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* * * * *
“When you look for the bad in mankind expecting to find it, you surely will.”
Abraham Lincoln
Though my novel is Civil War based, my goal was not to write about slavery, or stress the coincidental love story. I wanted to write a story about a girl who grew up when everything from fashion to politics changed. Because this is my senior thesis, I have citations throughout, which hopefully will not impose on your reading pleasure. I am glad to put my name as Catching the Rose’s author, and I hope you enjoy.
Belinda Kroll
* * * * *
As the morning sun ascended slumbering Richmond, a small bird crooned. Its song echoed in the winding, empty streets and alleys to land in the ears of a dog who sleepily snarled. Waiting for employment, the horse whickered at the dog, which yipped in reply. The horse shook his head from a persisting fly, which sailed from the threat and chanced upon an appealing rose.
It was on this solitary morning that a rose petal fell. It is not known whether the petal happened to be dropped by a hand, or whether it fell by the properties of gravity. But it is safe to say it began this story.
As the town began the morning regimen, windows awoke to the new day. The sun glided across a brown brick house, highlighting wear and tear. “Mrs. Beaumont’s,” the gold-plated plaque beside the large door read. The house was tall and wide, a mixture of town house and country mansion. The bay window, situated in what one might assume belonged to the parlor, energetically flung open its curtains.
Within the building, the resident slave opened the drapes, letting a breeze waft through the tepid, stagnant air. Though it was morning, the day already boasted an uncomfortable humidity. The slave shuffled to the kitchen to make a light breakfast for her mistress. It was lucky that she happened to be her mistress’s nurse from birth: their relationship was not one of stereotypes. Wincing as pots slammed together, the slave heard an odd sound from the back lot, and left the kitchen sighing.
* * * * *
Sighing, a young woman in a blue bonnet was yet again distracted from her book. The train was full of rowdy, chattering young men and women, all orbiting around the same tired subject: war. It was all anyone spoke of: war between the states, war between households; war between brothers. This war had chased her south. Squinting against the dimmed glare of the morning sun, the blue bonnet wished the train would move more quickly—she tired of this talk.
She slid the novel into her traveling valise. The air was hot and sticky, for windows did not open thanks to the soot spewed from the smokestack. Wondering what she could do to occupy her mind, the blue bonnet fingered the pressed petal her cousin had dropped into her hand the day of her departure. As the noise rose and abruptly dropped, the blue bonnet, hoping the returning trip would not be as worrisome, rolled her eyes and stared out the soot-stained window.
* * * * *
Rolling her eyes in dismay, the slave pulled her mistress’ white hat from its box, and readied it for wear. The dirt acquired through train travel would destroy such a pure white. She handed the hat over and watched her mistress place it on her head. Obviously, the woman was excited about reaching Richmond—it was all she talked of since boarding the train.
Fastening her hat, the young woman gazed at her slave with gentle reserve: an unusual occurrence in her heritage. She nodded to a woman who stumbled to the back of the train for a cup of water. How glad she was, that she could watch the scenery alone with her slave, rather than with an unwanted husband! This talk of marriage had chased her north.
At seventeen, she wanted nothing to do with marriage—especially to a man so impossibly unattractive to her taste. Always claiming he must “protect his southern women,” as though she could not protect herself. The white hat on her head bobbed with definite purpose. So long as she was not in presence of her ex-fiancé, she was delighted in a manner considered quite improper by society.
She leaned to pick up the dried rosebud her mother gave her two years ago, stroking the dry petals with a disturbing reverence. She watched a petal fall into her lap.
* * * * *
As the slave left the Richmond house to inspect the yard, a yawning cat lazily watched a petal land beside him. He pawed at it to make sure it was dead, and therefore did not pose a threat. Not accustomed to waking at such an hour, he sulked, watching the woman search the lot.
He was scrawny, needing food and much loving. His mud-caked fur bristled, and his sadly mangled tail drooped. He blinked, wanting to steal inside the house where he depended on a warm pillow. As the woman gave up, shuffling back into the kitchen, the cat followed.
‘Odd,’ he thought, ‘that there is no one here to feed me. Where are the servants?’ He glanced from side to side, and hid behind the leg of a nearby chair. The last month he visited, the house had been crawling with slaves. ‘If the masters had all those, why keep the decrepit one?’
Irritated by the lack of attention, he raced up the staircase into the main hall. Nosing open a door, he climbed atop the bedside table and loudly meowed. When this gained no notice, his desperation got the better of him and he daringly licked the mistress’s nose.
She murmured in her sleep, and in irritation hit the cat away. The cat meowed in earnest, nosing against her pillow-buried face. She opened one gray eye to the assailant. Shrieking in alarm, she grabbed her sheets to her chest, brushed back her hair, and shooed the cat away.
As he ran from the room, he turned to receive her ominous index finger. “You never come back!” she cried as the cat scurried to the streets, thinking how completely typical.
Sighing, the southern lady stepped out of bed, resigned to the fact that yes, she must get out of bed, and yes, she must prepare the rooms for new tenants. She held a respectable house, one where propriety was never a question. With the war officially beginning, nothing was the same. Mrs. Beaumont had not had a steady boarder for two months, and she was forced to sell all of her slaves but one: Maum Jo. Frowning at her list of tasks, she stomped to her bureau and pulled out her hoopskirt.
Mrs. Beaumont pulled on the hoopskirt, loosely lacing her corset. A tight corset would not do, if one wanted to do heavy work. After buttoning her brown gingham dress, she pulled her hair into the current fashion, and snatched her shawl. Hurrying down the staircase, she met her slave in the kitchen. “Maum Jo, I’m going out to the market for supplies.”
Maum Jo turned, the wrinkles of her face highlighted with surprise. “But missus, I made you breakfast, ain’t you gonna eat it? And anyway, I went to the market last week.”
Feeling the relationship between slave and master should once again be established, what with the new boarders coming, Mrs. Beaumont glared. “Last week, there was only the three of us to feed. Mister Beaumont, as you may remember, don't take to eating much. He likes his whiskey fine. With the two new tenants, we’ll have enough money to pay for all this food I’m buyin’ today. I want you to stay here, and continue cleanin’ whatever rooms we have missed. I don’t want my tenants comin’ to a dirty home, you know,” she said, leading Maum Jo to the front door with an authoritative whisk of her skirts.
Maum Jo opened the door and stood on the doorstep. The morning was bright and heavy, for the air was laden with the smells of horses and people, cooking kitchens and dirty beggars. Maum Jo knew Mrs. Beaumont preferred the quiet cleanliness of her home, and could not understand her determination to step out. Wiping her hands against her calico apron, Maum Jo waited for her mistress to speak; for it was evident she meant to talk.
“You see to it that this place shines by the time I get home,” Mrs. Beaumont lamely cautioned, reluctantly stepping from her house. She pulled her bonnet down, hiding her face behind its large brim. How she wished all contact with her former social group didn’t result in such tumult! Hearing Maum Jo shut the door behind her, Mrs. Beaumont’s walk, generally large and overbearing, became hunched and unsure. The length from her house to her gate seemed extremely long this morning, and she dreaded being recognized in such a practically plain frock.
“Hello, Mrs. Beaumont!” a woman cried out, waving from across the street.
“Why, hello, Mrs. Swift,” she replied with a concealed frown. Reaching the edge of her property, Mrs. Beaumont opened her iron gate to meet Mrs. Swift on the sidewalk. “And how are you today?”
“Oh, you know I’m fine, dear. How’s your husband?” Mrs. Swift smiled, her face and manner all bored curiosity. There had been a time when talking to a Beaumont meant rising in the social scale. Now it was simply a way of getting gossip. “I heard he has become ill. We all wished to see your faces at the party last week,” she continued. “And that dress you had! Why you know I just couldn’t take my eyes off it one bit…and to hear you weren’t goin’ to come! Why, you practically ruined my night.”
It did not matter what Mrs. Beaumont said in reply, for regardless, it would be fodder for Richmond gossips. Ruination of Mrs. Swift’s night…what a joke. No doubt the night was spent gossiping over the fall of the Beaumonts, and how glad Mrs. Swift was that Mrs. Beaumont did not arrive in a nicer dress. Mrs. Beaumont’s anger grew behind her stiff smile. “My husband has taken a chill, and so hasn’t been out for a while. I’m sorry about missin’ your party.”
Mrs. Swift nodded in counterfeit compassion, the strings of her handbag strangling her fingers. How she wished someone more important and interesting would arrive! “We would not wish it upon you to have a sick husband and yet go partyin’. Have you gotten a doctor?”
“I haven’t had a tenant for quite a while now.” Mrs. Beaumont winced, for it hurt that she should have to think such things. There had been a time when she could afford everything but the outrageous.
“Well, I hope you-all get better soon.” The silence weighed in, and Mrs. Swift wished Mrs. Beaumont would either feign sickness and return to her house, or speak of an engagement and leave. Hearing her name called from down the street, Mrs. Swift eagerly yoo-hooed in reply. “Sorry to leave so soon, but I’m missin’ an engagement,” she breathed, leaving without giving Mrs. Beaumont a proper chance to say her farewells.
As Mrs. Beaumont followed, careful to stay on the opposite side of the street to more fully avoid her former friends, she resentfully thought how she hated these outings. It made no sense to leave the house anymore: her mere presence caused a scandal, nowadays.
“Isn’t that Mrs. Beaumont?” a woman named Mrs. Kennedy murmured behind her hand as the aforementioned walked by. It was always a pleasure to see a woman once was considered so posh now part of the working class Mrs. Kennedy had recently married herself from.
Nodding, Mrs. Swift replied, “Remember when she came from the Deep South?”
Mrs. Johnson entered the conversation with an eager cry: “She came here after her father lost their fortune in a game of chance. You’ll never hear it from her, but as soon as her father realized what he had done, he hanged himself from the bedroom chandelier.”
Mrs. Kennedy, new to such a thing as idle gossip, gasped. Quite stricken, she stared at Mrs. Beaumont from across the street, frowning as carriages, horses, and people obstructed her view. “She came here with that sort of past? How could she have hoped to integrate into the public eye again?” she asked of Mrs. Johnson, who was the leader of the group and therefore knew the answers to all social questions.
“It did not matter, they were considered posh anyway, because her husband was debonair and handsome. All the ladies loved him. And all the men loved Mrs. Beaumont’s willfulness to laugh. Even after bearin’ children, she kept her figure—she looks half as old as she really is.” Mrs. Johnson lowered her voice. “The house she lives in now used to be her winter home. I hear her old plantation home is quite grand.”
“Who acquired her plantation home, then?” Mrs. Kennedy merrily asked.
“The Stratford family. You know, the one whose son is engaged to Adorabella Vernon’s daughter? Remember her daughter? —oh, what was her name?” Mrs. Johnson frowned, puzzled she should forget. She pulled her handkerchief from her handbag, knowing that if she did so, the others would follow suit. As the three pondered the name of Adorabella’s daughter, she waved her handkerchief at her face to create a pathetic breeze.
After a predictable time lapse, all three handkerchiefs resembled the flitting of flies in the torpid air as Mrs. Swift suddenly exclaimed, “You mean that darlin’ Veronica? Why, she’s so sweet I could eat her up!”
Mrs. Kennedy fiddled with her handbag. “If Veronica were to board at Cordelia’s, wouldn’t her household rise to our status?” The other women suspiciously looked at her. They hadn’t called Mrs. Beaumont ‘Cordelia’ since she had fallen from their level.
“Well, yes, I suppose so, but the chances of that happenin’ are unsound. I mean, really—do you think Bella would let her daughter consort with a woman of Mrs. Beaumont’s level?” Mrs. Johnson laughed.
“But I heard that a Miss Vernon was comin’ and that she was goin’ to be boardin’ at Cordelia’s!” Mrs. Kennedy stressed behind her gloved hand. “I also heard Bella and Cordelia were the best of friends, and upon Cordelia’s sinkin’ of level, they have become ever better! I am sure she will rise to our level soon.” She eyed Mrs. Beaumont, who walked in the direction of the market, and casually wondered if Mrs. Beaumont could hear that they so insolently spoke of her.
“Please, Mrs. Kennedy. You are over-reactin’ to somethin’ a beggar told ya,” Mrs. Johnson snapped, always aggravated to hear Mr. Kennedy’s wife speak. If not for Mrs. Beaumont, she would have married Mr. Kennedy, instead of this upstart. “Not to worry, Mrs. Kennedy, I have issued a formal invitation, and hope to receive an answer any day now. If Veronica were to come, she would come to my house alone.”
Mrs. Beaumont was thankful the market was a place her former peers never dared venture. It was deemed a place for the lower class, though Bella Vernon was not against going herself if her strength permitted. How aggravating, to be so close to a woman the Richmond women forever used as an example of proper behavior, and yet not benefit from such a relationship!
Once her shopping was done, Mrs. Beaumont took another route home, fearful she would chance upon those same women. And really, what did they expect? She needed Maum Jo to give the house a rub down, and she had not the stamina to do it, being a lady and all.
“Maum Jo, I’m home, where are you?” she called, walking into the kitchen to find Maum Jo wiping the floor. Her slave stared at her mud-clad feet. Mrs. Beaumont sat on a chair, immediately deciding she would walk barefoot while cleaning the house. This would take another ten minutes to clean, and they simply did not have the time.
Additionally, Mrs. Beaumont did not kindly take to the disapproving gaze Maum Jo threw. Just because Maum Jo was twenty-five years older did not give her the right to be superior in any way. “Sorry,” Mrs. Beaumont said, placing the market basket on the table. She apologetically smiled as Maum Jo pulled off her shoes. Running up the main stair, Mrs. Beaumont jumped into her old calico print to further clean the house.
She and Maum Jo had already pushed all the furniture to the sides of the rooms, and laid fresh straw to be hidden by rugs. Straining under the weight, Mrs. Beaumont carried the rugs from the back veranda, and placed them in the centers of the bedrooms. Knowing the tenant traveling from up north would appreciate the simple layout, she filled a pail with sudsy water. With energy previously unknown, she dissipated spider’s webs, dusted the headboards and rubbed the metal feet so they newly shined.
While dusting the vanity, Mrs. Beaumont gazed at herself in the mirror. She was neither ugly, nor extremely beautiful. Her children were fine, healthy men and women now, married and spread out thin across the country like jam on bread. Except for this recent lapse of social popularity, the only thing Mrs. Beaumont could really complain about was her husband. Her gray eyes narrowed as she remembered him after the Mexican War, finding him ruined and attached to an alcohol bottle.
The sound of Maum Jo rummaging about downstairs reminded Mrs. Beaumont it was pointless to ponder such dreary thoughts when there was so much to do. “Maum Jo, are you cleanin’ that floor down there?” she called in angst that the time had slipped so silently past her. A faint “Yes’m,” floated up the staircase to her satisfied ears. She turned to finish preparing.
* * * * *
At the depot, the blue-bonneted lady hesitantly stepped from the train. She was free of her reckless peers who thought only of war! The last time she had come to Richmond, her kind friends had taken care of her traveling accommodations. With the bombing of Sumter, she was left to her own feeble devices. Even from Everett Harris, she had not received a letter of reply.
She halfheartedly searched the crowd for one who would help. The morning was bright for her eyes, which were accustomed to the gray shine of the train windows. Though the residents of Richmond feverishly waved their fans in the humidity, the blue-bonnet welcomed the air, though not entirely fresh. The air was a definite improvement from the close atmosphere of the train. She lifted up her dark skirts and began to weave through the crowd. Her name was shouted, and she whipped around, thankful someone had come to see her into town. Struggling to push her way through the horde, she stumbled into the man who shouted her name.
“Rutherford, who is this?” a woman demanded from behind the blue-bonnet.
The blue-bonneted woman froze. She had mistaken herself as the woman he had called for across the throng. Straightening with the aid of the bewildered man, she managed a small smile. “I have…mistaken this man for someone I knew in this wild mass, and had not thought to inspect him. I heard my name called, and—well, it is obvious he called to you, not me.”
The woman’s brow arched over her cynical gaze. “Very well,” she conceded. Expectantly watching her husband, she snapped, “Is all ready to leave, Rutherford?” as he tipped his hat, took his wife’s arm and eagerly led her away.
Tightly gripping her valise, the bonneted lady wandered to a bench to collect her shaken nerves. She frowned until her head ached, and only then did she realize she sat beside an equally dejected youth. “May I ask what’s wrong, sir?” she asked.
“Ain’t no one to carry their bags for, ma’am,” he sniffled, wiping the back of his grimy hand past his pale, freckled nose. “Mama’s expectin’ me to come home with coins for food and I ain’t got nothin’ yet.”
Her heart went out to the red-headed little boy, though she suspected his story to be a set of cleverly concocted lies. No matter, a penny saved is a penny earned, and she had plenty of pennies today. “Would you mind findin’ my trunks for me, sir?” she smiled.
Grinning, he grabbed her luggage ticket and promptly returned dragging her trunk across the dock.
“Is it too heavy?” she asked, noticing he was the same length as the trunk he dragged.
“Oh no, ma’am. This is the lightest trunk I’ve had in a long time. Y’all must be a sensible type of girl, to have only one trunk, and that not even havin’ lots in it,” he brightly replied, dropping the trunk and sitting upon it cross-legged.
She laughed, amused by his childish exuberance. “Do you think you could find a carriage to take me to Mrs. Beaumont’s?”
The boy tipped his cap, standing to squint in the sunlight. “With no extra charge, ma’am,” he said, pointing to an open carriage. Taking the blue-bonnet’s hand, he used the other to drag the trunk as they speedily attempted to catch the cabby. “This here is Elijah, ma’am, and he’s one of the best drivers around.”
The darkie driver tipped his hat and laboriously climbed from his perched seat. “Glad to be of help, ma’am.”
“How nice to meet you…” her comment trailed as she caught their gazes. Stretching her mind to remember all the southern customs she had been brought up on as a child, she decided she need not give them an explanation, but merely smile and board the cabby. No use to cause a commotion.
The carriage crawled through Richmond’s familiar streets: her hometown. As she recognized a select number of people, she remembered the day when she knew everything and one about Richmond. A bump jarred her thoughts, and, shaking her head over the sight of another drunk lying in an alley, she sighed. How she wished she could contact Everett, she mused, noting the church clock read half an hour till noon.
* * * * *
Mrs. Beaumont looked over the newly rented room with pleasure. A female voice crawled up the building: “I can manage from here.” Mrs. Beaumont rushed to her room. With a grunt she tugged off her calico dress and jerked her brush through her hair. The train had slid into the depot an hour earlier, or so she had judged by the sound of the train’s whistle. How could the boarder be here so quickly? “Maum Jo, she’s here!”
Maum Jo dropped the cloth she used to wash the kitchen floor. She grabbed her sodden skirts and briskly shuffled up to the master bedroom. “Missus, I don’ know why you always plod like this. You s’posed to get ready nigh one hour ago!”
“Don’t you worry ‘bout me. Have you finished with the moppin’ downstairs? —Good.” Mrs. Beaumont motioned to the blue organdy on her bed as she brutally tightened her corset.
“Whatever keeps you happy, missus,” Maum Jo said, pulling out a lighter dress.
“Maum Jo, hand me that organdy. I know it’s summer, but it’s my best and I shall not go downstairs to meet my guests in some frilly little thing. I’m southern, I can handle humidity!”
Below, the smart blue bonnet, ignorant of the scramble inside, straightened her shoulders. This was hardly the moment to be timid, she thought, biting her lip and lifting her skirts as she walked to the door. Her dainty feet mounted the step as her hand reached to grasp the knocker.
“Maum Jo! Get the door!”
The slave shuffled down the staircase, huffing as she reached the landing. Maum Jo flinched into a steady composure as the knocker yet again slammed against the door. Grumbling over the impatience of people these days, she opened the door. Her smile was large and showy, and caught the blue-bonneted woman off guard with its enthusiasm.
“Welcome to Mrs. Beaumont’s,” Maum Jo said, ushering the woman into the foyer. “If you’se could wait here for Mrs. B?”
The rich woodwork and burgundy chairs of the foyer awed the young woman, and soothed her voyage-frazzled mind. Watercolors of rolling hills and valleys, southern plantations and landscapes, decorated the papered walls. Yes, there was no arguing the fact that she had returned south. It was rather comforting. Suddenly realizing she had been spoken to, she smiled. “Here is quite nice, I think I will like waitin’ here,” she answered, inwardly recoiling from her own imperious tone.
Maum Jo nodded, and shuffled to the kitchen with the intent of whipping up a batch of lemonade…once she finished drying up the mess of water from the floor.
The young woman removed her bonnet, revealing her soft hair, which, when given the opportunity, she had scooped into a casual chignon. Tugging at her white gauntlets, she dropped one in her drowsy state. With a frown she knelt to pick the glove up, surprised to find the hem of a blue organdy skirt waiting on the first step of the staircase. She stood, blushing.
Mrs. Beaumont regally stepped from the stair, her arms open and welcoming. “Why Miss Williams! How wonderful it is that you could grace my humble home!”
“What’s wonderful is that you have permitted me to come and grace it.” Miss Williams quietly smiled and offered her hand.
Mrs. Beaumont, who frowned upon such manly behavior, diffidently accepted Miss Williams’ firm grip. “I hope your travels were not too strenuous. I have heard that travelin’ is no longer what is used to be, you know. One has to sit next to whoever buys a ticket…as though we all belong to the same social set! How did you find your travel, Miss Williams? Swift and unruffled, I hope?”
“The train was so soothin’ I fell asleep,” Miss Williams glibly lied. “Am I the first here?”
“Oh, yes. If you like, you can wait in the parlor for the other tenant to arrive,” Mrs. Beaumont effused, placing her hand on Miss Williams’ arm as they moved from the foyer. Hardly noticing her charge’s surprised flinch upon such familiar contact, Mrs. Beaumont chatted, “It’s been such a long time since I’ve had a boarder you come as quite a luminary, Miss Williams! We are so glad you decided to come, and I hope you will enjoy your roommate. She is more southern than you, I suppose, as you have spent the last couple years in Washington, from what I understand, but I believe you will like her. She is a family friend, and close to your age, I think. You are not yet twenty, are you? I thought not. Well, here is the parlor. I’ll have Maum Jo get someone to take your trunk to your room.”
Before Miss Williams could reply, the door shut and she was alone. Frowning, she assessed the properly attired, and obviously not-often-used, front parlor. The room was filled with the usual parlor amenities: horsehair chairs, fine tables and a clock above the mantel, portraits of deceased family members, and the like. The wood shone with newly applied wax, and the heavy drapes hardly moved in the stagnant air. Filtered sunlight danced with the wafting dust, and Miss Williams resisted a sneeze. Evidently, Mrs. Beaumont and her slave had spent the morning doing last minute cleaning.
Blinking against her sleepiness, Miss Williams sat on the sofa, digging her heels into the carpet to keep from slipping to the floor. If it were not for her confused alliances, she could very well have been at home, enjoying an apple as she read in the family library. She yawned behind her hand and wished her corset were not so rigid so she could slouch with her fatigue.
Mrs. Beaumont, after shutting the door, leaned against it and frowned at the warming day. Straightening her skirts, she couldn’t help but think that Maum Jo had been right about the organdy, as she found with some displeasure that the hall clock already read near noon.
* * * * *
Across town, another train came rolling into Richmond. A young woman who held her parasol high was the first to step off. She turned to find that her slave couldn’t follow even her leisurely walk, as an attendant took her valise. “Nan,” she said, “why does it take you so long to follow me?”
“I’m sorry, Missy Ronnie. He wouldn’t let me pass,” Nan mumbled, taking the valise from the attendant. Had others listened to her speech, they would have been surprised by her cultured tone. But her mistress wasn’t, for when young they had been secret, illegal schoolmates. Nan walked to a carriage, murmuring to the driver and pointing to her mistress, who agitatedly shifted her weight in the sun. Moments later, though, the slave caught the carriage and had her mistress carefully inside.
“Where to, missy?” the driver asked as he shut the door.
“Mrs. Beaumont’s,” the mistress answered. Richmond: the farthest north she had ever traveled. If things continued in their current manner she would have to go farther still. Accursed arranged marriage, horrible societal responsibilities and disgusting customs. The young woman looked at Nan from the privacy of her hat. It was fortunate that her mother had allowed this voyage so long as Nan accompanied. Had her father been alive, none of this would have been possible, and she would have been an unhappily married woman.
With a jump, the mistress realized the carriage had stopped, and the driver stared with his hand out for hers. Had it been half an hour already? The sun hardly moved from its spot in the sky, and so it seemed she had dreamed away her initial response to Richmond. How disappointing.
Blinking, the woman stepped from the carriage and assessed the brown-brick boarding house. It was rather quaint. She wiped her gray skirt from dust. “Well, go ring the bell, Nan,” she said, peeking at her pocket watch. Why it was near noon!
* * * * *
Mrs. Beaumont gathered her skirts with the suggestion that Maum Jo throw together a pitcher of lemonade. The all too familiar sounds of a stopping carriage made her pause. Never before had two boarders arrived within an hour of each other, and she had looked forward to cooling off with Miss Williams.
With a sudden lightening of heart, she remembered this was Bella’s daughter. To have a southern belle would surely alleviate her worries; and it was almost certain that Bella would send a message with her daughter asking how all was going.
And if not, Bella’s sending of her daughter meant one certain thing in Mrs. Beaumont’s mind: she would have her old seat in society. With Bella as her best friend, she was receiving twice as much rent as requested. Waiting for Maum Jo to shuffle to the door, Mrs. Beaumont rolled her eyes and waved her slave forward. Silly old woman, she thought, as Maum Jo welcomed the slave of the new boarder.
“Announcin’ the esteemed Miss Veronica Vernon to the house of Mrs. Beaumont,” Nan quietly and calmly said as her mistress flounced in, her parasol shading her complexion.
Mrs. Beaumont threw open her arms. “Well if it ain’t little Miss Ronnie Vernon! How has your family been? Is your momma well? I do hope you told her how glad I am that you have come. I heard about your daddy’s death a couple years ago, how sorry I am to hear it. He was a good man, your daddy was.”
“I hope I haven’t caused you any trouble,” Miss Vernon said, recoiling from her landlady’s enthusiasm. Mrs. Beaumont obviously did not know the entire situation, if she asked such questions about her mother, and praised her father.
“Oh no! We are all so happy to meet you,” she answered, slightly put-off by Miss Vernon’s coolness. “Was your voyage comfortable?”
“Not in the least. A child cried the entire time and I have a terrible headache. Am I the first here?” Miss Vernon conversationally asked, feeling slightly guilty about her previous tone.
“Oh, no. Her name is Miss Amelia Williams. She is a dear,” Mrs. Beaumont said, looping her arm with Miss Vernon’s as they walked behind the staircase to the hall boasting two sets of doors. “She came just now, and I must say I am surprised at how close together in time you came! Never before have I had two boarders from such different locations come within half an hour of each other. Are, here is Miss Williams. Isn’t she a dear, Miss Vernon?”
Miss Vernon closed her eyes in an attempt not to laugh at Mrs. Beaumont’s loquaciousness. Just being around her reminded Miss Vernon of her mother’s good moods, and suddenly she understood why they had been such good friends. No doubt they had spent hours gossiping about the scandalous neighbors. “Nan, get my bags,” she said, avoiding Mrs. Beaumont’s evident want of approval for her roommate.
Nan disappeared from the room, glad to be occupied. Mrs. Beaumont talked too much for her liking.
“Miss Amelia, meet your new roommate, Miss Veronica. I do hope you two will enjoy each other’s company, as you will be roommates. I want us all to be a happy family, what with the war goin’ on and everyone bein’ torn apart. We shall have jolly times and I for one am ready for them,” Mrs. Beaumont said, spinning on her heel to leave them to become acquainted.
Determined not to let her exhaustion conquer, Miss Amelia weakly smiled at her roommate. How finely dressed she looked!
Miss Veronica watched Miss Amelia from the corner of her eye, removing her gloves. The woman wore a blue skirt and waistcoat: this showed sense as it was impractical to wear light colors when traveling by train. Though trains were the new rage and made traveling efficient, the grime the train’s smokestack spewed made dark clothes a necessity. Miss Veronica also noted the lack of frills her own ensemble had. The slight allowance for curls at Miss Amelia’s temples softened what would otherwise have been a slender visage, and the casual chignon of her auburn hair appealed to Miss Veronica’s sense of beauty.
How very Quakeresque Miss Amelia looked, compared to her own ensemble! Miss Veronica observed her blue eyes showed a sense of independence. Though Miss Amelia dressed plainly, it was evident she wanted for nothing. With an ill-concealed chuckle, Miss Veronica noticed Miss Amelia scrutinized her as well as she did Miss Amelia. She quickly ran over her own outfit: her gray skirt, green shirtwaist, white hat and parasol. As usual, Miss Veronica was pleased with her appearance.
Miss Amelia watched Miss Veronica with awe and a slight degree of apprehension. Her hair, as one would think if thinking in stereotypes, was pulled softly back with a coif of braids at her crown and long sausage curls hanging from the structure. It made quite an effect. Where Miss Amelia was plain, Miss Veronica was stylish; elegant, one might say. A white scarf tucked into the bodice highlighted her waistcoat, and she had pinned to her scarf a small sprig. Her brown eyes were not stupid as Miss Amelia gazed in them, though they showed unrest.
Yet, one would not think by looking at Miss Veronica’s stance that she was anything but relaxed, no, it was her eyes that betrayed her unease. Her stance, almost haughty, indicated that Miss Veronica was much used to being obeyed. Even so, Miss Amelia felt no sense of the antagonist within her roommate, rather, that they were to become friends.
They sighed, each finished with her investigation of the other.
Miss Veronica realized with a slight grimace that Miss Amelia had not yet invited her to sit. Smoothly clearing her throat, she transferred her gloves from one hand to the other.
Miss Amelia, startled into politeness, quickly asked, “Would you like to sit?”
“Travelin’ does make one so terribly weary,” Miss Veronica sighed, sliding into a horsehair chair beside the sofa Miss Amelia sat on. She threw her gloves to her lap and waited for something interesting to happen. Whatever happened to Mrs. Beaumont with that lemonade?
Miss Amelia smiled and nodded, trying to smother a yawn. Not succeeding in the least, Miss Veronica laughed, “Do, please yawn. I should think we will get used to it, if we are to be roommates.”
Miss Amelia yawned behind her hand and smiled. “Thank you.” An awkward silence was broken with her question of Miss Veronica’s origination.
“Oh, I came from down in South Carolina, dear. My mother sent me here after the bombin’ of Fort Sumter. Oh! —and my father’s death.”
“I’m sorry,” Miss Amelia mumbled, surprised that Miss Veronica possessed no warmth to her father’s death. Her own father’s death had warranted months of not speaking to anyone.
Miss Veronica, who watched the Richmond scene through the parlor window, smiled at Miss Amelia’s notice of her lack of sorrow. “I was not much close to him. Anyway, it’s been five years.”
“It isn’t my place to be judgin’ you so quickly.” At this rate, Miss Amelia expected she would not enjoy her stay. Her roommate simply would not open up, and she tired of this inane conversation. Where was Mrs. Beaumont with the keys to their room? “You must excuse my stumbles in conversation, Miss Veronica. I am weary of travelin’, and I simply have no energy to carry a proper tête-à-tête.”
“I assure you, Miss Amelia, that you are the epitome of proper discussion.”
“Is there really any reason why we must continue these meaningless pleasantries? We are to be roommates—therefore we are to learn of each other’s faults. Let us admit, here and now, that when tired we cannot carry a conversation.” Miss Amelia expectantly held out her hand, her face contrasting the sudden energy that flew to her gaze.
Laughing, Miss Veronica gladly shook it. “My dear, I shall enjoy havin’ your company late at night when we are in a silly mood. That shall be conversation worth listenin’ to.”
Mrs. Beaumont leaned from the parlor doors with a smile. She was exceedingly glad that the two girls seemed to get along: it would leave more room for prospective tenants. Turning to see Maum Jo shuffling from the kitchen, she asked, “Where has the lemonade gone?”
“I’se made dinner for them,” Maum Jo explained.
“For once, Maum Jo, you’ve done somethin’ right!” Mrs. Beaumont beamed. Pausing as her slave dumbly stood before her, she waved her hand to the parlor and said, “Well, go on. We don’t want our charges starvin’, now do we?”
Maum Jo opened the parlor door and curtseyed, waiting to be acknowledged.
“Yes?” Miss Amelia smiled.
“If the ladies don’t mind, I’se made a dinner for y’all.”
Miss Veronica hesitated at Miss Amelia’s familiarity. Such conduct was not allowed down south, and she had not seen such behavior outside her own peculiarities—as Nan called them. “Where did you hail from, Miss Amelia?” she asked, eyeing Maum Jo’s hunched form.
“I came from D.C.,” Miss Amelia said, dismissing Maum Jo from the room.
“You’re nothin’ but a Yankee!” Miss Veronica cried, recoiling in fraudulent alarm. She was, of course, surprised that Miss Amelia so willingly admitted to being a Yankee. For all she knew, Yankees were monstrous creatures with drooping limbs and gnashing teeth. Miss Amelia certainly did not fit that stereotype.
“I am not a Yankee! I was born here, in Richmond, thank you very much!”
Miss Veronica laughingly regained her composure. Extending her hand, she wondered whether Miss Amelia’s eyes always sparkled when indignant, feeling Miss Amelia was rather pretty when in such a state. “I’m sorry, Miss Amelia.” Pausing as Miss Amelia frowned, refusing to accept, she continued, “I do believe I let my hot temperament get the better of me.”
Miss Amelia tolerantly smiled.
“When I was in Charleston, and the bombin’ began on Sumter, I became ever so frightened. If the Yankees had left when South Carolina asked, the bombin’ never would have had to happen. I suppose leavin’ so soon after the event wasn’t such a bright idea—my mind is still a little skewed, I believe. I do not really hate Yanks, you know. I have a couple estranged relatives who are Yankees.”
Miss Amelia amended her cool countenance by smiling. What silly people, these southerners had become. Whatever had happened to the sensible southerners of her youth? She was pleased to find that Miss Veronica mirrored her own expression, as she sighed, “I wish Mrs. Beaumont would let us to our room.”
As if on cue, Mrs. Beaumont flounced into the parlor, hoops swaying. “Maum Jo and I have prepared the room, so if you-all would like to go up, I’d be glad to show you. We have some right nice rooms and I’m so excited to…” The ladies jumped from their seats, crying they would very much like that. Mrs. Beaumont stepped back in slight surprise. She had not expected such an enthusiastic reply. “Well, follow me,” she said, waiting as the two ladies placed their gloves inside their valises. She led them up the stairs and down the hall, passing doors on each side.
“Why are we not in the front rooms, Mrs. Beaumont?” Miss Amelia asked, shifting her valise to her other hand.
Mrs. Beaumont paused, looked at a door, and nodded. “This will be your room. Now don’t forget, it’s fourth on the right,” she said, searching for the proper key. “I do hope you like this room; I moved my vanity to your room so you both would have one for yourself. I wasn’t sure if you-all are the more vain type or not, but I figured it wouldn’t hurt to keep it simple and just let you each have your own vanity. Maum Jo, be quick about dinner, all right? We don’t want our charges starvin,” Mrs. Beaumont smiled at Miss Veronica and wrestled with the bedroom’s lock.
Miss Veronica glanced at Miss Amelia, who reddened with embarrassment. Clearing her throat, she ventured, “Mrs. B?”
“Yes, dear?” Mrs. Beaumont opened the lock with an exclamation, triumphantly stepping into the room. It had been a silly idea to lock it in the first place, she reasoned, for there was no one in the house to steal from: she owned everything.
Taking her cue from Miss Veronica, Miss Amelia wearily repeated, “Why are we not in the front rooms?”
“Those are the men’s rooms, dear. I still have a hard time throwin’ out some of the stuff they left. What if I get word one of my boys died?”
“But, we haven’t had a true battle yet,” Miss Amelia protested, walking into the bedroom. “No one was killed at Sumter. A miracle if you ask me. Seems to me as though the boys just wanted to show off their guns.” When Mrs. Beaumont quizzically regarded her, she feared perhaps she had been too vocal. It certainly would not do to insult the only person willing to house her in such times. Miss Amelia made a private note to keep such observations secret.
“What do you mean we haven’t had a true battle?” Miss Veronica threw her bag to the bedroom floor, her irritation from the train ride funneling into her surprise. “That there will be no war! Do you walk the streets? Virginia has seceded!” Her resentment abounded as she caught a nervous glance exchanged between Mrs. Beaumont and her roommate. “You weren’t there, the mornin’ the bombin’ began. Four in the mornin’! — Of all the times to start a war. I should like to hear you argue that point, Miss Williams. All you people are the same! You-all think us southern girls are here to amuse!” She grabbed Miss Amelia’s arm. “Well, this may come as quite a shock. I am a sensible person, though I may pretend not. I should like to hear anyone say I be but a pretty thing to look at!”
Stuttering, Miss Amelia wished she could say something to reconcile. How interesting, she thought, that Miss Veronica’s accent became thicker when agitated. “It was merely an opinion,” she said, averting her eyes to the hand that gripped her arm.
“Your opinion is wrong!”
“An opinion cannot be wrong, no matter where one comes from! From what I understand, this state, Virginia, the ‘Old Dominion,’ has only recently seceded, amongst much heated debate! For you to condemn me for my observation is distasteful. Listen well,” she said, “I always speak my mind. Whether you like it or not is neither my care nor concern!”
“You needn’t be so harsh,” Miss Veronica gasped, shocked by her sudden burst. She clutched Miss Amelia’s arm to stiffen her resolve.
“What a stupid comment to make,” Amelia retorted, though now that she had her say, she was content. Smiling, she discerned a change in Veronica’s countenance. Her stance was neither so stiff nor unrelenting, and the spirit in her eyes no longer held the glint of scarcely repressed anger.
Mrs. Beaumont was politely confused as they laughed. “Yes, well…that was interestin’, dears. You all should be comfortable in this room, I think. If you like, you can bathe in the washroom or behind the changin’ screens.” She paused to point at the folding screens leaning against the walls.
Veronica found them aesthetically pleasing.
Mrs. Beaumont’s skirt swayed as she escaped out the door. “I hope you-all don’t mind that breakfast is very prompt, if you want to have it. Maum Jo has enough to do, and I hate to burden her and all, you know how it is…she is getting’ on in years and I just don’t have the money to buy more slaves. Though I actually inherited Maum Jo from my own momma, but that is beside the point. We also serve dinner, but if you like you could eat elsewhere, at an acquaintance or somethin’. I do hope you enjoy your stay.”
Amelia weakly thanked Mrs. Beaumont for all her help, and shut the door to lean against it, exhausted to the point of shock.
Meanwhile, Veronica critiqued the square room. The beds were at the two walls, their trunks at the feet. There were two vanities: it seemed Mrs. Beaumont felt they would be quite vain. The drapes were a pleasing burgundy, reflecting the first floor theme; the round carpet covering the center of the floor was a deep blue, with gray stars scattered throughout.
Amelia thought it interesting the stars weren’t gold: that would have denoted a northern leaning. Oh! How she would like to fall into bed and sleep the day away.
“The beds will have to be moved,” Veronica said. “Back home, when I walk through the door, I see the two beds in the two far corners of the room, anglin’ to the center.”
Not knowing what they conversed of, Amelia muttered a polite response as Veronica dragged her two trunks beside the door. She followed suit with Amelia’s after a moment’s hesitation, and faced Amelia, foot tapping. “Well?”
“Well, what?”
“Are you goin’ to help me move the beds?”
“For what?”
“Are you goin’ to help me, or not?” Veronica cried, throwing her hands in exasperation.
“What am I expected to do?”
“We are goin’ to move these beds into a more homey-like status. Won’t it be nice when we are done! Hey, wait—where are you goin’, Miss Williams?” Veronica demanded, watching her roommate open the door with one hand to push her trunk and valise out with the other.
“I came to sleep, be fed, and enjoy myself, not be put to work to please my obstinate roommate.” Hearing laughter, Amelia turned to gaze at Veronica in calm surprise.
“You are quite the character, Miss Williams,” Veronica laughed, walking around her roommate to drag the trunk into the room and blockade the door. “But that shall not prevent your helpin’ me get this room to what it needs to be. Come now, let’s have fun.”
Pulling off her jacket, Amelia rolled up her sleeves and dropped her hoops for mobility.
“What a novel idea!” Veronica exclaimed, following suit.
Amelia bit her lip to keep from laughing. “Which bed shall we move first, southern spitfire?” Upon hearing they were to move hers, she paused. “Which one is mine?”
“The one on the left, of course. I always sleep on the right side of the room.”
Of course. “How silly of me to ask.” Amelia was surprised that she enjoyed herself as they dragged the beds the way Veronica wished. With the carpet rearranged beneath the newly angled beds, the grandfather clock on the floor below struck a resonating one. The room had taken on a more welcoming aura, and Amelia was quite pleased with the effect. “We should probably change,” she said, noting their lack of cleanliness in the full-length mirror behind the changing screen.
Veronica seemed to contain all the energy she possessed prior to the undertaking. “I didn’t think you had it in you, after your complaints.”
“I didn’t complain!”
“You did,” Veronica smiled as she turned to unbutton her blouse.
Amelia’s lips pressed together as she quickly changed into a calico print. “I do not complain once I realize the work given must be done, and by me. I do not mind workin’. Since I obviously have no beauty, I’ve decided a man might want a wife who can work.”
“You are very pretty,” Veronica’s voice was dimly heard from the folds of fabric that made up her stylish cinnamon pink dress. “Why would you say you are not pretty?” she gazed in admiration at the full-length mirror. Everyone knew cinnamon pink was popular to wear, but Veronica knew it especially complimented her chocolate eyes.
Amelia would not answer, turning to the vanity mirror as she pulled her hair back with a matching pale yellow ribbon. Feeling the conversation touched a subject improper for inmates of less than three hours, she said, “I’m hungry. I’m goin’ to eat.”
Veronica watched Amelia pick up her skirts and accost the door, determined to end the conversation without harm to her pride. Observing Amelia seemed to be one who meet kindness with the like, Veronica called, “And I wasn’t actin’ back then.”
Amelia paused: apparently, her roommate had decided to change the subject and pique her interest. “You weren’t?”
Veronica’s blond curls bounced as she shook her head. “No—I am quite sick of bein’ considered an amusin’ puppet. I suppose one could say I hit my boilin’ point and could not take any sort of insinuations anymore. My stresses are many and my pleasures few, though I am rich.”
“Yes, I can see how money would cause a problem,” Amelia sarcastically said, drawing Veronica’s hand through her arm. “I shall have no qualms helpin’ you with that trouble, if you should ever need a helpin’ hand.”
Veronica laughed, glad she had struck a friendly chord. “Yes, well, I am glad to know you are at least willin’ to offer. Others would rather…well, let us not ponder such things. Let us go eat.”
* * * * *
The last candle to be extinguished was Veronica’s as she scrambled to finish her curious scribbling in a leather-bound book. Crouched in the cozy nook created by the angle between the bed and wall, she finished the freshly drawn sketch of her new roommate. It was a tolerable likeness, one to be improved by fresh eyes after a good amount of sleep. A squeak from the bed across the room froze all activity, as Veronica was quite afraid her secret would be discovered.
“April 30, ‘61
“DIARY—I am come from Charleston, though to what I am not sure. The Richmond of old is no longer here, as people riot in the streets, demanding war faster than it chooses to come. I pretend to be as self-absorbed as those around me, and pay no heed to the passionate men of this fair city. But for how long I can sustain this charade is worrisome. I see more than I admit, and think more than I ought, according to Papa. A seventeen-year-old girl simply does not have the capacity or right to think freely.
“My roommate, Miss Amelia Williams, is a character to be well observed. Such peculiar notions running through her mind! To listen to her is to listen to an activist, I daresay. Momma would not like to hear such strong-minded talk coming from such a quaint creature.
“And yet I must admit I do like to hear her speak so, for it is as I have felt these five years hence. Since Papa’s death, I find myself wanting to break free. I hope to find a way, but if not…Perhaps I will find a husband who may show me the way. I know there are such men who believe a woman is equal. I have known one such a person.
“Amelia stirs—I shall continue these thoughts another night when my worries lay as heavily as they do now.”
Veronica paused to listen to her lightly sleeping bedfellow. She signed her name with a flourish and gently closed her journal, tucking it beneath her pillow for safekeeping. She snuggled beneath the covers as the warmth soothed her travel-jolted joints.
Morning came much too soon.
Amelia pulled the covers from Veronica’s cowering face. “Are you sick? Give me the symptoms and I can cure you,” she eagerly said, reaching for Veronica’s wrist.
“What creature are you?” Veronica grumbled, waving her away. The results of her late-night soul-searching lay thickly on her sleep-deprived body. “Be you gone, demon.”
“We will have such fun as roommates, you and I. It is late mornin’, are you sick?”
“I am not sick.” Veronica stepped from her bed shivering in spite of the humidity. “I was up late and fell asleep in the most tryin’ manner.”
Amelia nodded, pulling out an attractive blue dress for Veronica to wear. “Yes, I could hear you writin’ away until I could no longer keep my eyes open. Well, this is a pretty dress; I'd like to see you in it, Miss Veronica. It must go so well with your hair.” Amelia laid the dress against Veronica’s shoulder to compare the blue to her blonde hair. Smiling as Nan entered the room with a breakfast tray, Amelia exclaimed, “Breakfast in bed! That is what I call riches!”
“Missy, what you doin’ outta bed so early? You are goin’ to catch your death runnin’ in nothin’ but your nightgown,” Nan admonished, setting the tray on the bedside table. She spread a napkin across Veronica’s lap and settled the tray on top of it. “You eat up, now, Missy. I am not gonna be tellin’ your momma that I can’t take care of you.”
Laughing, Veronica bit into the lavishly buttered toast and eagerly drank a draught of coffee. “I would still be in bed if it were not for her,” she said, pointing to her roommate as Nan made her bed.
“Breakfast in bed, late hours at night, catch death walkin’ in one’s room in a nightgown, and thinks it too early to be awake before ten! Such odd customs you have, Veronica.” Amelia plopped onto the bed beside Veronica and laughed at her roommate’s bemused expression.
“Call me Ronnie, dear, it makes me comfortable,” Veronica said, scooping scrambled eggs into her mouth.
“You certainly enjoy your food, don’t you?” Amelia observed.
Nan laughed aloud while turning down the covers. “My missy, she likes her food all right.” She turned to see Veronica’s displeasure. “But she needs it to keep goin’, what with all that she does,” she quickly defended, readying the changing screen and leaving to bring hot water from the stove below.
“I am constantly admonished at home, for I never do eat like a lady. I can’t help it—I was too healthy before they could stop my habits,” Veronica smiled.
“Good! I should hate to become friends with a dissipated southern belle.”
Veronica recoiled, surprised and amused by her bedfellow’s spontaneous exclamations. “You are an odd one.”
Amelia beamed as though given a compliment. Leaning toward Veronica, she confidentially whispered, “It is a goal of mine to hear such words come out of the mouth of those who amuse me, Miss Vero—Ronnie.” She watched Veronica step from the bed to disappear behind her changing screen, and smiled as Nan dutifully followed.
“Do I amuse you?” Veronica asked. With a frown she was helped into her heavy hoopskirt by Nan, and had her hair softly pulled back. How embarrassing, to have one’s slave dress one, and to have it noticed by one’s roommate. She bit back an exclamation as Nan tugged at her corset.
“Very much. We shall have a jolly time.”
“You have had breakfast, then, I take it?”
“Hours ago. It’s so borin’ downstairs, though there are dozens of delicious books in the library. I began one, but was continually distracted. What were you writin’, last night?” Amelia suddenly switched topics and caught Veronica off-guard as she stepped from behind the screen.
“What was I writin’? Thoughts; phrases. Little things that don’t mean anythin’ to anyone but me,” Veronica smiled, toying with her handkerchief as Nan finished the last button.
“May I see?” Amelia jumped back as Veronica and Nan quickly answered, “No!” and fell silent. “I hadn’t realized it was one of such personal—”
“You talk a lot, don’t you?” Veronica burst, annoyed by Amelia’s chattiness, although by spirit she would have done the same.
Once again, Amelia did not see this outburst as society would deem necessary. “At first I am, when first meetin’ someone. But, as I become used to them, I quiet down and see what they’re really like—to see if they told the truth of themselves at first appearance.”
Veronica turned to Nan, asking for her shawl. As she wrapped it around her shoulders, she commented, “I haven’t been out in Richmond for some time, now. Do you wish to join me, Amelia, for a stroll?” Quirking her lips as Amelia hesitated, she looked out the window to find the city beckoning with its strolling carriages and laughing children.
“Do call me Amy—it would make me feel more comfortable,” Amy responded, rocking on her heels. “Yes, I think I should like to get out and see Richmond. It has been years since last I visited, and my quick glimpse from the carriage window was hardly satisfyin’.”
Veronica waited for Amy to grab her shawl. As they raced down the steps in a much undignified manner and stumbled upon Mrs. Beaumont’s curious visage from the parlor, Veronica laughed. “We didn’t mean to shock you, Mrs. B,” she exclaimed. “We are about to explore Richmond. Would you like to come?”
“Oh, no, dears. My presence is not much wanted in Richmond right now. Perhaps later, when my societal status has risen…if you understand what I mean, Ronnie.”
Amy hesitated before following Veronica out the door, for the look that dashed across Mrs. Beaumont’s face was one of bitterness and spite. Was her status really worth so much that she dared not leave the house until society deemed it natural? She hurried to catch up with Veronica at the property’s gate. Amy was as surprised as her roommate to find a woman staring at the brown brick house as though it contained the plague.
“Why, hello Mrs. Johnson! How is your husband?” Veronica exclaimed, enjoying how her mere presence seemed to cause curiosity.
“I am as well as can be, Miss Vernon—just right as rain! Surely you will be comin’ by to stay a while at my house?”
It caused scandal, Veronica knew, to stay in a boarding house rather than in the familiar homes of the posh. And it was something she thoroughly enjoyed. “I am sorry, but I have promised my momma and dear Mrs. Beaumont that I shall stay only in this house while in Richmond. You know how mothers are,” she laughed, pulling Amy’s arm as she backed away. “Do come and see us soon, though, won’t you?”
“How could you be so sly? That woman seems the devil’s own,” Amy gasped, watching Mrs. Johnson enter the house with a grimace.
Veronica laughed, nodding at a man who trotted by on his horse. “She’s invited me to her house so many times it’s sickenin’. She wants me to marry her brother, so he may have money. He squandered it all last year on a race. It’s a lark, though, runnin’ into her. I bet she was lookin’ at the house just to see whether the rumors were true. Mrs. Beaumont was kicked out of high society, you know.”
“Mrs. Johnson,” Amy mused. “I am ashamed to admit I cannot remember her previously, though she certainly looks familiar.”
“Oh, she belongs to the Harris lot—surely you have heard of them,” Veronica nodded to passer-by men, who lifted their hats and smiled a little too cordially in return. She took no notice of Amy’s suddenly pale expression.
“Yes, I remember the Harris lot. I am a close friend, though I doubt you believe it, me so poor compared to your riches.” Amy frowned as she realized Mrs. Johnson made no notice of her own presence. How disturbing, especially since Amy had been an old family friend, while Veronica was probably nothing more than an object to be bought for a higher status in society.
“Indeed! The world certainly does get smaller, doesn’t it?” Veronica smiled. She paused, glimpsing paperboy advertising news of upcoming battles. “I should like to see our boys in action, wouldn’t you?”
“I certainly should not like to see them in action. Such horrors! And for me to know that there is to be another battle—”
“Another battle!” Veronica breathed. “When? Where? I must know.” Perhaps her trip farther north would happen sooner than she thought.
“This comin’ from a girl who yesterday spouted how terrible cannons are.”
This really was not the time to speak of details, thought Veronica, as they turned for the house. “How do you know there is to be another battle?”
“Well, we are in a war, are we not? Wars have battles…I am only assumin’ the obvious. I do not have any real information,” Amy smiled.
Veronica sighed, and the matter was left alone. As they removed their bonnets and shawls upon entering the residence, she quickly glanced about the foyer. “I see Mrs. Johnson made a speedy call.”
Amy followed Veronica to the library, where Mrs. Beaumont sat stupefied. “Is somethin’ wrong, Mrs. Beaumont?” she asked, selecting a book to thumb through. She smiled over her book at Veronica, who primly sat at the house piano as though she knew nothing of the matter.
“I have been invited back to my society. Dear, dear Veronica! You have done me a great service. Why, your momma would be very proud, and your father, I daresay. Oh, how glad I am that you came to me!” Mrs. Beaumont laughed, taking Veronica’s hand. “You have done me a great service. How shall I repay you?”
Veronica paused for drama, eyeing both Mrs. Beaumont and Amy before she replied. “So long as Mrs. Johnson is kept away from me I shall be greatly indebted.” Pleased that she caused laughter, Veronica was not in the least upset when Mrs. Beaumont suggested they all depart until supper, where they were entertained by Amy’s stories of her family.
“I live with my uncle and his family now—they have taken me close to their hearts, I daresay. Madge and I get along splendidly, and Brad and I often tease frequently, for we have a coziness that I am sure not many cousins have together.
“We are all very much alike, in taste and mannerisms, though Madge is quite a spitfire—much like you, Ronnie. If you two were to ever meet, I should enjoy seein’ you go at it.” Amy laughed, influencing the others to comply though they did not know this Madge.
“And if I were to meet Brad?” Veronica smiled, curious as to how she would receive the attentions of Amy’s fabled cousin. To her surprise, Amy seriously pondered them together.
“He often talks of a friend he had when young. To me, not Madge, mind you, and it seems as though she sounds like you, Ronnie. I would be very interested to see how he would react to you. Always watchin’, always observin’: though I doubt you would have that known to the world.”
“I do not watch people. Nor do I observe,” Veronica exclaimed, blushing that her secret be so quickly discovered. “Why should the meetin’ of your cousin and I be interestin’?”
“Why, he does the same thing. A day does not go by that I catch him watchin’ me with this curious, studious look in his eye, as though he tried to delve into my mind and couldn’t make heads or tails. Terrified me to no end, my first couple of months at Uncle’s place, to turn and find a boy with large eyes starin’ at me. And then one day, I stared at him constantly. I followed him everywhere and my eyes never left his face.”
“Whatever happened?” Veronica asked.
“He became so nervous he couldn’t eat. He thought I was laughin’ at him, and he couldn’t stand it. We’ve been steadfast friends since.”
“Well, I should like to hear all about your family, Miss Williams, but I must get to bed. Thanks to my dear friend Veronica I have plans tomorrow. This is so excitin’! I have a very busy day tomorrow, accordin’ to Mrs. Johnson,” Mrs. Beaumont said, leaving with a sweep of her skirts.
Noting the time, her boarders soon followed. And as they mounted the stair, Amy could not help but ask, “When you said you would like to see the battle, did you say so in earnest?”
“Of course. Have you decided to tell me what you wouldn’t earlier?”
Amy blinked in surprise while lighting a candle. “How did you? —well, never mind. I’m sure all this observation is wearin’ you thin, Ronnie. You seem like the type who is more comfortable pretendin’ to be stupid when one is actually smart. As soon as you are comfortable, I’m expectin’ you to become the most scatterbrained girl I know.”
“You are quite right. Naturally, I am one who talks quickly and thinks little. When a novelty comes around, I become philosophical—it tries my brain exceedingly. Wait until the end of the week, when I reveal my more giddy side, perhaps,” she smiled while scooting into bed.
“I suppose you won’t be writin’ tonight.”
Veronica shook her head against her pillow. “I have too much to think about. But what is it that you’re keepin’ from me, Amy? I am dyin’ of curiosity.”
“I’ve heard there is to be another fight, somewhere between Richmond and D.C.”
Veronica hesitated, supporting her weight with her arm as she lay in bed. Watching Amy prepare for bed with her usual light quickness, she burst, “I know someone who might be fightin’.”
Amy sat in bed and held the oil-lamp to more clearly see Veronica’s face. Her tone had been strange, as though she admitted as much only because she felt obligated to do so. Amy wondered if it was a habit of Veronica’s for her accent to get thicker when agitated, and so she listened closely.
“It’s not like I love him or anythin’, I just…know him. I actually tried to get rid of him. I suppose he said he signed up because he thought it would impress me.”
“How romantic,” Amy stated, though it was evident Veronica thought it far from.
“I am sure he is lyin’. He always lies. And if he isn’t…well. I don’t know why he needs to go. Everyone knows one Johnny Reb can whip ten Yankees easily.” She pulled the blanket so it covered her knees. “He begs me to marry him, but he knows I do not love him.”
“So, what are you goin’ to do?”
“I just know I’m goin’ to be on that battlefield.”
“I don’t think that would be much wise, roommate. What if it got out of hand?”
“Maybe we could help the Confederacy by bein’ spies.”
“I’m really too tired to think of anythin’ that has to do with movin’ from this bed.”
Veronica knew Amy could hear her smile as she said, “You seem to be losin’ your ever present energy.”
“Far from it. I am comfortable around you, and have learned much in this first day together. The longer I know you, the more you shall see me observe.” Amy turned under her covers and sighed, now quite comfortable and ready for sleep.
“We are perfect opposites, then, are we not, Amy?”
“Hmm. I suppose so. Good night, Ronnie.”
Veronica turned in her bed, ready for sleep, though for some strange reason all she could think of was Amy’s cousin. What was this Brad like? And why did it amuse and trouble Amy so, to think of them together?
* * * * *
Maum Jo ritually entered the room at daybreak and opened the curtains. She turned to find both tenants hiding beneath their covers, and as she chuckled, she shook the feet of their beds. “I’se opened the winda’s for you to get up, but hidin’ yourselves beneath your covers defeats my purpose!”
Amy moaned, slowly sitting up. Holding her head, she waved Maum Jo away. “She’s right, Ronnie. We’ve got to get up if we want to get the best pickin’s from the market.” She glanced to see Veronica’s head completely hidden from the morning light, and stood up to tweak one of her braids. “Get up, Ronnie!”
Veronica grumbled and shuffled under her coverlet.
Laughing, Amy dragged her from bed. “If the sun won’t wake you, and stubbin’ your toe won’t wake you, then maybe this will wake you!” Amused, she dumped a ladle full of cold water over Ronnie’s head.
The cold water shocked all response from Veronica. “Oh, you are horrible!”
Amy threw a dress at her. “That’s all fine and dandy, miss, but we’ve got shoppin’ to do!”
Veronica dragged the dress over her head, and had Nan do her hair. As she and Amy scrambled down the stairs, she grabbed her shawl and threw it over her shoulders. “I don’t understand why we’ve got to leave so early in the mornin’, Amy, dear.”
Amy neatly grabbed Veronica’s arm to pull her in line with her own brisk step. “The market has first picks early in the mornin’,” she explained, “And I am sure you would not like to bargain for over-ripe food. Don’t be so despondent, Ronnie! It is a new day!” Veronica stepped over a puddle. Though it was more humid than cool, she pulled her shawl closer and grumbled how it must have rained, causing Amy to muse, “I haven’t even noticed the weather. It’s so invigoratin’ to be out and about!”
“You never notice anythin’ but the task at hand anyway.”
Amy glanced at her, and Veronica blamed it on the nonexistent wind. Shaking her head with a slight smile, Amy expertly led the way to the market, dodging the maneuvering carts filled with produce. “Ronnie, I do not appreciate your tone. You make it sound as though I forced you to come! And who was it that begged to be awoken early so as to accompany me to the market today?”
Amy’s spiel fell on deaf ears as Veronica noticed a sweets shop with a very appetizing window display. “Oh, look! We must get some cookies.”
“No, treats are not on the list. We are makin’ a gumbo, so it would only make sense that we need eggs, sugar—”
“Cookies,” Veronica interjected.
“Okra, shrimp, sausage—”
“Cookies.”
“Ham, flour, yeast, and finally…” Amy scrutinized Mrs. Beaumont’s tiny script.
“Cookies?” Veronica implored, stealing a glance over Amy’s shoulder, before returning to stare at the unattainable treats.
“Exactly how old are you, Miss Vernon?”
“Seventeen,” she answered. “And you?”
“Eighteen.” Amy looked her friend over, and commented, “And obviously, I must be years more mature than you, mentally.”
“Now, that’s not fair, Amy. I’m used to sweets, back home.” Sensing Amy would not indulge, Veronica gave up following her friend to a farmer’s cart. As Amy bargained for flour, Veronica inspected a cart filled with lace for blouse necks. Shaking her head at the dealer when asked whether she needed help, she turned away. Now completely bored, Veronica was about to rejoin Amy when she was set upon.
“So sorry, madam,” he slurred, stumbling in the mantrap folds of her skirt.
Veronica numbly watched the man struggle to regain his balance with her arm. His grubby hand brushed her waist. She exclaimed in surprise and struggled to release his hold.
* * * * *
“I will not go at such a high price for eggs. This is ridiculous!” Amy declared.
“Your friend seems to be in trouble,” the dealer observed.
“My friend has trouble decidin’ which treat to buy first. She can wait, I’m sure. Now, would you give these to me for—?”
“I really think you should see this.”
“I’m sure I know my friend better than you, ma’am, now will you please let me bargain and be on my way!”
* * * * *
The man wiped his face with the back of his soiled hands.
Veronica whimpered, wondering why the dealer had closed shop and wheeled her cart away. This was broad daylight! Richmond certainly was not what it once was, if such occurrences as this was now commonplace and had to be avoided. Veronica found it hard to limit his drunken moves. Every time she grasped his hands, they slipped and his weight was thrown again.
Veronica waited until she could snatch the man’s hands and help him stand without using her small frame as a living walking cane. “Amy Williams!” she shouted, stunning her aggressor into regaining some sense of composure.
“What did you say?” His alcoholic breath sat heavily in the air. Veronica’s nose recoiled as her stomach audibly turned. “You said Amelia Williams, did you not?” he demanded, his eyes narrowing as Veronica glared and similarly demanded, “You know her?”
He threw one of his grimy hands around Veronica’s neck. “You must not call her over. I promised her that I would not…who are you?”
Wrenching away from his grasp, Veronica slapped the man’s face, yet again surprised by the brightness of his eyes. “I am Veronica Vernon, and I tire of your impulses, sir! Leave me be or I shall—my goodness, Amy, this here is not a joke!”
The man grabbed her arm. “You mustn’t! Veronica, it’s Mr. Harris.”
Amy turned and dropped her basket. To see a drunken man grappling with her friend was entirely disagreeable. She rushed to grab his shoulder and fiercely spun him around.
“Why, hello, Amy,” he slurred, a faint frown dashing across his whiskered face.
“You’re drunk,” she said, pushing him in disgust. He stumbled to the ground in his loose shoes. His blonde hair was matted against his head, and was as dirty as his clothes were tattered. Amy turned to find a woman standing nearby. “What happened to him?”
“Well, all his fancy friends enlisted in the army, ma’am, and he didn’t. He’s been an outcast since, and his parents won’t have anythin’ to do with him ‘till he straightens out. You’d think a young lad of twenty-somethin’ would be a little more supportive of his government.”
Amy hesitated as she realized he had fallen asleep in the mud. She daintily lifted up her skirts, watching the toe of her boot shine in the morning sun. Clenching her eyes shut, she briskly rammed her boot in his side.
His eyes screamed bloody murder as he jerked awake, looking for the man who kicked him. When he found Amy, he stupidly gazed at her. He looked at his muddy apparel and grimy hands, and again at Amy’s stoic face. It seemed to scare him from his drunken state. “Hello, Amy,” he said, standing. He hardly contained his surprise as Amy sighed in exasperation and hugged him, though he was muddy.
Veronica grimaced as she saw the mud eagerly jump to Amy’s skirts.
“Everett Harris, what are you doin’ here, dressed like that?” Amy demanded
Mr. Harris shrugged, attempting to wipe the mud from his face. “I heard you were in town and so decided to drop by?” he lamely said, his excuse sounding pitiful in the dense air.
“You are comin’ with me,” Amy began, ignoring Veronica’s shocked squeak, “and you are goin’ to wash every nook and cranny of your dirty body, before you even think of visitin’ me.”
Veronica could not believe Amy had allowed such talk to jump from her lips, and she grabbed Amy’s arm in an attempt to shake some reason into her. “Certainly he will not be comin’ home with us!” Blushing as she caught Mr. Harris’s curious gaze, she lowered her voice to say, “Amy, you must be out of your mind. Look at his clothin’…do you think he is the only bein’ livin’ there?”
The mischievous glint in Amy’s eye revealed to Veronica that her last comment did not fall on solemn hearing, though Amy replied, “Ronnie, he took me in when no one in this city would—I owe him as much.”
“You really are Ronnie Vernon, aren’t you?” Mr. Harris incredulously asked, finally entering the conversation with a whisk of his grimy hand through his matted hair.
“How do you know me?” she demanded, her curiosity overcoming her abhorrence.
“My sister repeatedly tried to play matchmaker, Miss Vernon. I am sure you know me.”
Pausing to recollect just which sister Mr. Harris spoke of, Veronica suddenly snapped her fingers and laughed aloud. What a joke that she should have met the sister her first day in Richmond! “Of course, Everett Harris, sister of busybody Mrs. Johnson. That was quite a fortune you lost, Mr. Harris. Pray, tell me just how many races…?”
“One.”
Veronica opened her mouth as though to reprimand, but was silenced by Amy’s glare.
“Let us go,” Amy said, picking up her basket to walk between the two aristocrats. She felt Veronica lag behind more than she saw it, and, feeling Veronica deserved an explanation, told Mr. Harris to wait. Stepping across the street, Amy murmured, “Are you upset because I am bringin’ Rhett—Mr. Harris home?”
“I might have been married to him by now, if it hadn’t been for my father bein’ set—well, never mind that. Mr. Harris has been smearin’ his family name for some time now. And you are bringin’ him to our home!”
“He is an old friend.”
Veronica looked Mr. Harris over. He wasn’t so bad looking, now that he wasn’t falling on her. And if he took that bath Amy threatened, he might look handsome. To think that Mrs. Johnson had actually thought she would consider marrying such an inebriate made Veronica shiver with anger. “Don’t expect me to help if he drowns in the washroom.”
Amy accepted this as Veronica’s blessing as she waved for Mr. Harris to join them.
Mr. Harris sheepishly smiled at Veronica, who sniffed and declared she “Would look upon him no more until he bathed.” Upon reaching their block, she rushed ahead, as she wished to see Mrs. Beaumont’s face. Veronica gave her hat and shawl to Nan, who greeted her quietly at the door, and rushed into the library, where she greeted her proprietor with a kiss on the cheek. “Mrs. B, you will never guess…” She followed Mrs. Beaumont’s gaze and frowned.
“And who may this be?” Mrs. Beaumont blinked at Mr. Harris’s appearance.
“This is Mr. Everett Harris, and he would…like a room here.” Amy tactfully ignored Veronica and Mr. Harris’s looks of dismay. “He can pay you within the end of the month, when his funds come into town.”
“I have a room open for him, if he’d like to stay.” If this happened to be the Everett Harris Mrs. Beaumont suspected, this was certainly an act of providence.
Amy glanced at Everett, wrinkling her nose. “Do you happen to have a tub?”
About to lead them to the washroom, Mrs. Beaumont paused and looked Mr. Harris over. “You remind me of someone I remember meetin’ before I had to open my house as a lodgin’. In fact, I am sure that you have the same eyes as a friend I used to have. Ronnie, I am sure you know who I speak of, no doubt you have spent many days with the family in your travels. Do you, by any chance Mr. Harris, know a Mr. Archibald Harris?”
“He is my father, madam,” Mr. Harris bowed.
“A great man, your father,” Mrs. Beaumont smiled. Upon reaching the kitchen and updating Maum Jo with report of a new border, she felt rightfully elated. The Harris’s were a rich family—with both Veronica and Everett beneath her roof, it would be no time at all before she recovered her social slot. Unable to keep her smile from her voice, Mrs. Beaumont called Mr. Harris to the kitchen, leaving Amy to rush upstairs and find him clothing from the vacant boarder’s rooms.
Veronica was surprised everyone had taken to Mr. Harris so quickly. Even Nan had gone off, clucking over the dust and dirt, and with a frown Veronica realized she was neither needed nor wanted. The women were taken away by Mr. Harris’s charm, if he had any. There was absolutely no getting through to Amy, Veronica resentfully realized, slumping into a nearby chair. Catching sight of her friend running by, she called out.
“I’d love to stop and chat, but it’s imperative I burn his clothin’. I think I saw somethin’ crawl in the folds of this great jacket!”
For a man who had seemed very disgusting to Amy upon first sight, he certainly had a way of keeping her attention. Veronica stomped to her bedroom, where she slammed the door and tumbled to bed, falling into a restless sleep until supper.
Once realizing Veronica was nowhere Everett could possibly have been found, Amy lightly ran to their bedroom and found her sleeping fitfully. She was hardly surprised to find Veronica alone and sleeping: she had been awakened much too early, and her dislike of Everett’s sudden arrival had caused some tension. “Ronnie?” When this warranted no response, Amy leaned close. “Veronica!”
Veronica blinked: sleep had not yet been banished from her eyes as she rolled from her stomach. “What is it?”
“Supper. Are you not hungry?”
Veronica brushed a lock of hair away from her face. “You came just to tell me that?”
Amy seemed surprised, as she stood from the bed to examine the full-length mirror. Deciding not take offense from Veronica’s tone, she looked herself over. Pleased with her brown dress and red ribbon in her hair, Amy rocked on her heels. “Do you not want to eat?”
Veronica waved Amy’s comment away impatiently, as though it had no consequence. “Just let me change.” She pulled out a blue-and-white striped cambric-muslin from her trunk. Not looking when Amy closed the door, she angrily wrenched it on. Veronica leaned out the door to call for Nan, and suddenly decided against it as she threw her hair into a matching hairnet.
Dashing down the stairs, Veronica sat at the table while impatiently brushing a fly from her face. “Are we ready to eat?” She stared at the stranger at the bottom of the table. His hair was parted to the side, a blonde lock falling to his brow. Clearly, Mrs. Beaumont had given him cold water to bathe in. Veronica noted how well the brown waistcoat made his complexion a pleasing tan as she stepped on Amy’s foot. “May I speak to you for a moment, Amy dear?”
Amy grudgingly followed her out the door, silent but suspicious. She waited for Veronica to explain herself, and was exceedingly surprised when she asked, “Is that Everett Harris?”
“Why, of course,” she replied, watching Veronica open the door to stare at the stranger from behind its protection. After a moment’s hesitation, Veronica hit Amy’s arm and hissed, “How come you never added he was handsome when you tried to convince me?”
“Perhaps I did not want you to know,” Amy snapped, rubbing her arm.
It was lucky, then, that he was not the type of man Veronica tended to set her cap on. “It would not matter whether I set my heart on him or not. I think he dotes on you.”
Amy started, too embarrassed to say anything as she watched Veronica flounce into the dining room. Still too astonished to reenter, she contented herself by eavesdropping.
“Where’s Amy?”
“Just takin’ a breather, Rhett.”
A moment’s silence. Amy berated herself for not being courageous enough to follow. ‘Rhett’ was her nickname—how dare Veronica be so brash? She sat on the library sofa, quite dejected and willing to indulge in her sudden depression.
“A penny for your thoughts.”
She gasped, hands flying up in surprise as Rhett fell back to avoid being hit. “I didn’t hear you come in,” Amy choked, as he sat beside her. Still dejected, she found she could not begin a proper conversation, and so they sat in silence until he finally asked, “How have you been these four years?”
Amy couldn’t very well tell him she quite happily lived with her Yankee family. “Well, I have been here and there, missin’ my friends…” Yes, she felt that properly summed up the past four years politely. “How have you been?”
“By that you mean, why were you drunk? No? You know why I was drunk, then.”
“I do not see how it matters.”
He hesitated. “The sun is below the horizon, and I’m hungry,” Everett smiled, brushing his hair back as he met Amy’s even gaze. “It will be like old times, won’t it, Amy? We shall have a jolly time, I’m sure.”
She could hardly ignore the slight plead in his tone. Perhaps she was being a little too harsh. “I suppose that all depends on what we shall be doin’, Rhett, but yes, I should like for it to be like old times. Though, I doubt your fashionable friends like me as much as they did when I was your guest. Your sister hardly acknowledged me the day I arrived,” Amy commented, following him to the dining room. She avoided Veronica’s gaze as Everett held her chair out.
“Yes, well. You know my sister. Mrs. Johnson has never been anythin’ but the most sour of women, and I for one am glad she no longer lives at home. My brother, I am sure, quite agrees with me,” Everett smiled, meeting Veronica’s sparkling eyes as he discerned Mrs. Beaumont’s close relation to his sister.
Mrs. Beaumont’s eyes widened at such talk, but she was so shocked she had nothing to say. Veronica choked on her gumbo in an attempt not to laugh, as Amy coughed into her napkin.
* * * * *
As supper concluded, Everett suggested the small party convene in the library before bed. Amy sat by Veronica, for she didn’t want Veronica to feel as though she were being courted. The many glances Everett had thrown during supper had rendered her incapable of speaking, and out of desperation she asked, “What shall we read tonight, Ronnie?”
“Why not a selection of Shakespeare’s Sonnets? Or Much Ado About Nothing?”
Everett spanned the book bindings. As Mrs. Beaumont entered, he grabbed one and settled into a corner chair lit by a kerosene lamp. He threw his legs over one armrest with his head resting on the other—a position Veronica privately tended to use for reading.
“How long shall we expect Mr. Harris’s stay, Amy?” Mrs. Beaumont sat at a lamp-furnished table to do needlepoint.
“Your guess is as good as mine, Mrs. Beaumont.”
“But surely you must…”
“I will be stayin’ as long as you approve, Mrs. B. My father will gladly pay for the bill—he will be ever so much indebted to you ladies for findin’ me and keepin’ me from doin’ more harm to the family name.” Everett’s gaze was steadfast on his book, though his heavy tone insinuated his displeasure.
“You are free to stay as long as you like, Mister Harris, I am quite comfortable with your presence, I assure you. Your mother and father are the epitome of high society, and as their son I never meant to insult you. I do hope that is not how you took my meanin’, for that is not how I meant it,” Mrs. Beaumont said with a blush. Seeing Veronica yawn, she asked, “Have you had a long day, dear?”
Veronica caught Everett’s eye long enough to draw a smile. “I suppose you could say that. A man accosted me today—luckily, Mr. Harris saved me, which is why he is here.”
“Why Mister Harris! I had no idea that heroism was in your line of duty!”
“It was all I could do, Mrs. B. A man cannot stand to see a woman hurt,” Everett said, glad to hear Amy’s laughter envelop the room. Mrs. Beaumont was yet again politely confused.
Veronica’s smile slipped. Excusing herself before anyone could notice her change in demeanor, she rushed to her bedroom to drag her journal from beneath her mattress.
“What are you writin’?” Amy asked, causing Veronica to squeal and carefully hug her journal so as not to reveal its contents nor stain her dress. Falling back in amused surprise, Amy commented, “I had not thought to scare you—I merely wondered whether you wrote about me in that secretive little book of yours. I have often thought to start a diary of my own…it is all the rage, you know.”
Veronica signed her name, ritually scribbled over Bentley’s portrait, and laid the book beneath her bed with the pages open so they would dry. “Please, don’t look,” she said, catching Amy’s wandering gaze, “I will show you sometime, I swear.”
Amy stood, hurt by Veronica’s lack of trust. “Mrs. Beaumont has gone to bed, and as I didn’t want to be alone with Rhett downstairs, I also came up.”
“Why?”
“I will not be courted by a drunkard, Veronica.” Amy lit her candle and undressed behind her screen. “Rhett is merely an old friend, and I am determined to keep that status, no matter what you, Mrs. Beaumont or Rhett plan.” She emerged in her nightgown and robe, and sat on her bed to lay her forehead on her knees.
“Doesn’t he love you?”
“Rhett has much passion, which is good when he is interested in good things. But I don’t want passion. I want stability.”
“I am a heel,” Veronica muttered, “Here I ask you such personal questions, and yet I will not show you my journal.” She sighed. “It’s supremely hard for me to speak of such things—it is nothin’ against you.” When she received no answer, she changed behind her screen and slipped into bed. Curious people, these Yankees were.
* * * * *
Veronica was infinitely bored, what with Amy visiting a Richmond friend and Mrs. Beaumont reclaiming her spot in high society. Annoyed, she walked into the library with the hopes of finding a book to read while waiting for something to happen. Her fingers ran along the bindings, not motivated enough to pick anything.
“Havin’ trouble, Ronnie?” Everett peeked over the top of the sofa, his eyes sparkling and mischievous as Veronica jumped in alarm.
“You rogue. What are you doin’, hidin’ on that sofa?”
“I wasn’t hidin’. Just…thinkin’.”
“About what?” Veronica smiled, inviting herself to sit by him. “I would guess, but I am so horrible that you might as well tell all. I am persistent when it comes to these things.”
“I was thinkin’ about home, and just life in general, I suppose,” Everett mused, making room for her voluminous skirts. He smiled, though it was half-hearted, and Veronica nodded for she knew the philosophical mood well.
“It is because of the war. It’s makin’ everyone think.” She paused. “Do you regret things, Rhett? Do you regret not doin’ certain things, just in case somethin’ were to happen?”
“I never regret not doin’ somethin’, because I did everythin’ I wanted to. The nice thing about bein’ rich, I guess. Only thing I regret is ruinin’ my friendship with Amy. Never really thought about it before, but it…makes a man think.”
“My father used to drink a lot. We’d—my momma and me—we’d help him up the stairs when he came home drunker than the bottle. But my daddy had everythin’ set up. I was gonna marry his favorite boy, I had lots of money to keep the plantation goin’, and my momma was gonna be taken care of.” She ruefully laughed. “He died because he had nothin’ else to do.”
Rhett didn’t know what to say: Veronica wasn’t being the demure girl he had been led to believe she was. He rather liked the change. “You weren’t very close to your daddy, were you?” When she shook her head, he nodded. “Me neither.”
* * * * *
Rushing down with her journal and pencils when Amy beckoned, Veronica sat at the library’s little table and asked, “Shall you read aloud tonight, Mr. Harris?”
“You can’t read without me,” Amy smiled, setting aside her book. She flinched when there was a pause in the conversation, as Everett sharply glanced at her in surprise. Glad when Veronica noticed her discomfort, Amy was surprised to hear Veronica impulsively ask, “Rhett, have you ever heard of anyone named Jonathan?”
“Could you be more specific?”
Playing with her pencils, Veronica mused, “He would have moved to Richmond four or five years ago, from South Carolina. I suppose he would be about your age, at least early twenties, I should think.”
Everett sat in his corner chair, his brow furrowed as he attempted to remember any youth resembling such a vague description. “Had a shock of black hair, and blue eyes?”
Amy’s eyes widened as Veronica and Everett chatted. How curious, the similarities were.
“Exactly so! Have you any idea where he might have gone?”
“What is he, a lost lover?” Veronica’s reddened cheeks revealed more than if she had answered, and Everett let the matter lie. “No, I don’t know where he might have gone. I’m sorry, Veronica. I rather believe he has gone farther north, but I would have no idea where to tell you to look.”
There could be no possible way they talked of Amy’s cousin, though he had the same black hair and blue eyes. His name was not Jonathan—surely that dispelled any worries.
Unconscious to Amy’s thoughts, Everett began the nightly read and Veronica relaxed. As her concentration slipped, she drew random lines, which somewhere sparked inspiration. A chin appeared, stubborn yet yielding: a compromising chin. The mouth was decidedly male, but not familiar. She glanced at Everett, but his mouth was distinctly sweeter.
Amazed, she watched her hand draw the mouth as though she knew him intimately. His eyes were deep and haunting, and gazed as though he knew her. She drew his wild hair, smiling as with a deft sweep she drew a dark shock of it tumbling from their carefully combed waves. Veronica blushed, for those eyes talked to her, and she didn’t like it. Shaken, she shut her journal and concentrated on Everett.
Amy was curled on the sofa, knowing it improper to do so. Her hoops puffed around her as she rested her cheek on her knees. She watched Veronica draw, though she could not see the project. Her friend looked the most peaceful since her arrival in Richmond, Amy observed. She smiled as Veronica smiled, and with each passing moment felt her curiosity abound. What could Veronica be drawing to cause such enjoyment, and yet warrant such a violent slam of her journal? She bit her lip as Everett finished reading, avoiding his gaze as he put the book away.
Veronica rested her chin in the palm of her hand as she watched Everett leave the room, noting Amy did not. “Rhett seems to make this place real homey-like. Don’t you think so, Amy?”
“I suppose he makes it more a home than a house,” she allowed, neither quitting her dreamlike state nor her seat, quite unaware that Veronica frowned. “Ronnie, when are we plannin’ to go see that battle?”
Veronica smiled: this was a topic she had not brought up in a while. “Whenever it happens,” she said, quitting her seat to sit beside Amy.
“I received a letter statin’ Richmond armies are gatherin’ at Manassas Junction, in Tudor Hall. No doubt, the Yankees will show up. They will probably be fightin’ for control over Richmond.” She paused, hoping Veronica wouldn’t question the source of the letter.
“Why, that’s wonderful.” Veronica picked up her journal, hiding it from Amy and Mrs. Beaumont. The thought of them finding those haunting eyes of her recent project was unnerving.
“What’s that you’re hidin’, Ronnie?” Amy asked, peering to see the mysterious package.
“Nothin’.”
“It’s not nothin’, let me see,” she demanded, pulling the sketchbook from Veronica’s protective arms. Her hand caressed the cover, opening it as Veronica motioned she do so, to find a whimsical plantation landscape. “Your home?” She traced over the heading “Schönheitstal.” Veronica nodded as Amy carefully turned the page to find a portrait of a woman who looked enough like Veronica for Amy to say, “Your mother is beautiful.”
Veronica frowned, remembering when she had to turn to Maum Sukie, for her mother was much too busy with an affected consumption to console her childish worries.
“I’m in here, Ronnie!” Amy was pleased, for the portrait captured her serious nature without destroying her willingness to laugh. “You are very talented,” she murmured, sifting through sketches of Mrs. Beaumont, Maum Jo, Nan and Everett. “Who is this man you draw so frequently and deface?”
Veronica leaned to see the portrait Amy regarded with evident pleasure. “An acquaintance—I’m sure I wouldn’t want to call him more. I dislike each picture I draw, because it does not capture his true spirit.”
“He seems very athletic, and handsome. His eyes show intelligence, and his chin a stubborn streak. Is this not what you want to portray?” Amy glanced at Veronica to see her cold gaze and set mouth. Evidently, there was a history to accompany this man, and it was obvious Veronica did not feel comfortable looking at or talking about him. Anxious to reconcile, Amy turned to find the just-completed drawing. She dropped the diary. “How do you know him?”
Veronica dove in time to catch her journal. She glanced at the page and was hardly surprised to see the man with the evocative eyes, merry and serious together. She hardly liked to look at the page, and Amy seemed to be similarly affected. “I have never met him. If anythin’, it’s just a memory of Jonathan, except, he’s older in this portrait. I’m not sure how I did that, but somehow this man appeared in my mind, and I was compelled to draw him. Do you know him?”
“He reminds me of Brad. You have depicted him so well that I am amazed. You have never met my cousin?”
“Never.”
Shaking her head in confusion, Amy resolved that the matter would perhaps make more sense after a night of much needed rest. Visiting her Richmond friends had not gone as well as she had planned, especially without Everett as an escort. Consequently, she was in a foul mood and this new event did not sit well tonight. “It’s gettin’ late, Ronnie. If we are to sleep tonight, I think perhaps we should leave for bed.”
Veronica nodded, leading the way to their bedroom. The night’s silence usually comforted, but tonight it was uneasy and formal.
After blowing out the candles, Amy slipped into bed, greatly unnerved by Veronica’s exactness when drawing her cousin’s face. “There is somethin’ odd about this entire situation,” Amy murmured as she turned to sleep.
* * * * *
As Maum Jo ritually shook the foot of her bed and threw open the curtains, Veronica jerked the covers from her head and cried, “Why must the day begin so early?”
“The day has yet to begin, Ronnie,” Amy sighed, stumbling from her bed to reach for her morning gown. Shaking her head at Veronica’s determination to stay in bed as long as possible, she splashed her face with tepid water and pulled up her hair. “Veronica, do you not feel as uneasy as I? Now that we have decided to visit my uncle in D.C., I feel as though we should not.”
“Why?”
“We are payin’ for the time that we are not here. What are you worryin’ about?” Veronica reached for her green dressing gown. Tying the belt, she glanced out the window. She could hardly admit to Amy that her nonchalant attitude of leaving Mrs. Beaumont’s attributed to living from trunks the past two years. “It seems like it’s goin’ to be a nice day to be travelin’.”
“Are you sure you want to do this? What if somethin’ goes wrong?” Amy finished braiding her hair, and pinned it into a bun. It always amazed Veronica how fast Amy was able to finish her toilette, seeming much like a bird as she flitted across the room. “Come along, then, Ronnie. Dress for travel: we need to leave as soon as possible.”
Veronica ducked behind her screen, glad that Nan was busy with her trunks to yet again help with her own toilette. “Could you pass me my gray suit, dear?”
Amy pulled out Veronica’s requested clothes and followed behind the screen to help Veronica’s healthy frame into her corset. Gasping with the effort, she said, “Do you not think you should cut back on your sweets?”
Veronica blushed, gripping the bedpost to aid in her attempt to stand still as Amy tugged. “I eat more when I’m nervous, Amy. I have never met your family, and what with all your talk of your cousin I am all afraid that he will chase me from the house.”
Amy laughed as she managed to tie the last ribbon in place. Surveying her work with great satisfaction, she said, “Makes no difference, you will be losin’ that weight with my relatives. They have me workin’ there all the time.”
“Workin’! On what?” Veronica cried, pulling her dress over her hoopskirt. Buttoning her blouse, she waited for an answer as Amy pulled her hair into a simple but attractive chignon.
“Oh, I don’t know. Sometimes I work in the garden, or take care of the horses.”
“You have no slaves?”
“Of course not—we are Yankees, remember? We sold them when my uncle read the book Uncle Tom’s Cabin.” Catching Veronica’s suddenly dark glance, she quickly assured, “We have servants, so it isn’t as though we are poverty stricken.”
Veronica waited until the last hairpin was tucked into her abundant hair before she tentatively asked, “May I still work the garden?”
“When has it ever been a rule that one cannot do chores if one wants to?” Amy laughed, picking up her valise and content in knowing that her trunk was already on the carriage. “We want to get there are soon as possible, Ronnie, and this day is perfect for travelin’, as you said.”
Veronica pulled on her gray bolero jacket, finishing what she laughingly referred to as her ‘confederate uniform’. She brushed her skirt and fastened her hat, dashing after Amy down the stairs and out the door. Beaming at Everett as he aided her into the carriage, Veronica was sure he smiled only because he did not want to laugh at her exuberance.
Amy bit her lip as Veronica settled beside her, quite sure that if they did not leave soon they would miss the train. “I hope we shall see more of each other, Rhett—this time was nice, but much too short,” she said, smiling as she amiably shook his hand.
“I am sure we shall. Such good friends cannot be parted easily.” He grinned, turning to Veronica as she held her hand out for him to kiss it. “I hope you enjoy your taste of war.”
“Please, call me Ronnie. I shall feel more at ease next time we meet, if you do so.”
“Amy, give your family my love, and Ronnie—see, I shall call you that until you are sick of it—I’ll search for your Jonathan even if it’s the last thing I do.”
“Good luck,” they said as he stepped back to allow Mrs. Beaumont to say her farewells.
“Here, take this basket for the trip. And don’t you lose it, it’s my favorite. Mrs. Johnson gave it to me years ago and it would be very unfortunate should you lose it to Yankees. It would not look so good for me, I’m sure you can tell. Actually, I would much rather give you another basket, but it's the largest I have and the only one that would carry all the food I thought you would need.” Pausing as Everett gently pointed out the time, she rushed, “Oh do enjoy your trip! Tell me whether the yanks are really all that everyone says. Make sure to remember everythin’ for when you get back—I want to hear all!”
As they departed, all smiles, Amy was sure they would be well received in Washington, and was slightly put out that Veronica fell to sleep once the train had started. Only when the train stopped to refuel did Veronica awake, to abruptly cry, “Where are we? This cannot be Washington!”
Glancing out the soot-streaked window to see the surrounding fields, Amy laughed and set her book aside to explain, “This is Manassas Junction. We already switched from the Virginia Central to the Orange and Alexandria Railroad. Now we’re refuelin’.”
“Well, then wake me when we reach almighty Washington,” Veronica mumbled.
* * * * *
Upon entering the Washington train depot, Amy hired a carriage and settled into it, anxious for her home. With great resentment, she found she constantly had to show her Yankee pass; driving through the rutted streets proved difficult at each junction.
Veronica wrinkled her nose and pulled her cloak close, jumping as men shouted in the street. Peeking from behind the curtain, she cringed upon seeing trash and mud, as though the city had not been cleaned in weeks. “Why does it smell so? You would think Washington had already given way to the Confederates.”
Amy laughed. “We have no time to keep our streets clean when we worry about the borderin’ Potomac River, as it is already part of the Confederacy. And Maryland was on the brink of secedin’ until we moved into Baltimore in May” (Meltzer). Amy glanced out the window as the carriage slowed. “We must be at my uncle’s.” After brushing dust from her skirt, she straightened her hat and smiled at the attendant as he helped her from the carriage. Amy stepped to the house, reaching for the knocker.
Veronica nodded to the attendant as he aided her from the carriage, her gaze following the tall, narrow lines of Amy’s residence. It certainly didn’t look large enough to hold a family of five…but if the entire family had Amy’s same resolve to never own more than necessary, perhaps the house had ample space.
The door flew open. Forgetting her surprise, Amy threw her arms around her uncle, smiling as he murmured, “I would hug you tighter, but I’m afraid I will muss your hair.”
“Uncle, you tease!”
As they stepped back to inspect each other’s appearance, Amy’s uncle asked, “Is Richmond all you remembered? And your roommate? Was she all you expected?”
Suddenly remembering Veronica stood beside the carriage, Amy turned. “My roommate was more than tolerable, Uncle, I assure you. This is Veronica Vernon, my roommate and close friend.” Amy beamed as the aforementioned walked forward.
Mr. Williams took Veronica’s hand, and in the proper southern way, bowed above it. “I’m enchanted, Miss Vernon, absolutely enchanted. How is it you came with my niece?”
Veronica had the decency to blush, as she realized perhaps Amy had forgotten to mention that she would accompany Amy north. “I was invited, sir. Amy has told me so much of your family that I was intrigued and most gladly agreed when she invited me to join her—”
“Miss Vernon,” Mr. Williams interjected, his eyes matching Amy’s own calm mischievousness as he straightened his waistcoat with a thoughtful clearing of his throat. “My niece knows we hold her in high esteem. You are quite welcome here if you are her friend.”
“I thank you, sir, for your understandin’.”
“Uncle,” Amy said, nudging him with her elbow.
“You must think me vulgar, Miss Vernon! I have not thought of inviting you in: you must forgive me.” He offered an arm to each young woman and led them to the foyer, releasing Amy so she could remove her gloves and bonnet. Keeping Veronica on hand, Mr. Williams searchingly glanced through the foyer window as though expecting someone else to arrive.
Veronica found with heightening curiosity that Mr. Williams had almost forgotten about her, as he dragged her to the window in his anticipation of the absent wonder. She faintly cried out as he jerked from the window in anger.
Mr. Williams flushed as he caught Veronica’s eye, smiling his apology as he led her to the stairs. Shouting up the narrow stairwell, he said to Veronica, “My wife and child should come presently. Please excuse us if we are too loud. We tend to indulge ourselves.”
Veronica wondered about Amy’s cousin, Brad. Mr. Williams named only one child, and she had been led to believe there were two. The suspense was almost too much to bear, and Veronica felt ready to cry from exhaustion. “How do you wish me to address you, Mr. Williams?” she asked to avoid her tears.
“All who stay call me Uncle. I would be pleased if you did the same.”
Veronica forced herself to be congenial as she heard swishing skirts emerge from the stairwell. So, she was to meet the mother and sister of the mysteriously absent son of the house.
“Aunt! Madge!” Amy cried, hugging each, “How I have missed you.”
Madge laughed: “You have been gone but a month.”
Veronica flinched at her accent, feeling as though her ears were boxed by the clipped sound. How surprised she was, then, to find that all but Madge had slight southern accents. Gasping when Amy suddenly grabbed her arm and dragged her forward, she blushed as she was simply introduced as, “This is Veronica Vernon.” Veronica bashfully shook hands with each, cringing when Madge gripped her hand. She immediately decided to be wary.
“I hope we become good friends, Miss Vernon,” Madge said.
“Please, call me Ronnie,” she replied, releasing her hand with great difficulty.
Madge looked her over as she rocked on her heels. It was a familiar motion, and Veronica vaguely remembered seeing Amy do the same. “Are you the typical belle?” Veronica blushed with misunderstanding, and Madge hastened to explain: “Have you had any experience doing anything for yourself?”
Mrs. Williams moved to quiet Madge, but she shrugged from her mother’s grasp.
“I’m sure I don’t know what you are talkin’ about,” Veronica stuttered, shocked to find that Madge turned to leave for the kitchen. It was evident that her accent was liked as much as she liked Madge’s clipped accent. Veronica blinked. She was not accustomed to such behavior or language.
Mrs. Williams blushed for her daughter’s sake. “She tends to think southerners are lazy and selfish.”
“Is this what you have told her?” Veronica asked, throwing her hand before her mouth to hide her aghast expression. Glancing at Mr. Williams, she was reassured by his explanation: “My daughter was brought up here, Miss V—Ronnie. My niece, wife, and son were all brought up down south. Unfortunately, my daughter has had a bad day, and seems to think it right to take it out on you.”
Mrs. Williams hurried from the room to inquire after her daughter, while Mr. Williams seated Amy and Veronica in the parlor. “How was your trip, Amy?”
As Amy replied, Veronica was left to gaze about the room. The room had a sparse but gentle look, with enough furniture to seat a small party. Candles had not yet been lit, for the sun was still in the sky. Amy had spoken of a son, she remembered—had he not the etiquette to come forth and greet guests? Veronica’s eyes clouded with fatigue as her head pulsated with her heartbeat.
It was nearing dusk; the maids worked their way around the house to light candles. The parlor led to the library, Veronica found with vague pleasure. The library, after all, was her favorite place to lounge. Lounging—oh, what a wonder to sleep! To disguise her yawn, she loudly sighed. Amy and Mr. Williams looked at her in surprise.
“I see you are tired, Miss Ronnie. And I can tell you are too, Amy, though you hide it behind your smiles. Go now, the both of you. We will finish in the morning.”
Veronica groggily expressed her thanks and followed Amy upstairs to their bedroom. It seemed as though she would not meet the enigmatic Brad today.
* * * * *
Veronica awoke to the smells of breakfast. After buttoning her plain blouse and pulling her brown merino over her hoops, she gingerly walked down the stair. Curious to see the city by day, she stepped to the living room window and watched Washingtonians walk by. Shrugging at how it seemed no different from a southern city, except perhaps with more trolleys than one would suppose, she walked into the hall toward what she assumed was the kitchen. Smelling bacon and eggs, she quickened her step, eager to reacquaint herself with the family and enjoy their food.
She gently pushed open the kitchen’s swinging door and stepped just inside of it. Instead of finding the entire family, as she had supposed a northern family tended to eat in the kitchen, Veronica found a man absorbed in his thoughts and food. So this was the son of the house. He seemed her age, perhaps a couple years older. He ate with deliberate, mechanical care, and his thoughts seemed to be on anything but eating. Veronica was suddenly seized with the urge to sketch him. Or perhaps she already had. “Am I late to breakfast?”
He looked from his meal in surprise, shaking his dark hair from his eyes. At first notice, he approved her softly pulled back chignon, preferring it to the popularly stringent hairstyle. His brow arched, surprising her with its fluid grace.
Veronica stepped back in astonishment, as Amy had that night in Richmond after seeing her journal. He was the man she had drawn, and was obviously Amy’s cousin. “Am I late to breakfast?” she stupidly reiterated.
Clearing his throat, he placed his napkin on the table and stood from his seat with the intent to introduce himself. Though he acknowledged her beauty from his seat, he had also thought she was a playmate for Madge. Evidently not. His brows rose as she stared at him. “Hello,” he said, bowing.
Veronica smiled as she curtseyed. There was nothing very wonderful about him, she calculated. He had impressive eyes, the color of the sea before a storm. His dark hair had the habit of falling into his eyes. Thinking of her portrait, she found it rightly so, that his hair fell from his combed waves.
He exclaimed, pointing behind Veronica in alarm. Flinching as Veronica jerked backward into Amy, his mouth dropped as Amy tripped on her skirt, flailing her arms and shoving Veronica into her cousin’s arms. The junior Mr. Williams was careful not to hold Veronica for too long. He didn’t want to give Amy reason to believe anything happened before slamming into the blonde, as she tended to tease him about any girl he thought to look at. With a smile, he saw Veronica’s bright blush as he slowly released her.
Once seating Amy and her friend, he sat across the table. He was much surprised when Veronica murmured, “Quite odd, how you would not speak.” It seemed as though she was southern, by the account of her drawl. This was certainly interesting. Amy never brought her southern friends north. What was she planning?
Amy, who knew her cousin for his odd silences, smiled. “Veronica, this is Brad.”
Brad and Veronica nodded and exchanged pleasantries. He hid a smile as Amy placed a plate of food before her friend, who seemed so satisfied it was comical. Not knowing what else to say, Amy took a heavy drink from her coffee. Clearing her throat, she noticed Veronica wasn’t eating. “Is the food not satisfactory?”
Startled, Veronica flicked her fork and watched it land with a definite plop in something that constituted for porridge. Brad’s porridge. She wanted to crawl beneath the table as he picked it up by his thumb and forefinger, handing it to the girl by the sink. Refusing to meet his curious gaze, Veronica blushed as he casually leaned against the table and asked, “Why aren’t you eating, Miss Vernon?”
“I couldn’t possibly eat with you sittin’ there lookin’ at me as though I am to be your next meal,” she snapped, thanking the servant with a disgruntled air as she accepted another fork.
Amy sniggered into her mug, as she found Brad’s bruised pride too hard to bear as he bowed and fled the room. Evidently, Veronica’s wit was something Brad would have to study in solo contemplation. She smiled as she watched Veronica pour molasses over her pancakes with the air of an inspired artist.
Surveying her work, Veronica asked, “Does this often happen?”
“Does what happen often?”
She gestured with her fork to convey the morning’s happenings. “Will I always be eatin’ alone?” Veronica would very much have liked to also ask whether each morning would begin with odd interactions with Brad, but the residue of her shock at throwing the fork and her growling hunger prevented such talk.
“Well, it depends.”
Veronica waited for Amy to elaborate.
“It depends on whether everyone has somethin’ to do or not.”
Silently finishing her meal, Veronica stood to hand it to the servant. Pausing to stare at the kitchen door as the servant washed the dishes, she suddenly burst, “Is he always that way?”
Amy jumped in her seat, jerking away from her book and coffee and she cried, “Oh! —I thought you left. Brad? Well, yes, he tends to be quiet around strangers. Give him time, I’m sure he will come around.” He preferred those without flirtatious protocol, and as Veronica tended to be contrary, Amy was quite ready to watch them interact.
Lightly shrugging, Veronica left for her bedroom to stare at the garden below. What was she expected to do with her day? She had never seen a family so preoccupied. Feeling entirely put out, she locked the door to change into her brown calico. She packed away her hoops, deciding they would not aide in such knee-grubbing work as gardening. A novice when it came to doing her own hair, Veronica persuaded it into two braids and wound them into chignons at the base of her neck. Walking down the hall, she suddenly realized she had no hat to protect her complexion…something her mother would never forgive her for.
“Where are you going, Miss Vernon?”
Veronica spun to find Brad leaning against his bedroom’s doorjamb. She cringed as her hand hit a decorative lamp on the hall table. Losing her balance in the successful attempt to catch the lamp, Veronica stumbled in her piddling skirts. With great relief, she freed one foot only to hopelessly entangle the other. Veronica gasped and pitched forward.
Surprised into action, Brad grabbed her flailing hand and twisted Veronica into his arms. He concealed a laugh as he found her madly blushing, her eyes closed as though too mortified to look at him. And with good reason; she had been awfully rude earlier.
Veronica wondered why he had not yet released her. The lamp felt intact. She cautiously opened one eye and then the other with relief. She was most definitely indebted to him for saving his mother’s lamp. Feeling her blush deepen, Veronica thought perhaps he held her as punishment for flicking the fork at him.
With a smile, Brad watched Veronica’s thoughts echo through her features. How surprisingly charming. He wondered why he had reacted so quickly.
“You may release me, Mr. Williams.”
Brad made an apologizing sound and watched her stare at the lamp. Veronica was too humiliated to casually ask him where to place the lamp, as if this happened on a regular basis. When he reached for the lamp, she meekly handed it over. His slight grin, which he probably thought was well hidden, gave away his entertained thoughts.
Staring at anything but Brad as the silence between them intensified, Veronica was affronted to find that once she met his gaze he was already making a case of her. The slight stutter in her voice betrayed her startled composure as she asked, “Did you need somethin’?”
“Where were you planning on going, Miss Vernon?”
“I was plannin’ on gardenin’. There’s nothin’ else for me to do here.”
His eyes dropped to a darker shade of blue as he attempted to hide his bewilderment and delight. Brushing his fingers through his hair to give it that endearing roughhouse look Veronica had drawn in her portrait, Brad wondered if perhaps the thickening of her accent betrayed her unease. He smiled, taking pleasure in the fact that it would confuse her.
“What is it you want?” she timidly asked.
Rocking on his heels, Brad asked, “Have you any gloves, or tools with which to garden?” Her mystified smile amused him. “Would you like to borrow some gloves and tools, Miss Vernon?”
He said her name with such an easy, casual grace. Veronica was intimidated and impressed, and knew not how to respond as he said, “Miss Vernon, why do you stare at me? Am I to be harangued by your breakfast wit?”
“My wit was my response as a victim of circumstance,” she snapped, waving away his comment in her sudden frustration. “And I stare because you have been the only interestin’ thing here, other than the garden. And as you keep me from my chosen interest, it's only right you become my subject of interest.”
Brad chuckled. No doubt, Veronica thought she would be entertained. A belle always assumes she will be entertained. “You are quite right, for assuming we are busy. I’m flattered you consider me interesting enough to endow your pretty brown eyes on me. But, I am exceedingly surprised you think we would drop everything to entertain a little waif like you.”
Veronica’s eyes widened at his brash comment. How dare he make such a remark so calmly, with a touch of mischief? Down south, he would have apologized, and immediately attempt to sooth her wounded pride. And to compliment her in the same breath! It was unsupportable. “Is there anythin’ else, Mr. Williams?”
“Would you like to borrow gloves, Miss Vernon?” When she grudgingly nodded, Brad took her hand as though they were close friends and led her down the hall.
“What are you doin’, Mr. Williams?” She tugged at her hand, frowning when he resisted. As his grip tightened, Veronica pulled with greater alarm.
“I was going to lend you my sister’s tools.”
“I thought you were takin’ me into your room.”
“Well, I was.”
Veronica reclaimed her hand and stepped from him with a frown. Did his parents teach him no manners, or was it merely because they were alone that he felt he could be so brazen? “I’d be much obliged if you got them by yourself.”
“Are you afraid I’m going to…do something to you because you’re some southern rose? Miss Vernon, I wouldn’t even think of—” He stepped into his room. “I can’t even think of myself thinking of trying to seduce someone like you.”
Veronica blushed. What had he meant, that he couldn’t think of seducing someone like her? Was she not worth seducing? How insulting. Well, she wouldn’t wait for his silly tools, then. Resisting the temptation to stomp to her room, she grabbed her hat and resentfully slipped away to the garden.
It was quite peaceful, to sit in the sun. And though the garden was tranquil, Veronica could hardly look up for fear a soldier would be there, gussied in blue and just itching for a bite of southern flesh—be it man or woman. Strategies of how she could tend the garden sped across her mind, though when none seemed practical she dashed them aside. Reaching down, she delighted in the dirt’s coarse texture.
Feeling someone behind her, she glanced at the house. When Veronica saw nothing but the flapping curtain, she turned to pick up a small handful of dirt. She brought it closely to her nose, remembering when she had the liberty to roam all she liked with the neighboring boy. But, of course, Papa had said she was too old to be so undisciplined: no more playing in the fields or riding bareback. No more loud amusements.
Dissatisfied with her thoughts, Veronica returned to the flapping curtain with no breeze. She wondered if Brad watched her, doubting she could do the job. Pulling on her old kid gloves, she spied an ominous weed and grabbed it with a ferocity her mother would have scolded.
* * * * *
Brad was surprised by how diligently Veronica labored. She certainly did not seem the type to enjoy dirt-working, he thought from behind the safety of the curtain. And though he continued with his usual morning regimen, he often peeked outside to check her progress. Even from his second-story perch Brad could tell she was in danger of fainting from the exertion.
So, feeling unusually amiable, Brad walked into the kitchen to pour lemonade. He smiled while glancing out the window to see her content in the dirt. She certainly did not fit his definition of a southern belle. Thirsty himself, he drank a cup and poured another for Veronica.
* * * * *
Squealing, Veronica flew backwards, her own force adding momentum. She ruefully rubbed her backside and threw the weed away in disgust. Now that the weed of all weeds had been disposed of, she easily pulled out the remaining accomplices.
She enjoyed the massaging heat as the sun bore into her back. Standing, Veronica rocked on her heels and surveyed the past hour’s work, noticing with a smile that she had picked up Amy’s little rocking motion. After stretching out her kinks, she knelt in the dirt and pulled off her sticky gloves, not minding the stains that would inevitably come to her dress. Her mother would be mortified to see Veronica sweating, without hoops, and dirt beneath her nails.
With a plot to scare and test Veronica’s nerves, Brad crept out behind the large willow with her lemonade. What a riot this would be.
Veronica was glad she decided not to wear her crinoline. Her back ached, and as she rolled her neck, her hand brushed what she assumed was the nearby wheelbarrow. Sliding her hat from her head, she leaned against the wheelbarrow, vaguely noticing it seemed oddly pliant.
Brad was at ease, considering Veronica did not realize she leaned against him. Distracted by the heat, he was amazed how the sun changed the sheen of her hair. Deciding he would not like it if Amy chanced upon them, he stood, smiling as Veronica jumped in alarm. “Here.” He handed her the lemonade and sat beneath the willow. “You did very well…for a novice.”
Veronica paused. What did he mean by coming out here, pretending to be sociable, allowing her to lean against him as though they were brother and sister…and annoying her with the second thing happening to come out his mouth? “What do you mean?”
Brad chuckled, pulling out a handkerchief. “Here,” he murmured, proceeding to wipe her cheeks and forehead with it. “You have dirt all over your face.”
Veronica murmured her thanks, and pulled from his soft grasp. Such liberties he felt he could take! How odd, then, that she didn’t exactly mind. She sipped the lemonade and allowed a small smile. “Thank you, Mr. Williams; I have been in need of a drink.”
“Then why did you not stop your mission to get one?”
“I would never have come back to finish. I am of the kind that once I leave a task, it becomes harder with each minute to return. I’m beholden to you.”
He shrugged off her thanks. “I’ve been watching from the house. I figured if dehydration wouldn’t make you come in, I could.” Veronica’s cheeks reddened as she decided not to respond. It was as though he took her actions as something she did to amuse him. She was unused to such treatment, and jumped when Brad demanded, “Why have I suddenly been thrown such a look of disgust, Miss Vernon? I was under the impression you were beholden to me.”
“I was—am.” She frowned as it seemed he expected something more of an answer, and was hard-put to understand why she explained further. “I’m not some southern idiot: I know what your country is doin’ to mine.”
Brad was surprised she dared touch the subject. But, as she had been the one to bring it up, he relished the topic with a whet appetite. “Your country is nothing but a bunch of spoiled children playing God with their slaves. You only left the union because you don’t want to compromise with reason.”
Veronica paused. She did not play God—and was confused why anyone else would, either. However, she firmly decided this was not the time to agree, thereby making Brad’s self-worth grow larger than it already was.
Brad found with tolerable surprise that Veronica was attractive when agitated. He was quite pleased by the animation in her face, and was glad she did not claim the general excuse of consumption. “I don’t understand how the Confederacy spirit is supposed to win against all our material advantages. A bunch of rag-tag farmers, is what you are.”
Stiffening, she averted her gaze and tried to abate her blush.
“We pay our people so they can support themselves.”
This, Veronica could not stand by. If she could, she would gladly set Nan and her sister free. Maum Sukie as well. She dared not tell Brad that. “We do give slaves somethin’ in return: we give them a home. Food, water, doctors—everythin’ for free.”
“I never mentioned slavery.” Brad smiled as she exclaimed in disgust. “If this is all for free, why then are they forced into hard labor?”
That may be how it was at other plantations. Her father had certainly wanted it that way. It was all Veronica could do to help the slaves; but she currently felt so contrary, it was all she could do not to hit Brad. “Ask your daddy. I understand he owned slaves at one point.”
Brad waved away her comment, though his tone hardened in ill-concealed anger. “I don’t want to live in a country seen as vulgar by the world. Don’t you feel the same, Miss Vernon? You, who upholds everything when it comes to reputations?”
How dare he toss her ideals as though they were insignificant morals of a day-gone-by?
“I personally thought it was about time you secesh took up arms. Now, if I want to shoot a Reb, I will be hailed a hero.”
“What a horrible way to look at war,” Veronica cried.
“Isn’t that what you wanted me to say? I said it because you expected me to. I am sure you thought the same ere I spoke. Don’t deny it—I read it in your face.”
“You impossible yanks with all your stuffed pride. Of course you know what is right—you have the money, and the government—what about state’s rights? You Yankees are alike. All pompous—affected—over-confident!”
“Why, whatever do you mean, Miss Vernon? What do you, a little southern belle like yourself, know about state’s rights? Do they allow thinking in women?”
“You, Mr. Williams, are exactly what I thought a Yankee would be like.”
“Handsome? Smart?” he supplied.
It was true: he was dashingly handsome though he was such an egotistical…egotist. “You are ignorant of the proper way to speak to a lady. Since I came you’ve done nothin’ but upset me. And I saved that stupid lamp! I know not what to do around you—” She interrupted herself as her hand moved of its own accord. Horrified, she watched it contact his face with such fervency that made her shudder. Veronica immediately pulled her hand away. “I don’t know what came over me. I hadn’t—I hadn’t meant—”
“Save your apologies, Nettle.” Brad touched his stinging cheek. It was surprising such a small woman could hit so hard. She must have had practice. “You sting just like a nettle, too.”
“You better not be makin’ a habit of callin’ me that.” Veronica watched him from beneath her lashes, irritated to find his brow quirked in amusement.
“What are you going to do about it, Nettle? Run to your army and tell them to hurt me?”
Veronica stood, ready for the conversation to be over.
Brad jumped to his feet, grabbing her arm as she turned to leave. “I hadn’t known southern women had such spunk,” he said as she struggled from his tight grasp. “You’re a regular spitfire.”
“Let me go. This is a scandalous way treat me. What Amy would say to such doin’s!” Veronica was glad to see this had shocked some sense into him, as he paused with a slight frown.
“You’re right, I’m behaving shamefully. I beg of you to accept my apologies with a kiss.”
Veronica recoiled in alarm—proper girls were not kissed before marriage.
Brad leaned close, smelling honeysuckle in her hair. “I am sorry, Nettle,” he breathed, imperceptibly kissing her cheek.
Cringing, Veronica’s eyes flew open as he released her arm and stepped away. “Was that the kiss?” It was a relief he didn’t force himself. Those slight kisses on the cheek Bentley gave her had not the tenderness her ‘friends’ back home so often spoke of. How surprising that this man made her remember that. “That was the kiss?” she whispered with a hint of a smile.
“Were you expecting more? I could hardly be expected to kiss you fully, having only known you today. And, considering the conversation we finished, I could only be expected to regard you as an adversary: at most, a sister. I would not kiss Madge fully, so why would you expect me to kiss you fully?” Was that a smile on her face? No, the frown was prevalent. “Is this what southern parents teach their girls?”
Veronica could stand no more taunting. This man was too cruel. He had no idea what it was like to live her life, and she did not appreciate such uncouth behavior. Lifting her limp skirts, Veronica ran to her bedroom, determined not to face him until forced to.
Flipping an unruly lock of hair from his eyes, Brad realized he had never met a woman so apt to cry—or rather, show any emotion at all. He rather liked not knowing all the emotional turns of a woman. Though, perhaps he had been too harsh. Veronica knew nothing but her southern values; she had never been taught to question what she thought fraudulent. He pursued Veronica, knocking on the guest bedroom door upon reaching it. “Nettle?”
“You are cruel, Mr. Williams,” she cried, making Brad believe she leaned against the door in an attempt to prevent him from entering. No matter. He did not particularly want to be in a confined space with an emotional woman at the moment.
“What is the to do, Cousin? What have you done?” Amy asked, poking her head from Madge’s room. Frowning when Brad hesitated, she stepped into the hallway, shutting the door behind her. Perhaps the interactions between Brad and Veronica were too volatile to be healthy. Had she made an error in throwing them together?
“I…made some unseemly comments to Miss Vernon.”
“Were you just callin’ her ‘Nettle?’” A wry smile forced its way to Amy’s face as he nodded. “If that name is the least of your worries, I fret for you, Cousin.”
“But she attacked me, Amy,” Brad hissed, pulling Amy from the door. He did not want to take the chance that Veronica listened on the other side, for he would no doubt be slapped again. “If you would just go and talk to her, then I won’t have to worry about all this.”
Reluctantly nodding, Amy waited until Brad had escaped to the first floor before knocking on Veronica’s door. There was a long pause, and a startling thump to make Amy wonder if Veronica had perhaps fainted to the floor. “Ronnie? Ronnie, let me in,” she demanded, wrestling with the doorknob. Jumping in surprise as the door was jerked open long enough for her to fall into the room, Amy gasped as Veronica slammed the door shut. She watched, quite puzzled, as Veronica threw herself to bed.
“Ronnie, what happened? Brad is downstairs with Madge, and both are throwin’ themselves into a high dungeon about your incivility. My aunt and uncle know not what to do. Tell me what has conspired between you and my cousins. Brad said you attacked him.”
Veronica sat in a mortified rage. “All I did was gave him a slap in the face for bein’ so impudent. How dare he tell tales about me? Oh, how could you bring me to this Yankee house?”
“My family has always supported the Union. I even asked if all was right, and you muttered your agreement. Were you not listenin’?”
Veronica buried her face in her pillow.
“I’m sorry you didn’t know of my family. But really, what did you think they would be? Veronica, we live in Washington. We live in the Yankee capital.”
“I was surprised, is all. I would have been fine, except for—Brad. He verbally attacked me. Asked all these questions, and threw me into a tizzy. I never thought to audibly doubt the ways of my family. I just knew to follow ‘em.” Veronica pushed her tousled hair from her face, smiling as she thought of Brad deciding to come out with a drink. “Your cousin is odd.”
“Yes, I know. All of my friends are madly in love with him, and yet he hardly looks in their direction. Actually, I believe he dotes on you.”
Veronica laughed, until she realized Amy was serious. “I’ve hardly known him a full day,” she scoffed.
“And yet in the time past, you have thrown a fork at him, held your own in a debate, slapped him, and let him kiss you.”
“I did not let him kiss me, Amy, he grabbed me. And that fork flew of its own accord.” Veronica paused as Amy smiled, and she tentatively asked, “You think he likes me?” Amy nodded. “What if he’s just playin’, though?” Veronica pressed.
“Then play with him! Let him think he enamors you one minute, and be your true self the next. He wouldn’t know what to do. If anythin’, he is enamored because you’re the first woman who hasn’t thrown herself at him in a long time,” Amy remarked, laughing. Having a multitude of women forever wanting to call had heightened Brad’s ego to a point of disgust.
Brad’s manner toward Veronica was anything but gentlemanly, but this would certainly be interesting if Amy be right. Climbing off the bed, Veronica knelt before her trunk to dig out a flattering dress. “I’ll get my indigo out. You tell all I’ll behave and that I’ll be down in two shakes of a leg.”
Amy was cautiously pleased as she scrambled from the room. How she hoped she wasn’t making a mistake by being so excited about all this.
* * * * *
Pulling her hair into a chignon, Veronica watched the humidity cause ringlets at her neck and forehead. The mirror revealed that her momentary crying had brought a sparkle to her eyes, and redness to her lips and cheek. With a smile, she reasoned she could not have asked for better features in her current quest of making Brad love her. Sliding into her black pumps, Veronica left her bedroom to meet the family in the dining room.
“The meal began ten minutes ago, Miss Vernon,” Madge couldn’t help but say as her father helped Veronica into her seat.
“Are you feelin’ better?” Mrs. Williams asked, glaring at her daughter as she handed Veronica a plate. Wishing to make amends for Madge’s continuous rudeness, she attempted polite conversation: “I believe we used to live somewhere near your home, Miss Vern—Ronnie. We once lived in the south, you know.”
“Well, that explains your accents,” Veronica said, suddenly noticing Brad was not present. Glancing across the table at Amy, who also saw the empty seat, Veronica slowly observed, “I was told the family eats together for dinner.”
“I’m sure Brad will come,” Mr. Williams briskly said, encouraging everyone to enjoy the meal as he complimented the servant girl at his left for her superb cooking.
The silence heavily weighted in as the meal continued its present course.
As the front door slammed, alerting the house of Brad’s arrival, it was all Madge could do to not jump from her seat. After pleading with her gaze, she attained her father’s permission to leave and leapt from the table, rightly assuming her brother waited in the library.
Hearing Madge shriek, the family hastily left Veronica alone in the dining room. Resignedly leaving her meal, Veronica followed and leaned against the parlor doorjamb, watching across the parlor into the library as the Yankee family forgot her existence. Brad sat on the sofa with sister and cousin on either side, and with parents across the rug on the chaise lounge. Not caring about what Brad had to say, Veronica dazedly watched him narrate. Suddenly, she could see why he seemed to have so many women in love with him: his smiles reached his eyes.
Veronica was silent as she enjoyed how Brad told his story, though she heard not a word. Frowning when he said something about the volunteer office, she realized he spoke of volunteering for the army. What else could entrance the family so? Veronica’s hand flew to her mouth as she suddenly understood. This was entirely devastating. True, Veronica’s heart was not set on Brad, and therefore she was spared of such distress as that…though if he had not so meanly insulted her earlier, Veronica reasoned she would have been very put-out.
Of course, perhaps Brad wasn’t a soldier. That could be a possibility.
Pretending he could not see Veronica as she leaned against the doorjamb, Brad continued his story. He noted her discomposure the longer he spoke, and when she finally spun to run away, he murmured, “Amy, I would like to take a walk.” He abruptly stood, ignoring how Madge glared at his preoccupation with Veronica. Excusing himself from his parents and the room, Brad waited for Amy at the library door.
Confused, Amy followed him to the back staircase, where she pulled at his sleeve to point out the window, having spied Veronica sitting on the garden bench. “Go. Talk to her,” she ordered, pushing him to the door.
Brad, stronger and more resolute, effectively resisted Amy’s shove. “Why? I am not her friend. Veronica Vernon is a horrible little woman with a bad temper.” He relented at Amy’s crestfallen expression: “I will only go if you sit beside her, and…and hold her hand…or something. I will not go out there by myself and talk to such an impudent woman.”
“You know,” Amy whispered, gripping his hand as they cautiously opened the back kitchen door, “your temper is not so clement, either, Brad. I find it ironic that you would complain of another with a temper not unlike yours.” She smiled into his frown, urging him forward.
Veronica rocked back and forth on the bench. Her reputation would be in a shambles if word got out she willingly left to visit Yankees. Her mother would never forgive a ruined reputation. The more Veronica thought, the more she realized there was no way to leave without Amy’s help. Biting her lip, she wished her thoughts didn’t revisit the sight of Brad smiling in the library.
This was hardly the time to swoon.
“Nettle?” Brad ventured, after much prodding from Amy. He caught a laugh as Veronica refused to acknowledge him, and would have escaped had Amy not clenched his arm and forced his presence.
“Do not mind him, he knows not what he says,” Amy glared, sitting beside Veronica.
Sitting on Veronica’s other side, Brad made no attempt to touch her hand as his cousin did. “I’m sorry if I shocked you, Miss Vernon,” he haltingly began, though, when noticing a slight smirk on Veronica’s face, his temper flared. “Look, I don’t have to explain to you why I teased, so I don’t know why I’m out here.”
Completely ignoring Brad’s soliloquy, Veronica jerked her hand from Amy’s and burst, “You brought him out here, didn’t you, Amy? Did he not ridicule me enough earlier?” With a crumpled frown, she spun to find Brad studying her. “Have you anythin’ more to say or am I permitted to leave your presence?”
Brad held out his hand as Veronica blinked to abate tears. That he stared as though he could read her thoughts was disconcerting, and as her gaze flickered between his face and hand, Veronica was confused as to why he thought she would shake it. They did not have an agreement.
Veronica stepped from the bench and stared at the cousins. They had much in common: their eyes had the same intelligent manner, though not the same color. Gasping, she began to feel the repercussions of uneven breathing while wearing a corset as her lungs contracted. Veronica wrenched from the cousins and dashed into the house, hyperventilating.
Brad, faster than Veronica and unhindered by skirts, found her collapsed and struggling on the back staircase. Kneeling beside her, he massaged her heaving shoulders. “Miss Vernon, you must be calm. You will faint if you continue.”
Veronica pulled away, standing as she picked up her skirts to mount the step.
“Nettle, you can’t mount those stairs in your condition without someone to help,” he protested, frowning as her shoulders set with a stubborn resolution.
Veronica swayed, losing control to the heat. Panicking, she spun to face Brad, gripping his hand with both of hers as her eyes rolled into her head. Her mind felt giddy: she had always wondered what it felt like to faint.
Exclaiming as Veronica’s knees gave out, Brad caught her about the waist and knelt to the ground as the dead weight almost overwhelmed him. He turned to find his mother witness the fall and order Madge to run for her salts as Amy warmed a pot of water. Once they were again alone, he whispered, “Little spitfire, are you conscious?”
“Where am I?” she blinked.
“On the stair.”
Frowning, Veronica muttered, “I am not a spitfire, you horrible creature.”
“Can you stand up?” Brad asked, allowing a small chuckle.
The sudden confusion in her gaze made him stare in surprise as she weakly said, “You mean I’m not?” Veronica watched him shake his head and massage her hand with bewildered, appreciative eyes as he laughed at her. She faintly smiled as her breathing regulated. “Thank you, Brad.”
Thinking she evaded a faint, Brad was amazed when Veronica limply fell against him. With a slight grunt, he lifted her into his arms and with some difficulty, maneuvered her large hoopskirt up the narrow staircase. Pausing at the top of the stair, Brad reasoned it would be more practical to leave Veronica in Madge’s room, for he could well imagine Veronica’s horror if she ever found out he entered her bedroom. He gently laid Veronica on Madge’s large reading chair, tucking a blanket around her.
Brad jumped as Amy stormed into the room, brandishing a damp cloth for Veronica’s forehead. Certain Amy would revive her southern friend, he left the room with a faint blush.
“Ronnie, wake up,” Amy commanded, kneeling beside her friend as Madge shut the door behind them. Veronica’s eyes flitted, confused whether or not they should open. Now enraged, Amy grabbed the salts from Madge and shoved them beneath Veronica’s nose.
Veronica jerked away. She gasped and fell back, fighting a coughing spasm. Shaking her head from the fumes, she stared at Amy in confusion. “What happened?” Veronica weakly asked, clutching her head as her pulse pounded against her skull.
“You fainted.” Amy set the salts aside and bathed Veronica’s face. “Brad offered his hand in comradeship, and you didn’t take it.”
Pretending she couldn’t sense Madge in the room, Veronica shrugged while rubbing her head. “I will not be here long enough to cause more trouble, I am sure. Why should it matter whether I took his hand or not?”
“Because you’re my friend,” Amy replied. “I had wanted to please you.”
“So you brought me to a Yankee house?” Veronica frowned, re-pinning her bun as she irresolutely stood.
Amy’s mouth dropped as she cried, “That didn’t give you any cause to go into hysterics, or faint when Brad came to your aid. When he offered his hand in apology for what he said?”
“Apology! My word—Brad only apologized because you wanted him to. He’s an insufferable man who wants nothin’ more than to go to war and die a Yankee hero. And I never asked him to help me on the stairs. He did that of his own accord.”
“If he were the brute you say he is, he would have left you on those stairs, and let you look the fool that you did! I am ashamed of you, Ronnie. Claimin’ my cousin apologized only to keep his egotism, retain my friendship, and die a Yankee hero. You have no right to speak of him like that. He’s practically my brother.”
Madge shook her head in shock.
Glancing at Madge, Amy began to worry for Veronica’s safety: Madge’s temper tended to have quite violent and physical results. With a sigh, she said, “What is it about my family that upsets you so? The fact that we are Yankees—” She interrupted herself to jump forward and effectively pin Madge from attacking Veronica.
“Well!” Veronica exclaimed, falling back into the chair.
“Amy, release me! How could she say such things?” Madge cried. “Have you no thought of what your words do to others, Miss Vernon? Do you think that because my brother seems to prefer your company that you are entitled to free expression, whether it is tactful or not? I realize your society behaves differently. But if this is how you act when permitted to speak freely, it is no wonder we took your rights away!”
Veronica inconspicuously searched for something to throw: in case Madge happened to attack again. Though the room was sparely furnished, it had an unperturbed aura, and she was strangely calmed. So the room wasn’t decorated with the flourishes her plantation bedroom boasted; the bed was large, and comfortable, and the easy chair had a careworn feel. “Your room is quaint, Madge,” she murmured, smoothing the bedspread.
“Only my closest friends and family call me Madge. You may call me Rachel.”
Paling, Veronica couldn’t help but think this visit north was not going at all as planned.
Veronica’s frock, obviously worn to tempt Brad, was aggravatingly pretty, and Madge resentfully admired Veronica’s lace cuffs and collar as Veronica stuttered, “I’m horribly sorry, Rachel. I only knew to call you…”
“Have you evaded your faintin’ spell, Miss Vernon?” Madge drawled, mocking Veronica’s accent. Disappointed that Veronica refused to speak as someone knocked, she turned to usher her brother in as he sheepishly poked his head around the door.
“I won’t bite,” he said, entering the room. A smile crept across his face as he mused, “In any case, I’m sure I wouldn’t like the taste of a southern rose more than a northern one.”
“Your wit amazes me,” Veronica said, sarcasm drying her voice. It seemed he was still upset she wouldn’t consider him a suitor because of his heritage. Chuckling at the three Yankees’ expressions, she said, “Y’all are bein’ dumb. Speak!”
Madge exclaimed in surprise as Brad placed his hand on her shoulder. “We are being dumb? Perhaps so. I would rather be dumb than say too much and reveal my true stupidity! Brad,” she cried, spinning to face her surprised brother, “I was there, this afternoon. I heard every word Miss Vernon spoke to you. She told such lies!”
“Well, that was childish, to be eavesdropping on us. Madge, when will you learn to see both sides of an issue? Whatever Miss Vernon said was the result of my egging her on,” Brad calmly replied, rocking on his heels. The way the situation progressed, he would have another heated debate on his hands: how thrilling.
Madge’s surprise silenced her.
Brad sat on Madge’s bed and turned to say to Veronica, “And little Miss Spitfire, I don’t rightly remember how manners are conducted south, but I feel embarrassing your hostess is considered rude.”
“What society lets men sit on a woman’s bed?”
“What society lets women travel unchaperoned? I could turn you in for spying.”
Veronica tried to remember, with much panic, how Union law dealt with spies. Not that she was much of a spy, having already insulted her host family and very close to leaving. With much relief and embarrassment, Veronica realized he noticed her discomfort, and the severity in his eyes disappeared.
“Calm yourself, Miss Nettle. I will not turn you in, if you behave. I know you contemplated leaving, but right now, I’m afraid this is all you have as Amy is determined not to leave until a month at least has passed.”
Veronica held her head. It wasn’t fair, that she be so attracted to a man who considered her so below him: it should be the reverse. “Mr. Williams, this afternoon, you were quite amiable, until we talked of war. Yet now you assault a woman for merely defendin’…her cause.”
Brad wondered whether Veronica spoke a double meaning.
“How funny, then, that you remind me of a dear friend.”
He swiveled in surprise, his eyes narrow with curious suspicion. “I am curious, Miss Vernon, if that is what you are wondering with that brown, searching gaze of yours.”
Veronica sullenly smiled, conscious that he insulted and complimented her in the same sentence. So, he had noted the color of her eyes. “I see I cannot leave until I humor you. My friend was kind, though when mad, awful scary. I never understood why. I never committed any crime that constituted my punishments. If I did anythin’ remotely silly…my word.” She frowned at how personal the conversation was becoming. Veronica had not meant to talk of Jonathan to anyone but Amy, yet here she confided in Brad. “You know, I was merely defendin’ myself, this afternoon. You twisted my words and commanded the entire conversation.”
“Miss Vernon, I have been brought up with the understanding that the Deep South is the epitome of proper culture. A utopian world…for those who deserve it.” Brad rapidly walked the length of the room, a sign to Amy that Veronica had wounded his pride. “From what I understand, only the top five percent of southerners want war: the ones who can afford it. These plantation owners more often than not lay idle, twiddling their thumbs as their slaves work to death.”
“That is not true! We treat ours very well,” Veronica burst. How she wanted to hit him.
“You are ignorant about your own homeland, I see! Your shocked face at such a report reveals as much. Ha—I expected as much from a girl who could hardly defend her homeland.”
“You care nothin’ for the traditions of classical life,” Veronica lamely replied.
“So, the owning and beating of slaves is now classical? Or is that just the side we like to keep to ourselves over a cup of tea? Answer me this: did your father ever discipline you? Hearing what you and others have said of the South, southern girls are brought up to be the center of attention until they marry, when they become slaves themselves.” Brad ignored Amy’s gasp. No doubt, she had never heard him speak so harshly to anyone but Madge, who, incidentally, enjoyed the argument very much. “Not typical slaves, I assure you, but slaves to the southern system: managing the mansion but maintaining an air of the calm, ignorant woman, a mere extension of her husband. Who has your father chosen for you to marry, Miss Vernon? I hope for your sake he is rich. You deserve the hard work a huge plantation offers.”
Veronica watched Brad with a reserved hatred. Every word he said was true. She hated how her mother pretended to be in a consumption to escape the work she should be doing as mistress of the plantation. And good lord—the man her father picked as a husband. How dare Brad speak to her as though she was so ignorant of her own home? Why did he think she came north?
Brad frowned, disappointed, for Veronica did not burst into tears as before.
“You know nothin’ about me, if you dare make such claims,” Veronica calmly replied, her gaze so set it seemed to be stone. “My father has been dead for five years. If you want to preach about the atrocious dogma of southern life, tell it to someone else. I have lived it my entire life, you hateful man.”
“Miss Vernon…”
“You needn’t insult my intelligence, Mr. Williams, by speakin’ in such a slow manner.”
Brad threw up his hands in shocked silence. “That was never my intention.”
“You needn’t patronize me, either,” Veronica spat, crossing her arms and turning so her back faced Brad. She could hardly abide to look at him, let alone be in the same room. This was all very distressing.
“Have you ever done anything for yourself?” he asked after a length of silence.
“I have never even cut a piece of bread for myself,” Veronica burst, her frustration masking her humiliation.
“And you’re proud of this?” the three Yankees stared at her in unbridled surprise.
“Look—we have slaves runnin’ our plantation. It is considered unladylike to be in the kitchen, or anywhere else a slave has any sort of control. And as long as Lincoln stops runnin’ his mouth, that’s how it's gonna stay.” It was aggravating that Brad seemed to sense her frustration, and yet not understand why she had to stay loyal.
“I’m not afraid to lash you,” he finally admitted.
“This will not be tolerated!” Veronica cried.
“Stop this madness and calm yourself,” Amy said, holding out a restraining hand to Brad. “Ronnie, we mean you no harm.” Pulling at Veronica’s arm to further separate her cousin from her southern friend, Amy made a point of ignoring Brad’s presence as he moved to the far corner of the room to glower over their proceedings.
The tension mounted as Brad’s frown deepened. He knew Amy’s ignoring him was an attempt to cool his temper—she often preached how unmanageable it was. Oh, how she preached. “Miss Vernon!” he called as Amy led Veronica from the room.
Veronica turned. Frustrated by her falling hair, she took out the pins, feeling the weight decidedly land at her waist. She quickly re-pinned it, knowing it was incredibly racy for a man to see it down, though at the moment she could hardly care less. “Mr. Williams, if you have nothin’ to say, then I must beg leave.”
With much irritation Brad saw Amy caught his uncertainty. “I didn’t expect such pretty hair on a nettle like you,” he muttered, brushing past Veronica through the door. He fled to his room, knowing if he went anywhere else Madge would attack and demand the purpose for at times being kind to the southern rebel.
Amy caught Veronica’s eye as she murmured, “Round one point to Miss Vernon.”
* * * * *
Grumbling, Veronica awoke and bathed in ice-cold water, dressing in her cinnamon pink dress. Apathetically, she accented it with a sprig of flowers at her collar. “This simply will not do.” She thought of Brad demanding whether she did anything for herself, and felt ashamed of her answer, though it was true. Only this past year had she convinced Nan she could dress herself, and only under the most secret of secrets.
Tiptoeing to the dining room, she found without much surprise that the family had eaten and the dishes already taken care of. Feeling helpless, Veronica plopped into a seat with her back to the door. Resting her forehead against her forearms, she mused, “I don’t know how to cook. And I’m absolutely…oh, what’s the word I’m lookin’ for?” Veronica paused, eyes narrowing at the wood grain of the table. “Horrible man. Does he suppose I enjoy havin’ to depend on someone else to simply feed me?”
“Your food is on the warming plate, Miss Nettle.”
Veronica stood, toppling the chair the floor. Aghast, she found Brad casually leaning against the doorjamb. She followed his gaze to the cooling oven. “Thank you, Mr. Williams,” she meekly replied, blushing as she walked past him, knowing his eyes carelessly pierced her.
Already uncomfortable, Veronica grabbed the plate.
“Nettle!” Brad was shocked, having assumed Veronica knew how warming plates worked. He watched Veronica stumble across the room and drop the hot plate with a cry, spattering its contents to the table. As she idiotically tried to cope with the pain, Brad pulled Veronica to the washbasin and rolled up her sleeves. With a smile, he cajoled Veronica to douse her hands. “Nettle,” he murmured, swishing her hands through the water, “As a rule, one picks up a hot plate with a towel so as not to burn one’s hands. Back home, though, I’m sure your slave did it for you.” Brad hid his grin, suspecting Veronica would hardly deny the temptation to soak him, as she was so near available water.
Oh yes, today Brad would be all politeness, after the tirade he had given Veronica the night before. Uncomfortable with his soft grip, Veronica waited until her fingers no longer smarted before pulling away. Brad’s amiableness was unnerving, and she was intimidated by his height. How had she not noticed it before?
“Are you better, little spitfire?” Veronica indignantly caught him trying to hide a smile as he motioned to the table and held a chair out for her. “Care to sit?” he smiled.
Holding her hands close, she sat, much confused by his generosity.
“Hold this ice to your burns. I don’t think you’d enjoy me feeding you, Nettle,” Brad said, sitting beside Veronica, knowing full well he perplexed her with his uncharacteristic kindness. He waited for a response, as she grudgingly accepted the ice and rolled it between her burned palms.
“My name is not Nettle,” Veronica muttered, her voice raw with unspoken anger and humiliation. Glancing around the kitchen, she realized with a frown she had no idea where the Yankee family hid their cups.
Following Veronica’s searching gaze, Brad rose to pull a glass from the cupboard and again reached into the icebox. He motioned for milk or wine, nodding as Veronica chose milk. “Did you sleep well on our Yankee bedding?” he asked, smiling as he sat across the table to watch Veronica eat.
Veronica hesitated as she dropped the melting ice into her milk. Now feeling tolerable, she stabbed at her sausage with her fork. “Mr. Williams, I sleep well on any beddin’ for I am glad for any bed at night.” Then, as if triumph of her statement, Veronica ripped off a bite from her sausage.
“I should apologize for last night, Nettle, I mean, Miss Vernon.” Brad watched Veronica stare at her forked meat as he continued, “Many of my comments should never have been voiced or thought of.”
As Brad ran his fingers through his hair and smiled, Veronica suddenly wondered whether he was trying to flirt. She toyed with her food, her appetite waning in the growing humidity. “I’m not sure I should accept your apology, Mr. Williams.”
Surely, she wasn’t serious. “Why?”
“Your comments hurt. And you continued even when I tried to explain my own feelin’s about the south,” Veronica said, noting with a hidden smile that Brad’s brows shot up in surprise, for she suspected the thought had just occurred to him that perhaps she also did not like the south. Finishing her quickly cooling breakfast, Veronica blushed when Brad removed her empty plate to the washbasin. She waited until he reoccupied his seat before continuing: “You were sayin’ those things out of defense. It should be me apologizin’, not you.”
Brad wondered at the cause of her trembling smile.
“I have come a long way, Mr. Williams. My journey hasn’t been easy to travel.” How Veronica hated speaking in euphemisms. She sensed a confidante in Brad’s current mood, but how could he understand Veronica meant to fulfill her uncle’s ultimatum? An ultimatum that declared in order for Veronica to escape her pre-arranged engagement, she must find a fiancé of her own? And that, because of this ultimatum, Veronica had not returned home for two years, and vainly searched for her childhood friend Jonathan to pose as said fiancé?
“Mr. Williams, it was kind of you to seek me out this mornin’,” Veronica began, suddenly overwhelmed as she ineffectually turned to hide her tears. “I…sometimes I forget about my father’s death,” she lied.
Hesitating, Brad moved from his seat to kneel beside Veronica and touch her shoulder. “Miss Vernon?” he said as she pulled away, quieting her tears. “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what to do.”
“I thank you for your offered help. But please, just leave me be.” Searching for her handkerchief, Veronica resentfully found it, memories of her fiancé surfacing. How many times had she cried into it because of him? She threw the handkerchief away, knowing she had not the strength to rip it apart in her anger.
Brad was exceedingly confused as he fished through his pockets to find his own sadly mangled handkerchief. He placed it on the table beside Veronica’s trembling arm and reclaimed his seat to sit and watch her cry, as it was obvious she did not want his condolences. It was just Brad’s luck, then, that just so happened to Amy walk into the room.
Silently catching a laugh, Amy wondered whether it had become her lot in life to find Brad and Veronica up in arms, as she had been the one to throw them together. She stepped from the door in alarm, rushing to Veronica’s side as she demanded of Brad, “What have you done this time, Cousin?”
“I merely tried to apologize. This is no fault of mine, I assure you, Cousin,” Brad ungraciously replied, his eyes narrowing in response.
Shrugging away from Amy’s embrace, Veronica finally acknowledged Brad’s tissue to wipe her tears as she murmured, “I’m sorry, Brad, I don’t mean to put you on guard.”
Startled by Veronica’s quiet mentioning of his name, Brad struggled to hide his surprise from Amy’s keen gaze. It would not do, to have Amy attempt to match-make. Affixing a smile to his face, Brad murmured, “That’s quite all right. If you wish, I could escort you to your room.”
“I’ll be restored presently,” she assured. “I own it to my weak upbringin’, Mr. Williams.”
Catching the slight sarcastic inflection in Veronica’s tone, Amy tilted her head in the direction of the hall, and followed Brad out of the kitchen with an apologetic smile to Veronica. Firmly pulling the kitchen door shut behind her, Amy patiently watched Brad pace, surprised by his agitation as he growled, “She isn’t revealing something. Why does Miss Vernon mourn her father if she disliked him so?”
Amy pondered this with a sigh, and finally answered, “You know, Brad, I don’t know. Ronnie even told me, back in Richmond, that I shouldn’t be surprised if she didn’t show signs of mournin’.” She paused as he frowned, clasping his hands behind him, and she couldn’t help but ask, “Shouldn’t we inquire after her?” and smiled as he jerked in her direction. It seemed as though Brad had already forgotten her presence. “I merely ask for Veronica’s sake,” she hastily explained as his eyes narrowed in his usual suspicion.
“I can’t go in alone,” Brad replied.
Veronica wiped her tears with finality, standing to blearily smile as Amy and Brad entered the kitchen after their brief tête-à-tête. It was quite odd, how Brad stared at her, and Veronica found his gaze almost too much to bear. “Mr. Williams, are you quite all right?”
Brad picked up her handkerchief from the table, slowly turning it over in his hand as he mused, “You threw this. Shall I keep it for you until you have use of its services again?”
A fast blush captured Veronica’s face as she reached for the handkerchief, shocked when Brad pulled away in a teasing fashion. “Give me my handkerchief, Mr. Williams,” she said, eyeing Amy in confusion.
Amy shrugged: she did not know what had gotten into her cousin’s head.
“I thought you didn’t want it,” Brad protested.
“My handkerchief,” Veronica said, insistently holding her hand out. His hesitation made her frown, and it was all she could do not to stomp her foot and scream aloud.
“If I think you deserve your handkerchief, Nettle, I will give it back to you.”
Veronica’s eyes narrowed at the mentioning of that atrocious name, Nettle. “Will I get it back before I leave?”
“Why, do you want me to keep it?” his tone was all astonishment, though Amy saw through the glint in Brad’s eye that he meant for the conversation to take such a turn. Her head cocked to the side as she began to inspect her cousin, who had never shown so much interest in one of her friends before. The evaluation was interrupted as blushing Veronica grabbed Amy’s arm and dragged her from the kitchen, muttering of insufferable Yankee men.
Veronica was unaware Brad followed until he jumped before them, preventing access to the stairwell. “Nettle, take your handkerchief back. I merely teased,” he said, placing the little cloth in her hand with a smile.
“I…well, thank you,” Veronica glanced at Amy in surprise, who exchanged a shrug.
Rocking on his heels, Brad suddenly cleared his throat and stiffly bowed, the glint in his eye all the more brighter, Amy noted. “Miss Vernon, rest assured, I will not pester you anymore today,” he said. Saluting Amy, he turned to disappear up the stairs.
“Your progress with my cousin is absolutely astounding, Ronnie. I believe he will be in love with you by the end of the week,” Amy observed with a bemused smile up the stairwell.
* * * * *
Veronica leaned toward the bedside candle to see her journal. She tried to focus on the blank page, as she had for the past half hour. She couldn’t follow Brad’s reasoning for being so congenial. His touch had been much too gentle, Veronica decided, and wondered whether this had anything to do with Amy’s jest of his affinity.
“June 15, ‘61
“DIARY—I have been here but two days, and am in complete confusion. Brad Williams is polite only because he knows it is confusing when he teases two minutes later, and is kind only when the mood suits. And, I am afraid I enjoy his attentions in excess. How I could think of him in this fashion is quite beyond my existing mindset. It distracts me, but I fear there is nothing I currently can do about my escape from my marriage situation. I am determined to elude marriage to Bentley.
“I can only hope I will meet a man who would pose as my fiancé, so that I will not be forced to marry Bentley by my ever-so-solicitous uncle. It was very generous of my uncle, I know, to strike this odd bargain. I am glad that I have been given the opportunity to find a replacement fiancé by the time I return home. I hope to find Jack to at least pose as my fiancé; he was such a good friend I don’t see how he could refuse me.”
Veronica paused and sighed, the desperation of her situation becoming more and more prevalent as she wrote. Shaking her head, she roused herself to continue with the entry:
“I know, now, that Momma doesn’t like Bentley. Never has and probably never will, I suppose. Perhaps I have wrongly judged her. Back in Richmond, Rhett promised to inquire after my Jack, or rather, Jonathan. Next I write I hope have greater clue as to his whereabouts. Or, I will at least have someone to help me escape Bentley.
“And while I am here, I might as well unload a thought that settled heavily on my mind today: I admit, quite unwillingly, that Brad is insufferably handsome. I will have to constrain my reactions to his overwhelmingly attentive manner, for it is unthinkable that I be attracted to him. True, I feel as he does about my home society, but he speaks so arrogantly that I would rather spit in his eye than agree with him!”
Washington was quite insane: or so Veronica thought. She heeded Brad’s strong suggestion that she remain indoors, considering her southern heritage and accent. For all Veronica knew, she was the sole purebred southerner left in Washington, and that hardly consoled her unease. Less than a mile away, Yankee soldiers camped in shantytowns, hastily thrown up in the midst of war. The unkempt capital decidedly displeased Veronica’s taste.
And to add to the confusion, Veronica increasingly found herself in Brad’s company. Seated in the library, her spot of refuge, she desperately wanted to be alone. She glanced up from her needlepoint to find him staring, and couldn’t help but smile as his gaze flickered to his book.
“I don’t need companionship, Mr. Williams. The knowledge in these books suits me just as well as your enlightened presence,” Veronica said, including the room in her needle’s flourish. Frowning when he showed no inclination to answer, she walked across the room and tapped his head with her thimble finger. “Mr. Williams?”
Brad cleared his throat and turned the page, perusing the book with great speed. Veronica dropped to the lounge, watching him with a laughing eye though she carried the impression of annoyance. With a sigh, Veronica reasoned Brad to be fresh and mysterious, and she smiled for it seemed he quite unintentionally persuaded her to dismiss the fair-haired men she knew.
Glancing into the mirror, Veronica was aghast to see her reflection boasted disarrayed hair and pale cheeks. She brushed unruly wisps into her bun and pinched her cheeks to retrieve their usual healthy glow, abruptly stopping when she caught Brad watching with undisguised admiration.
“What has four eyes, but cannot see, Nettle?” he impulsively asked, turning another page in his book, looking bored out of his mind.
“I’m sure I don’t know,” Veronica replied with a nervous laugh.
“Mississippi. They have four eyes, but cannot see.”
“See what, pray tell?”
“The injustice of slavery.”
“You say such things as though they are funny,” Veronica replied, snapping her needle.
“Whoever said I was trying to entertain you, little Nettle?” The room went silent as Brad returned to his book, pleased with his attempt at conversation, unaware that Veronica thoughtfully watched him skip pages until she finally stowed her needlepoint away.
“May I repeat, Mr. Williams, that I do not need your companionship?” she said.
“Ah, yes. You seem so thoroughly engrossed in your current occupation of…staring into the mirror. Perhaps I should leave you to your business,” Brad commented, his brow arching. “Shall I call upon you in an hour to inspect your progress?”
Veronica couldn’t help but smile at his ridiculousness as she sat beside him, pushing his shoulder in response. She sat in the anticipation that Brad would comment on her willingness to sit so close, though she didn’t need companionship. Disappointed when she was ignored, Veronica turned to watch the window in a daze.
“You do that so often, Miss Vernon. What makes you stare so?”
Deciding not to respond, Veronica impulsively stood from the chaise and moved to the window, clasping her hands behind her back. With a frown, she felt her stomach contract. When last had she eaten?
Hesitating, Brad placed his book on the table. “I know you don’t need companionship, Miss Vernon. I just feel your recent deficiency of sleep, appetite, and interest in life is becoming a dangerous high.”
“Since when did you worry over me, Mr. Williams?”
“I thought perhaps your disillusion was my fault…I did treat you like a bear that first day. I harshly tested your mental strength and put you to ridicule in front of Amy.”
Veronica blinked as her stomach contracted yet again, and she tried to ignore the amused expression Brad’s face currently carried. “It is kind of you to worry about me, though you don’t have to. I’m just a little tired, is all.” As she turned in irritation, a section of her hair fell. Veronica paused as her hair fell from her bun. Lack of interest, did he say? Closing her eyes against her rising hysteria, she whipped around to face Brad and snap, “And what are you starin’ at?”
“Your hair has fallen, Miss Vernon.”
“So, you noticed,” she glowered.
“I suppose you know it isn’t proper for a woman to wear her hair down before a man, because it signals she wants marriage,” Brad continued, deftly flaunting the situation as he rocked on his heels. She really was too intriguing. He had never met a woman so willing to maintain a sense of dignity and temper even while she blatantly disregarded such strict rules of etiquette. Brad decided he liked Veronica all the more for it.
Veronica knew etiquette probably twice as well as Brad claimed. Sometimes he was so abominably unfair. She grabbed at the windowsill with an obvious effort, her lack of nourishment making her head spin with the effort to stand still. “Mr. Williams, I would like to hand you a proposition,” Veronica managed, clutching her waist. “If you would get me somethin’ to drink, or some food? If you would be so kind, I promise I will no longer ignore your presence. I…if I don’t eat somethin’, I think I’m goin’ to die.”
Brad guided Veronica to the sofa with friendly kindness, and, once sure she was comfortable, left on a rampage for food. He returned with milk and a plate of cold cuts and bread, noticing with a smile that her hair was pulled back in his favorite style. Triumphantly sitting beside Veronica, Brad said, “Eat up, you need it. You’re nowhere near the weight you were when you came here.”
“What do you mean?” Veronica demanded, immediately wishing she hadn’t spoken, for Brad lost his endearing smile. Wishing to make amends, she rushed, “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. I have an awful habit of bein’ pessimistic, you know.” Veronica sipped at the milk as Brad handed her a piece of bread. “You know, you remind me of a childhood friend,” Veronica said, watching his hair fall before his eyes.
“Really?” he asked, only partially interested. Spying an edge of her needlepoint from its bag, Brad realized the project was of a plantation mansion, which looked abominably familiar. Shrugging, he reasoned the plantation was a rendering of Veronica’s home as she nodded and proceeded to say: “He, my friend, was kinder than my father, and stronger than my mother.”
“What happened?” he asked.
“He moved,” Veronica said off-hand, shrugging off harbored feelings of betrayal. Knowing Brad’s curiosity rose, she dodged his eye to prevent further questioning, only to notice Madge stood, glaring, in the library doorway. “Rachel!” she cried, jumping to her feet, spilling the plate of meat and nearly her milk.
Considering the last conversation between Veronica and Madge had ended in a resentful stalemate, Brad was quite ready to see them spar again. Evidently, Veronica had noticed Madge’s jealous tendencies, which therefore explained the fact that she jumped away, unusually distressed. Brad smiled at his sister from behind Veronica at Madge.
Madge hesitated, unsure who she would derive more pleasure of preaching to.
“Come, Sister, sit beside me and feast.”
“Don’t mock me, Brother. You’re a Yankee, she a traitor! Surely you have not forgotten the willfulness of the south. I am sure you have not for only yesterday you preached me. Is there some excuse why Miss Vernon has not been preached to?” Madge glared at Veronica, who retreated to the windowsill. “How is it that you pay more attention to her than me, Brad?”
Jumping from his seat, Brad startled Veronica with his speed. “A word, please?” he muttered, grabbing his sister’s arm, ignoring her whimpers as he dragged her across the library to the parlor. “We’ll be a moment, Miss Vernon,” Brad managed, vacating the room with a definite slam of the doors.
Veronica turned watch a bird hunt a worm through the library window. The bird reached forward, its body streamlined, beak open in anticipation. The worm wriggled in the mouth of the bird, struggling from impending doom. Sweat from the humid afternoon beaded on Veronica’s forehead. Horrid corset.
Gasping for air, Veronica stumbled from the house, clutching her bodice. She did not understand this sudden discomfort, and focused on the house to achieve calm. Though she loved her plantation, Veronica found this Yankee house, lacking the stodgy southern customs, offered previously unknown warmth. Carefully tucked in South Carolinian meadows and cotton fields, her home exhibited a kindness her family had never learned to demonstrate to one another.
Veronica never liked thinking about home, for that meant thinking about her father and fiancé. Now calm, she wandered back to the library and stared into the mirror. A pale, thin little thing, Veronica wondered what made Bentley so obsessed. Her brown eyes were much too large, her nose too exact, and her mouth too eager to speak. Her hair, prided by her mother, currently seemed lackluster. Veronica knelt to pick up the meat, thinking, wouldn’t Brad be amused, to see her cleaning after herself?
Brad opened the door, ushering his sister through. “Madge would like to apologize.”
Veronica’s brow arched as Madge grudgingly stepped forward to grudgingly say, “I’ve been…extremely jealous of my brother’s attention. I find it baffling that he finds your company more amiable than mine, and I…apologize for my rude behavior.”
“I don’t know why he follows me, Miss Williams. My word! —He is in trouble accordin’ to your insight. Your poor brother’s bein’ seduced by a rebel.” Veronica clasped her hands and dramatically paced the room. “Please. If I happened to be on the make with Brad, he’d do what I wanted. Ain’t that right…sugar?”
Brad smiled as Veronica slipped her hand through his and leaned against his shoulder. She certainly wanted to aggravate Madge. “I suppose so,” he conceded, pulling her close.
“Brad, you can’t mean that,” Madge gasped.
“I couldn’t possibly resist such temptation,” Brad chuckled, finally breaking gaze with Veronica to acknowledge his enraged sister. “Madge, we only tease. You excite too quickly.”
“Who said I was teasin’?” Veronica quipped, turning to pick up the meat plate. “Hungry, Madge?”
Madge bit her lip to prevent saying something she yet again would be pulled from the room by Brad for, though she did say, “No, thank you, Miss Vernon. I do not need my brother to scrounge for food.” Grumbling, she left, her rustling skirts accenting her anger.
Veronica set the plate down, glancing at Brad with a smile as he said, “That was quite a performance,” and sat down. Hesitating when Brad patted the seat beside him, she complied and explained, “I felt it high time I lived up to my nettle-like qualities.” Grabbing a piece of meat, she laughed at Brad’s tendency to study her as though she was something interesting.
* * * * *
As the weeks progressed into a month, Veronica picked up rumors of General Jackson as a threat to Washington’s safety. Ever since the Fourth of July celebrations and parade, the city’s excitement was quite contagious—even for a southerner like Veronica. And the July 16 arrival of Union Major General McClellan with a captured rebel flag almost rallied her belief in the Confederacy (Garrison).
News of Union troops planning to launch an attack on Manassas Junction not only sparked an interest in Veronica and Amy, but in most of Washington. Hence Amy was hardly surprised to hear carriages en route to battle at the early hour of five.
Veronica yawned as she sneaked down the staircase with Amy, who held Mrs. Beaumont’s basket in one hand and her shoes in the other.
Amy shook her head—the signal that someone was awake to sound the alarm of their illegal absence. “I can’t believe I’m doin’ this.”
“What?” Veronica hissed, peeking around her shoulder, her shoes inadvertently knocking Amy’s head. “Someone is up?”
“I said I can’t believe I’m doin’ this,” Amy said, inspecting the dimly lit kitchen.
“Do you mean to tell me you have never rebelled against your relatives?”
“I have never had the need to, unlike you.” Grabbing the basket, she spun before seeing Veronica’s injured gaze.
Wincing, Veronica turned to see a shadow ducking up the stair. Unaware Amy did not follow, she pursued the silhouette halfway, before deciding her curiosity wasn’t worth the battle. Swiveling on her heel, she squeaked as a warm hand slid around her waist. Veronica vainly grappled with her assailant as he dragged her away.
Amy dropped the basket when she found Veronica no longer with her. Hoping her uncle hadn't caught them in the act of escaping to the battle, she dashed up the stair and peeked into the hall. She wished she had a candle to illuminate the clammy air. “Ronnie, where have you gone?” she hissed, and jerked aside as a hand brushed her arm. As her eyes adjusted to the light, Amy was shocked by the spectacle of Veronica embracing a man whose identity was hidden beneath his cap. Of course, further inspection proved Veronica did not embrace him but that he firmly held her close, covering her mouth to prevent an obvious scream.
“Who are you? What do you want?” Amy softly demanded of the aggressor, as he thumbed his cap up so she could see his face.
The man thumbed his cap so she could see his face. “I should like to know where you are going,” he said, tightening his grasp on Veronica, effectively pinning her flailing arms.
Amy waved the comment aside. “Let Ronnie go before she slips into a consumption, Brad. I swear…the way you treat her is abominable.”
Squealing from behind Brad’s hand, Amy saw Veronica’s eyes widen in anger. Amy tilted her head, hiding her smile from Brad as Veronica bit his hand. Choking on her giggles, Amy watched Veronica triumphantly jump away, quipping, “Serves you right for bein’ a horrible boy,” as Brad weakly roared in pain.
“Look what you’ve done! You’ve created a mark!”
“I should hope so: my hands still carry marks from that warmin’ plate,” Veronica sniffed, waving away his complaint with a shadow-hidden smile.
“Where are you taking my cousin, Nettle?” Brad wrapped a handkerchief around his hand, ignoring Amy’s expression, as he suspected she much enjoyed his spats with Veronica.
“I am not takin’ her anywhere. She decided on her own to see the battle and…” Veronica clapped her hand over her mouth as Amy shot a glare at her and Brad demanded, “Is that so, Amy?”
“Brad, you mustn’t tell Aunt and Uncle. They will have my hide for sure,” Amy pleaded.
“I won’t tell,” Brad said, holding his hand up for silence as they squealed, “because I am coming with you.”
“He’ll spoil it,” Veronica warned.
Amy’s countenance sunk. “Even if we managed to keep him locked in the house, he’d climb out a window and follow us on foot. I know that look. He’s goin’ to come whether we want him or not. Well then, come along. We don’t want to waste time.” Leading Veronica and Brad to the kitchen, Amy paused to lace her shoes as Brad picked up the basket for the stable.
Veronica hesitated before following Brad to the stable, and when she entered the small building, she found him cajoling the horse to stand still as he fed it a carrot. Standing near him, she wondered why she felt so amiable just then. “He’s beautiful.”
“You two are very prepared,” Brad answered, rubbing the horse’s nose. “I came out thinking perhaps I had to prepare the carriage, but I find all is ready for departure.”
“You sound surprised, Cousin.” Amy smiled, entering the sable to link her arm through Veronica’s.
“I am impressed,” Brad admitted, aiding them into the buggy. Grabbing the reins, he turned to find Veronica sitting beside him, trying to hide her blush. “Miss Vernon…I could have sworn I helped Amy into the carriage first…as in, she sat beside me two seconds ago.”
The smile in Amy’s voice as she replied made Veronica’s blush brighter: “You jostle me too much when you drive, Brad. I thought perhaps sittin’ next to Veronica would persuade you to be more controlled in your movements.” She leaned forward to see Brad’s displeased expression as she said, “Well, are we goin’ to leave, or enjoy this wonderful view of the outside world within the stable, Cousin?”
Snapping the reins harder than he needed, Brad’s elbow jabbed Veronica’s side. Not commenting when Veronica exclaimed as his shove threw her into Amy, he cried, “Oh! —I’m terribly sorry. I’ll try not to do that again,” and followed the road to Centreville.
“Oh, for the day when thirty miles does not take so long,” Veronica muttered, reconciled that the voyage there would be uncomfortable silence. Glances at Amy to help alleviate such silence had no effect, for Amy would not be obliging.
Upon reaching Bull Run River, she found the many wagons, buggies, carriages, horses and people to be exhausting. “Let’s go over the bridge,” she said, pointing to the meadow past the river. “I’m sure we’ll be able to see much more.”
Brad laughed, as the horses halted, for they could go no further in the traffic. “And be in close range. Nettle, we will be shot if we’re that close.”
“That’s not true. See? There are other women here and they haven’t been shot. We’ll be fine…where’s your sense of adventure?” Veronica smiled into Brad’s frown.
“I suppose it’s with my common sense, because both seem to be missing today. Fine, we’ll go over the bridge. But if your damned rebels bomb it…”
“Don’t be silly, Mr. Williams. And please, watch your language. There are ladies here,” Veronica simpered, leaning against Brad’s shoulder, much to Amy’s amusement.
“I don’t see any,” Brad said, flicking the reins to cajole the horse forward through an opening.
“Horrible boy,” Veronica muttered, regaining her stiff posture. She could hardly ignore the smile he threw over her head at Amy, as he chose a spot and helped her from the buggy. Veronica helped Amy lay a blanket on the grass to prevent staining, and set out the contents of Mrs. Beaumont’s basket.
Brad lounged in what little shade the buggy offered. “If you don’t want your skirt dirtied, move,” he warned.
Veronica inched away, watching him pull his hat over his eyes. Annoyed, she stole his hat. “Why did you come if all you’re goin’ to do is sleep?”
Brad’s eyes smiled as he reached for his hat and found Veronica would not easily relinquish it. “I came to save my own hide, not amuse yours.” When Veronica smacked the article to his face, Brad grabbed her wrist and pulled her close, pushing his cap to his crown.
“Mr. Williams!”
“You needn’t worry, Nettle. I merely want to see you now: for as soon as you pay mind to the battle, I am sure you will essentially lose your mind.”
Veronica laughed in his face, determined not to let Brad ruin her day. “I believe your cousin is attracted to me,” she said to Amy, pretending Brad did not maintain his close hold as she amiably accepted a biscuit from Amy.
“What was that?” Brad demanded.
“What was what, dear?” Veronica asked.
“Well, isn’t it true, Brad?” Amy handed him some roast chicken.
“Never seen such an unattractive face,” Brad muttered, releasing Veronica as though she were diseased. Shuffling back into his lounging position, he hid his smile beneath his cap as he heard Veronica’s laugh, which was dryer than one that conveyed enjoyment.
Amy smiled and passed Veronica the sherry. “Don’t mind Brad. He enjoys provokin’ you.”
Deciding to follow Amy’s advice, Veronica sat enraptured with the vast crowds of spectators. She had heard many civilians from Washington, Centreville and even Richmond had come, but Veronica would never have imagined hundreds of them. “It is like a huge army picnic.”
Shading her eyes with her hand, she was unaware of Brad’s steady gaze—though Amy noticed it with a smile. “They’ve been fighting since five this morning,” she heard Brad mumble from beneath his cap.
“Five! Shouldn’t they have an intermission and collect themselves?”
Heartily laughing, Brad slid his cap from his face, nodding to the camped soldiers. “They don’t fight the entire time. There are hiatuses for doctors to retrieve wounded. And strategies to pull the enemy into traps.”
“Is not that a bit underhanded?” Veronica couldn’t help but ask.
“What did you expect?”
Veronica shrugged, jumping as she heard the cannon boom. “I wish I’d brought my opera glasses with me. I can’t see anythin’.”
“This is not some opera you watch, my little Nettle. Men are dying out there.”
“I know that,” Veronica snapped, whipping her skirt aside as Brad moved to stand. “And I’m not your little Nettle. I told you not to call me that.” She jumped to her feet to face Brad so he did not tower over her, her hands clenching her skirts as she glared.
“I can just barely see the outline of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Wouldn’t this make a pretty sketch, Ronnie?” Amy nonchalantly asked, stabbing a piece of meat.
Veronica shook her head in confusion.
Brad smiled. “Somehow, I’m not surprised to find you an artist. Certainly explains why you like to sit and stare at things.”
“Insolent boy!” Veronica cried. About to say more, she hesitated, hearing the cannon boom; that ear-ringing, earth-shaking boom that so frightened her in Charleston. She held her hand up to Brad, sensing he meant to speak. “Do not continue with your…”
“Isn’t that Mr. Sumner?”
Brad turned, irritated by Amy’s constant interruptions. “Yes, and there is Albert Riddle and Albert Ely (Garrison). I hope you will let Veronica and I be as we discuss this!”
“What is their significance, Amy, dear?” Veronica asked, entirely puzzled.
Amy smiled, glad that her little distraction had caused enough curiosity in Veronica to allow a pause in the argument. “I suppose they don’t teach you much about politics down south. Charles Sumner is senator of Massachusetts (Garrison). Riddle is an Ohioan congressman (Garrison). Ely—oh, Brad, who is Ely for?”
Brad kicked a tuft of grass. “He’s representing New York for something. They’re all here to congratulate their regiments as soon as they capture Richmond and return victorious. Because we all know that a war can be won in a single day.”
Veronica could hardly ignore the bitter sarcasm dripping from his voice. “You almost sound as though you don’t believe in your army, Mr. Williams.”
“I suppose you would almost be right, Miss Vernon. They are too new. We are only here because Lincoln wanted to use the ninety-day recruits with what training they had before the ninety days were up and they could go home” (Garrison).
“You mean Mr. Lincoln had to actually set a limit for people to join? My word—and we have all the military geniuses. I’m not surprised at your doubt, then, Mr. Will…” Veronica’s voice trailed as she noticed the spectators all stood, cheering and screaming. Further inspection, though, proved to show the southern spectators were the most jubilant.
“Is it just me, or is the battle comin’ closer?” Amy asked, standing to join her cousin.
Frowning, Veronica walked from the buggy, squinting to see through waves of blinding sunlight. “They’re retreatin’,” she murmured in surprise, as Yankee squads withdrew in a semi-organized manner. About to ask Brad what news he heard, she clutched the tree as a shadow passed overhead and landed with a definite explosion on a retreating regiment.
Amy and Brad watched with rising horror as the one bridge collapsed with a heavy-loaded wagon into the creek. “I knew we should have stayed on the other side,” Brad muttered.
Skimming the battlefield, Amy paused, and took a double take, as she realized bullets seared the air to reach her. Exclaiming as Brad shoved her into the buggy with the basket, she watched civilians and soldiers chaotically run.
“Where’s Nettle?” Brad shouted, as a fearfully loud yell came from the Confederates. Shivers ran down his back as he jerked in its direction. Shivers ran down his back. “Where is she?” he demanded, scanning the crowd for any sign of her. Leaning close as Amy grabbed his arm and pointed in the direction of their disrupted picnic, Brad stared. Veronica made no attempt to reach them, she was so awed by the sight of the fighting. He couldn’t help but admire her stupidity.
“Nettle…you idiot…run!”
Veronica turned to see Brad call, his hand motioning that she should try to reach the buggy. Her breath caught as she suddenly found it hard to breathe the gritty air. Waving to the vehicle as it crawled through the mob, she was suddenly knocked over by a sprinting soldier.
“You all right, ma’am?” he asked, squatting to peer into her face. She coughed, nodding as she brushed back her hair. “Good,” he said, tipping his hat. “You best leave, now,” he shouted, continuing with his flight, unaware that Veronica stared after him, completely bewildered.
“Move out of the way!” Brad shouted, inducing his horse through the crowd. “Amy, I won’t be able to reach her in this mess. You’re going to have to turn the buggy around and hold it still until you hear me shout to go.”
“I…what?” Amy exclaimed as she suddenly found the reins in her hands. “Get back here! Oh, this was a horrible idea.”
Brad jumped from the buggy and shoved aside a small man with spectacles. “Get off, creature!” he said as a Yankee soldier pummeled into him and they fell to the ground from the impact. He sat up to see Veronica unresponsively lying beneath the pounding feet. He crawled through. “Veronica?”
“Am I dead?” She thickly asked as he touched her cheek. “I must be dead. You didn’t call me Nettle.” Veronica groggily glanced at the rushing crowd, clutching Brad’s arm as he helped her stand. “Are you my guardian angel?”
“Stop being silly and tell me your name.”
“You know, you are not much different as an angel,” Veronica said with a frown. When Brad glared his determination, she obediently replied, “Veronica Vernon of Schönheitstal.”
“And my cousin?”
Veronica gasped as the rushing crowd pressed them into a deep embrace. “Amy Williams, recently of Richmond. Why do you ask this? Shouldn’t we leave?”
“One more question, please. I am not sure whether you were hurt when you fell. For heaven’s sake—indulge me! What is my name?”
“Idiot, recently of Washington. So, does this mean I’m not dead?”
Brad smiled, satisfied now that she had exerted to insult him. Turning to find the buggy had not moved, but the traffic similarly had not gotten better, Brad jerked Veronica close enough to whisper in her ear, “Drop your hoops.”
“What?” she cried in dismay.
“The only way you can jump into that buggy is if you drop those hoops.”
“And ruin my reputation?”
“No one is paying attention. They're too busy saving themselves!”
With a frown, Veronica turned to lift her skirts and drop her hoops. Clutching the hoops tightly to her chest, she leaned against Brad as he slipped his arm around her waist and asked, “Are you ready?”
“I’m a little lightheaded,” Veronica admitted, squealing as Brad suddenly grabbed her hand and sprinted her through the crowd. He jerked her close, and, ignoring her exclamation of discomfort, threw her into the buggy. If all had been different, Brad would have laughed at how he barely managed to avoid throwing Veronica into Amy’s lap.
“Hello,” Veronica gasped, tucking her hoops beneath her with a blush as Amy stared, quite shocked, at her sudden appearance.
“Hello yourself,” Amy retorted. “Where is Brad? The horse is ready to bolt.”
Brad leapt into the buggy, causing both women to scream. “Is this the thanks I get for saving you, Nettle? Shame!” he said, gripping the reins so hard his knuckles turned white.
Amy, in her daze, was observant enough to catch the admiring gaze Veronica threw to Brad as he proceeded to safely get them home.
* * * * *
Veronica sighed and sank onto the foyer bench upon entering the house. “Where is everyone?” she asked as Amy came from the library. “I assume everyone has left: that’s the only time this house is ever quiet.”
“Ronnie, this is hardly the time,” Amy snapped, ripping her bonnet off her head and throwing it beside Veronica.
“Hardly the time for what?” Brad congenially asked, walking in with a suspiciously lighthearted step. “As it is around supper, I suppose our family, Amy, is in the dining room. Miss Vernon, are you hungry?”
“Famished,” Veronica declared. Smiling as Brad offered his arm for her, she murmured, “You certainly seem to hold me in high esteem today, Mr. Williams. If it were not for our history, I would have said you were just flirtin’ with me.”
“Appearances are not all they seem, Nettle,” he said with a smile as he took Amy’s arm and escorted them to supper.
The silence of the dining room hailed them. The air, already muggy, was dense enough to slice through and Veronica wondered if Amy or Brad could feel the tension as Madge demanded, “Where have you been?”
“We went to see the battle,” Veronica replied, politely nodding to Brad’s parents as he seated her. Pulling the napkin into her lap, she thanked the servant girl Emma for serving the meal.
Mrs. Williams dropped her fork. Waving Emma away as she came forward with a replacement, Amy’s aunt incredulously stared at Veronica. To hear a willing admittance was shocking. “Did you not realize you could have been severely hurt?”
Amy kissed her uncle’s uplifted cheek. Seeing her aunt was not to be greeted, she humbly slid into the seat beside Madge, ignoring how her cousin’s eyes burned her skin. If only Madge would curb her gaze and let her parents handle the situation. Why would Brad not say anything? It seemed as though all his concerns focused on Veronica. Amy smiled her approval.
“Brad, stop standing there. I am not in the mood to watch you gape at Miss Vernon,” Madge snapped, her fork clattering to the side of her plate.
“Enough,” Mrs. Williams snapped, her tone splintering through the humidity. “Brad, I would be much obliged if you would take your seat.” As he sat to be close to Veronica, her brow arched. “So. How was it? Was the battle all the excitement and grandeur you expected, Miss Vernon?”
Veronica hesitated before replying, “To tell you the truth, it was quite dirty. Cub Run bridge fell through, and panic ensued, and I fell. But Mr. Williams was kind enough to help me to the carriage and safety.” She allowed a small smile in Brad’s direction as Madge burst, “Amazing, that a Yankee had to save a secesh like you.”
Veronica stared at Madge in shock. What had she ever done for Madge to continually spout such mean things? Her anger rose as unbidden images of fallen men flew before her eyes. She had watched men die, and here Madge pettily complained that yet again Veronica had stolen Brad for another day’s worth of attention. Did the girl have no sense of propriety?
Brad jumped into the conversation to defend himself: “I couldn’t have left her anymore than I could have left you, Madge. I went to the battle of my own accord, you know. I wanted to make sure they wouldn’t hurt themselves.”
“You didn’t do that very well. I hurt my hand when I fell,” Veronica said.
Brad solemnly took her hand and inspected it. “Didn’t you burn it as well?”
“I burned both of them, thank you much. You didn’t warn me the warmin’ plate was so hot.” Tugging her hand away, Veronica shook out her handkerchief and dabbed the clotting blood. “I’ll use my own, thank you,” she said, noticing Brad had pulled his out. Glancing at his parents, Veronica was comforted by the discreet smile Mr. Williams threw. How she wished her own father had been so amiable. In a burst of frustration, Veronica murmured, “I hate this.”
“What do you mean?” Brad asked, setting down his fork.
With a smile, Amy realized her cousin had yet to taste a bite of the meal Emma prepared as her uncle said to Veronica, “Do not be afraid to speak your mind.”
Veronica stared at her hand. “I should like to go home, is all.”
“Home meanin’ where?” Amy asked, feeling Brad’s surprised gaze.
“Mrs. Beaumont’s, of course. Where else would I go?” Veronica laughed. She glanced around the room, confused by the Yankees’ solemn faces. Was she no longer wanted, now that the Confederacy had gained a victory?
“I find it odd you prefer Yankees to the comfort of your own family, Miss Vernon. Shouldn’t family be together in such times?” Madge ventured, feeling Brad’s eyes on her. Had he detected a hint of concern? Catching an ambitious glint in her eye, Brad shook his head, wondering when Madge’s bout of jealousy would cease.
“I came to Richmond to find…someone. I can’t go back home without knowin’ what happened to him,” Veronica answered, feebly smiling as she felt Brad’s hand touch her elbow in consolation. She wondered if he knew at all how she felt.
“What do you know of him?” Mr. Williams asked, eying his wife.
Veronica paused as she tried to answer. “Well, he moved from South Carolina to Richmond, so that’s where I started. Rhett is lookin’ him up with all the Richmond circles while Amy and I are here. I just want to know what happened to him, before I get married.”
“Marriage?” Mrs. Williams asked, surprised out of her anger. “How old are you?”
“Seventeen. I’m practically an old maid by my hometown’s standards. I hate the man my daddy chose for my husband, but—but if I’m not married by twenty my chances of makin’ a good match are rather slim.” She spied a smile struggling across Brad’s face. “What is so amusin’?”
“Don’t mind me, Nettle. I’m only an audience member.”
“You don’t believe me, Mr. Williams. Why not?” Veronica demanded, catching the surprise in Amy’s gaze as she glanced in her direction. She expectantly waited for an answer, and was shocked when Brad replied, “Pardon my bluntness, but why are you following Daddy’s expectations if he’s dead?”
“My momma is waitin’ for me to make a good match, so she can live comfortably.”
“How would your mother live comfortably because you married well?” Brad caught Amy’s eye in confusion. He tried to read her lips and shook his head when he couldn’t.
“My momma would live with us, of course,” Veronica said.
“Your mother would live with you! I would think your husband want you to himself—” Brad interrupted himself as he shook his head. “Faith…I didn’t say that out loud, did I?”
“I’m afraid you did,” Veronica replied, blushing as Amy laughed. No doubt Amy thought this was yet again another point to her little game of trying to win Brad’s love. With a slight frown, Veronica wondered if perhaps this game was becoming a little too personal?
Madge winked at Brad, frowning when he dumbly asked if she had something in her eye. “Brother, I didn’t realize you wanted me to blush like Miss Vernon,” she said, slightly flinching as his gaze burned through her skull. Madge was, therefore, almost gratified as Veronica stunned Brad into silence when she suddenly chuckled.
“Madge, really. I don’t know why you are jealous. I am not attracted to your brother,” Veronica sighed, setting aside her fork. She was glad for the distraction from dinner: she could hardly eat after the afternoon’s disturbing sights.
“At all?” Brad demanded, glaring daggers at Amy. How dare she laugh at a time like this?
“I’m not the tall, dark and handsome type,” Veronica lied.
“And I suppose I should tell you I am not attracted to you by any means either?”
Veronica hesitated as she made an effort to make it seem as though she truly pondered the idea. “If it would make you feel better, by all means.”
“It would not hurt your southern pride?” Brad demanded, becoming much too emotional, his father thought.
“Of course not. Why would I want a Yankee thorn, when I can have a Confederate?” Veronica quipped, throwing Brad’s earlier insult in his face. She watched the result with a pleased smile, as his countenance darkened to a point of contempt.
“So, you string men along? Exactly what I would think of a Secesh…”
Mr. Williams stared at his son in surprise. “Brad, calm yourself.”
“She’s pullin’ your leg,” his mother said, finding she couldn’t resist forgiving Veronica.
“What is it, Mr. Williams? Perhaps now that I rejected you, this rejection has made me somethin’ worth reachin’ for?” When Veronica saw this gained no smile, she reached for Brad’s hand. “I don’t mean to insult you. I did it purely for Madge’s sake. I don’t think I could ever try to be as mean as I have been…my life was in your hands, today, and I am much impressed by your actions. Though you are a…Yankee, I don’t mind you, for you are comfortin’ to be around.”
A giggle escaped Amy.
“I am thankful you took the time to tend after me. And Madge, I must admit that if I had a brother, I’d want him to myself. But I can’t help but tease your fervent appreciation and jealousy.” Veronica released her grip on his hand and turned to Amy, murmuring, “Don’t you think we should go to Mrs. Beaumont’s?”
“Must we leave so soon, Ronnie?” Amy asked, startled by the sudden change in conversation.
“You want to stay longer?”
“This is my home,” she said, moving to share a seat with Brad.
Blinking away tears, Veronica felt horribly jealous. If only she could find Jack! If Jack were here, this marriage situation would not be the problem it was. She would have been in a house of her own, perhaps sitting beside him as Amy did with Brad. They seemed so comfortable together… Veronica sniffled and wiped a solitary tear from her cheek.
“What is wrong, Ronnie?” Amy murmured, throwing her arm about her friend’s shoulder.
Veronica could not stand them staring. “I feel the need to lie down,” she said, leaving with a shake of her head. She blushed as Brad caught her hand, secretly offering her his handkerchief as she left the room. Rejecting with an inconspicuous shake of her head, Veronica dashed from the room amid tears and slammed her bedroom door behind her.
“What was that about?” Madge demanded.
“It isn’t fair for you to harass her,” Amy chided.
“I’ve already had a talk with you about this, Madge,” Brad said, attacking his food to help manage him temper. Had his parents not been there, he would have caught Madge onto his lap and given her a severe spanking.
“She’s going to leave anyway, so why bother getting angry?” Madge protested, calmly helping herself to a side of potatoes.
Mrs. Williams was astonished by her daughter’s behavior. This was not how she intended to raise her children, to be willful and unpleasant! “I had not realized how childish you have been towards Amy’s guest. This year, even, we decided you would be treated as an adult…and this is how you proceed! As your punishment…” Mrs. Williams glanced at her husband.
“You will journey with us to Richmond,” Amy decided. “We leave at week’s end.”
* * * * *
“You are leaving today,” Brad said, leaning against Veronica’s doorframe. She squealed as she tripped into her trunk. Pulling her from the trunk, he smiled. “How will you get out of your scrapes without me available?” he asked as she quickly pulled away to check her appearance in the vanity mirror.
She watched him from the safety of the looking glass as she wryly replied, “Pardon if I don’t agree.”
“Would you like me to carry your trunk downstairs?”
“I wasn’t plannin’ on carryin’ it, if that’s what you mean.” Brad’s steady gaze confused Veronica as he hefted the trunk in his hands. “What is it, Mr. Williams?”
Setting the trunk to the floor, Brad took her hands and stared deeply into her eyes. Only when he realized he made Veronica uncomfortable by such staring, did Brad finally say, “After all I went through to keep you safe, I would think you would be comfortable calling me by name, at least.”
This was the last thing Veronica had expected. The fact that he had avoided her gaze this past week was hardly surprising, considering she had teased him before his entire family. “I…if you wish to be friends, we could be.” Pulling from his soft grasp, Veronica held out her hand and laughingly said, “I am the Veronica Vernon. Wanted and loved by all but you, I believe.”
Rocking on his heels, Brad reasoned he was going to miss Veronica very much after she left. “Pleased to meet you, Miss Vernon. I am Bradley Williams, though I am called Brad by my friends.”
“I am called Ronnie, by my closest friends. Nettle by others.” She laughed as Brad kissed her hand. “A bold move, Mr. Williams.”
“Brad, please,” he said, refusing to remove his grip from her hand. “Isn’t it southern custom to kiss a woman’s hand?”
“Bow when first introduced, Mr. Williams, and kissed when better acquainted. Really, Brad, I thought you knew more about southern customs.” Feeling impulsive, Veronica stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. “Perhaps you will learn not to be so flirtatious. You are more interestin’ when you are yourself.”
“The same could be said of you.”
“Yes, I know. It is hard to break an old habit. Especially with one such as I, so practiced and proficient at flirtin’.” With a swirl of skirts, she wondered at his silence. “Don’t you agree, Brad?”
“That question does not dignify an answer,” Brad said, petulantly pointing to the trunk. “Would you like me to take your trunk down, Miss Vernon?”
She swept past him. “I could have sworn I told you my name is Nettle,” Veronica murmured, motioning he should follow her down the stairs. Smiling as Brad chuckled, she felt odd walking before him. Veronica straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin to disguise her discomfort, though it grew as she realized she had never thought of it when Nan followed.
And as that thought dissolved, another suddenly jarred her as Veronica wondered if some of Brad’s imperious behavior hadn’t spurred from the fact that she was a rich southern woman. Never mind the fact that she figuratively owned slaves; she was rich and haughty, and he was of that mysterious Yankee middle class. Had Brad resented Veronica’s fancy dresses and stylish shoes? Sighing as she watched him leave for the carriage, she wondered if his opinion had changed.
Walking into the parlor to witness Amy say her adieus, Veronica critically looked herself over in the mantle mirror. Her indigo bonnet with its pale feather was at a jaunty angle, and her ensemble, as usual, was perfect…the only problem was that her eyes seemed dim. Veronica reasoned she was much too upset by the fact that she had to leave Brad’s ready friendship. Determined to be amiable, she hailed his family with a smile. “Thank you for allowin’ me in your home,” she said, hugging Amy’s aunt fervently.
“We are but half as glad as Brad evidently is that you met our Amy,” Mr. Williams said, eyeing Brad as he walked through the door.
“What are you saying, Father?” Brad demanded, reaching Veronica’s side. With a smile he confidentially murmured, “He enjoys spreading rumors about which girl I am to marry—I am constantly under siege.”
Veronica laughed, patting Mr. Williams’ arm as she said, “You need not worry about me, Uncle! I am made of hardy stock. I do not throw myself at any man…and especially not your son, if you will pardon my sayin’ so.”
“Charming as ever, Nettle,” Brad muttered. Knowing he had to regain control of the conversation, he spun Veronica into his arms before she could walk away and laughed into her shocked face. “I would say I will miss you, Nettle, but I fear your southern mind will take my meaning all too far.”
“Watch your son, Mr. Williams. He knows not where his mind is today!” Veronica cried, primly curtseying in reply to Brad’s stately bow. She smiled as Amy came forward to hug her surrogate brother, and found she could not be jealous as he murmured to Amy, “I shall miss you, Cousin.”
Amy pulled away with tears in her eye though she laughed. “I am only your cousin? You have known Ronnie for all of a month, and she is your friend. You know me all my life, and I’m only a cousin. Hug me again, hopeless brother.”
Veronica noticed Madge at the door, not participating in the farewells. Not wanting to leave with bad feelings between them, Veronica approached Madge and touched her arm. “I know we did not get along, Madge, but I admit, I shall miss your sharp tongue.”
“That is very kind. But you need not miss me. I’m coming with.”
Veronica jerked her hand from Madge’s grasp and snapped, “What?”
“We thought this would be a good experience for her,” Mrs. Williams said, her gaze sliding to Amy as she discerned the shock and anger in Veronica’s tone.
“You cannot be serious. Amy, you know she cannot come with us.”
Amy frowned, and pulled away from Brad’s suddenly tight embrace. “She is my relative, and she may come if she likes.”
“I don’t want to go either!” Madge interjected, stepping forward.
“Hush, Sister. You need experience with others your own age,” Brad said, watching more for Veronica’s reaction than Madge’s. He found with slight surprise that she seemed to take the news well; it almost seemed as though Veronica pitied Madge, that her family forced her to something she did not wish to do. “I’m sorry if you are upset by this change of plans, Nettle. But we feel it is for the best.”
“Why, of course.” Veronica tolerantly smiled, whisking her skirts as she stormed from the house to the awaiting carriage. Silent when the family came out to wish Amy and her cousin a pleasant journey, Veronica was shocked when Brad inconspicuously jumped into the carriage.
“What are you…?” she paused when he awkwardly placed a rose, stripped of its thorns, in her hand. Brad watched her with a smile as Veronica murmured, “What is this for?”
“An apology. It will be the last I shall ever have to make, for you leave today.”
“Yes, I am leavin’ today. Astute observation, Brad.”
Glad he would think of her smiling, Brad kissed Veronica’s cheek, murmuring, “Now we owe nothing to each other,” and jumped out the other carriage door as his sister and cousin stepped in.
“Where did you get that?” Amy asked as Brad shook her hand in farewell.
Veronica blushed as Brad brazenly winked at her, hidden from Amy’s curiosity. While Brad stepped from the carriage with a bounce that reminded Amy of bliss, Veronica replied, “I found it in the nettle bush.”
* * * * *
“How was your trip, girls?” Mrs. Beaumont asked as Maum Jo poured the morning coffee. “I hear there was a lot to do in Washington, and I also hear that you met the illustrious Mister Brad, Veronica. What was he like? Did you two hit it off as well as Amy predicted you would?”
Madge stared at Mrs. Beaumont in shock. The southern atmosphere was still rather new, and Mrs. Beaumont’s constant chatter was something she reckoned she would never get used to. And what be this news that Amy had predicted Brad and Veronica would “hit it off?” Certainly Mrs. Beaumont was mistaken!
“We saw Manassas,” Veronica mumbled, rather put out that Madge happened to be sitting in her southern breakfast room, eating her southern breakfast and drinking her southern coffee. Not until Amy came from the library, politely yawning, did Veronica realize the house was missing a certain presence. “Where is Rhett, Mrs. Beaumont? We arrived so late last night I thought perhaps he merely slept and could not be roused for a homecomin’ greetin’.”
“Oh, didn’t I tell you last night? I thought I did,” Mrs. Beaumont laughed, pausing to tell Maum Jo to get the letters. “Why, Rhett went off to war. I remember that he went to visit his parents, and he came back very angry and a little sad, I almost think. But yes. He went off to war. Seems everyone has it on the brain. Ah! —Here are the letters. Thank you Maum Jo, I’ll hand them to Amy and Missy Ronnie. Now, which is which…I never was the best a rememberin’ things. Oh, the dear wrote your names on the envelopes! Silly me. Well, here, Amy. This one’s for you and the other is for Ronnie.”
Amy grabbed the letter and ran from the room, shocking Madge by her suddenly emotional expression. Why was it that she did not know this Rhett?
Veronica calmly took her letter, not understanding what Everett could have written to her, a person whom he had known for the majority of three weeks. “Pardon,” she said, leaving the room to read the letter in privacy.
“June, ‘61
“DEAR RONNIE—I have extensively asked about your comrade, and for quite some time I was at a loss as to how I would be able to find him, for it seemed no one knew a man your age who moved from South Carolina to Richmond.”
“However, we did find someone named Jonathan, who moved from South Carolina to Richmond after a much exhausting search. Supposedly, he only lived here in Richmond for one year before moving north—his father is a merchant, so I am not surprised that he seems to move frequently.
“I am sorry to tell you this, for I know how much you looked forward to seeing him. Please accept my apologies that I could not discover more about him. I hate to leave you and Amy, for, as you took care of me in my time of need, I feel indebted.
“If I catch any word on a Jonathan in any prison camps (for I assume he would be a Yankee), I will send you word.
“Forever indebted,
“RHETT HARRIS.”
Veronica felt quite bitter. She had depended on Everett finding Jonathan so she wouldn’t have to return to Bentley. Turning to find Amy slide into the room, she waited for something to be said. The distressed look on Amy’s face was rather disconcerting as Veronica heard her whisper, “Ronnie, why did he go?”
Veronica stood to guide Amy to a chair, holding her close. “I’m sure Rhett felt he couldn’t sit and let his brethren go while he sat with a bunch of women.” Hearing Amy choke on a sob, Veronica glanced at her letter, desperate to distract. “Rhett found that Jonathan moved north, Amy. Jonathan is a Yankee now.”
“He’s an idiot,” Amy burst, grabbing for her handkerchief.
“Jonathan?”
“No, Rhett. He’s an absolute idiot. I bet you anythin’ he was at Manassas. He didn’t date the letters on purpose, I’ll wager.”
“You can’t be serious, Amy…Rhett wouldn’t be so rash!”
“Ha. He could be just that rash,” Amy whispered, burying her face in her already wet handkerchief. Life never seemed to go the way one wanted, she thought as Mrs. Beaumont burst into the room with a bright smile.
“I was just talkin’ with Madge, who I must say is a sweet little gal and I am glad you brought her back south with you. I wonder what it was like for her, to be born southern, be brought up Yankee, and then return to her homeland. She must be thrilled, I wager. Well, anyway, that is beside the point.”
“Yes, Mrs. B, what is the point?” Veronica exclaimed, feeling Mrs. Beaumont’s verbosity a bit too much to take after such hard news.
“I was gettin’ to that, dear. Anyway, we, Madge and I, were wonderin’ if you-all would like to have a party in honor of the rebels beatin’ the yanks at Manassas. We could even make it rather masquerade like. I know all these other houses are takin’ in soldiers from the battle, and I swear that I will do the same, but really. We must have some revelin’, don’t we? It will make the victory more fun, and less gory, I think. Do you think so? Oh, dear…is there somethin’ wrong with Amy?”
Veronica jumped to Amy’s rescue as she quickly asked, “Madge was wonderin’ about havin’ a party for us Seceches?” At Mrs. Beaumont’s insistent nod, Veronica met Amy’s gaze and tried to swallow her laughter. Madge certainly was trying to fit in.
Amy sniffled, regaining control of her emotions as she blearily smiled and said, “We would be right glad to have that party, Mrs. Beaumont. It would take our minds off the war.”
“Amy, did you hear? We’re going to have a party!” Madge hesitated upon noticing her cousin’s composure. “Oh! Have you been crying?”
Amy stared at her cousin, shocked that she dared mention her loss of composure. There was evidently a lot Madge had to learn before the party, where the southern aristocracy would scrutinize her. The task seemed so daunting, Amy could not hold back her tears as she snapped, “Do you think I do this to my face on purpose?” and rushed from the room.
“What is she crying over?” Madge asked in all amazement, all the more aggravated when Veronica waved her question aside. “You are just not content unless you are the center of attention are you?” she demanded, storming from the room to find her cousin.
Always willing to pretend an emotional outbreak had never happened, Mrs. Beaumont looped her arm through Veronica’s and led her to the dining room, where she chatted for half an hour without interruption about how she should decorate her house. “Have you any ideas, Ronnie?” she finally asked, handing Veronica a glass of lemonade.
Veronica was roused from her thoughts only long enough to muse, “We once had a masquerade party.” As Mrs. Beaumont continued her mindless chatter, Veronica wondered why Brad had been so amiable when she left Washington. If she wasn’t mistaken, it almost seemed as though he had warmed to her little idiosyncrasies. Perhaps Veronica had made him fall in love with her—wouldn’t Amy be pleased!
“Ronnie? What do you think about these decorations? Oh, dear, I completely forgot to as you…did you bring my basket back? I remember tellin’ you it was a thing of sentiment, as Mrs. Johnson gave it to me, and I simply wondered…”
“Leave your house as it is,” Veronica dazedly said, oblivious to Mrs. Beaumont’s bemused expression, “and the basket is in the kitchen.”
* * * * *
Veronica was yet again dismayed to see Amy awaken with bags under her eyes. But as Veronica knew she could do nothing without seeming intrusive, she left Amy alone. Lounging in the library, Veronica played chess against Madge: they had concluded that if they could not battle in their usual verbal fashion, they would thusly solve each argument. Amy sat on the floor, reading a much-despised French novel, for there was nothing else to do.
A knock at the front door interested the girls, but they were much too comfortable to move. They watched Maum Jo receive a letter left by the boy at the door, and smiled at each other as she hobbled forth to award Amy with the message.
“What is it?” Madge said, leaving her seat to read over her cousin’s shoulder. It was good timing, for she was in the process of losing the game to Veronica. Leaning forward in a bored curiosity, she said, “Amy, what is it? Surely, you cannot hide something from me. I am almost your sister, you know.” Madge didn’t recognize the handwriting…it was cramped and slanted. She managed to find Rhett’s name in the message before Amy jerked away, her eyes ablaze with anger. Madge was surprised: displeased she had been caught. “I cannot believe you would be so cruel as to hide something from me, Amy! Ungrateful wretch—sometimes I don’t know why we took you in.”
“Leave me be,” Amy snapped, surprising both Madge and Veronica with her unpleasant tone and dark countenance. She ignored how Veronica’s eyes widened as she returned to the letter. An involuntary cry escaped her as her hand flew to her mouth.
“Amy, what is it?” Madge demanded, reaching for the note as though she had some right.
Veronica was shocked by Madge’s horrible behavior, and decided to promptly say so: “Stop this immediately, Rachel!” She grabbed Madge’s arm and dragged her from the room, slamming the library doors behind them. Not commenting when Madge reclaimed her arm, Veronica watched the Yankee girl sulk as she said, “What is wrong with you, Rachel? I am heartily ashamed, that I had to sit there and watch you speak in such a way to a girl who has been most kind to you!”
“Amy is my cousin—my family. Family takes precedence over friendship.”
“You, who is jealous of anyone who comes near? Is that what family is? How kind of you, Rachel, for enlightenin’ me,” Veronica replied, knowingly smiling as Madge frowned. It always pleased her to play the fool, and then release her thoughts freely to further shock her audience. “In Amy’s time of need you berated and yelled at her. How would your brother feel, if he saw you actin’ thusly?”
Veronica opened the library doors to back into the room, leaving Madge with a final thought: “Funny, isn’t it, that you should come all this way, free from your brother’s constraints—only to be inhibited by, of all people, me?”
The room was silent.
Amy, notwithstanding Madge’s and Veronica’s argument, sat motionless on the floor, her hands embracing her face and her shoulders stationary. Silent tears, Veronica felt, were always harder to bear than audible sobs. The letter lay on the floor, a forlorn piece of paper, she thought. Veronica picked it up slowly enough for Amy to halt the motion if she so felt.
“July 21, ‘61
“MY DEAR MISS WILLIAMS—I have the unfortunate pleasure…No, it is not pleasure with which I write to you. As lately I remember, you found my Rhett wandering the streets of Richmond, and here and now I must write that I am forever glad it was an old family friend who found him.”
Obviously, the writer had not been privy to the reason Amy had ‘found’ the prodigal son.
“I hear he became close with Miss Vernon. We hope you shall pass this sad news, and send our love and disappointment, for I am sure you know we hoped to gain another daughter.”
Veronica recoiled in surprise. Surely, the Harris family had given up that idea when it was evident her relationship with Everett was purely platonic. She glanced at Amy, who still sat with her hands covering her face. It was as though she waited for Veronica to finish.
“In any case, the purpose of this letter is not to dwell on what we wished to be. These past two months have been most eventful, for, as you know, you found our son after our worry and torment. Rhett wrote us a letter explaining himself, as well as his location and the bill to Mrs. Beaumont, a kind lady, to be sure. He spoke warmly of your attentions, as well as Miss Vernon’s, though he made it evident that our wishes were not to be, for she is, as he wrote, ‘unhappily engaged.’
“Soon after you left to visit your family, Rhett returned home with the outrageous plan to join the army. I am sure you know this, for he admitted leaving letters. With all my warnings, he still is a headstrong boy and would not heed me.
“As I predicted, with all those men in tight quarters, sickness spreads quickly. The purpose of this letter, dear Amelia, is to tell you of Everett’s death. He sustained a wound at Manassas, only to die from infection. One wonders at the qualifications of the doctors, to let such a strong boy like my Rhett to die of an absurd illness. In any case, I am sorry to burden you, but as you were such a good friend, we felt it only right you should know.
“Yours ever,
“CAROLINE HARRIS”
Veronica dropped the letter and threw her arms around Amy. “Amy, please speak.”
“Well. I am not surprised, then, that my letter should have come back.”
“When was one sent? You have been keepin’ secrets!”
“I sent one when in Washington, and it returned with this letter. Evidently, Rhett never received it, and it was sent home with his belongings,” Amy replied, striking Veronica by her calm manner. She blinked as Veronica loosened her hold to ask, “Amy, have you no need to grieve?”
“It shall be done at a better time and place. I knew such a day would come, and I find myself quite content in knowin’ that our last moments together were in mutual congeniality. I grieve not because of his departure, but because I knew I would have to grieve at his funeral, if in fact he were lucky enough to receive one.”
Amy sighed and looked about her in a dazed fashion. “Where is my cousin? The urchin should read the letter and understand her mistake.”
“Ah. So, you did not hear our little disagreement,” Veronica laughed, settling into her hoops as she continued, “I was afraid of it, but now I wish you had heard me. I am sure you would have laughed, seein’ her face, as Rachel is so convinced that I am of no condition to judiciously speak.”
“I do not understand why Madge is so foolish…she is twice what I originally thought of you, if you pardon my meanin’.”
Veronica laughed. “I am glad to see you so talkative. Perhaps your mode of mournin’ is one I should have tried with my father’s death.”
“May I question you about…your father?” A nod from Veronica urged Amy forward: “Why is it you have so few emotions concernin’ your father’s death? I was silent for weeks before my aunt and uncle could invoke me to speak. And even then, it was only to my cousin Brad that I spoke profusely.” She decided against mentioning this event happened a year after the incident of her father’s death, as that was a detail easily looked over.
Hesitation seemed to suit Veronica. “He was a dipsomaniac.”
“Your father was liberal with his alcohol?”
Veronica dryly laughed, as she replied, “Very. It is why I was not as alarmed as one would suppose, when Rhett first showed himself. True, true, I was hysterical at first. But I am quite used to—” She was interrupted as Madge threw open the doors and suspiciously gazed at them, declaring, “I will not allow this, Amy! I am your cousin—your blood relative. I deserve to know what was in that letter you so scornfully kept from my view! So, what is it? What was in that letter?”
Amy glared at her cousin, her anger making her tone low and dangerous. The sound sent shivers up Veronica’s spine as she said to Madge, “Sit down. No, not on the floor. Not with Ronnie and me, for I am sure you do not deserve the familiarity you have been so used to. Not with your jealous mannerisms. The entire reason why you came south was to learn patience from Veronica, and I shall be very disappointed when I write why you are come back from Richmond to my aunt.”
Veronica drew away from such claims with a blush, which grew brighter as Amy rushed to explain, “You are polite and kind, hopin’ Mr. Stratford will learn his lesson, but to no avail. Ronnie, you have kind, quiet manners, though when pleased you are quite…animated. I have no greater wish than that my cousin learn from your excellent example.”
“I daresay you have learned much from Brad, Miss Vernon. You preach just as he does,” Madge retorted, enraged that Amy, her favorite, would admit disappointment.
“Insolent girl! Be glad I only say this, instead of being more physical as I am sure Brad would be,” Amy warned. “You are a great girl yet, but he would not object to takin’ you over his knee as he often did when we were young.”
“He wouldn’t dare! I am sixteen, too old for such treatment.”
Veronica frowned, musing, “And yet, I do not see a sixteen year old manner about you. Why do I invoke such passionate feelings of distrust and disparagement? I have done nothin’ but try. And try as I might, I have not been able to climb that high wall of expectation you have built about you.”
“I do not need to hear this,” Madge began, about to leave.
“You are not jealous of me, then?” Veronica ventured.
“Of course not. What a ridiculous thing to ask.”
“Then you shall not be behavin’ in such childish way anymore, I assume,” Amy smiled at her cousin, determined to get her admission. Pleased when Madge resentfully nodded and left the room, Amy turned to Veronica and said, “Well, that was eventful. I feel much refreshed. I feel as though I should take a turn somewhere…perhaps we could plan the party? Or choose which dresses we are to wear?”
“Amy—”
“Perhaps we could walk the street and see if any of your posh friends will recognize you.”
“Amy, dear, the party is planned, and we have chosen our dresses. Or, at least you have chosen your dress. You are tired from your grief—I can see it in your eyes—and you should not ‘take a turn’ as you put it so jolly-like. Dear, sit still.”
“I am a blight, you know,” Amy said, moving to stare out the window.
“What?”
“I am a blight,” she further explained. “If I succeed to convince myself of this, I shall feel much better of the entire situation. Then, I may blame myself and walk through this quite cheerfully.” Knowing Veronica would be confused, Amy quickly changed the subject and soon after left to ponder alone in their bedroom.
* * * * *
Veronica sighed. It was the night of the party, and she just wanted to forget her troubles and have fun, like at the parties back home. “Madge, seriously! I am sick of hearin’ about how disappointed you are that Brad could not come.”
Madge sat from her sprawled position, a slight smile highlighting the bored expression on her face. Matching Veronica’s steady gaze with her own, she replied, “How can I help it? I miss him dreadfully.”
“And yet you are not eager for his speeches, I am sure,” Veronica quipped, laughing as Madge hesitated. “Aha! I have caught you there, have I not?”
“What is the to-do in here?” Amy asked as she walked into the parlor, ready with a book. “I have not heard such hilarity for days, now. What have I missed?”
“Madge, after rantin’ about her beloved brother and his faultless traits, hesitates now that I ask why she does not treat his preachin’ with as much reverence.” Veronica smiled, glad to see her friend in benevolent spirits. “Are you not excited for the party, Amy?”
“Quite,” she said, settling into the chair in Rhett’s fashion. The sun was lowering, though there was still enough light left in the room to read a book by the window, and, knowing that the evening would not go well unless both Madge and Veronica were appeased, Amy said, “What shall we read tonight, girls? I am in a very pensive mood, and quite undecided in my choice of readin’.”
“I don’t feel like it tonight. Why don’t we talk? Readin’ will calm me, and I am in the mood to be jubilant,” Veronica grumbled, flailing her arm out as she lounged on the sofa. Pouting, she played with one of her blonde curls, and wished Nan had not done her hair quite so nicely so early before the party: it prevented more leisurely relaxation.
“She has been complaining all day, Amy. I wish I had sense to stay away from her,” Madge timidly said. It had been a week since the letter incident, and still Amy turned a cold shoulder to her cousin.
“I entertained your borin’ stories of your brother, surely you should be thankful,” Veronica retorted.
“You seem very listless tonight, Ronnie.” Amy said.
“I always do this the night of a party. I am listless and bored durin’ the day, so at night, anythin’ and everythin’ amuses me. Lord, am I ready for the party.”
Amy energetically helped Veronica from the lounge and grabbed Madge’s hand. “Come, we should get ready for the party: we have only four hours. If we want to eat, we should now. It is infamous how gentlemen treat women at dinner. They set one down and give her a bit of food, and then run out to grab as much as they like and leave the poor girl alone.”
Veronica laughed. “That is not entirely how it is, Amy dear. I wonder where you were shown such atrocious manners! In actuality, it depends on the man who escorts you. And it is all how you talk with him. If you lay enough hints, I am sure he will not disappoint.”
* * * * *
“Pull tighter Madge!” Veronica gasped as Madge jerked her corset strings. She gripped the bedpost, hoping her fingers wouldn’t become slick from the evening’s heat. Madge was ideal for her corset: the girl had a definite wish to cause pain. She giggled at the thought, and was punished as Madge wrenching the strings harder.
“This would be easier if you stopped giggling, Miss Vernon.”
Veronica moaned as the corset enveloped her ribs like a cage. She blinked away the sweat from her eyes, and winced at how the sweat made her eyes burn. How typical, she thought, that the night of the party would be so humid and repulsively warm. Exclaiming, Veronica lost hold of the bedpost and flew across the room with Madge.
“You klutz!” Madge cried, pushing Veronica away. “I don’t know if I have any strength left to do that again.”
“I don’t think I have any strength to withstand yours,” she snapped in reply.
“If you cared for your figure you wouldn’t have all this trouble.”
“I’m not fat!” Indignantly, Veronica turned, careful of her corset as Madge tightened her own corset and replied with a passive face, “Did I say that?”
“Well, you never said I wasn’t,” Veronica said, admiring herself in the mirror as the door was knocked.
“Am I interruptin’?”
Veronica squealed, as she and Madge dove behind furniture to cover their exposed bodies. Relieved to find it was her roommate, she stepped from behind the screen and touched her hair, laughing, “You gave us quite a scare. What is it, Amy, dear?”
“Oh! I am sorry, Ronnie, Madge. I had not thought you would be very surprised…you left the door wide open. Anyway, I came to ask…that is, I should like to know, do I look presentable?”
“What a joke. You know you always look presentable,” Madge chided. She struggled with her tapes to work her hoops, and added to the layers of petticoats. “Why do you wear so modest a dress?”
“Should I change?”
“No, don’t. Madge is just givin’ you a hard time because she couldn’t get that horrid Brad here in time for the party,” Veronica said, waving her hand at Madge.
“Don’t you call my brother horrid. He helped you at Bull Run.”
“Bull Run?”
“Oh, you southerners call it Manassas,” Madge mused, digging through her vanity.
Veronica frowned, but knew better than to pick a fight with Madge at such an hour as Amy exclaimed before rushing from the room, “Madge, hurry! It is nearly time. It would be typical of some guests to arrive early for the sake of makin’ the house uncomfortable!”
Dutifully nodding, Madge stepped into her gown while Nan arranged her hair.
Veronica gazed at her green silk; her favorite in the wardrobe. The waist accented her thin frame, and the off-the-shoulder neckline highlighted her graceful neck. “Madge, Madge, Madge. You will never compete with me when I wear this.”
“As long as my brother is around, I have a chance.”
“Ah, but he is not here, is he, Madge?”
“Are you ready?” Amy impatiently asked, poking her head into the room.
“Quite ready. Show me to the rebels!” Madge laughed, fastening her mask and following Amy downstairs.
Veronica stepped into her gown and waited as Nan did up the buttons. Shooing her slave away to help Maum Jo, she decided not to wear the itchy mask, for it impeded her ability to see the party. With one last look in the mirror, she balanced her heavy skirts and swayed down the hall. Pausing for effect, Veronica allowed a smile before majestically walking down the stair.
The folding doors had been flung open to adjoin the parlor and dining rooms. Veronica could hardly contain her excitement, though the corset certainly tried. The enthusiastic music from the quartet floated above the chattering crowd, and she found her foot tapping. She hardly noticed the small crowd beginning to surround her.
It was evident she was part of the ton, wherever she hailed from, and Mrs. Johnson turned in shame now that her friends saw Miss Vernon had boarded at Mrs. Beaumont’s rather than her own home. The crowd watched her with curiosity more than admiration. For a woman to enter a ballroom alone!—how improper and indelicate.
Veronica searched the crowd for a familiar face and could find none. How ghastly.
A man strode forward, as Mrs. Beaumont had recruited him to escort Veronica until she felt comfortable. He certainly looked a good deal like Everett. “Good evenin’,” she managed.
“Good evenin’, Miss Vernon.” He bowed over her hand and tucked it in his arm. They stepped into the ballroom all smiles, and Veronica’s face burned knowing the women appraised her gown. “I understand you have newly come to Richmond from Manassas,” he said, attempting to maintain a sense of polite conversation.
Veronica started, about to explain she arrived from Washington, when she followed his eyes to Amy. Amy, who stood quietly in a back with a tall, handsome man. Veronica faltered. He distinctly looked the part of an older Jonathan. Forgetting where she was, she froze on her escort’s arm. She caught her breath as the mysterious man from the corner turned to look in her eyes. The audacity! For him to look across the room to stare at her was flattering and highly improper. Bewildered, Veronica vaguely noted his eyes a deep blue: not unlike Brad.
“Who is that man, sir?” she asked, biting her lip in response to her escort’s irresolute shrug. It would be just like Brad to sneak into the party, especially as Madge wanted him to come so badly. But at another glance, he seemed nothing like Brad, for this man smiled and laughed. Good lord, was he flirting? It seemed he triumphed, for Amy genuinely smiled: something Veronica had not seen her do since Everett’s death.
Veronica smiled, picking up her escort’s name as he nodded to a passer-by.
“Miss Vernon, the general purpose of an escort is to entertain the guest. Do you not wish my attentions?” Mr. Harris asked. He smiled, aware that she too looked in Amy’s direction.
“I sincerely apologize, sir.” She refocused on the tall man across the room, disturbed to find his height resembled Brad, and that it gave an adorable pride to his bearing.
Gripping Mr. Harris’ arm tightly as she recaptured the mysterious man’s gaze, Veronica suddenly wondered, was he trying to make her uncomfortable? Shaking out of her reverie, she said, “Well, what is it this group does for fun?”
As they strolled through the crowd, Mr. Harris noticed his charge gently steered him toward Amy and her handsome companion. He had never met the man before, and it seemed Amy had…for she placed her hand easily on his arm as she talked, and confidentially leaned to whisper. Mr. Harris felt insanely jealous, and was secretly glad when Veronica paused a few feet from the suspicious couple. “Is there somethin’ the matter, Miss Vernon? Ask and you shall receive—I am at your mercy tonight.”
“I think not,” she insinuated, tipping her head toward Amy. Veronica froze as Amy’s escort turned in her direction to stare. Did he know what trauma he caused by simply looking in her general direction? “Are you related to Mr. Everett Harris?” Veronica asked, desperate to divert herself.
“My older brother. My constitution isn’t what it should be, else I would have been with him,” he replied. “It should have been me.”
“Never say that, else it might come true. Let us go and talk to Amy; she needs some cheerin’ tonight, I think.” Veronica stepped forward, burning with wonder. Pleased when she caught Amy’s eye and accepted her amiable smile, Veronica was less delighted by the similar expression on the face of Amy’s escort. “Miss Williams, I’m sure you remember Mr. Harris. He was hopin’ for the pleasure of a dance.”
“I am overwhelmed with anticipation, Mr. Harris. I have heard you are a marvelous dancer,” Amy beamed. She bit her lip to contain her laughter as she saw her own escort’s gaze rooted on Veronica. “This is…the Lieutenant. He is…a dear friend of my family, and I do hope you enjoy his company, Miss Vernon. He certainly tries hard enough to be pleasin’.”
What an odd introduction. Veronica smiled as Amy accepted Mr. Harris’s hand and followed him to the dance floor, and thought, finally!—the moment had come when she could assess this bold stranger. He didn’t watch her in admiration, as other men did, nor did he ask her hand to dance. He averaged a tall six feet, tall for Veronica. Nevertheless, it added to his charm.
“Why you do not wish to reveal your name?” she inquired, waving her fan to accent her eyes. He glanced at her before rubbing his toe into the ground. She frowned behind her fan. He reminded her of Brad; but silent, and taller. Handsomer, if it at all possible.
“I have my reasons, but I doubt you would understand.”
“Do you think me ignorant?”
“No, I do not think you ignorant.” His voice was hardly that above a whisper, yet Veronica could clearly hear it over the din. “Is that how I appeared? I would not wish grievance on one such as you,” he said, bowing as though not accustomed.
Veronica’s mind raced. She was determined to question Mrs. Beaumont about him as soon as the party ended, if she could not withdraw some information from the man himself. He was Jonathan: she was sure of it. “I thank you, for your well meant wishes.”
The Lieutenant’s face held a hint of a grin. He was determined not to ask her to dance, since she obviously wanted him to. He bowed, which was answered by another curtsey. “I must say, it was rather kind of Mrs. Beaumont to invite me,” he endeavored, knowing Veronica didn’t dare start the conversation. “Though I would rather read.”
“Read?” Veronica laughed; sure he meant to entertain.
“Hmm…yes, reading.”
“How interestin’.”
“You are disappointed! You thought I would be thrilled to see you, didn’t you?”
Veronica felt her cheeks redden as she swiveled to watch the dancing crowd.
“You thought that since I am a man, and you are obviously a pretty woman, that I would fall madly in love with you.” He enjoyed her embarrassment. “I’m awfully glad Mrs. Beaumont invited me. This is going to be an enlightening experience.”
“I must say I think she was a morsel too kind in her invitations,” she said, slapping the fan in her palm. The more Veronica thought of it, the more she was sure this was not Jonathan.
And the way he rocked on his heels! Brad did the very same, the rogue. Oh! How annoying to be ignored by the most eligible bachelor in the room. At least, Veronica hoped he was a bachelor. Good heavens! What if he be married? She was jumping to conclusions. No, this man was not married…hopefully.
Veronica held her breath as it seemed he would say something. No; he turned. How could he like to watch people dance, and yet not dance himself? “Would you like to join them?”
The young man abruptly turned, noting her exasperation. “May I have this dance?”
“Why should I dance with you, may I ask?” Her body trembled with her mystified sentiments. She hated him; and yet, she was infatuated. This was not proper.
“I believe I frustrated you. Is there something you want me to do to please you? Would you like to dance? I often enjoy the thrill of it myself. Or should we talk about the weather? The weather has been quiet hot, I must say—quite hot,” he said, running his finger along his collar.
He was a hopeless cause, Veronica decided. “I suggest we focus on dancin’, for it seems as if you love to watch but cannot stand to do.”
He laughed as if much pleased by her answer. “Dancing, then.”
“I so love to dance,” she murmured, watching the couples sail by.
“Whom will you dance with?”
“Why, you, if you have the courtesy to ask me.”
“I am afraid I have promised not to dance tonight, to Miss Williams.”
“Miss Williams! What claim has Miss Williams over you, might I ask? This is an odd business,” Veronica exclaimed. She avoided the gaze of the other women, guessing they thought her very odd, to prefer talking to a man rather than dancing with him. She knew that is what she would think, if in their position to judge.
“She is an old friend, and knows my tendency to be ungracious to ladies such as you. Her only wish was that I might not dance, for she fears I will ridicule the lady and send Miss Williams running in shame.”
“Well. You may be sure to know I am not ridiculed easily, and if you should embarrass me, do not worry for my sake—”
“In your case I would be sure not to worry,” he said, his gaze deceivingly calm.
Veronica paused, taken aback by his quick reply. “Why would you not worry? Is there somethin’ special about me?”
“Of course there is, Miss Vernon. You are still here chatting with me when other women would have left in a definite huff.” He paused. She looked confused. “That was a compliment.”
“You twist words so fast it makes my head spin.”
“And yet you have some very witty replies. I applaud your efforts.”
Frustrated, Veronica felt this conversational war had lasted long enough. With her hand out for his, she asked, “Are you to lead or am I to try it?”
“I’m afraid I’m not very proficient on the dance floor—that is why I assured Miss Williams I wouldn’t to dance.” The Lieutenant repressed his laughter as Veronica fathomed the proper thing to say in reply. “It is odd, I know, to enjoy dancing but not be proficient at it, but I swear it is the truth. I would rather not dance with you, for I am afraid I will tread upon your little feet.”
She blushed, and was more aghast when he bent low to whisper, “I am sure you do not want me to dance with you, unless you are yearning to be aching by the end of the night.”
He really was just too exasperating. And such gall! Leaning down to whisper into a strange girl’s ear? Was he trying to embarrass her? She had no doubt this was his intention. And to mention her small feet—how improper for ballroom etiquette!
“It just so happens,” Veronica burst, “that I am accomplished on the dance floor, and would like to exercise that accomplishment! I suppose it is odd, for a person of your…stature, to understand why a person of my distinction wishes to dance.”
“I suppose this means you are going to lead?”
Veronica took this moment to pause and regain control of her emotions and accent. “If I must, then I will. I do not comprehend it: you look capable enough, why are you afraid of dancin’? At least tell me you dance more intelligently than you act. And your accent! I am seriously wonderin’ about your origins, sir!”
His paused. He had forgotten his accent. No matter, he would merely have to transition into the accent Miss Vernon evidently wished. He took her hand. “Then I shall try not to disappoint,” he said, drawling his words as he placed his hand at her waist.
They danced in an uncomfortable silence.
Veronica decided it wouldn’t help if she commented on the number of couples in the room, for he would more than likely mutter about how it was too crowded. That he would rather be at home, reading. Reading…of all the things on a man’s mind during a party. She hardly noticed when his grip became relaxed. She watched the other couples as they swirled, paying no attention to her own dancing partner. Very ill conduct, her mother would say.
“Do you enjoy makin’ scenes, Veronica, or was your entrance an indulgence?”
She tripped over his foot. With a shock Veronica realized they had transitioned to a waltz without her noticing. Didn’t he know how new and risqué the waltz was? Evidently not, as he smoothly righted her with a smile and said, “Perhaps I should have been the one worrying over the welfare of my feet.”
Fuming, Veronica found with much astonishment that her partner had quite a talent for dancing. “How is it you call me by my first name?” she asked.
“I’m sorry, it slipped out. You remind me of someone my sister knew. You both have the same sort of…” he glanced down at her, a funny smile on his face. “…charm, I suppose.”
“Of course.” Veronica almost felt dizzy. His hand held hers confidently, his other her waist almost intimately. The song was almost over and it would end too soon.
“You seem to have gotten very quiet all of a sudden. Are you concentratin’ on the steps, or are you makin’ a point to be unsociable?”
“I…was wonderin’ whether you are not used to—you certainly don’t act as if you are comfortable around me,” Veronica asked, her tone sharper than it should have been.
“I once knew a girl from the south,” he said, looking away.
Veronica looked the other way, thinking her partner had sounded quite displeased.
“What are you thinkin’ about?”
“How I am not really enjoyin’ this very much,” she admitted, her cheeks bright with embarrassment. She dared not lie to him…not if he happened to be her Jonathan.
“Well, then I suppose we will have to make it more excitin’.” He gracefully spun, forcing Veronica to gaze at him in wonder. “Which part of South Carolina do you hail from?”
“The outskirts of Charleston, Lieutenant. Have you ever heard of Schönheitstal Plantation? My granddaddy built it from the ground up.”
The Lieutenant smiled, glad to find something that put his partner at ease. Almost immediately, Veronica relaxed, her back no longer unwilling to comply with his lead. Her face regained much of its natural and charming animation. He was gratified by her warm tone, and when pulling her close to squeeze through a couple that had stopped to chat, he found her watching him with admiration. “What is it that I have done to cause such a smile?”
Veronica laughed, confused by this sudden compliment.
“You shouldn’t do that often, I am sure it would only attract more of your admirers; then what would I do with my ill-spent time?” the Lieutenant watched as she turned away, blushing. “Miss Vernon, what is it I am sayin’?”
“Please, stop, Lieutenant. I am not used to such compliments. You are too bold.”
“I sincerely doubt you are not used to such comments, Miss Vernon. Rather, I believe you are too used to such comments. And with my attitude toward you defined as one who will not be swayed by your flirtatious wiles, what you mean to say is that you are not used to such compliments comin’ from me. Am I correct in my assumption?”
“Why I never!” Veronica gasped, unsure whether she should laugh or be dismayed. “Lieutenant, you are very audacious. Where, exactly, do you hail from?”
“Far from here, Miss Vernon. You probably have not heard of it.”
“Do you mean I am so countrified that I have no notion of the world?” She harshly pulled away as the waltz ended. Glaring at him, Veronica realized the attention she was attracting and diffidently let the Lieutenant guide her to the refreshments as he murmured, “Thank you for the dance. It was very informative.”
Veronica petulantly picked at the tablecloth. If it were not for her current mood, she would have sworn there was a euphemism for what he said, but she could think of none. “I must say you do very well, though your conversational skills are not what they should be. I am surprised you lasted this long.”
“I could say the same of you,” he replied. Veronica was shocked to discover he seemed completely unaffected as he bowed and walked away.
She stared at the refreshments, struggling to gain control of her sprinting emotions. He had treated her incredibly unfairly, she thought, glancing at her card. The next dance was free, thank goodness. Spinning to freshen so others wouldn’t suspect her discomfort, Veronica was shocked when an arm slid around her waist and guided her out the door. She turned, surprised to see the lieutenant. Back for more diatribes, she assumed.
“I am afraid I upset you.”
Veronica shakily nodded.
He drew her out to the veranda. “I am sorry. I find it rather difficult to be polite to you.” Her arm was trembling, though from fear, chill, anguish or anger, he knew not. Ashamed for teasing her to tears, he tried to guide her to the bench. She resisted, surprising him.
“Why do you find it…difficult to be polite?”
He paused, and Veronica wished he would speak as she snapped, “I am not so stupid that slight inflections of tone would be lost on me.”
“You interest me. You’re not exactly typical of stereotypes,” he quite unwillingly mumbled, only slightly amused that Veronica blushed through her vanishing tears. Sighing, he met her curious gaze honestly and said, “You seem troubled. It is not because of me, I hope. Am I at fault?”
Veronica found herself contemplating. She couldn’t talk to Amy; she was still upset over Everett. She couldn’t talk with Madge; she would gloat. Maum Jo was help, Nan a slave; and Mrs. Beaumont…a bit officious. Sighing, Veronica leaned over the veranda railing to stare at the night sky. “A friend of mine died. We received the letter but a week ago. I feel as though…”
Veronica glanced at her escort, but he said nothing. Though his features didn’t change, his eyes showed a patience that comforted. “I had been thinkin’ he would survive. After all, we have been victorious. It was right for me to assume, right to think that he would make it. Others survived Manassas—I was there, you know.” Her shoulder slumped. “He was supposed to live. He was supposed to be…an attentive friend to Amy—Miss Williams. She is quite fragile, though she pretends not. I am content that I am here to help her, but with Madge continually interruptin’…bein’ jealous of anythin’ and everythin’ I ever say—” When she felt the warmth of his hand on her shoulder, she welcomed the lieutenant’s embrace. Veronica was mortified. Her mother would die, upon seeing so improper an embrace.
“I am sure not all of that was your fault.”
She roughly wiped her eyes. “I am always to blame. My parent’s marriage failed when I was born. Daddy always wanted a son, you know. But Momma was too weak to have another baby. —Miss Williams’ family relations became strained when I appeared. That poor family…I never intended to cause such hostility between siblings.”
Hesitating, he shoved his hands into his pockets. “Perhaps I can make you feel better.”
Veronica stared at him, her gaze clearly cynical as he rushed to explain: “I assume your friends tell you that you are not to blame, which results in makin’ you feel all the more worse.”
“True…”
“What if I agreed with you?”
His thinking was much too unconventional. “What?”
Leaning near, he murmured, “What if I said you were to blame?” Veronica seemed confused—he would have to explain more clearly. “Would that take the pressure of your shoulders, somewhat? If there was something to remind you of this for every time you feel badly? To be blunt, what if I were to call you a jinx? To know someone actually thinks you are a jinx must surely ease your worry.”
“I—I don’t like it at all,” she nervously giggled, “it’s such an atrocious name.”
“I like it.”
“It’s not flatterin’,” Veronica frowned.
“Isn’t that the point?”
“I didn’t think so.” She bit her lip in confusion.
“What was the point?” he countered, leaning close, smiling as she jerked away, suddenly uncomfortable by their intimacy. It was all he could do not to laugh aloud as her eyes widened and she whispered, “To make me feel better.”
“And are you feeling better?” He reasoned that he was enjoying this entirely too much.
“No.” Veronica turned from him, frowning. What an imbecilic man.
“Oh. Why?”
Sighing, she decided this subject was definitely tired. Flourishing her fan, she turned to him with a smile. “How very amusin’, Lieutenant.”
“I thought you would enjoy it,” he said, offering his arm.
“Would you mind if I called you Jonathan?” Veronica asked as he led her to the ballroom.
“I suppose if you’re willin’ to let me call you Jinx, it is only right that you call me Jonathan,” he conceded. “You don’t really mind that I’m callin’ you Jinx, do you?”
“It depends in what way you’re goin’ to be usin’ it,” she lightly replied, hiding her yawn behind her fan. Her eyes suddenly narrowed as she slowly asked, “How will you be usin’ it?”
Shaking his head with a smile, he said, “I have taken too much of your time. Enjoy the rest of the party.”
“Don’t tell me you’re goin’ home to read, Jonathan?” she taunted, flicking open her fan.
“Ah yes. Now that we are in the open, you must play the part of a flirtatious belle.” He frowned. “Sometimes, I feel bad for you girls. We don’t make life very easy for you.” Suddenly displeased, he stiffly bowed and strode into the crowd.
Veronica wanted to faint. A man repelled by flirtations, amused by honesty, and full of cynical wit was not something to be found in other men. She was unused to such behavior, and wondered if this man really was Jonathan.
“Why Miss Vernon, how wonderful it is to see you so well durin’ the war!”
Veronica’s skirts whistled as she whipped to face a most undeserving character. “Bentley!” His figure alone caused nausea. “…How nice of you to visit! I thought I left you in Charleston.”
“I couldn’t leave you, Ronnie, dear. After all, you are my fiancée.”
Veronica stumbled against the veranda door, clawing at her corset. “I am not…your fiancé, Bentley.” When it seemed as though he meant to pursue, she stumbled from the room. Ignoring imperious glances thrown her way, Veronica clutched the library door. If only she could breathe! Certainly this would not be so hard, if her panic would not impede such rational thought. How typical, that the moment she left Lieutenant Jonathan, Bentley showed his face.
Bentley caught Veronica as she sagged to the ground, unaware that the Lieutenant watched as he carried her into the library, shutting the doors behind them.
* * * * *
“What happened?” Veronica said, rubbing her forehead. She pushed aside a wisp of her hair in irritation, blinking in the dim room. Clearing her throat, she became resigned to the fact that it hurt to open her eyes, and quietly laid on the chaise, where she assumed she had been laid.
“You fainted, Ronnie, dear,” a voice murmured, patting her hand. His hand was warm, and she felt uneasy.
Veronica winced, though why, she knew not. “Where are we?”
“In the library.”
That voice jerked her back to those years on the plantation, when her daddy lived, and Bentley was her assigned playmate. “Who do I have the pleasure…?” Veronica mumbled, not daring to open her eyes.
“I’m surprised at you, Ronnie, that you don’t recognize your own fiancé’s voice.”
She recoiled, tentatively opening one eye as she realized she had not dreamed his presence. “What are you doin’ here?”
His eyes smiled in sweet pleasure: he did so love to surprise her. “Makin’ sure my honey is still that innocent little girl I planned to marry.”
Now both her eyes were open. Veronica jerked into a sitting position. He was making sure she was still innocent! Bentley never cared until he knew it counted. How she hated him! And to think he still believed in the engagement. There had been no hint of a betrothal at all, until the day of the announcement, when suddenly Bentley appeared before her, beaming that insidious smile.
The day had been humid—unbearably hot. Nan, her slave of only two years at the time, had dressed Veronica in a pale dress, fitting to the weather. Her feet were housed in ankle-laced boots, the skirt hem barely reaching the tops of them, thanks to the newly installed crinoline.
She had walked with her hand tucked in the crook of her father’s arm. They made a handsome couple, everyone had whispered: Veronica had blushed with pleasure.
Half an hour into the assembly, her father called for an announcement. She had paused to hear him utter words that caused her breath to catch. “I am happy to announce to y’all news of great joy. It has been decided that my daughter will marry a most deservin’ youth, Mister Stratford. Of course, she will not marry until she is of age—seventeen, or so—but I am content in knowin’ my baby girl will have someone to take care of her, and her mother, should somethin’ happen to me,” Master Vernon said among nervous laughter, for there had been rumors of disreputable transactions.
As the room teemed with polite applause, Veronica involuntarily let a small cry escape. All eyes focused on the fifteen-year-old girl. “What do you mean by announcin’ this engagement when we—” she paused. With a bleary frown Veronica realized it would not do to sob in public, when expected to be aware of her fortune.
“What Ronnie means to say, dear, is that she objects to the fact that you announced her engagement when we haven’t even talked over the…details yet,” Adorabella smiled. “Isn’t that right, honey?”
Veronica nodded, stupefied into silence.
Bentley walked to his appalled fiancée from across the room and tucked her hand in his. He smiled at the silent room. “She’s just beside herself with happiness,” he said, pinching Veronica’s hand. As the room admired them, he hissed, “Pull yourself together, Ronnie.”
Immediately she painted a smile, feeling its frigidity through his distressed reaction: “We don’t want these people think you don’t want to be my fiancée, now do we?”
“Well, I didn’t volunteer for it!”
A month later, after her father’s untimely death, Veronica’s mother called off the engagement, for she couldn’t let her daughter marry so soon after a death in the family. And if it had not been for rumors that her mother was in fact forcing her to marry Bentley, Veronica would have stayed home. For two years she bounced from house to house, and, hearing that unless she came home with a beau she would have to marry Bentley, Veronica bolted to Richmond, where she had last heard of Jonathan.
Veronica jumped from the lounge, having sat beside Bentley much too long.
The library doors were pulled shut to dampen the hovering smells of heavy perfume and body odor. Across the room, a mirror sat on the mantel, revealing Veronica’s reflection. Her eyes flicked to Bentley, skimming over his meticulously clean clothing and fastidiously combed hair. She could hardly stand the sight of him.
He was making sure she was still…innocent! That was a definite euphemism where she came from, and it was intolerable Bentley felt he could speak to her in such a manner. Reclaiming her seat, she simpered, “You were just makin’ sure I was still innocent, ain’t that right, sugar-dumplin’?” As he nodded, she traced the length of his arm, still smiling as she nestled beneath it. “That was…sweet of you. After all, why would you want to marry a woman who ain’t clean?”
“I’m so glad you are takin’ this all so well, honey. I would hate to—”
“So, who told you I wasn’t innocent?”
Bentley knew there had to be a catch. There was always a catch when Veronica acted as though she liked him: the thrills of a chase. “It wasn’t that, honey, it was just that your uncle had gotten news that you had gone up north, to the Yankees. I just wanted to make sure you hadn’t been tainted by their ways.”
Veronica jerked from his grasp. “My uncle doesn’t give a jot about my welfare and you repulse me by mentionin’ him. I couldn’t care less for my uncle’s ‘good opinion’…nor for yours if you continue in this manner!”
“What did those Yanks do to cause such a reaction?” He demanded, grabbing her arm.
When Veronica couldn’t release his hold, she hissed: “It really don’t matter what happened, now does it, Bentley? You’re just jealous I have fun without you…that I enjoy not bein’ around you. How many times—do you realize I’d rather make love to a yank than you?”
With a roar, Bentley slapped Veronica with the back of his hand. She stumbled from him, a wave of red flowing across her eyes. Reaching for something to steady her gait, Veronica shuddered when she came in contact with Bentley.
“Ronnie, honey, what is the matter with you? Have those Yanks tainted your mind?” Bentley cried out, plastering himself to the wall to avoid her swipes.
“Tainted my mind? Bentley Stratford—you abominable rogue—you are gonna regret the day you assumed I wasn’t…innocent. Innocent! Why what my momma would say to such an idea. I am never going to marry you. You jealous, insolent man… do you think I don’t know about your nightly escapades? Are your little colored babies doin’ all right? I have been patient. Quite patient, I believe…extremely patient, I have been told. I am not supposed to know of such things—it is unladylike!”
Bentley staggered away, coughing. “Honey, calm down. I wasn’t meanin’ anythin’ by it, Ronnie—”
“If I ever here you call me by that name again I’ll rip your—”
“Temper, temper, Miss Vernon,” a voice interrupted from the doorway.
“What concern of it is yours?” she demanded, spinning on her heel.
“I’m not the one you’re angry at, remember, Jinx?” ‘Jonathan’ replied, shutting the library door behind him.
Veronica blushed, suddenly ashamed by her conduct. Very unfortunate, that ‘Jonathan’ should see her so livid, when she wished him to think her appealing.
“Who is this, Ronnie?” Bentley saw this man carried himself well. Moreover, he called Veronica ‘Jinx’—what sort of relationship did they have, for him to call her by an intimate name? “Ronnie, must I repeat myself? Who is this?”
“A friend,” they smilingly replied in unison.
“Why did he call you ‘Jinx’?”
“It must make Jonathan feel better.”
Bentley jealously wondered why Veronica didn’t introduce this Jonathan man.
“What’s wrong with him?” Jonathan demanded, suspicious of Bentley’s silent, sulking air. “Is he your brother?” He had heard much of Veronica’s fiancé, and it was quite thrilling to discover him a rather pusillanimous chap.
“How awful it would be, if he were!” Veronica cried.
“I am her fiancé,” Bentley forcefully said, drawing Veronica near in ownership.
Jonathan’s brow arched as Veronica convulsed and stepped away. He couldn’t very well resist teasing. “I am not quite sure she knows that. Have you told her yet?”
“What kind of engagement would that be, not havin’ Ronnie know about it?”
“I told you not to call me Ronnie.”
“It seems that is how most arranged marriages are like, wouldn’t you say, Miss Vernon?” Jonathan said.
Veronica blushed as they watched her, waiting for a response. “I suppose so.”
“Ron—Veronica,” Bentley said, pausing to recompose himself, “Veronica, please, continue on with your thoughts—”
“Miss Vernon, if you please,” she jeered. Veronica knelt to pick up her fan, and looked at the little bows of wood that held the lace together. There was no one signed for the next dance—a pity. “I think arranged marriages should be illegal. It’s like sayin’ a woman is just above a slave, and that is not right.”
Bentley exclaimed in shock that Veronica dared voice such a strong opinion.
“Time n’ time again, Bentley, I tell you it was all Daddy’s doin’.” She was surprised to find Jonathan staring at her. His air was definitely philosophical, and for a moment, Veronica was afraid he would demand an apology.
“What an interestin’ opinion,” Jonathan mused. “I assume you decided this on your own? —so, if you were to make things different, how would you have courtin’ done?”
Veronica frowned. Here she was, in the middle of a party, talking with the most handsome man in the house about the courting system. “She must be able to choose her fiancé, or else the marriage will fail.” Her head felt light, and she struggled to stand firm. This was such an inappropriate topic. “It is improper, I know, to tell my opinions so…freely, but you asked, and as a woman I can hardly refuse.”
Bentley glanced at Jonathan before summoning the courage to ask, “You haven’t been married already, have you, Ronnie—Veronica—Miss Vernon?”
About to speak, she was silenced as Jonathan snapped, “She is talkin’ about her parents, you idiot.”
Veronica wondered how Jonathan could possibly have known she referred to them. And besides…this was becoming entirely too personal for proper ballroom conversation. “I’m bored,” she suddenly said, turning away, “and I believe Mrs. Beaumont is callin’ everyone to dinner.”
“Well, I suppose we can leave it at this for now,” Bentley began, hoping his tone portrayed he would bring it up with Veronica later, when alone.
Jonathan grinned. “That’s very genial of you, old boy. Always think of the ladies, I say.”
“I believe everyone is leavin’ for dinner.” Veronica motioned at the doors.
Jonathan stepped forward with his arm out for hers. “May I escort you, Miss Vernon?”
Those eyes of his were placed firmly on her frame, and she felt as though Jonathan could see through her coy manners and southern charm to her true, impulsive self. It was rather unnerving. “You may, but only if you continue to call me Jinx,” she said, and was pleased when Jonathan laughed in agreement, tucking her hand in his arm.
“What about me, Ronnie?” Bentley winced, wishing he did not sound so petulant.
“I thought she told you not to call her that anymore, Stratford,” Jonathan said, his voice heavy. He turned to Veronica, capturing her gaze. “Am I not right?”
She nodded, catching her breath. He thought well of her, she knew—she hoped.
Jonathan grazed over Veronica’s hair, casually wondering how she had acquired such a golden sheen. “Aren’t you comin’, Stratford?” he demanded, leading Veronica to the dining room, where a buffet had been set up by Maum Jo and Nan.
Veronica smiled across the room to Amy and Madge, already seated and eating, looking away before she could see Amy’ brow arch in response to seeing her escort.
Madge glowered, displeased with his unnatural interest in Veronica. “Why does he spend his time with her, Amy?”
“Calm yourself, Madge.”
Madge stomped her foot in silent rebellion.
“You don’t want to attract too much attention to yourself, me, and especially to him. Now, eat your food.” Suspecting Madge would retort, Amy snapped, “Eat.”
Veronica was doubly astonished when Jonathan gave her as much food as himself. “How is it you know my favorite foods, Lieutenant?” she murmured, dazedly accepting her plate.
“That’s for me to know.” He smiled, leading her to a small table. He left for wine, returning to find her much altered from her previously smiling composure. “What’s wrong?” he asked, following her gaze to Bentley.
“He’s making motions…I think he wants me to go over, but I don’t want to.”
Jonathan shrugged. “Then don’t. He can’t make you do anythin’ with me here.”
Veronica’s brow arched in amusement. “Will you be my knight in shinin’ armor?” He glanced at her in surprise; a surprise she hoped was welcome. “I should like nothin’ more than to have you protect me from such advances—”
“Jinx, stop it. You know I don’t like it when you act like that.” Pausing as her face darkened with displeasure, he placed his hand above hers, tightening his grip when she tried to pull away. “I don’t mean to insult you; I just want you to be natural. I hate flirtatious women—I feel as though they are wrappin’ me about their fingers.”
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