Slowly, Em struggled her way back to consciousness.  Moving her cheek on the floor, Em puzzled at the sensation.  Linoleum was supposed to be smooth and hard, not soft.  Struggling, she slowly opened her eyes and discovered she was blind.  Her head still groggy, Em was more curious than panicky as to why every thing was brown instead of black.  She lifted her head and tried to focus.  Gradually, her vision cleared, and Em sighed with relief.  She wasn’t blind; she was staring at a table leg about a half an inch from her nose.  Scooting on her belly a couple of inches from the table leg, Em slid her hands along the floor and prepared to push herself up.  Looking down at the floor, she jerked in shock.  Her hands were on either side of a large, red rose embroidered into a rug.  Pushing up too quickly, Em banged her head on the edge of a small wooden table. 

“Ouch,” Em said, rubbing the top of her head.

Pushing backwards so she wouldn’t hit her head again, Em sat down on her butt and slowly looked around the room, dumbfounded.  Gone were the sink and the shiny, new chrome faucets.  Gone, too, were the refrigerator and stove.  In fact, the whole kitchen had disappeared, along with the worn linoleum. “That’s no great loss; in fact, that’s the best part of this crazy dream I’m having,” Em thought.   The small, square table in the middle of the room with the green felt top and four small wooden chairs, on which she had hit her head, weren’t really there.  Neither was the rose-embroidered, moss-colored carpet, although she could feel it beneath her fingers.

 Puzzled, her brows knitted together as she tried to remember another time when she had the sensation of touch in a dream.  Tearing her gaze from the rug, she looked at the rest of the room.  On the ledge over the fireplace, which was no longer bricked in, was a mantle clock.  It ticked rhythmically and showed the time to be ten o’clock.  To the right of the fireplace was a beautiful needlepoint chair.  Opposite each other were two sculptured chairs of a dark wood, the cushions upholstered in a floral pattern.  One was resting to the left of the fireplace, and the other was next to the doorway.  Each chair had a walnut wooden table next to it, with an oil lamp set squarely on each.  Pushed up against the far wall was a settee—the cushion, a slightly worn dusty rose.  The walls were painted a moss green.  The heavy drapes on the windows next to the fireplace were a dusty rose to match the settee.  Scooting herself around so she could see behind her, Em jerked in shock for the second time.  “Impossible,” she thought.  The writing table, which had been sent to be restored, was against the wall behind her, a small dark wooden chair between the drawers.  A slight seed of doubt about her dream theory took root in her head.  Starting to tremble, Em pushed herself up off the floor on shaky legs.  She noticed that her heart was doing that trip hammer thing.  Tentatively reaching out to the writing table, she touched the smooth surface, and that is when all thinking stopped.

Pulling in a deep breath, Em screamed, “Mom!” at the top of her lungs.

Quavering all over, Em jumped when a door slammed nearby.

Hearing footfalls, Em said, “Mom …”

Stunned into silence, Em stared as the doorway filled with the biggest black man she had ever seen.  He was at least six feet four inches, wearing a stained and faded white shirt and calf-length brown work pants.  His feet were bare and covered in dirt.  Her shocked gaze traveled up to his scowling face and brillo-cropped gray hair.  But it was what was in his hands that made Em take a step back and trip.  He was brandishing a wicked-looking, long-handled, curved knife.  Caught off balance, she fell backwards, hitting her head on the mantle of the fireplace.  Knocked unconscious, Em slowly crumpled to the floor. 

Moses’ scowl changed to concern as he dropped the sickle and rushed forward to catch the young white woman.  Two pairs of rushing footsteps could be heard on the stairs and then in the hallway.  Moses turned at the gasp that emitted from both of the women.

“She dun trip’d an’ fall, Missus Sarah, an’ hit her head on da mantle.” Moses explained.

“Lord in Heaven,” Sarah said, as she rushed to Moses’ side.

Gently raising the young girl’s head, she could feel the bump beginning to form.

“Moses, quick now—go to the root cellar and chip a piece of ice off the block, and bring it here in a clean rag.”

As Moses ran off to do her bidding, the young woman in the doorway, whose doe eyes were as big as saucers, asked, “Is there anything I can do, Aunt Sarah?” 

“Yes, Abby, bring me the pillow off the settee.”

Lifting her skirts, Abby rushed over to the settee and grabbed the small needlepoint pillow.  With her skirts in one hand and the pillow in the other, she skirted around the card table and handed the pillow to her aunt.  Sarah gently lifted Em’s head and placed the pillow beneath it.  Tenderly, she smoothed stray tendrils of auburn hair from Em’s pale face. 

“Who are …?”

Before she could finish her sentence, Moses arrived, his breathing heavy, with the ice wrapped in a clean cloth.  Lifting Em’s head again, Sarah placed the ice beneath the bump.  

The back door opened and shut again, and Sarah called out, “Rachael, I have need of you quickly.”

In the doorway appeared a petite colored woman with a woven basket clutched in her hands.

Dropping the basket, Rachael hurried to her mistress’ side.  “Land sakes, Missus Sarah, wuz wrong with dat child?”

“She bumped her head on the mantle and fainted.  Moses found her.  I’ve put an ice compress on it.”

“Dat’s right, she sho hit her head mighty hard,” Moses agreed, nodding his head.

Rachael slowly lifted Em’s head and examined the knot with her strong brown fingers.  “‘Bout da size of a hen’s egg.”

“Would it be alright to move her, Rachael?” Sarah asked.

“Sho it wo’d.  Moses can carry her up da stairs an put her on Miz Abby’s bed.”

Moses bent down and picked up Em in one swift motion as if she were as light as a feather.  With Rachael holding the compress to the back of her head, the four of them slowly made their way up the flight of stairs to the second floor.  The first door on the right led into the room Abby was occupying during her visit with her Aunt Sarah.  Carefully, Moses laid Em on the cream-colored quilt covering the bed.  Rachael adjusted her head on the pillow with the compress underneath.

Rachael stepped back from the bed, and all four stared at the stranger who occupied it. 

Sarah was the first to speak.  “Moses, I would be obliged if you could tell me what you know about this young woman.”

“I’s don’ts know her, Missus Sarah.  I hear’d sum one yell, an’ I cum a runnin’.  I’s seen her standin’ in da parlor—den her eyes git big like saucers an she trip’d.  Dat’s all.”

Frowning, Sarah tried to remember if the front door had been locked.  “So you never saw her enter into the house?”

“No, ma’am.” 

Turning to look at Rachael and Abby, Sarah said, “Do either of you recognize this young lady?”

Both replied, “No, ma’am.” 

Unconsciously rubbing her hands together and blushing, Abby asked, “Aunt Sarah, why do you think she was in your house in only her undergarments?”

“That is a very astute question, Abby.”

Concentrating, Rachael said, “Missus Sarah, I hear’d talk whils I wuz at da market dis morn.  Two white wem’ns sid a young girl was attack’d roundabout here by sum no good Yankee, an’ she dun left her house screamin’ an’ no uns found her.”

As if he just realized that the young girl was not properly dressed, Moses cleared his throat and asked, “Missus Sarah, iffen it’s alright wif you, I wo’d like to git back to cuttin’ down doz weeds in da garden.” 

Distracted, Sarah barely nodded to the affirmative as she walked closer to the bed.  She let her eyes roam over the girl’s clothing from head to toe.  She appeared to be wearing a loose fitting chemise with red embroidery.  Her drawers were made of heavier cotton than normal.  On her feet were brown slippers, but of a style she had also not seen before.

Puzzled, she said, “I suppose it could be that girl, but we’ll just have to wait for her to regain consciousness to get our questions answered.”

“Rachael, could you stay and watch over her until she awakens?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Rachael said, as she pulled the walnut wood rocker from the corner of the bedroom over to the bed.

The faded skirts of Sarah’s blue, yellow, and brown plaid dress whooshed as she left the room with Abby close on her heels.  She passed the staircase and entered her room on the left.  Calming the agitation she felt inside, Sarah seated herself back at the sewing machine to continue altering the dress on which she had started earlier that morning.  Abby picked up the lace collar she had thrown onto the seat of the needlepoint chair when she had jumped up earlier to follow her aunt downstairs.  Settling herself, she picked up the needle and thread attached to the collar and tried to concentrate on repairing the rip in the lace.  Not wanting to disturb her aunt’s thoughts, she kept her uncertainties to herself as she plied her needle.

* * *


Slowly regaining consciousness for the second time in as many hours, Em’s eyelashes fluttered as she emitted a low groan.  Rachael jerked awake from her catnap and leaned forward.  As Em opened her eyes, a face gradually came into view.  Brown eyes with golden flecks and small crinkles in the corners stared down at her.  The mouth was generous and smiled at her in a kind way.  The color of her skin was nut brown and unblemished.  Em couldn’t tell what her hair was like because it was covered with a scarf. 


“Well, ‘bout time yo’ woke up,” Rachael said cheerily.

 
Puzzled but not frightened, Em inquired, “Who are you?”


“I’s called Rachael.  I’s works fo’ Missus Sarah.”

Pausing before asking another question, Em turned her head to look around the room.  Just that small shift caused pain to shoot through her skull, and she groaned.  Rachael rose up out of her chair and placed her hand gently on Em’s forehead.

“Now yo’ lay still, yo’ hear?  Yo’ gots a nasty bump on da backs of yor head.”

Voice quavering, Em asked, “What happened to me?”

“Yo’ hit yor head on da fireplace mantle.  It nok’d yo’ clean out.”

Gently rubbing Em’s forehead with soothing fingers, Rachael said, “Now jus’ lay quiet-like whils I go git Missus Sarah.”

After Rachael left, Em tried to look around her without moving her head.  She was lying on a four-poster bed with a burnt-orange and beige canopy above her.  An old-fashioned washstand stood in a corner with a cream-colored bowl and pitcher on it.  Next to it was a plain wooden chair with a hole in the seat and a pot beneath it.  Curtains at the windows matched the canopy.  Hearing voices, she shifted her eyes toward the door as two strange women entered.

Sedately walking to Em’s side, Sarah inquired, “How are you feeling, Miss?”

“My head hurts a lot.”

“I am not at all surprised—you took a terrible spill.”  In sympathy, Sarah lightly touched Em’s hand lying limply on the coverlet.  “Can you tell me who you are?”

“I’m …” Em stopped, bewildered.  What was her name?  She should know that, shouldn’t she?  Concentrating, her head began to hurt more, but she had the faintest glimmer of a name or part of one.  “Em?”

“Em?” Abby said, quizzically.  “Do you mean Emily?”

The glimmer grew brighter.  “Yes, Emily Grace,” Em announced triumphantly.

“What is your last name, dear?” Sarah said, squeezing Em’s hand.

No matter how much she concentrated, no name came to her.  Tears pooling in her eyes, Em said, “I don’t know.”

“It’s okay, dear; bumps on the head can cause you to forget things.  Abby and I will let you rest some more.  Rachael will bring you up some willow-bark tea for the pain.  It will work splendidly.” 

As they smiled at her, Em studied the two women, hoping for a spark of memory.  The older one had blond hair—the color of honey—pulled back in a snood.  Her eyes were large and a vivid blue.  She had high cheekbones and full lips.  The younger woman had a luxurious mane of dark brown hair, flowing in ringlets almost to her waist.  Her eyes were a dark brown, rising above a finely shaped nose and rosebud lips.  Both women were quite beautiful.  Em sighed.  She didn’t recognize either one.

 Squeezing Em’s hand again, Sarah turned with Abby and left the room.  As they descended the staircase for their midday repast, they passed Rachael as she climbed the steps with a steaming cup of tea in a pink porcelain cup on a small wooden tray.

“Rachael, after she partakes of the tea, have her slip under the covers for a good, uninterrupted slumber.  She doesn’t remember who she is—except for her first name.  Tell her there are to be no more questions until she has rested.”

Rachael replied, “Yes, ma’am,” and continued up the stairs.

Abby followed her aunt as she entered the front parlor.  She lifted the skirts of her mauve dress with thin, black stripes and settled herself on the cushion of the gold satin-tufted sofa beside Sarah.  

“Abby, I’m worried about Emily Grace not remembering who she is.  Let’s say a quick prayer.”  Both women clasped hands and bowed their heads.  Sarah murmured, “Dearest Father in Heaven, help this scared young woman remember her identity so that she may return to the bosom of her family.  Amen.”

They raised their heads just as Rachael’s footsteps echoed on the stairs.

“Yo’ jus’ give me two minutes, Missus Sarah, an’ yo’ supper will be on da table.”

“No hurry, Rachael.  Abby and I will enjoy the sun and gentle breeze coming through the window.  Is Emily Grace settled?” 

Rachael nodded.  “Yes, ma’am.  I tolds her to sip her tea an’ tries to sleep.”

* * *

Ten minutes later, Abby and Sarah sat at the dining room table.  Made of walnut, it had a natural luster rather than the shine of polishing oils, which were still too dear to purchase.  As Rachael hovered in the background, ready to serve the meal, Sarah picked up the linen napkin with her mother’s initials engraved in the corner.  

Fingering the embroidered letters, Sarah sighed.  “I wonder what mother would have done in this situation.  I’m afraid I feel a bit out of my element.”

Reaching her hand over and lightly touching her aunt’s fingers, Abby said, “Exactly as you have done.  She would have been so proud of you.”  Squeezing her aunt’s hand, she continued, “You are the strongest person I know.  Look at all the horrors you endured during the war and you have come through unscathed.  Your dear husband, Robert, languishes in that awful prison, and you go every day to lift his spirits and make him laugh.  Emily Grace is a lucky young lady to have fallen into your hands.”

Boosted by Abby’s confidence in her, Sarah smiled and turned to Rachael.  “Rachael, please go ahead and finish your chores.  We will serve ourselves.”

“Yes, Missus Sarah.”  

As Rachael left, Sarah picked up the bacon slices and passed them to Abby.  Using a set of tongs, Abby placed two slices on each of their plates as Sarah picked up the plate of tomato slices.  Abby passed the tongs to her aunt as she picked up a piece of cornbread from the bowl.  Once the food was distributed, Sarah bowed her head and thanked the Lord for providing the food for their table.  Her manners ingrained since childhood, Abby placed her napkin primly in her lap.  Picking up her knife and fork, she gingerly cut into the tomato on her plate.  Placing a small piece in her mouth, she chewed delicately, savoring the taste.

“This is delicious.”

Also eating a bite of her tomato, Sarah agreed, “The tomato vines have thrived this year.  I believe they are also relieved that the war is over.”

A few minutes passed as Abby and Sarah enjoyed their simple fare.  Last year, meat was almost impossible to come by, and cornmeal had been scarce.  Most families had survived on canned foods from their gardens and a little molasses and cornmeal.  Sarah had a little more variety only because Moses was a great forager.  Sometimes he would find wild game, a opossum, or a duck.  A few times, he had even captured a stray chicken in the woods, let loose by a farmer who was fleeing the encroaching Union army.

Clearing her throat with a sip of water, Abby said, “Aunt Sarah, you know I received a letter from my Mama and Papa yesterday.  They will be coming from Richmond to collect me Saturday if that is satisfactory with you.  They believe once Uncle Robert is released, you’ll need time to yourselves.”

With a piece of cornbread in one hand, Sarah reached over and squeezed Abby’s free hand.  “You have no idea what a blessing you have been for me these last two months.  I was so sick with worry when Robert left with President Davis.  Your coming to stay with me has helped keep my mind from straying to the worst possible scenarios.” 

“Papa tells me that most of the wounded soldiers in his hospital have gone home to their families.  Only the most grievously injured remain.  He will be glad to have me home to help nurse the remaining patients.”  A thought came to Abby, and she continued. “Oh, I forgot to tell you that the matron at the hospital where I have been volunteering is no longer in need of my help, with only a few patients left to attend to.”

After chewing a piece of her cornbread, Sarah said, “You have done a marvelous job replacing me at the hospital here since Robert has returned to Petersburg.  I have missed not volunteering during the week, but Robert must be my priority now.”  A devilish glint appeared in Sarah’s blue eyes as she continued.  “But what of your young man when you return home?  Won’t he miss you terribly?”

Blushing to the very roots of her dark mane, Abby ducked her head and mumbled, “Really, Aunt Sarah, he isn’t my young man.”

“He appeared most ardent to me when he came to tea yesterday.  And I do believe this is his fourth visit in two weeks.”

Still blushing, Abby turned to her aunt.  “Do you really think so, Aunt Sarah?”

“Oh, he is quite smitten.  If you play your cards right, you could be married by next week.”

Giggling behind her hand, Abby replied, “Aunt Sarah, sometimes you are so amusing.  Lieutenant Hackett does not wish to be betrothed anytime soon.  We are just enjoying each other’s company.  He does not mind that I have a brain in my head.  We have heated arguments about our politicians in Washington.  He applauds me for the passionate things I believe in.”

“Sounds quite a bit like Robert and myself.”

Glancing at the wall clock resting against the birds-of-paradise wallpaper, Sarah pushed her chair from the table.  “Look at the time; I must be off to visit Robert.  Would you keep an eye on Emily Grace?”

“Yes, Aunt Sarah,” Abby replied, as she dabbed at her mouth with her napkin.

Rachael appeared, as if by magic, to clear away the dishes.

“Rachael, I will return in about two hours.  Abby will keep an eye on Emily Grace.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Rachael said as she picked up the ceramic bowl of leftover cornbread, which would be part of Moses’ and her lunch.

