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Prologue 

 

November 8, 1905 

New Orleans 

 

  THE OLD woman leaned back in her rocking chair and rested her 

crochet piece on her lap as she watched her grandchildren playing with 

toys near the hearth. Her oldest son’s own young son was lining up tiny 

lead Civil War soldiers in rows, attempting to re-create the battle at 

Vicksburg, where his relatives had fought and fallen for the 

Confederates. 

 

She gazed down at him and said, “William, you have that wrong. 

The cavalry is supposed to be over there.” She pointed to a section on 

the floor indicating where he should properly line up his little lead 

horses with their hand- painted soldiers in gray.  

 

He looked up at her in surprise.  

 

“You also shouldn’t put your infantry out there so exposed,” she 

continued, pointing to the smaller figures. “They’ll get blown away 

during the first rush.” 

 

“Aw, they’re just foot soldiers,” the boy shrugged. 

 

“Wars are won by foot soldiers, boy,” said the old woman rather 

sharply. “Don’t ever shrug about sending a man off to die 

unnecessarily. He’s likely got family at home, children he’ll never see 

again. Don’t make him a dead man needlessly. Even if you’re jest 

playin’ around.” 

 

“How do you know that, Grandma?” he asked, and grinned. “You 

were never in a battle.” 

 

The old woman smiled and looked back down at her crochet work. 

“Perhaps it’s time I told you all a story. It’s a story about the War of 
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Northern Aggression. It’s a story about how I met Grandpa. It’s a story 

about that.” She pointed at the rifle on its rack above the mantelpiece.  

 

Her grandchildren were instantly alert. The gun had always been a 

source of curiosity. They had asked many times about it, for it was 

finely made but never used. No one was allowed to take it down, not 

even to hunt. And the grooves on the stock were also a source of many 

theories amongst the children, the most popular being that their 

grandfather, who they knew to have been a Confederate soldier, had 

marked the notches on the gun to indicate how many people he had 

killed in battle. 

 

“That’s Grandpa’s gun, isn’t it?” asked William. 

 

“Oh no, dear,” said the old woman. “It’s mine.” 

 

The look of surprise on her grandchildren’s faces nearly made her 

chuckle, but she continued, “We need to go back to the old country, to 

the time when our family on my side came to America. That is the only 

way you will understand my story, and how that gun came to be 

hanging over my fireplace.” 

 

The children made themselves comfortable on the floor. They 

knew Grandma’s stories could go on for ages. The books she had 

written sitting on the shelves could attest for that. They also knew it 

was going to be enlightening. 
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Chapter One 

 

THE HEAVY tree cover was doing very little to block out the oppressive heat of the summer 

sun. Although Georgia boasted several large hills that could rightfully be called mountains, hills 

large enough to gather snow in the winter, they did very little for us residents of the valley in the 

summertime.  

 

At midday, the nearby creeks and streams could often be found teaming with local residents—, 

especially children, who had either finished, or had snuck away from, their chores—, bathing in 

the cool mountain water that flowed down toward the Gulf. Both white and slave all like labored 

under the sun, whites by choice and slaves by compulsion, but almost everyone agreed that a good 

dunk in the river made the summer bearable, although never at the same time or within sight of 

the other. 

 

This was not the case for the three of us crouched down in the underbrush, however. We had 

been about in the woods since early that morning and by now were somewhat accustomed to the 

sun creeping overhead, not even feeling the sweat on our backs all that much. Were anyone to see 

us, we would have made an uncommon sight. The two older men with me were as different as 

night and day, one white and one colored, one a free man but a poor farmer, and the other a slave. 

Even odder would have been the sight of me, a farm girl of seventeen years wearing a dark green 

but thin cotton dress.  

 

My mother had been against me going with Papa and the slave man we called Big Jake at first, 

but could really not deny that when I did, we certainly ate better. This was why she had agreed to 

make me the pants I wore under my skirts, to preserve my modesty should I need to climb a tree, 

which were already shorter than Mother would have preferred, to keep from snagging in the 

bushes. We were hunting, deer and the three of us made a formidable team. 

 

My father, a poor white farmer, was a fairly decent tracker, while Big Jake was one of the best 

dressers of wild game in the area. While both were decent shots with the Kentucky rifle that we 

carried for the hunting trip, both agreed that I was far better. Had it not been for the fact that Papa 

had once let me fire the gun at some mason jars in the backyard when I was eight years old, they 

might never have known of my uncanny marksmanship. I hit every one, even though I’d never 

fired a gun before.  

 

Sure that it was just a random fluke, he had tested me with many varying, and increasingly 

difficult targets, and finally came to the conclusion that I was a natural marksman. He had been 

bringing me hunting ever since I was ten, and I almost never missed my shot. No small feat, 

considering that the Kentucky rifle he inherited from his own father was not only ancient, but 

notoriously inaccurate past fifty yards.  

 

Grandfather Spenser had bought it in Boston after getting of the boat, with the last bit of 

money he had to his name. One couldn’t set off into the wilderness beyond the city without a good 

gun for hunting and defense. Unfortunately, all he had been able to afford had been the old gun 

that had been used in the American Revolution seventy years prior, still used a flintlock, took 
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forever to load and only gave a single shot. It was already starting to rust by the time Grandfather 

had bought it, but he cleaned it and shined it up well. Now, it was one of the few most valuable 

possessions Papa owned. 

 

My family, the Spensers, lived as sharecroppers on a small farm, on land owned by a family 

who had known our own for generations. The Connolly family had been wealthy even in the old 

country, but the potato famine had driven both families from Ireland to America. The Connollys 

had brought their wealth with them to establish a new plantation in Arkansas near the banks of the 

Mississippi River. My father, William Spenser, was a descendent of the Spenser family, which 

had once been fairly noble, in a middle-class sort of way, back in England centuries ago. Political 

tensions had led them to flee to Ireland, where they had become fast friends with the Connolly 

family. However, the Spenser family did not possess the wealth of their friends, having been forced 

to leave much behind in England, fleeing the consequences of a failed political rebellion. Many 

economic downturns and bad business decisions had led the family to fall on hard times, leaving 

them bankrupt in the potato famine of the 1840s. Religious and social pressure had driven both 

families, along with many others, from Ireland. The Spensers could not afford their own passage, 

so the Connollys brought them with them under a contract of indentured servitude, which had run 

out three years prior, but had allowed the Spenser family to continue living as sharecroppers on 

Connolly land. 

 

The voyage had proved too difficult for Papa’s mother, who had died along the way, followed 

by his father two years later, likely of a broken heart. Papa had been only seventeen at the time, 

and had brought his young bride, Tess, who had been pregnant with me, their first child, to the 

shores of America. The birth had been difficult, and I, Andrea Mary Spenser, had come into the 

world destined by God to be an only child, for Mama could no longer conceive. 

 

However, the slave woman who had saved her life in the delivery noticed Mama’s own innate 

flair toward healing over discussions of birthing techniques and poultices, which Mama had picked 

up in the old country. She took her on as an apprentice of sorts, unofficially of course, for it would 

have been unseemly for a white woman of any station to learn skills from a slave woman. This 

was how my mother, Tess Spenser, got the reputation as one of the most proficient midwives and 

herbalists in the area, always bringing along the slave woman known as Sally, property of the 

Connollys, who had saved her own life.  

 

Few people, especially men, ever suspected that it was Sally with the true skill, except the 

women in the bedroom who were present when the child was delivered. Anyone with eyes could 

see that it was Sally who took charge at the delivering, and that Mama was the assistant. However, 

little was said about this after-the-fact. A woman in the throes of labor frequently allowed all of 

the societal norms ingrained in her to be thrown out the window when help of any color arrived, 

and most women in our area really didn’t give a hoot. Only fancy- pants relatives from the big city 

might scoff a bit.  

 

They were often assisted by their own daughters, as I had become fast friends with Sally’s 

child, Tilly, who was twenty years old. Tilly was looking to be a married grown woman herself, 

for it was rumored that her eye was on a young slave man on the Connolly plantation. Over time, 

though, as her own mother’s friendship with mine allowed her to do her midwifery work 
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proficiently, her friendship with me allowed her to be gone in the woods gathering the herbs 

without an escort other than me. Were we seen by anyone, it would be assumed that Tilly was 

merely assisting her white mistress, and I never bother to correct them.   

 

My hunting excursions, however, were solely the realm of Papa. At this time of the War of 

Northern Aggression, in the summer of 1864, there were still many things a woman simply didn’t 

do, even if her social standing was low like mine. Hunting was one of them in some communities. 

Furthermore, a white woman certainly didn’t go hunting with a colored slave, even if her father 

was present. It was only because the Spensers were held in such affectionate regard by the 

Connollys that Sally’s husband, Big Jake, was even allowed off the property to assist Papa in any 

of his errands. 

 

Little of that mattered now, though, for a large buck had just wandered into the clearing ahead, 

and all three of us ceased breathing and adopted the quiet, stock still poise of hunters.  

 

It had taken years, but I had finally learned to walk quietly in the woods, learned not to leave 

my scent on the ground, learned to walk in places that would not leave a footprint or a bent blade 

of grass, and how to avoid snapping a twig under my feet. I had spent hours up in trees, waiting 

for the right shot, often going home empty handed.  

 

Not today, however. The deer was seventy yards away, too far for most people to make the 

shot with the ancient gun my father had pressed into my hands. But not too far for me. It would be 

close, though. I would have to be quick.  

 

I raised the gun, sighted down the barrel, and fired. At first, it seemed as if I had missed, one 

of the few times I could ever say I had. But then the deer dropped. Whooping, Big Jake sprang 

from his hiding spot and ran over to the deer to finish it off with his knife, though my bullet would 

have done so in only a few moments more anyway. I would never forget my first kill. The shot 

had not been clean. The deer had bounded off, and I had been set to just go on home, having been 

tired of crouching in the bushes all day. But my father had been livid, insisting that I track the deer 

and finish it off rather than leave the animal to suffer. 

 

“If you cause the suffering, girl,” he had stormed at me, “You best be the one to take it away! 

It’s disrespectful to the Lord to treat the creatures he gives us to eat like that!” 

 

With Big Jake’s help, we had found the creature three hours later, and Papa had insisted that 

I be the one to pull the trigger. It had broken my heart to see the deer’s eyes look up at me, knowing 

it was the end, but it would have broken my heart to see it suffer, and Papa wouldn’t let me bring 

it home to Mama to fix up. Ain’t no point in hunting if that were going to be the case. The meat 

had tasted bitter every time I ate of it, though I knew it was just my imagination. I almost gave up 

hunting after that, but when the crops did poorly that summer, I had no choice but to go back in 

the woods with Papa and Jake. From then on, I made sure of the shot before I pulled the trigger. 

Damn sure of it. I didn’t ever want to look into a creature’s yes again and find myself having to 

pull a trigger. 
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Although I knew how to field dress a deer, thankfully it was not something that my father 

made me do too often, only just often enough to ensure that I didn’t lose the skill. It isn’t necessarily 

that I was squeamish at the sight of blood after so many hunting trips, or assisting my mother and 

Sally in the delivery bedroom. In fact, the midwifery didn’t bother me hardly at all. Perhaps it was 

simply the sight of death and my never really getting over the idea that I could take any life so 

easily.  

 

Ironically, it was Big Jake who would help me the most with this hardship. He would tell me 

stories that his grandfather had told him of the land of Africa where the slaves came from. He 

would tell me of the tribe of Zulu warriors that he had descended from. He would tell me that men 

and animals coexisted on the earth and that everything lived in a balance. If we didn’t hunt the 

deer, they would grow too populous and starve. There used to be red wolves in this area that would 

hunt them, but since men had driven the wolves away with our farms and plantations, it was now 

up to men to ensure the balance. 

 

“Think on it this way, Miz ‘Drea,” he’d said. “Dem deer we get, they eat de grass and de grass 

grow better when de women empty de night buckets on it. We need dem night buckets because we 

eat de deer. It all work out in de end.” He had laughed then at his own unintentional pun. 

 

My mother hadn’t been too happy with Big Jake’s choice of words when I repeated this to 

her, but had to grudgingly admit that he had a point. Tilly would only laugh and say, “That’s my 

Paw.”  

 

Thankfully, the men finished with the deer fairly quickly and Big Jake slung it on to his 

shoulders to carry back. We’d divide it up between us back at our house. We turned and headed 

for home, hoping to beat the setting sun. In the distance, we heard the sounds of cracking pops, 

louder when we came out of the woods. 

 

“What’s that, Papa?” I asked. 

 

My father frowned. “Sounds like gunfire. Probably some of them battles getting closer to 

home.” 

 

I was worried. I hadn’t paid too much attention to the news of the war before now. The conflict 

had been raging for three years, having started April 12, 1861, and this being April of 1864. For 

the most part, those kinds of things didn’t really affect me on my father’s farm. I knew a little 

something about what it was about. The states up north didn’t have slaves and thought that the 

South shouldn’t have them either. When the Southern states like the one I lived in, Georgia, told 

the Northern states they weren’t going to give up their slaves, then the Yankee president Mr. 

Lincoln passed all kinds of laws that made things hard for the South, and we went to war over it. 

  

I didn’t know how it was going for my state, because depending on who you talked to on any 

given day up at the general store, we were either winning or losing. I heard a bit about the cities to 

the south and west of us, like New Orleans, Vicksburg and Port Hudson, which had all fallen to 

terrible battles and sieges. At first me and Mama had been worried. Papa had told me and Mama 

to not think on it at first, but later had gone up to the big house at the Connolly plantation to ask 
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old Mr. Connolly if we needed to head somewhere else with them Northern troops getting closer, 

and Mr. Connolly had scoffed. 

 

The Connollys had three sons, Charles, James and Francis, all of whom left to join up in the 

Southern Army. Their grown daughter, Shannon, was married to a Mr. Richard Morris and living 

in Charleston. We’d heard her husband joined up, too. Right after that, Mr. Connolly had died 

suddenly in his sleep, leaving Mrs. Connolly in charge of the plantation. That’s when things started 

to get rough. 

 

The Connollys had always been pretty lenient with their slaves. Compared to some of the big 

plantations over in Georgia, theirs plantation really wasn’t very large. The big house had five 

rooms upstairs and five downstairs, but wasn’t one of the sweeping soaring palaces I heard tell 

about in one of Mama’s ladies’ magazines. The Connollys were wealthy by any area standards, 

but not by some other Southern standards like New Orleans and Atlanta. We were right on the 

Alabama border, with not many big cities nearby, with only a small train depot connecting our 

community to the larger world.  

 

The Connollys could afford around twenty-five to thirty slaves to work the fields, but the 

Connolly boys had often gotten out there in the sun and worked too. So did Papa when he needed 

to catch up on our rent. They grew cotton and corn, and sometimes tobacco and hemp, like many 

other plantations, but because it snowed in the winter here, a lot of activity in the field ceased 

during the winter. So the Connollys allowed their slaves to do things like trapping and fishing, and 

let them sell the furs and keep most the money. Not that the slaves got the same price for their furs 

like a white man might’ve gotten. They were pretty heavily cheated at the trading post in town. 

Still, it let them earn a little money, and one man had even bought his freedom from Mr. Connolly 

a couple years before. 

 

Technically speaking, Big Jake should have been in the fields in the summer; Sally, too. Tilly 

worked in the scullery up at the big house kitchen, but not much was said about Sally taking off to 

deliver babies and do her herbal work. When Mama and Sally left to go on their errands, people 

always paid Mama directly, but she usually split it with Sally. Mrs. Connolly allowed it because 

Sally always made the healing salve for her arthritis out of beeswax and mugwort, and it was her 

way of showing appreciation in a subtle way. I’m not going to say that the slaves were always 

given such good treatment in comparison to some other places, though. They were still slaves. 

 

Insubordination could get them whipped and their children sold away. Mr. Connolly didn’t 

like to do that, but he had on occasion to keep order, although thankfully he had gotten rid of the 

brutal taskmaster who worked the place a couple years before. He liked whipping the slaves just 

for any reason. The man there now was the younger brother of the wife of one of the Connolly 

sons, and I hadn’t heard a bad word about him other than the usual cursing at the taskmaster done 

behind his back. 

 

But now it seemed like the Connollys were falling on hard times, what with the war and all. 

The blockades at the port cities meant that none of the produce they grew could be easily sold, 

except to the Confederate Army, which didn’t have the money to pay what the stuff was worth. 

Mrs. Connolly had already had to sell away seven of her slaves, two of them the children of one 
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woman who had cried, and Big Jake and Sally worried that Tilly might be next. I couldn’t bear to 

see such sights. Almost made me plenty glad my Papa was too poor to afford slaves, though I had 

talked about saving some money to buy Big Jake, Sally and Tilly just in case they got sold. Mama 

had told me I was daft if I thought we could afford one slave, let alone three. We could barely 

afford lead for bullets for our hunting rifle.  

 

Up until now, the only way this war affected me personally was a couple of good stories down 

at the country store, and the fact that I didn’t see any of the Connollys riding the horses around the 

property. Now it seemed like I could lose my friend Tilly to a slave auction, and have battles 

ending up in my front yard. There was also talk of the Union armies burning plantations down. I 

didn’t have any particular strong emotion about the Connollys other than a sense of loyalty for the 

connection between our two families that was growing dimmer with each new generation. It’s not 

like I had socialized with any of the Connolly children, and it would have been unseemly if they 

had sought me out, given my low station. It was really only the memory of our ancestors’ 

friendliness that kept our current situation the way it was. In other circumstances, things might’ve 

been pretty different.  

 

We parted ways with Big Jake at the fork in the road, and he headed up to the dirt road that 

led to the slave quarters of the Connolly plantation, while we headed further down the road that 

would lead to our small log cabin and farmstead. All this land belonged to the Connollys, and they 

really didn’t need the money from our share of the crops that we grew as part of our rent for living 

on their land, but they allowed it anyway. It was mostly the work that Papa did at the plantation 

during the warm months of the year that paid our rent to live on Connolly land, more so than our 

crops. Our own crops were puny in comparison to the Connolly plantation as a whole. We mostly 

grew only what we needed, and just a little extra leftover to sell, though it was mostly the furs that 

we got from our hunting, and Mama’s midwifery, that kept us in good standing.  

 

Mama once remarked that the only real difference between us and the slaves was the color of 

our skin, and that we were allowed to pick up and leave anytime we wanted. Of course, there were 

several other things as well, such as the fact that we were never whipped for deciding not to work 

on a given day, and I didn’t stand much danger of being sold away from my family. But as far as 

every day work went, there really weren’t a lot of differences in our daily lives.  

 

For some reason, I never quite understood why it always galled Papa to do some of the heavy 

work that he did, such as assisting in the blacksmith shop, or the tannery. He never said a word 

outside of our log cabin, but more than once while sitting around the fire as Papa smoke his pipe, 

we got treated to an earful about how unfair it was that we were descended from lords and ladies 

and had to work like slaves.  

 

Mama had not really come from a highbrow background herself, so she and I didn’t really feel 

the irritation that Papa seemed to feel. I suppose Papa wanted better for us, especially me, since I 

didn’t have no dowry or anything like high-class ladies needed to get married, meaning I’d 

probably end up marrying a low class farm boy. Honestly, that was fine with me. I never 

understood all that high-class nonsense where ladies had to pay a man to marry them, if they were 

supposed to be in love, but Mama said rich folks rarely got married for love. Even Shannon 
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Connolly had married that lawyer husband of hers after only meeting him once because her father 

thought it was a good idea. 

 

When we arrived at the log cabin, Mama met us at the door. Big Jake had taken the deer to 

butcher it, so we appeared to be empty-handed. 

 

“Well, y’all get anything?” she asked. 

 

“Sure did,” I said, and then told her the Big Jake would likely be by with some venison 

tomorrow. She smiled and we went inside for supper. 

 

Since our food stores were running low, which was why we had to go hunting, supper was 

rather meager. Cornbread and boiled beans, mostly, with some bacon. Likely we’d have chicken 

at the end of the week when Papa thinned our flock of the old hens that weren’t laying anymore.  

 

After I cleared away and cleaned the dishes, I sat at the table with Mama, who was teaching 

me to read from the family Bible. She’d started when I was little, teaching me the alphabet with 

some silly songs, and then by reading to me from anything she could get a hold of, like the Bible 

or her ladies’ magazines. Papa had taught her to read back in Ireland, ‘afore they came over here. 

 

She was teaching me to write by taking an old chalkboard that one of the Connollys had left 

over from his schooling, and some chalk, and had me write out chapters from the Bible. I really 

wanted to learn how to sign my name, but the only thing any of us knew how to do was print. Even 

Papa didn’t know how to script write. Of course Papa had to mention how our ancestors had all 

known how to write, but apparently had not bothered to teach any of their descendants when they 

fell on hard times. After I practiced my writing, I read to Mama and Papa from the Bible for a 

chapter or so, before Mama said I could quit and come sit with her and do my quilting. 

 

As Mama threw more wood on the fire, I looked over at Papa and said, “Tell me again about 

the Old Country, Papa.” 

 

Mama groaned and turned away, for she was good and sick of that story. But Papa smiled 

because he loved to tell it and I love to hear it. 

 

He settled into his rocking chair and chewed his pipe, inhaling deeply. I knew he usually took 

a couple of minutes to settle in for a good story, and so I took the time to settle myself on my quilt 

in my own chair. 

 

“Well,” he said, “you know how our name Spenser is one of the oldest names in England?” 

 

I nodded. 

 

Papa, forgetting that he had settled himself to be comfortable, got up from his chair and 

reached for the leather tome on the shelf over his chair. I was surprised. He didn’t often bring the 

ledger down. In fact, he had only let me look at it three times in my life that I could remember, 

and never let me touch it. That’s why I was extra surprised when he handed it to me.  
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Mama wrinkled her nose, but said nothing. She said that Papa treated this book more 

reverently than he did the Bible, and that wasn’t right. She said the book represented the past we 

would never reclaim, and it wasn’t good to mope over it and worship it the way one should in 

church. Of course, she never said those words where Papa could hear it, for he would’ve been very 

angry. 

 

Gently, I opened the front cover and glanced down at the scrawling writing I could barely 

read. My grandparents had not brought much over the ocean with them from the Old Country, and 

what they had brought had slowly been sold off, as money was needed more than heirlooms. This 

book was one of the few things left.  

 

Papa had tried to explain it to me, how my Spenser ancestor of two hundred years ago had 

recorded the daily expenses of his manor and lands in this book. It was proof, he had told me, that 

we had once been a family of means like the Connollys. I flipped through the book, reading what 

I could in entries detailing the sale of sheep and the collection of rent from serfs. My father had 

resettled himself in his rocker and his voice had dropped to the tenor it usually did when he told a 

story, lower than normal. 

 

“It was 1745, it was,” he said, “when Clan Macdonald of Clan Clanranald of Scotland 

supported the Stuarts in the Jacobian uprising, hoping that settin’ the Stuarts on the throne would 

end the persecution of Catholics. It didn’t go their way, Bonnie Prince Charlie was kicked ‘round 

the battlefield, and everyone was declared traitors. They all escaped south, and some married into 

the Spensers of Northamptonshire. They brung money to the Spensers, but since they were forfeit 

by the crown, not they titles. The Spensers had title, but not much money. It was a good fit. Then 

one of the girls, Annabelle Spenser it was, married into the Connollys in Ireland, and them two 

families started doing business together. The Spensers sunk most o’ they money into a Connolly 

business, ships it was, but lost it all when the ships went down in a storm out at sea. Devil’s storm 

it was, hit the Irish coast. So when the crown come looking for more traitors rumored to be starting 

up another rebellion, they come knocking on the Spenser door two generations later. Can’t say we 

was innocent either. Victor Spenser had been sending money to places he shouldn’t, quiet like.” 

 

Papa shifted in his seat. “The Spensers had to run for it, in the middle of the night. They 

couldn’t take much. A lot of it was confiscated by the king and lost. Not fair either, was only Victor 

stirring up trouble. No sense in all of us paying the price, but kings don’t see it that way. Anyways, 

not many Spensers left then, they headed to the Connollys in Ireland. Just in time for the first 

potato famine. The Connollys were investing in some farms and Spensers had joined in when they 

got there. You’d think the mess with the ships would have taught them about Connolly business 

sense. Anyway, no one saw the blight coming. By the time it was over, Spensers ain’t had much 

left. What they had needed to be sold. Finally, time of my daddy and all, the last potato famine and 

religion problems drove us all from Ireland here to America in 1848. My mother didn’t survive 

the trip; my pa didn’ survive losing her. Me an’ your Mama was just married and expecting you.” 

 

I smiled, thinking of it. 

 



 

11 
 

“Really we didn’ have the money to travel,” Papa continued, “but the Connollys brought us 

with them. Guess they felt bad about all the money we lost on their businesses. They also didn’t 

let the indenture contract pass down to me when my daddy died. We’re free now, but we could 

have been slaves, since we couldn’t pay back the cost of them picking up our passage over here.” 

 

“Paul Connolly went on to Mobile, ain’t heard from him since. We took up with Mr. James 

and his wife Elizabeth. They give us this corner of land to live on, set Big Jake to helping out when 

we need him, and when you got here, we named you Andrea, after Andreas Kartopolis, a sailor on 

the Greek ship we came over on. He kept me from washing overboard during a storm. It wasn’t a 

common name, but then, you weren’t a common girl. Sally said you come out with your eyes wide 

open and ain’t a cry outta you. She half expected you to speak in full sentences, way you were 

lookin’ around. Seemed fitting.” 

 

Papa was quiet for a while, and then slowly got up. He went over to the shelf again and brought 

down a small wooden box. He opened it, took something out, then came over to me and opened 

his hand. In his palm was a golden locket with a crest on the front. I was breathless. It was beautiful! 

Surely even Shannon Connolly didn’t have so fine a bit of jewelry. I wanted to touch it but I didn’t 

dare. I knew this gold piece with the enameled crest of a noble house was worth a small fortune 

itself. Why had it never been sold during the hard times? I looked up at Papa. 

 

“This here, girl,” he said, “is the last of the Spenser fortune. The crest is our family crest, 

merged with Clan Macdonald’s, and set in blue and gold. It’s proof we are who we say we are: the 

Spensers of Northamptonshire. We’re of noble blood. This locket and the ledger are our proof.” 

 

He clicked it open to reveal two pictures inside. A man and a woman.  

 

“These’re yer great- grandparents,” Papa said. “They was the last Spensers to hold titles, Lord 

and Lady Spenser. Never forget that.” 

 

He clicked the locket shut and took the book from me. He reverently placed them both back 

where they belonged. 

 

“A pretender king calls our family traitors, our lands stolen, our wealth lost to foolery, fall 

into indenture, left to be sharecroppers on another man’s land, now my daughter can’t hardly read 

and write like a noble lady should,” Papa spat. “Ain’t your fault, girl. It’s mine. I can’t give you 

no better. All I give you is a name and it’ll end with you. Ain’t no more Spensers. And an Irish 

accent that makes folk look at us like we simple.” 

 

Papa’s accent was a sore spot with him. He always tried to soften it, and loathed that Mama’s 

had softened naturally over the years, but both had taken on the twang of the slaves in its place, 

given who we all spent the most time with; Mama with Sally, Papa with Jake and me with Tilly. 

Papa always fussed at me when I spoke common, and always told me to speak proper like the 

Connollys, but that was hard to do, since I thought in my head the same way I spoke. 

 

“Papa,” I asked carefully, “how come you never give that locket to Mama?” 
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“I ain’t a Spenser by blood,” Mama said, not looking up from her quilting. 

 

“It belongs to you,” Papa said. “When you marry, I’ll give you the book and the locket. That’s 

as it should be. You’re a Spenser. I give your Mama something else on our wedding.” 

 

I looked over at Mama, who held out her hand. I knew her wedding ring by heart. It was a 

brass horseshoe nail bent around into a ring. Papa had worked for a year to save the money to have 

a blacksmith forge some brass into a horseshoe nail and then into a ring. Mama loved it. 

 

“It’s all I ever needed,” she said. “It’ll be enough for Andrea when she marries. Maybe one of 

those nice Teagan boys up the road.” 

 

He gritted his teeth. “She deserve better than some farm boy. But I got no dowry for her. And 

the locket ain’t enough even if it were worth discussing selling it. We won’t. Even when we was 

starving, we didn’t sell that locket. Don’t ever let it cross your mind to sell it, no matter how bad 

things get.” 

 

 He regarded me quietly, before saying, “I once brought it up to see Mr. James. Was the only 

time we two talked like equals. Like lords. Told him I wanted to arrange for you to marry Francis 

Connolly. Was only fitting. You the last Spenser and he knows we got noble blood. We two 

families intermarried before. Seemed only right. But he say no. Say it don’t matter what we was 

in the past, what we are now is what counts and you ain’t Francis’ station.” 

 

Papa could barely keep the bitterness out of his voice. I was surprised at this bit of news. I had 

no real opinion about any of the Connolly boys, especially since they were older and we didn’t 

associate much. But it always seemed to me Francis was something of a dandy. I didn’t dislike 

him, but I wasn’t real impressed with him.  

 

“He was right,” Mama said quietly. “All that makes for a good story, William, but it don’t 

matter now. We ain’t lords and ladies now. This is a new country; the old rules don’t work here. 

We’re as we are now. We should be thankful to the Lord for it, too. So long as ‘Drea’s safe and 

happy, I got no call to care about no lords and ladies a hunderd' years ago. I got a farm to run now, 

today. And tomorrow. Ain’t no stories from the past gonna churn my butter or can my preserves. 

Ain’t fitting to tell ‘Drea to sorrow over it neither.” 

 

Papa seethed. “I ain’t going to have nobody forgetting where we come from.” 

 

“I won’t forget,” I said. “Papa, if we earn enough this year, can I have some paper from the 

store? I’ll practice my writing by writing down all you tell me. Then when it’s on paper, nobody 

will forget.” 

 

Papa looked at me stunned. Then he smiled.  

 

“That’s a right good idea!” he said, genuinely impressed. 
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“Good idea it is,” Mama said. “You get your writing practice in writing down all those words 

your papa likes to huff. Another good idea is sleep. Let’s all get on to bed. Sun’s gonna come up 

soon enough.” 

 

She put aside her quilting, and we all went about turning in for the night, me on my pallet in 

a corner that sat on a frame Papa had made for me, and my parents in the bed across the room. As 

the embers died, and the room grew darker, I listened to the sound of my parents snoring. I gazed 

up at the shelf that held the book and the locket box. No, I wouldn’t forget. I would never forget. 
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