with me, Jasmine,’’ her father said, firmly taking her by the arm. ‘‘We’ll discuss this matter downstairs.’’

Jasmine leveled an accusatory stare in the doctor’s direction. ‘‘You will be joining us, won’t you, Dr. Borden?’’

Her father tightened his hold on her elbow. ‘‘Of course he will. And you need to remember your manners.’’

‘‘Manners? He’s just said that Mother is dying. I’m not concerned about manners; I’m concerned about my mother,’’ she rebuked.

‘‘As am I,’’ he came back in a hushed voice. ‘‘Do you think you are the only one feeling pain and sadness? If so, you are very mistaken. The thought of living the remainder of my life without your mother is unbearably distressing. Yet I would prefer Dr. Borden’s honesty to false platitudes. I’ve asked him to be forthright.’’

It was obvious these past months had taken their toll on her father. He had grown thinner, and his once taut skin now sagged, mapping creases and folds that hadn’t been evident a year ago. A dull weariness had replaced the glint of joy and excitement she’d grown accustomed to seeing in his eyes.

‘‘Of course, Father. I apologize. I’ve been here only one afternoon, and I’m passing judgment on everyone who has spent these many months worrying and caring for Mother. It’s just—difficult.’’ A lump rose in her throat and tears threatened to spill at any moment. She dared not say anything more or she’d fall into her father’s arms weeping, and that was a burden he didn’t need. What he did need was a family that would be strong and supportive.

‘‘Difficult. Yes,’’ he said, patting her hand. ‘‘But with God’s grace, we’ll get through this. Now let’s go down to the parlor.’’

Dr. Borden’s report was exactly what she’d expected: Her condition was weaker today; nothing more to do; wait; pray; he would return tomorrow; he would check on Mammy.

His final words brought Jasmine to attention. ‘‘After you’ve seen Mammy, will you tell me how she is faring?’’

The doctor gazed down at Spencer making a stack of wooden blocks and massaged his forehead. ‘‘Unless something unexpected has occurred since yesterday, I can tell you her condition is quite similar to that of your mother. To be honest, Mammy’s illness was one of the worst cases I’ve seen. I didn’t expect her to make it through the first weeks. However, whether it’s because she was a little stronger or because she had the will to live, I’m not certain. But I do know that from time to time she speaks about the need to hang on a little longer.’’

‘‘For what? Has she said what it is she needs?’’ Jasmine asked, hope beginning to kindle in her heart. Maybe she could supply whatever it was Mammy wanted and the old slave would be miraculously healed.

The doctor shook his head back and forth. ‘‘I have no idea. She hasn’t confided in me, but whatever the reason, it seems to have sustained her for now. I’ll look in on her and stop to see you before I take my leave.’’

‘‘Thank you.’’ Jasmine waited only a moment before turning to her father. ‘‘Mammy will tell me what it is she needs. Whatever it is, we’ll see to it for her, won’t we, Papa? We’ll be able to help her regain her health.’’

‘‘Or give her the freedom to rest easy and die.’’

Jasmine slumped down into the chair. ‘‘Is that what you think? If we help her, she will give in and die?’’

‘‘I don’t know, Jasmine. I have no answers for you.’’

Jasmine’s brothers came into the parlor and looked at the subdued group.

‘‘If I knew how to resolve any of this,’’ Malcolm continued, ‘‘it would already be accomplished. But I do know the doctor is correct. While your mother appears to have no will to live, Mammy has fought to survive, especially when I told her you were coming home.’’ A tear glistened in her father’s eye. ‘‘I wish it would have had the same effect upon your mother. I’m not certain she even heard me when I told her you and Spencer would be here for a visit. I’ve not been much use around the plantation. I’ve relied upon your brothers to take care of things.’’

‘‘And we’ve been happy to do so,’’ McKinley said. ‘‘If nothing else good has come from this, both David and I have learned a great deal about the business.’’

Her father gave a weary nod. ‘‘There’s truth to that statement. And you’ve both performed admirably. And from what the Associates report, so has Samuel,’’ he said, glancing toward Nolan.

‘‘Other than through Jasmine’s shipping business, I know little of what goes on with the Associates, Mr. Wainwright. However, if anything were amiss, I’m certain you’d receive word. I do know Samuel’s schedule is very busy.’’

‘‘I can attest to the fact that he’s busy, for we seldom see him when he’s in Lowell on business,’’ Jasmine added.

‘‘I’ll discuss that situation with him. Business is important, but keeping strong family ties is even more essential. I fear I learned too late in life just how important my family is to me,’’ her father said with a sad ache in his voice.

The sound of Dr. Borden’s footsteps caused all of them to look toward the doorway. ‘‘She’s much the same, although she remembers you are here, Mrs. Houston. She told me you’d brought your baby and come home to visit. I take that as a positive sign,’’ he said while giving Jasmine a tentative smile. ‘‘However, please don’t interpret my remarks to mean she is recovering. I’m merely saying  that I’m somewhat encouraged that she spoke to me and that she remembered talking to you a short while ago.’’

‘‘Of course,’’ Jasmine replied, her lips bowing into a radiant smile. Hiding her elation would be as impossible as telling the sun not to rise in the east. If Mammy’s condition worsened in the future, she’d deal with it then. But for now, she would take the doctor’s words of encouragement and be thankful for this moment of joy.

By day’s end, Jasmine was exhausted. She’d run back and forth between the bedsides of the two women she loved, attended to Spencer’s supper and readied him for bed, eaten a late supper with her family and Nolan, and then fallen into bed consumed with guilt because she hadn’t been at home to assist in her mother’s care and also with fear that two of the most important women in her life would soon be gone from this world. Unbidden dreams plagued her sleep. When Spencer tugged at her hand the next morning, Jasmine could only moan in acknowledgment. The child finally resorted to crawling into her bed and prodding open her eyelids with his small fingers until she’d finally succumbed and forced herself to awaken.

The morning passed quickly, and after quieting Spencer for his afternoon nap, Jasmine sat down in the parlor with Nolan. Following last night’s restless sleep, a brief period of relaxation would serve her well.

‘‘I’m pleased to see you’re going to take a few moments to yourself,’’ Nolan said. ‘‘You need to take care of yourself or you’ll be taking ill.’’

Before Jasmine could utter a response, a sharp rap sounded, followed by the incessant ringing of the servant’s bell above the front door. ‘‘Who can that be, and why don’t they give us an opportunity to come to the door? That bell is going to awaken Spencer,’’ Jasmine said as she hurried from the room, unwilling to wait for one of the servants.

Yanking open the door, her look of anger and exasperation immediately wilted. ‘‘Cousin Zachary . . . I mean, President Taylor,’’ she stammered.

‘‘Jasmine, my dear, has your father relegated you to the position of housekeeper?’’ the president asked with a grin.

‘‘No, of course not. Do come in,’’ she said, stepping aside.

‘‘What a pleasant and unexpected surprise.’’

‘‘Why is it you’re answering the door here at The Willows? I thought you were living in Massachusetts.’’

She took his hat and handed it to Bessie, who was now scurrying into the hallway. In a hushed whisper she told the girl, ‘‘Go tell my father that President Taylor is here.’’ Then turning to the president, she squared her shoulders. ‘‘Quite honestly, I didn’t wait for one of the servants because I feared the ringing bell would awaken my son from his afternoon nap,’’ she replied with a grin. ‘‘And I do live in Lowell. However, Mother’s failing health brings me back to The Willows.’’

‘‘Yes, your mother’s health. Exactly why I’ve come,’’ he said, striding into the parlor with an ease that spoke volumes. ‘‘Zachary Taylor,’’ he said, extending his hand to Nolan.

‘‘An honor,’’ Nolan said, standing quickly and obviously stunned by a visit from the president of the United States.

‘‘Do sit down. I’m not royalty and I’m no longer a general— merely the president. You need not remain standing in my presence,’’ he said with a hearty laugh. He glanced toward Jasmine. ‘‘Is your father close at hand?’’

‘‘Yes, of course. I told Bessie to fetch him. He should be here any moment. I’ll ring for tea. Do promise you’ll stay for supper. I know Papa will be disappointed if you refuse.’’

‘‘What will disappoint me?’’ her father asked as he rounded the corner and entered the parlor. ‘‘Zachary! What a wonderful surprise. Tell me what brings you to Mississippi. Nothing unpleasant, I hope.’’

Jasmine watched as the two men clasped hands and then embraced. They were relatives by marriage, a bond that had subsequently developed into a deep friendship.

‘‘Visiting Mississippi is always a pleasure, Malcolm. Even when I’m greeted with unpleasant circumstances,’’ he said with a brooding look in his eyes. ‘‘There were matters that needed my attention  at the plantation. I made mention of them, and my dear Peggy insisted I personally attend to them. I didn’t understand her resolve until she read me a letter she had received from Madelaine saying she’d contracted yellow fever. Peggy’s concerns have continued to mount as time passed with no further word from her cousin.’’

Her father briefly closed his eyes and nodded. ‘‘I didn’t realize Madelaine had written. I know Peggy’s condition is tenuous, and I didn’t want to cause her undue concern, Zachary. However, I fear anything I would have written could have only served to worry Peggy further.’’

‘‘My wife is an amazingly strong woman,’’ Taylor said in a bittersweet manner. It left Jasmine wondering exactly what ailed the president’s wife.

‘‘I wish I could say the same about Madelaine.’’

‘‘So she is no better?’’

‘‘Dr. Borden says her prospects are grim. She appears to have lost the will to live.’’

Zachary frowned. ‘‘Unfortunately, both of our wives have been plagued by melancholy throughout their lives. Since taking up residency at the White House, Peggy has retreated to her upstairs rooms. I rely upon our daughter Betty to act as my hostess at formal functions and, I must admit, she is becoming quite accomplished at the task. I’m thankful for her assistance.’’

‘‘And her husband—he’s a colonel now, isn’t he?’’ Jasmine asked.

‘‘Indeed. A fine man. Fortunately, we became fast friends from the very beginning. I heartily approved of Betty’s marriage to Colonel Bliss.’’

‘‘Unlike your daughter Knox. Her marriage to Jefferson Davis was a bitter pill for you to swallow, wasn’t it, Zachary,’’ Malcolm stated.

Nolan glanced toward President Taylor. ‘‘I didn’t realize one of your daughters married Jefferson Davis.’’

‘‘Against my wishes. She died of malaria three months after they wed. Jefferson and I finally settled our differences when we fought together in Mexico. I know it would have pleased Knox. I  only wish our reconciliation had occurred before her death. However, it was important to set aside my pride, so I extended an olive branch. Jefferson accepted. I learned a difficult and valuable lesson through that ordeal: I don’t let the sun go down on my anger with any member of my family. They come first in my life.’’

‘‘I’ve certainly been much more taciturn in that regard. For far too long, I placed my business and financial concerns before anything else—even to the detriment of Jasmine’s welfare.’’

Jasmine watched a look of despair etch itself upon her father’s face. If the conversation continued down this path, he would soon be miserable. Jumping to her feet, she extended a hand toward the president. ‘‘Why don’t I take you up to see Mother before Spencer awakens from his nap? Once he is up and about, I doubt there will be much peace for any of us.’’

‘‘Yes, of course,’’ he replied, accepting her hand. ‘‘Peggy will expect a full account upon my return to Washington.’’
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LATER THAT EVENING, President Taylor escorted Jasmine into the dining room, followed by Nolan. The president pulled out one of the ornately carved mahogany chairs for Jasmine and greeted her brothers and father, who were already seated around the end of the table.

‘‘Tell me about life in Massachusetts, Jasmine,’’ the president said. ‘‘Unfortunately, I’ve not yet had the opportunity to visit Lowell.’’ He sat down beside her, obviously interested in what she had to tell him.

‘‘I hope you’ll come and visit one day soon. In my estimation, the town is quite progressive and has much to offer. The textile mills are the primary industry, although locomotives are now being manufactured in Lowell, aren’t they, Nolan?’’

‘‘Indeed. Both ventures have proven to be financially successful for those involved. And of course most of the other machinery and tools used directly in the mills are manufactured in Lowell as well,’’ Nolan replied. ‘‘And it appears one of the most recent undertakings is patent medicine. From all appearances, Lowell is beginning to diversify, which is good for the economy.’’

The president helped himself to several pieces of crisp fried chicken and a generous portion of creamed peas before heaping a  mound of roasted potatoes and a slab of corn bread onto his plate. ‘‘You live in Lowell also, Mr. Houston?’’

Nolan shook his head. ‘‘No. I make my home near Boston, but I do visit Lowell frequently. I don’t want my nephew growing up without knowing me,’’ he said with a grin.

‘‘Good for you,’’ the president said. ‘‘You and young Spencer will both be the better for it. Time spent with children is a sound investment in their future.’’

‘‘Nolan also oversees the shipping business that was owned by my late husband, who was Nolan’s brother,’’ Jasmine added. ‘‘His assistance has lifted a great burden from my shoulders.’’

‘‘Ah, yes. Your late husband was responsible for pursuing the purchase of cotton from our Mississippi and Louisiana planters on behalf of the Boston Associates, wasn’t he?’’

‘‘Yes, although Samuel had taken over that particular aspect of the business prior to Bradley’s death.’’

‘‘I understand your brother is doing an excellent job—at least where my plantation is concerned,’’ the president remarked.

Nolan took a drink of coffee and leaned forward to meet the president’s gaze. ‘‘I hope you won’t think me boorish for asking, sir, but I do wonder if you would tell me how you’ve managed to win the Northern vote when you own a plantation and more than a hundred slaves.’’

President Taylor shrugged. ‘‘There are those who say it was my military record that appealed to the Northerners, while my slave ownership lured the Southern vote. I’m not certain if that’s true, but in retrospect, I suppose each side chose to believe I was loyal to their camp. Neither gave consideration to the fact that I am my own person. I place my loyalty where I feel it best serves the nation’s interests and welfare, though I know there are many around these parts who consider me a doughface in reverse.’’

Jasmine saw a twinkle in the president’s eyes when Nolan’s brow furrowed. President Taylor obviously realized Nolan was confused by his remark.

‘‘A Southern man with Northern principles,’’ Taylor explained. ‘‘Believe me, I heartily disagree with those who would characterize me in such a manner. I consider myself a patriot and, fundamentally, I believe in the Union.’’

‘‘Please don’t think me impertinent, President Taylor, but if you consider yourself a Unionist, how do you justify slave ownership?’’ 

‘‘Justify? Why would I feel a need to do so? Never have I attempted to hide my ownership of a cotton plantation and slaves. You must remember that I was a slave owner before I was elected president. Although there are many who abhor the thought, I shall be a slave owner when I leave the presidency. And I might add that the owners and workers of those famous textile mills in Lowell are more than a little dependent upon our Southern cotton.’’

‘‘True enough, yet there is valid argument that the slaves should be given the freedom to choose whether they desire to remain on the plantations or seek a life of their own in some other place. Does it seem fair and equitable that one man has the freedom to choose while another does not?’’ Nolan asked while spreading apple butter onto a warm piece of corn bread.

President Taylor speared another piece of chicken and then leaned back in his chair. ‘‘There are many things in life that are unfair, Mr. Houston, for both Negroes and whites. Surely you don’t desire or expect the men in Washington to solve every injustice.’’ 

‘‘No, I don’t, but I do expect the government to resolve issues that threaten to tear apart the very fabric of this country.’’

‘‘Then rest easy, my boy. I will not permit such a thing to occur,’’ President Taylor replied easily.

Jasmine glanced toward her father as he straightened in his chair and then loudly cleared his throat. The tension in her neck began to relax as she realized her father was going to call a halt to any further political discussion at the supper table.

‘‘Word down here is that you’ve forsaken us, Zachary. We hear you’re urging settlers in New Mexico and California to draft their own constitutions and apply for statehood, that you’ve advised them to bypass the territorial stage. But don’t think for a minute we’re oblivious to the negative effect that piece of advice will have  upon the South,’’ her father candidly remarked.

Jasmine stared at him in disbelief. Obviously any topic was now considered acceptable table conversation.

McKinley nodded and smiled. ‘‘They’ll come in as free states since neither of them is likely to draw a constitution permitting slavery.’’

Jasmine stared at McKinley, surprised at the seeming pleasure in his tone.

‘‘Exactly! And don’t think your behavior is going to sit well with Congress, Zachary,’’ Malcolm added. ‘‘They don’t like having their policy-making prerogatives usurped by anyone, not even by the president. If you continue in this manner, you’re going to alienate the entire country.’’

‘‘There’s no way to make everybody happy over the slavery issue. Why, I daresay there’s no way I could please even the few gathered in this room. Ultimately there will be those who will be unhappy, no matter what the decision,’’ President Taylor said while glancing around the table. ‘‘Why, I’m sure they’re quite unhappy to find me absent from Washington. I know the men who traveled with me were surely displeased to awaken this morning and find me gone, but I am fully capable of seeing to myself. And I won’t worry overmuch about wooing them into better humors when I return. Just as I cannot concern myself with wooing each and every voter whose nose is out of joint.’’

‘‘Well, I think you would at least attempt to woo your Southern brothers who placed their faith in you,’’ Malcolm fumed.

The president emitted a loud guffaw. ‘‘And the Northerners who voted for me think I should take a harsh stand against slavery. Should any of you young folks have a hankering for politics, you should remember your allegiance likely will be called into question on a regular basis. I constantly find myself in quite a quandary.’’

‘‘I don’t think I would ever aspire to a political future,’’ McKinley commented. ‘‘There is little doubt repercussions will be forthcoming no matter what the outcome of the slavery issue. And should Congress pass a law requiring the return of fugitive slaves, I doubt that even the freed slaves up north will be safe.’’

‘‘What law is this you’re talking about?’’ Nolan inquired.

‘‘McKinley is speaking out of turn. There have been rumors, nothing more,’’ David retorted.

‘‘Not so!’’ McKinley protested. ‘‘Matters have moved beyond rumor. I hear there are men who have already drafted legislation in the event California and New Mexico follow the president’s advice to avoid becoming territories and move forward with statehood.’’ 

Nolan turned his attention to McKinley. ‘‘And what are the provisions of this possible legislation?’’

President Taylor pushed his dinner plate aside. ‘‘In answer to your question, Nolan, it appears there are those who desire a law that would make it the responsibility of every person to return runaway slaves. I would tend to agree with McKinley. The possibility has moved beyond rumor for I, too, am privy to the information.’’ McKinley nodded vigorously as he met Nolan’s gaze. ‘‘Yet it goes far beyond the mere return of slaves: this law would actually mandate the involvement of every citizen who encounters a possible runaway.’’

‘‘Which is as it should be,’’ Malcolm replied. ‘‘Think of the financial investment. The North wants abolition and the president obviously isn’t going to take a stand for slavery. We must have some sort of protection for our investment. Expansion of the Underground Railroad continues with Northerners not only aiding runaways but practically encouraging slaves to leave their owners— and the antislavery do-gooders seem to be increasing their numbers daily.’’

Jasmine frowned and discreetly shook her head when Nolan glanced in her direction. She prayed he would heed her warning and remain silent. Continuing down this path would only cause her father to become more distressed.

‘‘I see many problems with such a law,’’ McKinley commented.

Startled, Jasmine tilted her head to one side and briefly contemplated her brother’s behavior. His actions this evening appeared completely out of character. She’d never seen him enter into a  passionate discussion on any topic other than finances. ‘‘What difficulties do you predict?’’ No sooner had she uttered the question than she wished she could recall the words. There was little doubt further explanation by McKinley would only serve to inflame her father.

McKinley didn’t hesitate for a moment. ‘‘Such a law will make men greedy. They will accuse freed men of being escaped slaves, and they’ll find disreputable Southerners willing to look the other way if they can pay a lesser price for another healthy slave. They won’t take the time or energy to see if there’s validity to the Negro’s claim.’’

‘‘Absurd!’’ Malcolm retorted, his cheeks flushed in anger.

Unfortunately, her father was reacting exactly as Jasmine had anticipated—he couldn’t seem to hold his temper in check when it came to the issue of slavery and those who opposed it. However, McKinley’s views had come as somewhat of a surprise to her.

Granted, her youngest brother had always been kind to the household staff and, unlike Samuel, McKinley abhorred going out into the fields or to the slave quarters. Instead, he remained close to the big house, working on the accounts and honing his skills to become an astute businessman. Was he beginning to see the evils of slavery? His comments this evening seemed to indicate he was at least giving consideration to antislavery sentiments. If so, he might prove to be an excellent Southern connection for the antislavery movement in Lowell. Trusted Southerner antislavers were in demand. Jasmine touched the linen napkin to her lips and wondered if her father would later take McKinley to task for speaking his mind this evening.

David’s knife clanked onto his plate with such force Jasmine thought the china would surely be chipped or cracked. ‘‘You’re absolutely correct, Father. As usual, the Northerners are attempting to force their will upon the entire nation. They have always considered themselves superior to the genteel people of the South, quick in their attempts to force their choices upon all of us.’’

Although David had offered little to the dinner conversation this evening, Jasmine knew his loyalty would unfalteringly remain  with their father and the South. She was keenly aware of his lifelong struggle to gain their father’s attention. Even at an early age, Jasmine had recognized her brother’s longing to be noticed by their father. Always anxious to please, David never disagreed with their father, never voiced an independent idea, and never failed to do exactly as instructed. Consequently, he remained the overlooked middle son, still attempting to gain some glimmer of recognition.

 ‘‘True enough. As far as I’m concerned, they speak from both sides of their mouth. On one hand, they want our cotton, but on the other, they wish to do away with the slaves needed to raise the crop. Ridiculous!’’

‘‘No need to get into a heated political debate over supper, Malcolm—bad for the digestion,’’ the president said calmly. He turned toward Jasmine and graced her with an affable smile. ‘‘Tell me, my dear, how is it that you chose to remain in Lowell rather than returning to Mississippi—especially since you have Mr. Houston to assist with your business interests in Boston.’’

Jasmine sighed with relief. The conversation was finally taking a turn for the better. She gave the president a radiant smile. ‘‘You may recall that Grandmother Wainwright lives in Lowell?’’

‘‘Ah yes, now that you mention it, I do seem to remember the fact that Alice went north. After your father’s death, wasn’t it, Malcolm?’’ .

Her father nodded.

‘‘Having Grandmother Wainwright in Lowell was a true blessing, for a move after my husband’s death would have been difficult. Spencer was a mere infant. However, since that time I have expanded my interests by purchasing a horse farm, where Spencer and I are now living.’’

‘‘A horse farm? Now that’s an unusual investment for a young woman with no husband. How did you happen to become involved in such a venture?’’

‘‘My husband had purchased several fine horses before his death—beautiful animals. When an unforeseen opportunity arose to purchase a farm several miles out of town, I immediately made  a bid on the acreage. There was no way I could have expanded the horse business on the property I previously owned. My bid was accepted, and we moved to the farm a month later.’’

‘‘I’d say your daughter has some of that same spunk you had when you expanded your cotton business, Malcolm.’’

Her father appeared to soften at the president’s praise. ‘‘Once she had all the facts and figures, she wasn’t afraid to move forward.

And from what I’ve seen and been told, she made a wise decision.’’

‘‘Thank you, Papa. We’ve increased our stock and have earned a good reputation. In addition, we’ve gained the trust of the locals, and that’s always helpful.’’

‘‘Perhaps I’ll have to make that trip to Lowell in the very near future. I’ve been looking for a pair of carriage horses. I’m thinking you might have something you could recommend to me.’’

‘‘Better yet, something she could sell to you,’’ her father said with a loud guffaw.

Jasmine blushed at her father’s assertion. ‘‘I would be honored to discuss my horses with you, President Taylor. And should Cousin Peggy’s health permit, it would be my privilege to have the two of you be my guests in Lowell.’’

‘‘I’ll discuss that possibility with her, my dear. She hasn’t been inclined to do much visiting and, as I mentioned, Betty sees to formal functions at the White House. However, I’ve been encouraged by the number of friends and kinfolk Peggy has welcomed to her upstairs sitting rooms. She regularly worships with the family at St. John’s Episcopal Church, even though she steadfastly refuses to become involved in the Washington social functions. So there is a good possibility she might consider a visit to Lowell. Now tell me more about your horses.’’

‘‘Why don’t we adjourn to the sitting room, and I’ll tell you about my farm,’’ Jasmine suggested.

‘‘We’ll join you in a few moments, my dear,’’ her father stated. ‘‘I’d like to have a glass of port and a cigar. I’m certain the other gentlemen will want to join me.’’

‘‘Yes, of course. Since Nolan doesn’t partake in cigars, I’m certain you’ll excuse him. He promised to make a final visit to Spencer’s room.’’

‘‘Surely the boy is in bed by now,’’ the older man said.

Nolan rose from his chair. ‘‘He’s likely asleep, but I’ll go up and make certain. I don’t want to break my promise.’’

Malcolm nodded and gestured for the others to follow. ‘‘Whatever you think best—we’ll be in my library if you want to join us once you’ve looked in on Spencer.’’

Jasmine waited only a moment before pulling Nolan aside. ‘‘I know we didn’t have an opportunity to talk prior to supper, but I do wish you hadn’t begun a discussion of the slavery issue with President Taylor. Surely you realized the topic would be unpredictable.’’ 

Nolan gave her a sheepish grin. ‘‘I suppose that’s a correct statement. However, I wanted to see for myself where the president’s loyalties are placed. I must admit he surprised me. I assumed he would hold fast to the Southern ideology. When he stated he was a Unionist, I was taken aback. I gathered from his comments that he’s willing to do everything in his power to stop any talk of cessation. He’s against slavery expansion, yet he supports its continuation in Southern states, all the while saying the fugitive slave laws should not be more stringent. It’s obvious he doesn’t intend to bow to Whig leadership in Congress.’’

‘‘And it’s also obvious my father disagrees with him on almost every account. Nolan, I would prefer this be a gracious visit. Mother’s illness leaves Father weary and quick to temper, and I don’t know when the president will be able to return for another visit. For approximately four years they spent a great deal of time on their plantation across the river in Louisiana, and we would visit several times a year. However, the Mexican War put an end to those visits. And now that they live in Washington and neither Mother nor Cousin Peggy is in good health . . .’’

‘‘I understand. I apologize for my thoughtless behavior. Of course, I could argue that McKinley added to the strife—and even you asked a few leading questions.’’

‘‘You’re correct, and if I could have snatched back my last  question to him, I would have done so.’’ They stopped then and stood side by side, very close. Jasmine became very aware of Nolan’s presence—the scent of his cologne, the rich blueness of his eyes. Realizing she was staring, Jasmine cleared her throat and headed for the door. ‘‘We had best go up and check on Spencer.’’

‘‘Yes, of course,’’ he agreed, following her into the foyer. ‘‘I must say I was astonished to have the president appear at your front door. How is it you never mentioned being related to him?’’

‘‘Mother and Mrs. Taylor are second cousins, so I’m not actually related to President Taylor. I’m barely related to his wife,’’ she said with a giggle. ‘‘But I always enjoyed visits with the Taylors and their daughters. I was especially fond of Sarah. The family called her Knox, but I always thought the name Sarah much prettier. Betty and I were both withdrawn, while Sarah was full of vigor, always a leader. We were quick to follow.’’

The two of them stood in the entryway to the bedroom. Spencer was fast asleep, and Bessie was sitting nearby in a wooden rocking chair mending the torn pocket on her apron. ‘‘He wen right to sleep, ma’am,’’ she whispered.

‘‘Thank you, Bessie. Would you consider remaining with him until I come upstairs for the night?’’

The older woman gave her a toothy grin. ‘‘ ’Course I’se gonna stay. You go on now. I’m mo’ than happy to sit here.’’

‘‘I believe I’ll look in on Mother while I’m up here, Nolan.

Why don’t you join Father and the others?’’

‘‘If you’re sure you don’t want me . . . to come with you?’’

There was something akin to longing in his expression, but Jasmine quickly looked away. ‘‘No. I’m certain she’s sleeping, but I’ll feel better if I stop in and check on her. I’ll come down momentarily.’’




Jasmine met her father’s questioning gaze as she entered the parlor some time later. ‘‘She’s asleep. Her breathing seemed rather shallow, but she didn’t appear to be in distress.’’

Her father sighed, obviously relieved to hear the brief report,  while the others settled back in their chairs.

‘‘While we were enjoying our glass of port in the library, your father mentioned you have some Arabians, Jasmine. I’m interested in hearing how you came to own them. They are, after all, rather rare here in America, and quite honestly, one of the most beautiful animals in God’s creation.’’

‘‘I couldn’t agree more, President Taylor. However, I didn’t realize you would be interested in anything so . . .’’

‘‘Costly?’’ he asked with a wide grin.

‘‘Well, they are expensive, but Arabians are also quite showy.’’

‘‘Exactly! Sitting astride one of those beauties could make anyone appear grand and powerful. President Washington is patent confirmation of my observation. Have you viewed the paintings of him astride his Arabian? He looks absolutely magnificent—like a powerful warrior. Why, if I’d been riding one of those magnificent animals in Mexico, I would have given serious thought to prolonging the war just for the pure pleasure of riding the beast into battle!’’ He slapped his knee and emitted a loud guffaw.

Jasmine smiled, certain the president was joking—at least about the Mexican War. ‘‘I assumed you were looking for animals that are more unpretentious.’’

‘‘I care little whether others find my choice of horses pretentious— and I expect to pay dearly for fine horseflesh.’’

‘‘In that case, I’m certain we can accommodate you,’’ she said, ‘‘but if you’ve set your mind upon Arabians, I would truly encourage you to visit us before you make your final decision, as we do have some others you might find entirely suitable.’’

He scooted forward on his chair and bent forward, resting his arms upon his thighs. ‘‘Tell me, how is it you happen to own Arabians? Quite frankly, I didn’t realize anyone was breeding them here in America.’’

‘‘Interest in the Arabian breed continues to increase and, truth be told, there have been occasions when we’ve been unable to meet all requests.’’ 

‘‘How did you happen to develop an interest in Arabians?’’ Jasmine glanced toward Nolan. ‘‘Actually, it was my deceased husband who first acquired the Arabians with a thought toward breeding. A relative in England assisted him in securing the animals.’’

 ‘‘Who has taken charge of the horse business since your husband’s death?’’ the president inquired, looking in Nolan’s direction.

 ‘‘Bradley didn’t actually enter into the care and breeding of the horses,’’ Jasmine explained. ‘‘He was more an admirer and entrepreneur. Frankly, we had excellent help with the farm prior to his death, and those employees have remained with me. Our stable master has trained young Paddy O’Neill. Paddy is an acquisition from Lord Palmerston, a distant relative of Bradley.’’

The president’s eyebrows arched like two woolly caterpillars. ‘‘How so?’’

‘‘Paddy and his sister, Kiara, were both sent to our home as the result of a game the elite gentry visiting Lord Palmerston had devised. Paddy and Kiara’s parents died in the potato famine, leaving them penniless and starving. The small parcel of land where the O’Neills farmed was owned by Lord Palmerston. He was in Ireland on holiday when Kiara went to his manse seeking aid. As part of that game or wager, Kiara and Paddy were sent to my deceased husband as indentured servants.’’

‘‘Surely you jest!’’ Taylor exclaimed.

‘‘Unfortunately, the story is true, and I fear that the two of them might have starved to death if they’d been left to their own devices in Ireland. However, I heartily disagreed with keeping indentured servants and made my distaste known to my husband. When Bradley died, I granted both Paddy and Kiara their freedom. Since Bradley’s death, Kiara has married Rogan Sheehan, and they live in a small house on my acreage. Paddy remains with me, working in the stables. His ability with the horses never ceases to amaze me.’’

‘‘I’m pleased to hear matters have ended well for both of them. But I am surprised your husband didn’t see fit to grant them their papers when they arrived. Releasing them from their indenture would have been the more Christian thing to do.’’

‘‘There are those who would say that freeing the slaves is the more Christian thing to do, also, but we know that’s not what folks in Mississippi and Louisiana believe,’’ McKinley remarked.

Jasmine frowned at her brother. Once again, he had startled her with his stance, but more importantly, she worried his reply would cause another inflammatory discussion regarding slavery if she couldn’t turn the course of the conversation.

‘‘I believe you would find a journey to Lowell time well spent,’’ Nolan said. ‘‘Not only would it give you ample opportunity to view the horses, but you could also tour the textile mills.’’

‘‘I know you would find the mills fascinating,’’ Jasmine’s father agreed.

‘‘Absolutely!’’ Jasmine graced Nolan with a pleased smile, thankful he’d prevented further turmoil.

The president stood and began pacing in front of the fireplace as though formulating a plan. ‘‘I do believe I could fit Lowell into my schedule, although it might not be as soon as I would like. And you’re correct, Nolan: a visit to the mills could prove advantageous in many ways. Speaking of activities in Lowell, I would surmise the gold rush west has created a changing face upon the workforce. Have you noted any consequences?’’

‘‘More than the Boston Associates care to acknowledge,’’ Jasmine replied. ‘‘At several meetings of our Ladies’ Aid Society, the women say their husbands are gravely concerned. The loss of skilled mechanics is disquieting, and there is anxiety over—’’ The sound of footsteps could be heard scurrying through the upstairs hallway. Jasmine leaned forward and met Bessie’s wide-eyed gaze as the servant hurried toward her.

‘‘Miz Jasmine, you best come with me. You, too, Massa Wainwright,’’ she said. ‘‘Ain’t lookin’ none too good for the mistress.’’

The black woman wrung an old handkerchief between her fingers as she spoke the soulful words.

Jasmine jumped to her feet and fled toward the stairway, her heart pounding wildly. ‘‘Not yet, Jesus, not yet. Please don’t let her die. I’m not ready.’’ She whispered the words over and over until she reached her mother’s bedside. Leaning down, she  embraced her mother’s body before placing a kiss upon her ashen cheek. Backing away from the deathbed, Jasmine glared upward as though looking through a window into heaven. ‘‘Didn’t you hear me? I’m not ready!’’ she accused, but only a deafening silence replied.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0047_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0111_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/Il_9781441203250_0055_001.gif





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0101_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0019_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0139_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0033_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0125_001.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
               



OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0351_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0059_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0089_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0003_001.jpg
BETHANYHOUSE
PUBLISHERS






OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0071_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/23.jpg
BBETHANYHOUSE





OEBPS/images/1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0007_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0311_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0299_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0337_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0321_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0269_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0257_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0291_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0279_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0247_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0239_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0227_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0199_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0183_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0217_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203250_0209_001.jpg





