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A NOTE ABOUT THE SHAKERS 

American Shakerism originated in England in the eighteenth century. Its leader, a charismatic woman named Ann Lee, was believed by her followers to be the second coming of Christ in female form. After being persecuted for those beliefs in England, she and a small band of followers came to America in 1774 to settle in Watervliet, New York, and there established the first community of the United Society of Believers in Christ’s Second Appearing, more commonly known as Shakers.

When religious fervor swept the Western frontier at the turn of the nineteenth century, the Shakers, whose communities in New England were flourishing, found the spiritual atmosphere in Kentucky perfect for expanding their religion to the west. By the middle of the nineteenth century the Shakers had nineteen communities spread through the New England states and Kentucky, Ohio, and Indiana.

The Shaker doctrines of celibacy, communal living, and the belief that perfection could be attained in this life were all based on revelations that Mother Ann claimed to have divinely received. The name Shakers came from the way they worshiped. At times when a member received the “spirit,” he or she would begin shaking all over. These sorts of “gifts of the spirit,” along with other spiritual manifestations such as visions, were considered by the Shakers to be confirmation of the same direct communication with God they believed their Mother Ann had experienced.

 Since the Shakers believed that work was part of worship and that God dwelt in the details of that work, they devoted themselves to doing everything—whether farming or making furniture and brooms or developing better seeds—to honor the Eternal Father and Mother Ann. Shaker communities thrived until the Civil War, which proved to be a very difficult time for the Shaker communities, partly because they never refused to feed those who came hungry into their communities and partly because their normal trade routes to the South were disrupted by the war. On one day after the Battle of Perryville in Kentucky, the Shakers at Pleasant Hill saw ten thousand troops march through their village and they served fourteen thousand meals.

After the war, much change came to the nation. Factories began producing brooms, furniture, preserves, and other products the Shakers had made, and these were sold at prices that pushed the Shakers out of the market. Jobs were easier to find, fewer and fewer young people were willing to accept the strict, celibate life of the Shakers, and the sect gradually died out. The few remaining Shakers reside at the last active Shaker village, Sabbathday Lake in Maine.

In Kentucky, the Shaker villages of Pleasant Hill and South Union have been restored and attract many visitors curious about the Shaker lifestyle. These historical sites provide a unique look at the austere beauty of the Shakers’ craftsmanship. The sect’s songs and strange worship echo in the impressive architecture of their buildings. Visitors also learn about the Shakers’ innovative ideas in agriculture and industry that improved life not only in their own communities but also in the “world” they were so determined to shut away.



1 

Mercer County, Kentucky 
April 1861

“The Shakers! Have you taken leave of your senses, Edwin? You can’t seriously be considering joining the Shakers?” The words came out harsher than Charlotte Vance intended, and Edwin Gilbey stepped back from her until the budding branches of the lilac bush behind him had to be poking holes in his dinner jacket.

“Please, Charlotte. Calm yourself. You know I can’t abide a scene.” He sounded alarmed as he shifted his eyes away from her face to look longingly over her shoulder toward the veranda door.

Charlotte’s irritation grew as she stared at Edwin in the light of the nearly full moon. He didn’t even like social gatherings. Behind her the door opened, and laughter mixed with the music of the string ensemble she’d hired from Lexington flowed out into the garden. The party seemed to be proceeding well in spite of the charged emotions in the air.

When her father first sent word from Frankfort that he wanted her to arrange a grand gala for his return home to Grayson Farm after completing his business in the capital city, she’d doubted his sanity. Surely as a senator in the state legislature he was more than aware the country was teetering on the brink of destruction after Mr. Lincoln had taken the oath of office and moved into the White House last month. Half a dozen Southern states had already followed South Carolina out of the Union. That’s all anybody was talking about. Whether they could do that. Whether the government should allow them to do that. Whether there would be armed conflict to preserve the Union.

How in the world did her father expect them to have a civil party with half the guests waving the Union flag and the other half shouting states’ rights and favoring secession? She’d sent a message back to him saying they might as well lay the dueling pistols on the table in the front hall and let the men take turns out on Grayson’s front lawn. But he had made light of her worries and on return post had insisted he had news to announce that required the finest party she’d ever arranged. Astounding news.

Charlotte had surmised he was bringing word back to Grayson that the Constitutional Union Party had pegged him as their next candidate for governor. Certainly reason enough to dare entertaining in spite of the political climate. But no, that hadn’t been his news. Instead he had handed a woman dressed to the nines in silk and jewels down out of the carriage and introduced her as his wife.

Not wife-to-be. Wife. A woman from the North. Selena Harley Black. A widow with a young son somewhere still in the North, or so Betty Jamison had whispered in Charlotte’s ear while her father escorted his bride from group to group to introduce her. Of course, after the death of Charlotte’s mother, Betty had entertained the improbable notion that she might eventually catch Charlotte’s father’s eye.

When the veranda door closed again and muffled the sound of the party, Charlotte was relieved. She couldn’t think about her father and that woman right now. Not with Edwin talking this ridiculous Shaker talk. One problem at a time. She turned her attention back to the man pinned against her mother’s favorite lilac bush. He shifted uneasily on his feet and glanced over his shoulder as though considering an escape under the lilac’s branches, even if it meant spoiling the knees of his trousers.

“But Edwin,” she said as sweetly as she could under the circumstances. “Unless I am greatly mistaken, the Shakers have a ban on matrimony.”

Edwin straightened his shoulders and almost looked at her face again before he let his eyes slide down to the ground at their feet. “You are not mistaken. It is one of their strongest tenets. The avoidance of such unions allows them to live in peace and harmony. Hence the name of their village, Harmony Hill.”

“I am well aware of the name of their village.” The irritation in her voice sounded a bit strident even to Charlotte’s ears. Not the way to win arguments. She attempted to pull in a deep, steadying breath, but with the tight lacings of her corset constricting her breathing, she simply ended up light-headed. She fought the feeling. She refused to have the vapors. She could control this. She could control Edwin. Hadn’t she done so ever since they were toddlers playing together in the nursery?

He threw up his hand to ward off her anger as he hurried out his words. “Yes, yes, of course you are. At any rate, I have become well acquainted with an Elder Logan in their village. He has found great peace among the Believers there. A peace I envy.” Edwin peeked up at her and went on in a tremulous voice. “You know yourself how unsettled I’ve felt ever since my dear grandmother departed this world last spring.”

“I do understand how difficult the loss has been for you. For all of us. She was a fine lady.” It took effort, but she managed to sound sympathetic as she spoke the oft-repeated words. What she actually wanted to tell Edwin was that Faustine Hastings had been well along in years and that no one could live forever. Or grieve forever. Charlotte had resigned herself to a year of mourning before their marriage, even though that would make her nearly twenty when they spoke their vows in May. A mere month from now.

Edwin knew they were to marry in May. He had agreed to the date. Charlotte’s dressmaker was putting the finishing touches on her wedding dress. The last time she had tried it on, it had taken Mellie almost a half hour just to fasten its many pearl buttons down the back and from the elbows on the sleeves. Of course part of the reason for that was Mellie had something unfavorable to say about Edwin with every button she fastened.

Charlotte’s familiar words of sympathy seemed to allay Edwin’s apprehension, and he eased a bit away from the bush closer to her as he said, “Elder Logan thinks Grandmother would have understood and approved of my search for peace in my life.”

“Does he? And how can he know that? Did he get a vision as he was doing his worship dances?”

Edwin frowned at her mocking tone. “You needn’t try to disparage Elder Logan. He’s a fine man and their worship dances are often very sedate and orderly. At least the ones I have witnessed.”

“But isn’t it so that they spin and at times fall prostrate on the floor in odd fits? That hardly sounds sedate to me.” Charlotte’s head was spinning every bit as wildly as she’d heard the Shakers did in their worship dances. How could both of the men in her life lose their senses at the same time? First her father and now Edwin.

She tried to block from her mind the vision of her father’s beaming face as he presented that woman as the new mistress of Grayson. He hadn’t even glanced toward Charlotte, who had been running Grayson with Aunt Tish’s help even before her mother’s untimely death four years ago. He had without a doubt lost his mind. Proof was surely in how he had sounded almost proud when he said he’d met the woman only six weeks earlier. Charlotte would be surprised if he had even checked into her family lineage. Or given the first thought to why a woman her age would consider marrying a man his. She had to be twenty years younger than him. Perhaps thirty to his fifty.

Charlotte reached up to smooth out the furrows of a frown forming between her eyes. A lady could not chance developing grimace lines to mar her appearance. It was bad enough that she had a too-generous sprinkling of freckles across her nose which no amount of cream could fade. Her mother had laid the fault of that on Charlotte’s red hair and her Grandmother Vance back in Virginia, who neither she nor her mother had ever laid eyes on. But her father said his mother’s hair was the color of new bricks, and while Charlotte’s was lighter than that, more like ginger spice, nobody in the Grayson family line had ever been born with such a flamboyant hair color.

“You have to be among them to truly understand,” Edwin was saying. “When the spirit comes down on the Believers, it takes control of their bodies and demonstrates its ecstasy in myriad ways. Not always by shaking as is commonly believed by those of the world.”

“Those of the world,” Charlotte echoed softly. This was more serious than she had thought. He already sounded like one of them.

Of course Charlotte knew Edwin had been visiting the Shaker village. Aunt Tish had heard as much through the servant grapevine that delivered news between their adjoining plantations faster than a crow could fly between the two great houses. But who would have ever thought Edwin would seriously consider joining with them?

Even Mellie, who held Edwin in considerable disdain, had never suggested that. Just last week while she’d been pinning up Charlotte’s hair, Mellie had told her, “That Mr. Edwin, you best stop countin’ on him comin’ courtin’ you any time soon, Miss Lottie.”

“He doesn’t have to court me, Mellie. We’ve known we were marrying ever since we were six,” Charlotte told her.

“You might be knowin’ it, Miss Lottie, but that Mr. Edwin ain’t a knowin’ it. If ever I did see a man afraid of lovin’, it’s him.” Mellie had twisted Charlotte’s hair in a tight roll and jabbed a pin in it as she added, “And you ain’t no way lovin’ him neither.”

“What do you know about loving?” Charlotte spoke shortly as she stared at Mellie’s face in the mirror.

“Enough to know it’s something a slave like me had best avoid like the plague. ’Fore I find myself on the auction block like my mammy and pappy with me goin’ one way and whoever I was fool enough to fall in love with goin’ the other.”

Charlotte turned on the dressing stool to touch Mellie’s arm. “You know I’d never let Father put you on the block. Never. You and Aunt Tish are family.”

“I know you wouldn’t want to. And I know we as close to sisters as a black slave girl and a rich white girl can be, seein’ as how we took turns suckling at my mammy’s breast, but things change. That’s somethin’ we can count on, and if we ain’t ready for it, we’re gonna get knocked down and trampled into the dirt. Mammy warns me about that all the time, and she knows about them kind of changes.”

Mellie mashed her lips together and shook her head a little as she placed her long slender hand over Charlotte’s and went on. “And I guess as how you know about them too, what with your mama dyin’ how she did. Just steppin’ out in her garden and fallin’ down there by her red rosebush. I can still see her layin’ there with that rose in her hand like as how she’d pricked her finger and fell asleep like some princess in one of them fairy tales.”

Charlotte slowly shut her eyes and pulled in a breath. She would never forget the sound of her mother’s gasp as she collapsed on the garden path and how she had run to kneel by her mother’s side, but it was already too late. Her mother was gone. Charlotte blinked her eyes to keep back her tears as she said, “Except she wasn’t asleep.”

“Except that,” Mellie agreed sadly as she squeezed Charlotte’s hand, then pulled it away to start pinning up Charlotte’s hair again. “Things changed then and things is sure to change again.”

Charlotte had turned back to the mirror and said, “Some things won’t.” She hadn’t looked at Mellie’s reflection in the mirror but instead had stared into her own eyes as if making the promise to herself. She would see that no changes upset their lives at Grayson.

Now she studied Edwin’s face as he went on and on about what this man, Elder Logan, had told him. How a person needed to pick up the cross of purity and bear it no matter how heavy it might be in order to find that peace he needed. How at the Shaker village, men and women lived as sisters and brothers without the thorn of marital relationships to disturb their peace. How they owned everything in common, and how, when he joined with them, he would turn his land, Hastings Farm, over to the Ministry there at Harmony Hill. With each word his voice got stronger and bolder until he didn’t even sound like the Edwin she knew. The Edwin who had always done whatever she said.

“But, Edwin,” she interrupted him. “We are to wed next month.”

He did have the grace to look uncomfortable, but he didn’t back away from her. “That was more your decision than mine, Charlotte. While I regret disappointing you, Elder Logan assures me a man should not allow himself to be pulled into an unwanted and sinful union simply to avoid a bit of embarrassment. Not when his eternal salvation is at stake.”

“Marriage is not sinful,” Charlotte said. “I fear you have been listening to bad advice from those who simply want to gather your land in with theirs.”

Edwin stiffened at her words, and in the moonlight, the lines of his face looked chiseled out of stone as he stared down at her. The man in front of her little resembled the Edwin she had grown up with. That Edwin had hidden behind his grandmother’s skirts until he was well out of knickers. That Edwin had been afraid of his shadow when she pulled him out into the garden to play hide-and-seek. That Edwin listened without argument to her plans for their lives.

When he finally spoke, his voice was harsh. “And why have you always said we must wed, Charlotte? Isn’t it to join our properties? Hasn’t that always been your primary purpose? To do your father’s bidding and make his holdings the largest in Mercer County.”

“Not his holdings, Edwin. Ours. Grayson and Hastings farms together.” She pushed the words at him. “We’ve talked of nothing else for years.”

“You’ve talked of nothing else. Perhaps it is time you listened for a change,” he said shortly.

Then without waiting for her to say more, he stepped off the path to go around her as if even the touch of the ruffles on her hooped skirt must be avoided. She stared after him, astounded by his rudeness. And by the determined set of his shoulders. That old Shaker elder with his insidious words of peace was the cause of this, but she wouldn’t let it be the end. Edwin would marry her. Of course he would. He’d come to his senses and crawl back to her, begging to carry out the plans they had made. She’d find a way to see that he did.

When he opened the veranda door, the noise of the party drifted out. He stepped inside and snapped the door closed behind him, clipping off the sound, but through the glass door and window she could see the guests milling about. Her guests. She was neglecting her hostess duties. Edwin could wait. She touched the pile of hair elaborately styled on top of her head to be sure no strand had escaped its pins and started back toward the house.

A man’s deep voice stopped her before she had gone a dozen steps. “He must be an extremely foolish man to turn his back and run from such beauty.”
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Charlotte whirled to face the man who stepped up on the path behind her. He must have been sitting out of her view on the stone bench in the shadow of the dogwood that reached its limbs toward the veranda.

“Forgive me,” he said. “It wasn’t my intention to startle you.”

In the moonlight it wasn’t hard to see the amused smile playing across his lips under his mustache that gave lie to his words. That had been exactly what he’d intended, Charlotte thought as she stared up at him with no pretense of demurely lowering her eyes. He was tall, even taller than Edwin, but while Edwin slouched to try to keep from towering above his companions, this man stood straight, completely at ease with his height. He was quite handsome with thick dark hair brushed back from his forehead and a strong profile. She had no idea who he was.

“I don’t think we’ve met,” she said in her most reserved, yet still civil voice. He could be a new political friend of her father’s who had arrived at the party late and unannounced. Best to be polite until his importance was determined. He wore a dinner jacket, so surely he was a guest and not just a passerby attracted by the lights and music.

His smile was full now. “My introduction got a bit overlooked after the presentation of the new Mrs. Vance. It’s very like her to do a little grandstanding, but your father could have extended the courtesy of letting you in on their little surprise prior to the carriage’s arrival. That way you could have been prepared with your smile.”

“I smiled.”

“That you did,” the man said with a half nod of agreement. “Bravely. Staunchly. In spite of the way the color drained from your face and you looked faint.”

“I have never felt faint,” Charlotte said tersely. She didn’t know why she was continuing to talk to this man who was assuming entirely too much about her without the first bit of knowledge, but something about his eyes held her there. Even in the soft light of the moon, they looked sharp and piercing, able to see past shadows, past pretense. Suddenly she wanted to hurry out of sight of those eyes before they stripped away her every defense and laid bare her soul. She was poised to flee up the veranda steps when his next words stopped her.

“Then you are an unusual young woman. Our Selena certainly has never hesitated to feign a swoon if such an action fit the occasion and achieved her end.”

Our Selena. Instead of a political acquaintance, he must be a friend or even relation of this woman who had captured Charlotte’s unwary father, perhaps by feigning a great deal more than a swoon. Charlotte studied the man a moment before she said, “So are you related to my father’s new wife?” She managed to get out the word “wife” without it choking her. She would get used to it. What other choice did she have?

“Oh no. I fear I am just a hired artisan.” The man laughed out loud and bowed at the waist toward Charlotte. “Adam Wade at your service, Miss Vance.”

“And for what purpose have you been hired, if I may be so bold to ask? A cupola here in my mother’s garden?”

“Perhaps artisan is not the proper word. Artist. Although my grandfather’s practical side shudders every time I claim the title. But that is what I am. An artist. A curse I fear I was born with. And I have been commissioned—or a better word might be coerced—to paint a wedding portrait of the lovely Mrs. Vance.”

“Coerced? By whom? Our Selena?” She carefully emphasized the last two words.

“Oh no.” He laughed again. Easily, without inhibition. “I barely know the woman.”

“Neither does my father.”

“You have a point, but not one, I am relieved to say, that can poke me. My sister, Phoebe, knew our Selena back home in Boston, and she is the one whose coercion I cannot ignore. Not and maintain any sort of familial peace. I’ve oft explained to her how I detest doing portraits, but my sister thinks one can slap a few dobs of paint on a canvas, make the subject look beautiful whether they carry beauty or not, collect the commission, and everybody’s happy. To Phoebe, one picture is like any other and a brother’s duty is to do as she says. Or else.” With a rueful smile, he chopped his hand down through the air in front of him before he looked at her with something akin to sympathy as he continued speaking. “I fear you will find the new Mrs. Vance has some of the same characteristics. I will be much relieved to have the portrait finished and hanging over your mantel.”

“Where Mother’s hangs now.”

He raised his dark eyebrows at her. “You can hardly expect her portrait to remain there. Lovely though it is.”

“No, I suppose not.” Charlotte sighed, surprised at how she was stepping into acceptance of the change coming to Grayson. Change she was beginning to see she could not hold at bay. Her father was married. That would change everything. Perhaps even more than Mr. Lincoln’s inauguration. She mentally shook her head at her foolish thought. A house changed couldn’t compare to a country torn asunder.

“I’m sorry,” Adam said with honest sincerity in his voice. She shivered slightly, feeling the chill of the night air for the first time since she’d followed Edwin out without grabbing a wrap, but now her anger had drained away, leaving her vulnerable to the cold and a kind word. She pulled herself together and smiled at the man in front of her, determined to be the proper hostess again and not even let her mind consider how much of her conversation with Edwin he might have overheard. It was of no concern to him. But he was a guest to be treated as such.

“Then if you don’t generally do portraits except under coercion, what sort of art do you do?” she asked, as if they had just met inside in the double parlor and weren’t standing in the shadowy chill of her mother’s garden while the party played on with no notice of their absence.

“I daresay you’ve read Harper’s Weekly and perhaps leafed through some of the other northern newspapers and magazines your father must bring home on occasion.” He didn’t wait for her to answer. “If so, you may have seen my work. The illustrations.”

“Adam Wade. Of course. I have seen your work in Harper’s.” She stared at the man with fresh eyes. “I should have recognized your name.”

“Don’t pretend,” Adam said. “I liked you better when you were too upset to trot out your manners.”

“A lady always remembers her manners.”

“Tell your young man that.”

Charlotte ignored his words, refusing to let him bait her. He was the guest. She was the hostess. “No, really. A few months back, in a January issue I think, there was a man on horseback somewhere in the Western regions. He was hunched down in the saddle trying to escape the snow and wind. Just thinking about it now makes me cold.” Charlotte wrapped her arms around her middle and shivered.

“Quite a compliment to have you shiver just at the thought of the illustration. Believe me, it was every bit as cold as I was able to make it look. But I think your chill now may have more to do with the night air.” He slipped off his jacket and stepped closer to drape it around her.

He let his hands linger on her shoulders. She told herself to step back from him, but she didn’t move as she soaked up the warmth of his jacket and breathed in his scent. An outdoors odor mixed with a light trace of manly sweat and linseed oil. She wished she could just stay wrapped in his jacket there in the garden until all the guests had gone home. Then she could sneak in the back door and creep up the servants’ stairway to Aunt Tish’s room. Aunt Tish would help her see what to do. There had to be a way to keep her world from crumbling.

“I’d like to paint how you look right now here in the moonlight. So winsome. So pure.” He moved his right hand off her shoulder and rubbed his thumb down her nose and across her cheek, measuring her face for his painting. The pad of his thumb was rough against her skin, but still she didn’t pull away. “So beautiful.”

“No one has ever told me I was beautiful. No one but Aunt Tish.” Her voice was barely above a whisper.

“Not even the young man who was with you in the garden?”

“Especially not Edwin. I frighten him.”

“Then he’s not much of a man.”

“I’m going to marry him.” Charlotte didn’t know where the words were coming from or why she was saying them. She felt mesmerized by his eyes on her, measuring her, seeing past her façade, doing what she had most feared he could do. Seeing into her soul.

“I think not. That would surely be a waste.” His fingertips walked across her face gently probing the shape of her cheekbones.

“That’s what Mellie says.”

“A true friend if she tells you the truth.”

“Do you tell the truth?” Charlotte peered up at him. She thought she would be able to see on his face if he lied.

“Always. If I know it.”

“That’s the trouble, isn’t it? Knowing it. Recognizing the lies.”

“And has your Edwin lied to you?” His voice was soft, insistent. “No. It might be better if he did.”

“And why would that be better?” His eyes didn’t waver on hers.

“He could tell me he loved me.” She couldn’t believe she spoke the words out loud. What kind of spell was she letting this man’s eyes put on her?

“Sometimes that is spoken in actions better than words.” He brought his finger over to trace around her lips. “Has he kissed you? Surely he’s kissed you.”

She just looked at him without saying anything. She couldn’t answer that.

His eyes pierced straight through her as he waited for her to speak. At last he said, “Then have you ever been kissed, my beautiful Miss Vance? Really kissed.”

Without giving her a chance to respond, to consider his words, to recognize the alarm rising in her as she thought of her position there in the shadows with a man she didn’t even know, he stepped closer and dropped his mouth down to cover hers. And she let him kiss her. Not only did she let his lips touch hers without protest, but her lips reached for his. Sought the touch.

It was as if somebody else had taken over her body. As if she had given up control and now was drifting without thought, without sense, toward disaster. The yearning swelled up inside her to step into his embrace, to slip her arms around his back, to touch his dark hair, to surrender completely to the feelings his lips were pulling up from deep inside her. Even her toes in her dancing slippers felt warm.

His hand moved from her shoulder to slide down her back to pull her closer, to swallow her completely in his strength. She’d be powerless to do anything but lay her head on his shoulder and surrender to his will. There would be no more arranging, no more shaping events, no more making sure things happened as they should. As she planned. As they must. She’d turn into one of those fine ladies who sat in sunny windows, pulling bright-colored threads through flat squares of cloth as they let life drift past them without ever raising a finger to change their circumstances. She would be her mother waiting, always waiting.

The thought was like a dash of cold water and she jerked back to free herself from his embrace. She put her fingers over her lips as her face burned with the ignominy of allowing a stranger such an intimate kiss. A man she’d just met.

The man looked amused at her embarrassment. “Go ahead. Slap me if it will make you feel better.”

“Then I would have to slap myself as well.” Charlotte dropped her hands to let them hang limply down under his jacket still around her shoulders. Perhaps he had taken advantage of her unsettled spirit and the moonlight, but that hadn’t been reason for her to melt into his embrace as she had. She was as much to blame as he was.

He surprised her by laughing. “I don’t think I’ve ever met a Southern belle with such refreshing candor.”

She did not allow a smile back on her face. She would not let him charm her again. “If you are a gentleman as well as an artist, I will expect no mention of this. If not, then my refreshing candor will force me to reveal how you startled me and kept me in the shadows against my will.”

“Never fear, milady. I may not be a high-ranking gentleman like the scared rabbit you chased back inside, but I don’t kiss and tell.”

“Thank you.” She slipped his jacket off her shoulders and held it out to him. She ignored the shiver chasing up and down her back that was not entirely due to the chill of the night air as she said, “It was kind of you to loan me your jacket. Now I must see to my guests.”

“I have no complaints about your fine hospitality.” He took the jacket with another infuriating smile.

She turned and lifted her skirts to hurry away from him toward the veranda steps. Behind her, she heard him chuckle, and she hoped he would remain in the garden the rest of the evening. Even better, that he might stop worrying about what his sister said for him to do and instead ride to the West to paint some cacti or sagebrush and take her reason for shame with him.

How could she have surrendered to his kiss so willingly? The evening’s events had surely unbalanced her thinking. Something she could not allow to happen again. She was Charlotte Mayda Vance, the daughter of Senator Charles Vance and the granddaughter of Richard Grayson, strong men who knew what they wanted and made it happen. That was the blood flowing through her. And she knew what she wanted. It was more than a casual kiss in the shadows of her mother’s garden. Much more.

She paused on the veranda to look out over the land stretching away from the house. She couldn’t see past the copse of trees at the edge of the grounds, but she knew how it rolled gently across the horizon. All good fertile land. Grayson land. Her land. Her father speaking a few vows with that woman couldn’t change that. Nor could a kiss. Or the lack of one.
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Adam Wade couldn’t keep from laughing softly as the pretty red-haired girl lifted her hooped skirts to race up the veranda steps with no outward show of concern about revealing her well-turned ankles. Her guests would think she’d come across a snake in the garden. His laughter faded. Perhaps she had. One who had entranced her as surely as the serpent in that first garden had Eve.

When she paused on the veranda, he expected her to glance back at him, perhaps with another blushing appeal to not sully her reputation and give her young man more reason to weasel out of his promises to her. But she didn’t turn toward him. Instead she became still as a statue as she looked out over the grounds. For what he didn’t know or even care, but his fingers itched for his pencils and sketchpad.

Since he didn’t have so much as a scrap of paper in his pocket, he traced her figure there on the edge of the veranda in his mind. The ginger-colored hair elaborately curled and piled on top her head, the graceful neck flowing into soft, creamy shoulders bare above the satiny dress the color of emeralds. Just a shade deeper than the green of her eyes. He couldn’t see those eyes now as she stared into the distance, but the lift of her head, the set of her shoulders made him believe it was more than trees and fields she saw. Although she gazed outward, it was something within that she sought, and that’s what pulled at the artist in him. The image of yearning.

Then she turned, smoothed the skirts billowing out from her slender waist made even more slender by one of those tortuous corsets women seemed compelled to wear. Even his sister Phoebe wore one, though she had long since passed the possibility of slender no matter how tightly the lacings of her corset were pulled. She claimed such an undergarment was a necessity for the current fashions. So it was little wonder the young ladies who peeked at him from behind their elaborate fans at social gatherings were always so breathless.

Charlotte Vance hadn’t seemed at a loss for breath or to fear facing the truth. Even after her father’s unwelcome surprise. He had obviously given his daughter’s reaction to his new wife no thought at all. He was a man wrapped up in himself. Adam had seen that from the first handshake a week ago in Frankfort. A politician through and through with his eye constantly on how to broaden his base of support in the state.

It was hard to understand how the man leaned in the current civil strife. He claimed to support the Union, but a slaveholder and a Unionist didn’t seem to go together to Adam, who had spent most of his years in Massachusetts where abolition seemed the only policy for a man of morals. But here abolitionists were looked upon with suspicion and distrust by all, Union or Secessionist. So much so that most of them worked under the cover of darkness or hastened to the friendlier climes of the North to do their campaigning for the end of slavery. That wasn’t a problem for Adam. His art trumped his political leanings every time, and he had no trouble observing and recording without revealing his inner thoughts.

At least he knew what those thoughts were even if he didn’t bother trying to bring others around to his way of thinking. A man should not be able to own another man. States did not have the right to withdraw from the Union. The federal government in Washington, D.C., had to make that absolutely clear. The Union must be preserved by whatever means necessary.

But the politicians and perhaps the whole populace in Kentucky seemed in a state of denial as they entertained the idea that if war came—and few doubted Lincoln could avoid some sort of armed conflict—then their state, their people could remain neutral without declaring support for the North or South. They were dreamers who were trying to erect a fence of words around their borders. Senator Vance had explained it to Adam at great length in the carriage ride from the train station to the party in spite of the obvious boredom of his new wife at his political talk.

“Kentucky is a Union state. We believe in the Union first and foremost. That goes back to Henry Clay, our greatest son. The Great Compromiser.” His face puffed up with pride. “I knew him well.”

“What about President Lincoln? Wasn’t he born in Kentucky?” Adam had asked, already knowing the answer, but sometimes he couldn’t keep from trying to stir a bit of fire into a conversation.

“While I can’t deny Mr. Lincoln was born inside the borders of our great state, I regret to say he shows little evidence of being a Kentucky son now. Illinois seems to have stamped her mark upon him,” Senator Vance answered with feeling. “They report he only got one vote in the whole of Lexington even though his wife was born and raised there. That surely tells you something about the man.”

“Or Kentucky,” Adam said.

The senator glowered at him as if thinking of stopping the carriage to put such a nettlesome Northerner out. But his bride wanted her portrait finished, and she was well practiced in the art of changing the atmosphere around her when change was desired.

She put a gloved hand on her new husband’s cheek and spoke to him with the hint of a pout. “Now, Charles, you know how your political blathering wears me down and I do so want to look fresh and lovely for your guests. Can we not find a more amusing topic than the state of the political world?” She flashed her eyes toward Adam with a bright smile that was meant to charm him into submission. “I’m sure our famous young artist didn’t mean to raise your dander or bore me into an unladylike frown. Now did you, Mr. Wade?”

“Of course not, Mrs. Vance,” Adam agreed with an answering smile that was as empty as her own as he settled back in the corner of the carriage seat with his sketchbook.

The lady lifted her chin and turned her profile to its most flattering side, sure he was practicing his strokes for her portrait. He let her think what she wished even as he began sketching his memory of the village they’d just passed through where a blacksmith had been ringing his hammer down on an anvil while a barefoot black boy had stared at their carriage, his eyes wide and hungry. Adam had come to Kentucky to capture its citizens’ confusion of thought in pictures. The senator’s wife’s portrait was simply a bothersome side venture to placate his sister.

Now he had unwisely complicated the life of the senator’s daughter. He had told her the truth when he said he didn’t kiss and tell, but he also never kissed and lingered. Often not even long enough for a second kiss no matter how delightful the first had been. And Charlotte Vance’s lips had been soft and yielding. While he would not look with disfavor on a second or third such encounter, he had no intention of settling down to one hearth and home. Something the senator’s daughter seemed quite anxious to establish in her own life even to the point of browbeating a most unwilling and, to Adam’s eyes, unlikely candidate into meeting her at the altar of matrimony.

That was not a trap Adam was about to fall into no matter how delightful the lady’s lips. He needed to be free of ties. Even though he’d already been all the way to California and back looking for the father who had disappeared in search of gold when Adam was a child, there was much of the country out there yet to see. He didn’t know what scenes awaited him, but he did know he planned to capture the spirit of the country with his artist pencils and brushes so that those who never left the stuffy confines of their sitting rooms could feel the majesty of the country’s wide-open spaces. He considered himself more than an artist. He was a reporter.

Still, it might be interesting to get to know the senator’s daughter better. She seemed to be as much a contradiction of feelings as her state of Kentucky. Speaking of marrying one man while quite willingly surrendering her lips to another. The strong lift of her chin contrasting to the soft line of her cheek. Her determination in the face of the impossibility of her dream of marriage if the young man fleeing her was serious about joining with the Shakers.

Adam rubbed his fingertips and thumb together in anticipation at the thought of the Shakers. Their village just a few miles from where he stood in the senator’s garden—another reason he was not sorry to be in Mercer County. Sam Johnson, the editor at Harper’s Weekly, was eager to see sketches of their buildings and the graceful winding staircases that so amazed all visitors.

While Adam was ready to supply whatever illustrations the editor requested, he was more curious about the peculiar people who would choose such a life. Men and women who had turned against all that was natural between a man and woman as if they believed the Lord had changed his mind about his initial command to Adam and Eve to be fruitful and multiply.

With a reputation as peaceful, honest, and industrious, the Shakers nevertheless were generally depicted as being dour and exceedingly plain in appearance. Especially the sisters whose uniform white caps and shapeless dresses obscured any hint of feminine charm.

Adam had once visited a Shaker village in the East, but had not been free to wander among the Believers, as they called themselves. Here in Kentucky, he’d heard the public road went straight through the village so a man could surely see much of the Shakers’ way of life without being invited into their midst. He wanted to see them when they weren’t presenting a face to the world they took such pains to shut away. He wanted to watch the children and see if they looked glad to be in the village or if they were uneasy captives. He wanted to sketch their likenesses when they weren’t aware of his pencil strokes, perhaps even sketch them whirling in their worship dances. He liked the challenge of capturing the illusion of movement in a drawing.

Perhaps this Edwin Gilbey who had fled from the beautiful Charlotte could be his ticket into the village. Adam left the quiet of the garden behind with a bit of regret. Parties could be tiresome with too many young ladies concocting ploys to get his attention. Then as he climbed up the veranda steps, he thought of the senator’s daughter and how even now he could taste her sweet innocence on his lips. He knew which young lady his eyes would be seeking as the music continued to play into the night.

His time in Kentucky stretched before him with much promise. In spite of the threat of a civil confrontation. Or perhaps because of it. What better place to be than in the middle of a divided state where it would be easy to sketch the faces of both sides.

On the veranda, he paused where Charlotte had stood so motionless, but all he could see was the graceful lift of tree limbs not yet bedecked with leaves as they cast moonlit shadows over the long lane up to the house. His gaze lingered on the road as he wondered if her yearning had been to follow that road away from the life she knew. If so, she shared kinship with him. He’d never seen a road he wasn’t eager to travel.
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It was past midnight when the last guests finally called for their carriages and the door shut behind them. Charlotte was left alone in the entryway with her father and his new wife. 

The silence that fell over them beat against Charlotte’s eardrums, but she didn’t trot out any polite words to ease the tension as she faced this woman who was going to climb the stairs and lie down in her mother’s bed. The woman returned her look with the hint of a smile that held little warmth. She wasn’t worried about winning Charlotte’s approval. She had the approval of the Vance who mattered.

Beside her, Charlotte’s father yawned, obviously with no awareness at all of the strained air between the two women, or perhaps simply not caring. “A good gathering, Charley.” He clapped a hand down on her shoulder and gave it a squeeze.

The praise and his use of her pet name almost softened her anger at him, but then he went on. “Send Mellie up to help Selena do whatever it is you ladies have to do to retire for the evening.” His sleepiness fell away and his eyes brightened as he turned to Selena. “You were especially lovely tonight, my dear Selena. I was, without a doubt, the envy of every man here.”

“Thank you, my love.” Selena smiled up at him with practiced charm. She turned from him to lay her hand lightly on Charlotte’s arm. It was all Charlotte could do to stay still and not jerk away from the woman’s touch. “Your father and I do appreciate all you did to make my welcome here at Grayson so fine. I’m sure you have been invaluable to Charles in seeing to so many details of the household, and I’m even surer you will be greatly relieved to have that burden lifted from your young shoulders so that you can pursue the more lighthearted activities suited to a young lady.” She raised her perfectly shaped eyebrows at Charlotte. “I hear you plan to wed next month. We shall have to host a dozen parties for you before the big event.”

Charlotte stared at the woman in front of her and was unable to push even the corners of her mouth up to fake a smile. The woman might as well have put both hands against Charlotte’s back to shove her out the front door behind the last guest. “Yes, well, Edwin is not extremely fond of social gatherings, and it’s not the best time for entertaining with the country so precariously divided.” Charlotte shifted her feet just enough to move out from under the woman’s hand.

Selena pretended not to notice as she actually laughed. A sound as practiced as her smile. Lilting and feminine. Everything about her was lovely, from her rich brown hair swept up in the latest style to her soft white hands with perfectly shaped nails that showed no evidence of ever being used for anything other than fluttering a fan in front of her beautiful china doll face. Charlotte hid her own hands in the folds of her skirt. The woman in front of her would probably shrink back in horror if she knew how only that morning Charlotte had buried her hands wrist deep in dough to help Aunt Tish get the many tarts prepared for the party.

“Oh, but my dear child, that is the very best time for light entertainments to help take our minds off such unpleasantness,” Selena was saying. A look of sympathy pulled down her lips. “And I do understand your Edwin’s reluctance, but sometimes a man only needs to be convinced of what he truly wants.” She glanced up through dark eyelashes at Charlotte’s father. “Isn’t that so, my love?”

He laughed down at her. “I took little convincing.” His eyes drank her in and his voice was husky as he went on, “It’s late. Time to retire. You and Charlotte can discuss the need for such feminine wiles on the morrow.” He took Selena’s arm and ushered her toward the stairs. He didn’t even glance back at Charlotte as he said, “Tell Mellie to be quick, Charlotte.”

Rooted to her spot, she stared after them and wanted to yell that Mellie was not his new wife’s to order about. Charlotte wanted Mellie to come to her room to help her pull the pins from her hair and undo her stays while they talked about the party. That’s how it had always been. Mellie helping her get ready for bed. But there was nothing for it but to do as her father said.

“Don’t you be worrying, Miss Lottie. I’ll have that woman tucked under the covers ’fore she blinks twice,” Mellie promised when Charlotte delivered her father’s message. “I can see to the both of you. Come tomorrow maybe he’ll be bringin’ somebody else up to the house for her.”

“He’ll dance to whatever tune she decides to play.” Charlotte didn’t try to keep the disgust out of her voice.

 “Ain’t no need gettin’ your dander up, Miss Lottie.” Mellie patted her shoulder. “That’s how he was with your mama too. You remember that. Whatever Miss Mayda wanted, that’s what we done. He’d a give his fortune to keep her happy.”

“It was her fortune,” Charlotte muttered, but she knew Mellie was right. Her father had doted on her mother even after she withdrew from life with a multitude of health complaints. Charlotte had always thought the complaints were more in her head than her body, but then she’d been struck down in her garden. Charlotte sighed. “It’s all right, Mellie. You see to the new Mrs. Vance and keep everybody happy. I can take down my own hair.”

“I ain’t hearin’ none of that. You best wait on me. You’ll get it all in a tangle for sure. And ruin that fine dress tryin’ to unbutton it.”

In her room at last, Charlotte managed to reach a few of the tiny buttons up the back of the skintight bodice, but Mellie was right. To undo them all, she’d have to be a contortionist or rip them loose. She sat on the dressing stool and stared at her face in the mirror in the flickering lamplight. It was surely the most ridiculous thing in the world to wear a dress—no matter how lovely—that one could not put on or take off without aid.

Of course Mellie had been helping her dress since they were both children, and Aunt Tish before that. Her mother said it was the only way for a lady to live. Cosseted and pampered. Waited on while engaging in refined activities such as poetry reading and that detested needlework. A lady couldn’t even lean down and pluck a stray weed out of her own flower garden.

She had people for that. People for cooking and cleaning. People to open the door to guests and usher them into the parlor. People to empty the chamber pots and fill the lamps. People to drop the dresses over a lady’s head and fasten the buttons. People to work the fields and bring in the crops that made life in the big house so fine for the ladies and gentlemen who lived there. Her mother claimed it was how things were meant to be and that it was their Christian duty to take care of their people.

The word slave never crossed her mother’s lips. Those who did her bidding and kept Grayson running were their people. But Charlotte knew the word from her father and from Aunt Tish and from Willis, the gentle black man who brought her pony out to her and taught her how to ride. Still, she was going on ten before she understood, really understood, what being a slave meant.

At a festival in the town, she had gotten separated from her mother, and after wandering down the wrong street, came upon a crowd of mostly men, some dressed rough like her father’s overseer, Perkins, and others in gentlemen’s coats. A white man stood at a podium like a preacher, and to his side black men wore chains on their wrists and ankles that clanked when they moved.

Charlotte stopped in her tracks and knew instinctively the scene before her was something her father would think unfit for her eyes. One part of her wanted to run from the sight, but another part of her couldn’t stop staring as a couple of men prodded a boy in chains up on the block. A black boy surely only a year or two older than Charlotte.

He stared over the heads of the men eyeing him straight at Charlotte. She had expected to see fear on his face or perhaps dismay, but instead there was smoldering anger. Somehow she knew without a word passing between them that he hated her. Not because of anything she’d done, but because she had no chains to keep her from going where she willed. She looked straight at him, hoping he would see how sorry she felt, but he jerked against his chains as his look grew fiercer. Later she decided it must have been the same as hot coals dropping on his heart to think about her walking away in freedom he would never know.

“Keep your eyes down, boy,” the man behind him had shouted as he hit the boy so hard he fell to his knees under the blow.

Charlotte whirled and ran back up the street the way she had come until she found her mother shopping for parasols while Willis sat in the carriage and waited.

She didn’t tell her mother what she’d seen. She didn’t tell anyone, not even Mellie. Especially not Mellie. The raw hatred in the boy’s eyes haunted her sleep for weeks until Aunt Tish took her aside.

“What’s the matter with you, chile? My Mellie says you ain’t sleepin’ hardly none at all. That you toss and turn till the sheets is all a-tumble on your bed. You best be comin’ clean to your Aunt Tish with whatever is tormentin’ you.”

And so she let the words come out to say what she’d seen.

Aunt Tish got too quiet as she sat beside her at the kitchen table. Charlotte couldn’t remember her ever sitting so quietly for so long.

Finally Charlotte said, “I did see it. I’m not lying.”

“I knows you did, chile. You don’t have to do no explainin’ what it looked like to me. I been there. Me and my Mellie both, though she was just a babe with no sense of nothin’ but her mammy’s arms. The Massah bought me off the block so’s I could wet-nurse you.”

Charlotte looked at Aunt Tish. She’d always been part of her life, warm and kind. Full of wisdom and sometimes laughter. There was no laughter now. “Did you hate him?” Charlotte whispered. “The way that boy hated me.”

“I didn’t think it would help anythin’ for me to let hatred build up in my innards. But I had to fight against it when he stopped shoutin’ out bids on Jonah. We’d done jumped the broom before Mellie was born. I thought then right at first maybe he didn’t have the money and as how I ought to be glad enough me and Mellie weren’t goin’ downriver. Little babies die goin’ down the river. That’s what Jonah told me. Not to worry none about him. He could take whatever they threw at him on those cotton plantations.”

Charlotte had no words to say as Aunt Tish looked away at the wall as if she could see beyond it to the south where her Jonah might still be picking cotton. “But then when we got here and I saw the Massah had a mess of slaves, I had to fight powerful against the bitter gall that wanted to poison me. It still rises up to smote me at times.”

Tears pooled in Charlotte’s eyes and dripped down her cheeks. And she felt the boy she’d seen was right to hate her. She choked out the words. “Do you hate me too, Aunt Tish?”

“Now, now, chile. You’s like my own.” Aunt Tish laid her calloused black hands on Charlotte’s cheeks. “You knows my heart could never hate you. And that poor boy you saw wasn’t hatin’ you either. He was hatin’ how life is. And fact is, I can see it in your eyes. You’d a turned him free as you be right now if you coulda done it. That’s what you got to ’member, chile. You’d a set him free if ’n you coulda.”

Charlotte stared at the black woman’s loving face. “But Aunt Tish, I can’t even set you free, can I?”

“No, chile, you can’t. Not now, but maybe someday. And then I knows you’ll do the right thing by me and Mellie.”

Charlotte hadn’t thought about the slave boy for a long time. She had blocked him from her mind, blocked it all from her mind. Things were the way they had to be. The way her mother and father had always told her they were meant to be. Why the memory came sneaking back to unsettle her thoughts on this night, she had no idea.

Perhaps because everything was different, thrown up in the air to land who knew where. Certainly not as she’d ordered or planned. Edwin standing up to her. That artist, a man she didn’t even know, kissing her. Her own wantonness to allow such a happening. Her father lying down beside that woman in her mother’s bed. A woman young enough to perhaps bear him the son he’d always wanted. Mellie not there to unfasten her buttons. Grayson slipping out of her hands and with it the power to do that right thing by Aunt Tish and Mellie the way she had promised in her heart as she sat beside Aunt Tish at the table that day so many years ago.

Now there were those who said the country was going to war because Lincoln seemed poised to do what she had not had courage or strength to ask her father to do already.
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Charlotte was still staring in the mirror when Mellie slipped into the room to help her out of her dress. “You done had to try, didn’t you, Miss Lottie?” she fussed as she pulled the rest of the buttons loose with quick fingers.

“I don’t like being captive to a dress.”

Charlotte stood up to let Mellie untie the top of her hoops. They fell to the floor with a soft clatter as the silky skirt collapsed against her legs. She pulled her arms out of the sleeves and stepped out of the piles of emerald fabric. Mellie gathered up the dress quickly and spread it out on the bed before it could get too rumpled.

“How about squeezed half in two with a corset?” Mellie said as she pulled loose the ties on Charlotte’s stays. “It ain’t no easy thing bein’ a lady. Same with that Miss Selena. She had her stays pulled so tight it took me five minutes to work the lacings loose enough to get her out of the contraption. It’s a wonder she wasn’t faintin’.”

“I’ve heard she does at times.” Charlotte rubbed her sides and pulled in a deep breath that felt wonderful as she sat back down at the dressing table in her camisole and pantalettes. “I ain’t surprised,” Mellie said as she began pulling the pins out of Charlotte’s hair and brushing it out. “You want me to massage your feet, Miss Lottie?”

Charlotte took the brush from Mellie and began pulling it through her hair herself as she said, “You’re every bit as tired as I am, Mellie. You need to go on to bed and massage your own feet.”

“I didn’t have to dance with ever’ man in the state,” Mellie said, but she didn’t try to take the brush away from Charlotte. Instead she sat down on the bench at the end of Charlotte’s bed, slipped off her shoes, and held her feet out in front of her to wiggle her toes inside her black stockings. “I was watchin’. How many times did that old Mr. Robertson step on your toes?”

“Too many.” Charlotte groaned at the memory. “But he’s always generous whenever Father needs funds for his campaigns.” “Then let that new woman your daddy brung home get her toes stepped on.”

“I don’t want to talk about her tonight, Mellie. Please.” Charlotte put down the brush and began plaiting her red hair in a thick rope.

“Fine with me.” Mellie stood up and pushed Charlotte’s hands aside to finish the job quickly and efficiently. “Then how about we talk about that Mr. Wade what come with them? Now, he is one fine-lookin’ gentleman. And did I hear somebody say he was paintin’ that woman’s portrait?”

“You did, and I don’t know about gentleman.” Charlotte’s cheeks warmed at the memory of her lack of control. How could she have been so wanton?

Mellie leaned back and eyed Charlotte in the mirror. “Sounds like you must have run up on him in your mama’s garden. I did note you looked a mite breathless when you come in from outside.”

“Nobody can breathe with those stays squeezing your ribs in a vice.” Charlotte pointed toward the corset she’d shed moments before.

“Then it didn’t have naught to do with Mr. Edwin chasin’ in like some storm had hit out there and then you runnin’ in all aflush some minutes later followed by that painter feller with a grin like as how he’d just eat the last of Mammy’s dried apple tarts.”

“You see entirely too much,” Charlotte said.

“What else I got to do but look, and you know you like hearin’ about what I see. Like that Janie Preston. You’d think that girl would figure out yellow makes her look like yesterday’s leftover gravy, but it didn’t seem to bother Mr. Matthew. I think he’s about to get caught.” Mellie was always a fountain of information after any party on who was making eyes at who or which men were plotting political alliances. “’Course tonight most all the young ladies were findin’ ways to sashay up to that new man. The ‘no gentleman’ from the garden.”

“He’s famous,” Charlotte stared down at her hands. “Has illustrations in Harper’s Weekly all the time.”

“You don’t say? On top of bein’ so fine lookin’.” Mellie tied off Charlotte’s braid and sat back down on the bench. She folded her white apron in pleats for a minute before she said, “Fact of the matter is, you might not be the only one the likes of him is gonna cause trouble for.”

“What do you mean, trouble?” Charlotte turned on the dressing table stool to study Mellie.

“I kept my eyes down, Miss Lottie. I swear I did. I didn’t even take a peek up at him, but he talked to me.” Mellie glanced up at her and then down at the pleats she was folding and unfolding with nervous fingers. “I mean like I was a person. Not a slave. Like you talk to me. Like I matter.”

“What did he say?”

“He asked me if I liked it here. Like I was one of the party ladies instead of a servant there holdin’ a tray of tarts.” Mellie reached up and yanked off the cap she’d been wearing for the party and ran her hand through her black curls. “I didn’t know what to say—he just stood there till I had to say somethin’.”

“And did you tell him you liked it here?” Charlotte kept her eyes on Mellie’s face, but she was seeing the boy on the block again. She held her breath as she waited for Mellie’s answer.

Mellie didn’t look at Charlotte. Instead she stared at the flickering light of the gas lamp beside the door for a moment before she said, “You know I wouldn’t want to be nowhere ’cept with you and Mammy. But . . .” She let her voice trail off as she looked back down at her apron and began folding it in pleats again.

“But what?” Charlotte reached over and touched Mellie’s arm. “You know you don’t have to worry about what you say to me. I want you to talk to me.”

Mellie finally looked straight at Charlotte. Her dark brown eyes looked sad. “I do know that, Miss Lottie. Mammy says that’s part of my problem. How you’ve been more sister than mistress. Mammy says it’s give me ideas I might be better off forgettin’ about. That slave girls ain’t supposed to know how to read like you taught me. And I taught Mammy. She says I’d best never be lettin’ on about none of that. Or lettin’ myself fall in love with no long-legged field hand. She understands how I might want to, bein’ all of twenty now, but she says that would set my feet on a sure path to sorrow.”

Charlotte searched for something to say to make Mellie feel better, but nothing came to mind. There was truth in what Mellie said. They sat there in silence a minute before Mellie went on.

“But not ever knowin’ about lovin’, that’s reason for sorrow too, ain’t it, Miss Lottie?”

Finally Charlotte said, “I don’t know, Mellie.”

Mellie shook her head as her mouth hardened into a thin line. “You speakin’ the truth there, Miss Lottie. That’s sorrow you gonna know too if you settle on Mr. Edwin. There ain’t never gonna be no lovin’ between the two of you. It ain’t in the man.” She stood up and carefully gathered up the dress. “You sure did look pretty tonight,” she said as she hung the dress on a padded hanger in the wardrobe. She laid out Charlotte’s nightgown before she started toward the door. “If you don’t need nothin’ else then.”

“Wait, Mellie.” Charlotte stopped her before she could turn the knob.

Mellie looked back at her, ready to do whatever she asked. Her training from childhood on. Take care of Miss Lottie. Charlotte was relieved to see no hint of the hate she remembered in the slave boy’s eyes, but she could still see the sorrow there like the glint off water down a deep well. “Did you ever think maybe love is glorified too much?”

“I don’t know, Miss Lottie. Could be won’t neither one of us ever find out for sure unless’n we try it for ourselves. But the Good Book that Mammy is always after me to read speaks highly of it.”

“But that’s love for God. Or for your neighbor. Not love between a man and a woman.”

“He made Eve for Adam and told them to have babies. He put the want to for that kind of love in a body’s heart too. And you know if you’ll think on it, there ain’t all that much difference between folks no matter what color their faces is when it comes to thinkin’ on love. That’s how come Mammy still looks to the south and wonders about my daddy even all these years after they carried him off.”

Charlotte shifted uneasily on the dressing table stool. Of course she’d thought about being in love the way Mellie meant. Her imagination had tingled as she read great love stories, but real life didn’t often mirror the fantasy of stories. In real life a person had to be practical. A person had to do what was expected. She looked at Mellie and sighed a little before she said, “I guess I’ve always thought there were more important things than love. The kind of love you’re talking about.”

Mellie’s face softened. “That might be a good thing if you stay fixed on Mr. Edwin. I heard him talkin’ last night. About goin’ to them Shakers what don’t think the Lord intended no Adam and Eve lovin’ the way I’m thinkin’ on it.”

“I know. Everything’s turned upside down tonight. Everything.” 

“You’ll figure it out, Miss Lottie. You just need to get some sleep so’s your head can think up the ways. Come mornin’ you’ll find a way to turn things back right.”

Come morning. Charlotte echoed Mellie’s words in her head as she pulled on her nightgown and crawled under the covers Mellie had turned back for her. And she did always find a way. This wouldn’t be any different. She could turn things back right. Come morning.

But the morning sun didn’t ease Charlotte’s worries. For the first time in her memory, she felt out of place in her own house as she got out of bed and dressed for the day. Mellie had slipped in while she slept and filled her pitcher and washing bowl and laid out her clothes, but she’d probably been ordered to the new Mrs. Vance’s aid.

Charlotte ran her hands along the cherry banister as if absorbing the familiar feel of it as she went down the stairs. She loved Grayson. She knew every corner, every floorboard squeak, every angle of sunlight through the windows. It was her house, warm and loving and home. But now a stranger was going to be climbing Grayson’s stairs and inspecting all the rooms and wardrobes not as a guest but with permanence in her step.

Plus the other stranger, the artist, was somewhere under the roof. She might turn a corner, open a door, and encounter him face-to-face at any moment with the truth of her shamelessly allowing him to kiss her vibrating in the air between them. So it was a relief when she went into the kitchen and Aunt Tish told her the man had been up at first light and gone from the house as the sun was rising.

“But he’d best be back here by half past noon or it’ll be his head,” Aunt Tish added with raised eyebrows as she looked up from taking three of the leftover dried apple tarts out of the warming oven and arranging them on a plate for Charlotte. “Miss V done been askin’ where he be when I carried a tray of coffee up to her and the Massah. She done told your papa in my hearin’ that he’d best be tellin’ that man he weren’t to go off paintin’ some lowdown field hand’s face instead of her own. Like as how such might spoil the man’s brush.”

“Unless I miss my guess, Mr. Wade will be painting whatever 49 he likes,” Charlotte said as she sat down at the table. She always ate breakfast in Aunt Tish’s kitchen when her father wasn’t at Grayson, and this morning he’d hardly note her absence with Selena filling his eyes. She liked it in the kitchen with the bacon sizzling in the skillet and the pots boiling on the stove. To Charlotte, it felt like the center of Grayson, where she could see the whole of whatever might be happening.

“Here you are, Miss Lottie. I saved you the ones with the most apples.” Aunt Tish set the plate of sweet tarts in front of Charlotte and poured them both a cup of tea. She wiped her face with her apron, but Charlotte saw the smile that sneaked up from her lips to her eyes.

“Sit down and tell me what’s so funny.”

Aunt Tish lowered herself into the chair opposite Charlotte with a little groan. She’d put on a few extra pounds around her middle over the last years and had trouble with rheumatism in her back. “That Mr. Wade, he ain’t doing nothin’ with a brush.”

“How do you know that?” Charlotte peered at her over the rim of her cup.

“He done been in here drawin’ the likes of me. Can you believe that? Had this great big pad of paper and some pencil sticks. Had me sit right here while he sat there wheres you are. Stared holes plum’ through me, and when I looked down ’fore I got in a mess a trouble for starin’ bold at his white face, told me to keep lookin’ at him. You shoulda seen how he moved his hand fast as anythin’ over that paper.” A look of wonder came over Aunt Tish’s face as she drew quick lines on the tabletop with her fingertip. “Then he turned over the page and did it all ag’in.”

“Did he show you what he drew?” Charlotte was wishing more and more that the kiss in the garden had never happened. Adam Wade sounded like someone she might enjoy getting to know better, but she could hardly stay in his company now without him thinking she was chasing shamelessly after him. 

“He done better than that. He give me one of ’em.” Aunt Tish reached under her apron to pull a folded sheet of paper out of a hidden pocket. “I hated to fold it up, but I couldn’t leave it layin’ out where anybody might see it.” She smoothed it out on the table between them.

Aunt Tish stared up at Charlotte from the paper as if Adam Wade had lifted the likeness of her face out of a mirror. And while the sketch was bare bones, just a few lines, there was more to it than just the image of Aunt Tish. In those few strokes he had captured a look in her eyes. One Charlotte had seen often enough herself when Aunt Tish stood out on the back steps and looked beyond at the horizon.

“And he did this in just a few minutes?”

“Ten, fifteen at the most.” Aunt Tish lightly rubbed her flat palm over the paper. “He caught me, didn’t he now?”

“He did.” She thought of him measuring her face with his thumb and fingers the night before, and she wondered what the sketch would have shown about her if he’d drawn the lines. Maybe she was just as glad he hadn’t had a pencil in his hand. “I think there are some old frames up in the attic if you want to get Mellie to climb up there and look for one.”

“I might just do that,” Aunt Tish said as she folded up the paper to slide back in her pocket with great care.

“Where is he now? Do you know?” Charlotte asked before she bit into one of the tarts.

“That weren’t none of my bus’ness.” Aunt Tish stood up to fork the bacon out of the pan.

Charlotte eyed her broad back. “But you know.”

Aunt Tish didn’t say anything for a long moment as she stirred a pot of grits and lifted the lid on the coffeepot. Charlotte didn’t ask her again. She just waited, and finally as if Aunt Tish could feel Charlotte’s eyes on her, she sighed and turned around. “I don’t know if’n that’s where he really went or why he would want to.” She hesitated again.

Charlotte lifted her shoulders in a show of unconcern. “It doesn’t really matter to me where he went. I was simply curious about what he might be sketching next.”

“Uh-huh,” Aunt Tish said with one peaked eyebrow that showed she was seeing right through what Charlotte was saying. “Looks to me like as how he done caught your eye. Guess that’s why it’s so odd him askin’ the way to Mr. Edwin’s place.” “Edwin’s?” Charlotte didn’t even attempt to hide her surprise. She shifted uneasily in her chair. He’d promised not to kiss and tell.

“I couldn’t figure him wantin’ to be drawin’ Mr. Edwin’s long skinny face, but then I couldn’t figure him wantin’ to draw my round black one neither. I overheared him talkin’ to Willis as he was leavin’. He was wantin’ a horse. Course when Willis come in later for his breakfast, he was tellin’ how the man was full of questions on how to get to the Shakers’ town too. Askin’ all manner of questions about what Willis knew about them and the way they lived and such.”

“What’d Willis tell him?”

“Well, you know Willis. He ain’t much for talkin’ to white folks. Says the less said, the better. He just tol’ him all he knew was they had some mighty fine workhorses.”

Charlotte played with one of the tarts on her plate, breaking edges off it but not putting them in her mouth.

Aunt Tish sat back down and reached across the table to touch her arm. “Somethin’ botherin’ you, Miss Lottie?”

“Edwin says he wants to go to the Shakers.”

“I knowed it. Mattie tol’ me so some weeks ago. Says that Shaker man is in and out of the house over there like as how it was his.”

Mattie was Edwin’s longtime housekeeper. “What’s she think about it?”

Aunt Tish pulled her hand back and wrapped it around her cup. “She ain’t upset.” She stared straight at Charlotte. “No way she could be. Folks join the Shakers, they has to set their people free. Them Shakers don’t abide with slaveholdin’.”

“Or marrying either.”

“You speakin’ the truth there.”

The bell in the dining room tinkled and Aunt Tish pushed herself up out of her chair. “Sounds like the Massah’s wantin’ his bacon. You goin’ out there with ’em?”

“Not today, Aunt Tish. If Papa asks, you can tell him I’ve already eaten.”

“There’s little truth in that,” Aunt Tish said as she eyed the tarts still on Charlotte’s plate. “You gonna waste away to nothin’, chile.”
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