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CHAPTER FOUR 

!
“The husband and wife is one, and 

that one is the husband.” !
Anonymous  
Harvard Law 
School maxim, 
recorded 1848. !

         Elizabeth Musten, now Pritchard, lay as if asleep, 

listening to her baby breathe.  They were surrounded by the 

crewel flowers and vines stitched on the corner curtains, 

valances, head cloth, and tester that the wide walnut bedstead 

supported. She had on occasion whispered to her infant 

daughter that they were in a drifting forest blossoming with 

magical needlework, even as the March howling of the wind 

continued outside their windows.   

 Outside the bed hangings, cold drafts eddied 

around them, infusing the cloth with the aroma of the hickory 

wood fire kept burning across the room, as well as the 

occasional whiffs of kitchen cooking two floors below.  

Elizabeth had no appetite, eating only to provide nourishment 

for the baby from breasts swollen beyond what she had 

believed possible.  Nor did she believe how far her hips had 

been pried apart in birth, a combination of physical 

phenomena that left her to grieve for a dancer’s body now 

replaced by a courtesan’s curves. 

 The incessant wind rattled the pains in the windows 

even though they and the storm shutters had been replaced 
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soon after her wedding. They were paid for, like so much that 

had happened at Pritchard Hall, by her dowry: the new shake 

roof, the pointing of the brick walls, the paint inside and out, 

English wallpaper, four new huts for two dozen new slaves. 

        No, it was not exactly a dowry. It was a $75,000 

loan from her father’s bank, secured by the plantation’s seven 

hundred acres 12 miles west of Savannah. Near Pureysburg 

Landing on the Carolina side of the Savannah River, Pritchard 

Hall was now her home. A financial arrangement that no other 

lending institution would dare consider, the amount was 

negotiated between her father and her then-future husband 

the previous year.  Mr. Musten originally had offered her with 

twenty thousand, but Benjamin Pritchard negotiated for more, 

using shame at pricing a daughter so low.  The loan allowed 

her parent to continue overseeing her life from afar, the 

amount guaranteeing that it could never be repaid from 

Pritchard Hall’s seven hundred acres in cotton and corn. 

 Incredibly, Elizabeth’s father had expected gratitude 

for securing her such a future.  Instead, she despised him 

even more than she had after her return to America. 

Devastated by having been priced and sold off as publicly as 

livestock, her only redress was to refuse to take his arm at the 

wedding as they walked up the aisle of St. Michael’s in 

Charleston, between pews filled with condescending relatives 

and family friends.  Whether her gesture had affected her 

father, he didn’t reveal. He gave his daughter away with 

obvious relief.   
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 But she was a mother now, of a daughter whom she 

vowed would never have cause for such regret. The idea that 

Phoebe would be brought up and trained in Southern 

elegance, then courted and acquired as a decorative dandiprat 

for some master called “husband,” made Elizabeth nauseous. 

 She heard the door of her room open and close.  

Two house servants moved about the room, one to feed the 

fire, the other to empty the chamber pot. She hadn’t heard the 

horn from the slave huts to start the day, the dull trumpet call 

probably being lost in the wind that was now dwindling. 

 She wondered if this would be the morning she felt 

strong enough, in both spirit and energy, to face the world 

beyond her room.  Counting days, she realized it was Phoebe’s 

three-week birthday.  In that time, they had left the crewel 

confines of the bedstead only when Elizabeth was certain that 

no one was near or would come in.  She had sat by the fire, 

rocking her daughter, or had paced around the room, never 

looking out the windows on the fields turned under for the 

winter.  During her confinement, she had learned to avoid the 

view, filled as it was during the harvest with field niggers being 

driven and punished by the driver’s whip. 

 “You awake, Miz Lizbeth?” Clarina whispered, so as 

not to wake her if she wasn’t.  A mulatto woman a dozen years 

beyond Elizabeth’s age, she was her mistress’s personal 

servant.  
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 “I am, Clarina, but I didn’t sleep much.”  Elizabeth 

did not part the bed hangings, hoping the conversation would 

be a short one. 

 “You be wantin’ some breakfast, ma’m?”  

 “Better have some.  Tea, a good apple.  Any spoon 

bread left?” 

 “Yas’m.  I brings it up.  Massa say he like to see you 

if you’s awake.” 

 Elizabeth kept a number of excuses prepared so 

there would be no pause before refusal in order to keep the 

house servants from speculation.  It was already hard enough 

to keep a semblance of husband and wife.  

 “Tell Mr. Pritchard I’d like to eat and bathe the baby 

first.” 

 “He say he goin’ Savannah today and have to leave.” 

 “In this storm?” 

 “Dun be blowin’ out, Missy.  You see when de 

shutters be put back.  Blue sky over east.” 

 “Well then, have Mr. Pritchard come up.” 

 As the servant hurried out, Elizabeth knew what 

she should do.  A young wife, even so soon after a birth, would 

be expected to make herself as presentable as possible for her 

husband by running to her dressing table for powder to cover 

the dark rings around her eyes, by using her silver hair brush 

to do something attractive with the long black tresses that had 

gathered in tangled strands, at least by pinching some color 

into her cheeks and licking her dried lips so they’d glisten 
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when she smiled.  Elizabeth did not anticipate smiling.  She 

stayed where she was, lifting the sleeping Phoebe onto her 

other arm and separating the curtains on one side to allow the 

father a view of his daughter.  Civility toward him was all she 

demanded of herself.  Whatever strife was to come would have 

to come later, when she had regained her strength of both 

mind and body. Such recovery seemed beyond possibility. 

 Two knocks, and the door swung open.  The heels of 

his riding boots struck the wide oak board floor, then were 

muffled on the Chinese carpet that had been laid soon after 

her pregnancy was assured. 

 “Mornin’, Miss Elizabeth,” he said with the formality 

that prevented conversational intimacy. Usually impatient 

with such quiddities, that morning Elizabeth was grateful.  

Dipping his handsome flaxen-haired head into the foliate 

sanctum, he peered at her with tiny eyes in a tight-skinned 

face.  When she didn’t look back at him, he said after his 

habitual flick of his tongue to his lips, “How is my daughter?” 

 Her stomach clenched at the singular possession, 

yet she whispered the obvious. “She’s sleeping.” 

 “I can see that,” he replied as he leaned in further 

for a better look.  “Sleeping or awake, she is a beautiful thing.”  

He turned to Elizabeth.  “Just like her mother.”  His thin, red 

lips smiled, but his steel blue eyes stayed hooded. 

 She gazed up at him.  “She’s nothing like me, 

Benjamin.  She’s already got the Pritchards’ light hair and 

your light blue eyes.  I was just the broodmare.” 
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 He blinked and flicked his tongue.  “What a terrible 

thing to say about yourself.”  He stood up and flipped one of 

the corner curtains around the post at the bottom of the bed, 

allowing more light to pour in.  “When do you think you’ll ever 

decide to stop all this pitying and sadness, and get on with 

your life around here?” 

 The baby lurched, then grimaced in the sunbeam 

and started to cry. Elizabeth pushed herself up against the 

head cloth, opened her nightshirt and lifted Phoebe to her 

breast.  As soon as the infant was silent with sucking, 

Elizabeth answered. 

 “Soon,” she said. 

 Chivalrously, he turned away, about which 

Elizabeth did not care, whether from her loss of modesty when 

she was a dancer or her disinterest in whatever he saw. 

 “That’ll be a relief to everyone,” he said as he opened 

the heavy new velvet curtains over the windows.  “I’m on my 

way to Savannah. My turn to host the Agricultural Club 

dinner. I’ll be back tomorrow ‘bout lunchtime.” 
         “All right.” 

 “May I bring you anything?” 

 “No, thank you.” 

 “Maybe while I’m away you could surprise everyone 

and yourself as well by getting out of that bed and taking a 

walk outside.  ‘Miah says a thaw’s comin’ this afternoon, and 

‘Miah’s never been wrong ‘bout that.  Oh, and if you do, would 
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you mind looking in on my mother?  She’s been very 

concerned about her granddaughter, and you of course…” 

 He turned briefly to smile, his own attempt at 

cordiality.  Elizabeth smiled back, knowing full well that his 

dinner for the Agricultural Club was the first he’d ever hosted, 

would be paid for from his new wealth, and that afterwards he 

would spend time with a fancy woman at his favorite whore-

house, the price covered by the same source.  Fury flared as 

once again Elizabeth considered the amount of money that 

came with her to the Pritchard plantation, of which she had a 

say over not one dollar. 

 “Enjoy yourself,” she said. 

 “I believe I will.  The cook found me a sea turtle for 

the soup.  And Jamie Beauvais, my roommate at Princeton, is 

coming down from Augusta.”  He came back to the bed, leaned 

over and kissed the back of his daughter’s head as she 

continued her breakfast. “Take care of your mother, Miss 

Phoebe. And tell her how lucky she is to be a Pritchard like 

you.” 

      He glanced up at his wife, and saw that any effort to 

kiss her would be futile.  Therefore, he withdrew and strolled 

to the door. “I’ll see you ladies tomorrow.”  With that, he was 

gone, for which Elizabeth was viscerally grateful. 

 Shifting Phoebe to her other breast, she leaned 

forward to pull the corner curtain down, sealing the bedstead 

again. Lying quietly, she felt the ache in her breast slowly 

subside as her daughter gorged. Outside, the louvered storm 
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shutters already were being swung open and banged into their 

holding cleats.  She absently counted the double reports from 

the twenty upstairs windows, her corner room’s four being the 

last.  The ladders were moved between them with shouts of 

instruction for quiet from ‘Miah, the head house slave 

standing below.  

She prayed again for sleep, her only oft-repeated prayer 

since her wedding, one answered if heard usually with 

rejection. The accumulated wounds of the recent past began 

their daily intrusions. 

!
-----o----- 

!
 She had survived her father’s summons to return to 

Charleston, her meeting and furious rejection of his first dozen 

dreadful selections, and most painful, the death of her mother. 

She had made possible her training as a dancer, stayed with 

her in Philadelphia when she studied at the Hazard’s school, 

and miraculously convinced her husband to allow Elizabeth to 

go to London to begin a ballet career. After the scandal, her 

mother had been punished unmercifully by her husband’s 

disdain and his contempt for her idiotic judgment. As a result, 

and in spite of Elizabeth’s constant care, her mother seemed 

to wither away in their shared despair. After her mother was 

buried, Elizabeth saw no one else other than the occasional 

relative, with whom she barely spoke. Several cousins tried to 
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offer support, but her father regarded them as unworthy 

company, and made it unpleasant for them to visit.  

Soon, much too soon, Benjamin Pritchard had slithered 

across her path at a time she had little resistance left to her 

free fall. A young man of a fine old family with a crumbling 

plantation called Pritchard Hall, Benjamin had been left near 

penury by a father who had invested everything in Peruvian 

diamond mines that produced only dirt. After his father shot 

himself, Benjamin was loath to give up the style of living to 

which he felt himself entitled.  Fortunately for this ambition, 

he had no siblings, so he was able to sell a little land or a few 

slaves as needed.  Realizing that such a financial strategy 

would lead eventually to ruin, he became acutely alert to any 

solution that would allow him to continue his pleasantly 

indulgent existence, one that his neighbors and Princeton 

classmates would expect of him.  

        When his Uncle Dexter, who did business with Mr. 

Musten’s bank, discreetly described the Musten family 

problem to his nephew over port after his own dinner at the 

Agricultural Club, Benjamin Pritchard abruptly believed in 

God, astrology and voodoo.  Within a week, preceded by 

appropriate letters of introduction, he presented himself in 

Charleston to Mr. Musten at his bank. 

 That evening, Elizabeth met him. She was sitting on 

a settee, staring at an eagle above the bull’s-eye mirror that 

hung on the parlor wall.  Still desolated by her mother’s death 

and emotionally pulped by her father’s insistence that she 
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settle on a mate, she went through the initial colloquy of 

courtship in a stupor.  The continuing avalanche roar in her 

head was deafening.  The first words she actually heard were, 

“To be honest, Miss Elizabeth, I’ll be marrying you for the 

money.” 

 That caused her to look at Benjamin Pritchard for 

the first time. “What did you say?” 

 He smiled, a sardonic twist to his thin lips.  He was 

beautifully tailored, and was not unattractive, although she 

was reminded of a bull snake even before she noted his 

tongue-flicking mannerism. 

 “I thought that might gain your attention.”  He stood 

before her in front of the fire.  They had been left alone in the 

parlor.  Elizabeth sat on the flame-stitched settee with her 

back rigidly upright. 

  “From what I’ve heard,” he continued, “you’ve 

been through enough that any pretense about this 

arrangement will doom it to failure. So, let us be honest with 

each other.  About this wedding, your father seems intent on it 

happening at the earliest opportunity. Having met you, under 

different circumstances, I might very well enjoy taking time to 

court you with all the necessary folderol. You are beautiful, 

you are certainly high-spirited to have done all that you’ve 

done, and coming from this family, you know what’s required 

of a Southern wife.  But without time, and without knowing 

you, I would be less than honorable if I told you that your 
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immediate attraction to me is something other than the 

money.” 

 Elizabeth stared up at him, starting to be appalled, 

but so grateful for his honesty that she was disarmed.  “Then 

you have an advantage, Mr. Pritchard, for I have no attraction 

to you at all.” 

 “Yes, you do. Just one,” he corrected.  “My place is 

one hundred long miles from where you’re sitting, as ‘blighted 

goods’, the phrase your father uses.” 

 Elizabeth looked back across the room at the bull’s-

eye’s eagle.  “A hundred miles of distance would indeed be an 

attraction.” 

 “And perhaps you’ll discover more when you get to 

know me.  For instance, I will never lie to you or pretend I’m 

anything I’m not.” 

 “That would be another.” 

 He took a step and indicated his inclination to sit 

next to her on the settee.  She shifted slightly to provide him 

room.  He sat and relaxed, stretching his legs so that his feet 

could be warmed by the fire. 

 “Miss Musten, we are very alike, you and I. We both 

find ourselves in untenable circumstances.  I have a falling 

down thirty-room Georgian place surrounded by seven 

hundred acres that I can’t afford to plant fully, and don’t have 

the niggers to harvest what I’ve got. I’m intelligent enough to 

know that I don’t really like the work of farming.  And frankly, 

I don’t like working at all.  I’m willing to see that the place 
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supports me and any family I might have in a certain style, 

but not one drop of sweat am I willing to contribute.  You see 

what I mean?  It’s a terrible position to be in.”   

He smiled.  She did not return it. He continued.  “Now, 

you have a reputation that bothers a whole lot of people, but 

surely not me.  Because of your father’s near crazed 

determination, you’ve no doubt been approached by any 

number of boys, batting their eyes and proclaiming love at first 

sight. The money, if they mention it, means nothing to them, 

oh I’m sure. If you turn me down, you’ll see a lot more liars 

just like them.  You have nowhere to go and nothing to do in 

this gossipy, snobbish little city. Of course you can choose to 

sit here and sink on down into your father’s scorn, right along 

with this provincial society’s damnation. So instead of that, I 

suggest we marry, solve both our problems, and then figure 

out whether we like each other or not.” 

 Elizabeth did not look back at him.  “Mr. Pritchard, 

that is the most outrageous proposal I can imagine.” 

 “But you’ll admit it’s a truthful one.” 

 “Truthful, yes.  But likable, no.” 

 “That comes later.” 

 “And if it doesn’t?”  

 He shrugged. “You get away from Charleston, you’ll 

have a place to call your own as long as you want it, for I’ll 

never turn you out, and you become a Pritchard with ‘Mrs.’ 

before your name.  You can hide behind that for the rest of 

your life, wherever you are.” 
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 “And how much do you get, Mr. Pritchard?” she 

asked. 

 “Your father and I are negotiating, and I’m 

convincing him you’re worth much more than what he’s 

offering.” 

 “Would you let me work?” 

 “Work? Doing what?” 

 “Teaching.  Raising and selling vegetables.  I don’t 

know, but living in your thirty-room Georgian place without 

my own means makes me a worthless dependence, no matter 

that I’m called Pritchard.” 

 She saw his lips tighten in irritation, his family 

name being thus dismissed. 

 “You may depend on my generosity more than your 

own family’s present hospitality.”  He stood and bowed slightly 

to her.  “Please consider me as a suitor.  Your father is waiting, 

oh so anxiously, for your response.  I’ll call again tomorrow.” 

 Before he reached the parlor door, Elizabeth had 

accepted him as her future husband.  He was a dreadful man, 

vain, selfish.  But he had told her the truth, awful though it 

was.  Rather that, than some “boy batting his eyes,” swearing 

a lie of love to get the money.  And a hundred long miles from 

Charleston seemed a haven. 

 The wedding was planned for June, a small one, 

Elizabeth’s mother’s death used as the excuse.  Even so, it 

meant 200 at St. Michael’s.  The preparations went forward 

with practiced precision as if Elizabeth had never left 
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Charleston. To her family and their friends, the social rituals 

granted her a greater absolution than any that religion could 

provide.  Her father spared no expense on trousseau, flowers, 

ceremony and reception. This signaled the community his own 

magnanimous shriving of his wayward daughter. Even so, he 

personally showed no inclination toward pardon as the two of 

them silently took their meals and passed each other in the 

hall or on the streets of Charleston through the spring days. 

        Surrounded by family members who increasingly 

seemed to be strangers, Elizabeth regarded the press of each 

pre-nuptial event as another collaboration with her father’s 

purpose of rectifying her reputation, and saving the family 

name.  Elizabeth endured her loneliness, sitting often alone in 

silence, running for her life, deaf from the roar of the 

avalanche, holding onto the one idea that she was going away 

from Charleston, away from the false, pitying, patronizing 

smiles, a hundred long miles away from her father. 

Only one argument rose between them.  When presented 

by her visiting aunts with her mother’s wedding dress of 

Belgian lace and white Italian silk to wear for her own, 

Elizabeth adamantly refused.  Instead, she showed them her 

blue dress, a gift from her dead lover, stuffed into a 

portmanteau by the police in London as they hurried her to 

the docks. She’d worn it only once, to a party during her exile 

in Virginia, where a young man going to war, John Fairfield 

she remembered, had said, “Trust me.” Strangely, she had 

been inclined to do so. She had often wondered why. It had 
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been the last time she had trusted anyone. No one could 

imagine how much she needed to talk to someone like him 

again.  

Surprise at her insistence and consternation about the 

blue dress rebounded through the house.  With her last 

resistance, Elizabeth cried out that wearing her dead mother’s 

white wedding gown was grotesque in light of what everyone 

knew about London. 

The matter was settled when her father arrived to look at 

the blue dress.  Elizabeth held it up in front of her.  He 

stepped forward and took it from her, apparently to examine it. 

Then with a sudden violent motion, he ripped its bodice in two 

and threw it into the burning fire.  When Elizabeth rushed to 

retrieve it, he held her back, allowing her to watch it burn. 

“You will wear your mother’s dress,” he said. 

 She did, as a shroud, and refused to take his arm. 

She barely saw the groom, barely uttered the responses to the 

bishop’s sonorous promptings of the wedding vows. She cut 

the cake in the garden, danced with her husband on the 

terrace, threw her bouquet off the balcony, all the while 

grinning a corpse’s smile.  

   Her father was strangely but thankfully not in evidence 

when she waved good-bye to the crowd, so many of whom had 

become strangers. In the coach, at last pulling away from the 

thrown rice and shouts of congratulations in front of what was 

supposed to be her home, she finally allowed herself to cry.  

For a time, Benjamin Pritchard lent his shoulder.  As her sobs 
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began to wrench through her, however, he slipped to the other 

side of the coach, muttering, “Oh dear God, a weeping wife,” 

which stopped her crying instantly. It was the extent of their 

conversation over the hundred long miles to Pritchard Hall. 

!
-----o----- 

!
 Phoebe began to cry. As she shifted in the bed to 

rock the baby, Elizabeth speculated again about some 

unknown connection that might still exist between them, even 

though their bodies were now separate.  Throughout 

pregnancy, the unknown child responded intensely to her 

mother’s state of mind, kicking when Elizabeth was angry, 

frustrated, or afraid, rolling gracefully from end to side when 

calm.  Since birth, Phoebe continued to respond to her 

mother’s moods, so much so that Elizabeth wondered if her 

milk carried some kind of code that infused the infant’s brain 

with dreams that corresponded with her mother’s thoughts. 

 The door opened and Clarina asked the familiar, 

“You still awake, Miz Lizbeth?” 

 “Miss Phoebe is telling me I better be.” 

 “Hee!” was Clarina’s signature laugh, a single 

falsetto projectile.  “I got yo’ breakfast hieh, an’ ‘Miah say he 

like to say mornin’.” 

 “Come right in, ‘Miah,” Elizabeth called. 

 She helped Clarina open one of the corner curtains, 

the sunlight shafting through the windows and this time 
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startling Phoebe into curious wide-eyed silence.  Clarina 

exchanged a tray for the baby, and said, “Wet like a sponge.”  

She carried her across the room to the fall-front plantation 

desk that had been converted into a changing and bathing 

table.  The desk’s compartments served to hold soap, talc, 

towels and diapers, with a china basin resting on the hinged 

fall-front. 

 ‘Miah came in carrying a pitcher of warm water and 

poured it into the basin.  “Ah jus’ hab de feelin’ you gwan need 

dis hieh wawtah,” he said, then, “Mornin’, Miss Elizabeth. It’s 

a beautiful day,” the last phrase said without the dialect. 

 “It looks like one, ‘Miah.  Cold out?” 

 “Little chilly, but warming up.  Good day for a 

walk.” 

 “Did Mr. Pritchard tell you to say that?” 

 “Yes, ma’am, sure did.” 

 “I’ll tell him you urged me to go, but please don’t.” 

 “No, ma’am,” he said as he approached and, unseen 

by Clarina, handed Elizabeth two letters. She quickly slipped 

them under her pillow. 

 She and ‘Miah had been wary of each other after 

she arrived, which didn’t matter, being who they were.  Twice 

his new mistress’ age and head of the house slaves, Jeremiah 

Pritchard was proud of his position and performed his duties 

with scrupulous care.  His mother had been Pritchard Hall’s 

cook, and he had never had to work in the fields.  A light-

skinned Negro, his carefully cut hair was turning gray, 
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framing a handsome broad-nosed face.  He smiled often as he 

was expected to do, but his eyes never joined the expression, 

watching everything around him with great care.  Elizabeth 

knew that her husband believed ‘Miah’s smile, but she always 

watched the slave’s eyes.  He recognized her scrutiny, and was 

uncomfortable with it. 

 What had altered their association was her 

discovery that he could read, a nearly unheard of 

accomplishment for a slave.  One Sunday night early in her 

pregnancy, she had become desperately hungry, and had 

wandered down to the kitchen to find anything to eat.  The 

slaves usually were allowed free time on Sunday, even during 

growing season.  Normally, the house servants would be away 

at some gathering, on the plantation or at a neighboring 

church with the driver’s written pass.  But there was a storm, 

and when Elizabeth reached the pantry, she heard someone 

reading the Bible aloud.  Presuming it was one of the itinerant 

white preachers who traveled the countryside spreading the 

Gospel, she went into the kitchen quietly only to discover 

‘Miah standing, holding the book and a candle.  As the house 

and field slaves who were gathered around the table rose 

awkwardly, Elizabeth said, “Please go on,” and quickly 

retreated, grabbing a jar of pickled beets in the pantry.  She 

never mentioned her discovery to her husband, and never 

referred to it with ‘Miah.  Since then, he had not used dialect 

when addressing her if his master was absent. Soon after, she 

asked ‘Miah if he would please deliver her mail directly to her, 
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having discovered that Benjamin was opening the occasional 

letter she received from her cousins in Charleston, searching 

for reassurance that all was well with her father. ‘Miah agreed 

in an exchange of secrets.   

 “How is Mother Pritchard this morning?” Elizabeth 

asked about the woman who had hated her on sight. 

 “She fine,” Clarina said.  “Talkin’ wid Jesus again, 

he sittin’ right der on top her clothes press.  Hee!” 

 “Hush up, girl,” ‘Miah said as he left the room.  

“Take care wid dat baby.” 

!
-----o----- 

!
 Mother Pritchard had never recovered from her 

husband’s suicide, performed before her with a single shot 

between his eyes as she was tatting in the downstairs parlor.  

Since then, she had not left Pritchard Hall, which she shared 

with Jesus and her only son. On the night the latter brought a 

wife into the house, the old woman met her at the bottom of 

the stairway, her hands clutching the rotting Georgian 

balusters (since repaired) with the greeting, ”No one may dare 

displace Jesus and me at Pritchard Hall.” 

 After he had pried his mother’s brittle fingers loose 

from the balusters with ‘Miah’s help, Benjamin escorted her 

up the broad staircase to her room. ‘Miah left Elizabeth alone, 

and after a time, Benjamin returned to his new wife, who had 

remained in the hallway.  It was very late at night. The trip 
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from Charleston had taken more than ten hours, with few 

stops.  Elizabeth was exhausted. 

 “Welcome home,” she heard him say. 

 “You didn’t tell me about your mother.” 

 “No.  But if you’ll recall, you haven’t been listening 

to very much of what I’ve said lately.” 

 “I’d have listened to that.” 

 “I doubt it,” he said with an edge of disregard.  “You 

were much too involved in your own misery.” 

 Stung, she said, “I’d like to go to bed.” 

 “Good!  So would I.” 

 Each had a candle.  She stared at his suggestive 

smile. 

 “Please,” she implored, “let me sleep.” 

 Irritated, he looked away into the darkness.  “My 

dear Elizabeth, there is much about this marriage I didn’t tell 

you, mainly because you didn’t ask.”  His eyes moved slowly 

back to hers.  “I, on the other hand, was curious enough to 

find out as much about you as I could, among other things, 

that you’d been living in sin with your Italian dance master for 

some time.  Now to the more pedestrian Southern cavalier, 

that would put you in a class of whore unfit for matrimonial 

consideration.  But to me, it indicates a potential sensuality 

and desire, and best of all, eagerness.” 

 “Please understand that I loved him very much.” 

 “I’m real happy for you, but that doesn’t matter here 

tonight, does it?  Let me tell you something else, Elizabeth, 
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something I’d have been happy to explain if you’d shown the 

slightest interest.  You should know it right now, right here, so 

there’s no misunderstanding between us in the future.  I have 

certain appetites that I must satisfy. I enjoy them, and in fact 

am proud of them.  My friends at Princeton were amazed by 

them.  Now, I can’t ignore them, even if I chose to. It’s very 

doubtful that any wife could satisfy them, so you should feel 

no sense of insufficiency when I go elsewhere for, well, 

gratification.” 

 He gazed at her to gauge her understanding.  

Elizabeth stood silently, her mouth open slightly, appalled. 

 Satisfied, Benjamin continued.  “Now tonight, I have 

no sentimental regard for the traditions of the marriage bed, 

but I do have my needs. I’ve suppressed them during the 

interminably chaste weeks I spent up in Charleston, being 

regarded as the poor wood-hick who was being paid to take 

you off your father’s hands. It’s too late tonight to find any 

alternative, even down in the slave huts. So I intend to take 

you up to your room, which has been prepared in your honor 

with flowers and fine linen sheets, and strip you naked, and 

enter you front or back, whichever is your preference.” 

 Elizabeth thought of collapsing, which she could 

have done simply from fatigue.  His determination was such 

that her state of consciousness would not have mattered to 

him.  Rather than being raped while unconscious, she chose 

to control the occasion as best she could. 

 “Show me the room,” she ordered. 
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 Mistaking her tone, he smiled and escorted her up 

the stairway, down the side gallery to a door.  Opening it, he 

let her go in, then followed, lighting candles in the room from 

his own. Staring at the enormous bedstead with its luxurious 

hangings, its corner curtains tied back to the posts, Elizabeth 

undressed quickly so that by the time Benjamin finished 

lighting the candles, she was unfastening the stays of her 

corset. 

 “Well,” he said with pleased surprise, and hurried to 

help her. 

 She twisted away from him.  “Take care of yourself,” 

she commanded, and he happily did as he was told.  

 They both stood naked in the candlelight. His 

readiness was apparent and her disdain palpable.  She 

stepped to the bed and lay on her back, spreading her legs.  

“Now here’s something you should know.  You’re about to put 

your great pride inside a dead woman. If that is a pleasure to 

you, it’ll be nothing but disgust to me. And after tonight, if you 

go into any other woman, or man, or animal, ‘front or back’ to 

satisfy your ‘amazing’ appetites, never come near me again.  

This is no morality, but fear of disease.  And should you ever, 

ever force yourself on me, don’t dare to sleep again.” 

He blinked, but then smiled, leapt to the bed and after 

groping over her unresponsive body with his hands and 

mouth, finally took his pleasure.  Elizabeth lay braced against 

his grunting thrusts. What he lacked in subtlety, her husband 

made up for in longevity, surely what his Princeton classmates 
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admired.  But she was oblivious to what was so obviously his 

proud pleasure with himself.  It ended with a sexual whimper 

and a masculine bellow, after which he collapsed on top of her. 

 She lay lifeless, gasping for breath until he finally 

pushed himself off her and, groaning with the effort, staggered 

from the bed to pick up his clothes.  Without a look or a word 

to her, he went to the door and left. 

That night, Phoebe was conceived.  The next two nights, 

Elizabeth managed to refuse Benjamin access to her bed, and 

the third, he went to a whorehouse in Savannah.  That ended 

his conjugal right, and she imposed her prohibition. On the 

one occasion he tried force to break it, he found a five-inch 

kitchen knife agonizingly close to his scrotum as he was 

slipping down his pants. From then on, Benjamin had made 

himself content with his former routine of satisfactions. 

When she realized she was pregnant, she panicked and 

tried to leave Pritchard Hall, packing a bag and stealing money 

from Benjamin’s desk drawer before ordering a carriage to 

take her to Savannah. She didn’t even make it onto the ferry. 

Benjamin rode up on horseback with the plantation’s driver as 

she waited at the river. Benjamin ordered the carriage turned, 

and joined her in it. As they traveled back to Pritchard Hall, 

the driver behind leading his horse, Benjamin said, “If you try 

to do this again, dear Elizabeth, I’ll whip you in the privacy of 

our home until you’re raw. You aren’t going to shame me or 

my family name as you have your own. I will come after you no 

matter how far you might go, and drag you back in chains if I 
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have to. Is that clear? Good God, you think you can run like a 

nigger woman to reach the Underground Railroad?” He had 

laughed. “There isn’t one for white women, dear.” 

!
-----o----- 

!
The nearly empty teacup fell on the floor as Elizabeth 

suddenly groaned and grabbed at her groin under the 

counterpane. 

 “Miz Lizbeth!” Clarinda called in alarm from the 

baby’s bath.  “What’s d’ matter?” 

 “I don’t know.”  It wasn’t so much pain as a 

startling adjustment of bone.  Her hips felt like some force was 

bending and shifting them. 

 “Should I be gettin’ ‘Miah?” 

 “No.  My hip bones just seemed to move.” 

 “Oh.  Hee!  I knows what dat is.” 

 “What?” 

 “’Bout dis time after bornin,’ all de women in de 

huts, dey say de bones shrink, back to where dey was befoah.  

Dey say trouble is, de fat don’t do d’same thing.” 

 Both women laughed, which in turn made Phoebe 

gurgle as she was being dried. 

 “Oh, you got a real nice laugh, Miz Lizbeth. Can I 

gives you dis here neked baby whiles I cleans up dat tea cup?” 

 Elizabeth took her daughter into her arms and 

pulled the counterpane and blankets up to warm them both.  
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Clarina took the tray, picking up the cup and saucer, then 

leaving. The baby looked up at her mother’s face, head 

bobbing for balance, wide eyes unfocused under an intent 

frown of concentration. 

 “The bones shrink back to where they were before, 

Phoebe,” Elizabeth whispered. “Do you believe that?  Neither 

do I.  But maybe they do, enough for me to at least try to move 

again.”  She gracefully arched her arm above them, which 

caught the baby’s eyes. She stared amazed.  “Yes.  Yes, 

Phoebe, I’ll teach you to dance.  There are forty rooms in this 

horrible house, and I’ll make one of them into a studio.  We’ll 

go in there, and let no one else in, except sometime a musician 

to play for us.”  

         She flickered her fingers high in the air and Phoebe 

lurched to focus on them better, head bobbing with 

excitement. “Oh, Momma, Momma,” Elizabeth murmured, 

“how I hope there’s a heaven and you can see this.  We’ll 

dance, Phoebe and I, we’ll dance for you. And by God -- if 

there is one -- we’ll escape.” 

            The idea of such a possibility thrilled her. She 

didn’t dare think of how or when. But she heard no roar in her 

head.  

 As Phoebe squirmed next to her, Elizabeth reached 

under her pillow for the letters. She recognized a cousin’s 

careful penmanship on one, but the other was unfamiliar. 

Opening that one first, she found an envelope within the 

envelope and a short note: 
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“March 2, 1848 

Dear Elizabeth, 
This arrived today, so I hasten to forward it, coming as it 

did from Mexico. It was delayed there by the postal people for 
many months according to the envelope it came in. I hope you 
are well. And remember, you are always welcome here. With 
love, from your Uncle Russell.” !!

The other envelope was badly worn, and indeed was 

marked from Mexico. She opened it carefully and began to 

read. Within moments, her hands began to shake. 

!
“October 17, 1847  

        “Dear Elizabeth Musten, 
“I hope by now that you owe me $10. I wonder 

if you remember our wager after we danced the last 
night I was at Fairlee. I write because I remember it 
so well. The bet was about your happiness, which I 
presume you’ve found. Since that night, I have been 
in Mexico fighting in the war. I was wounded, but 
will soon be out of the hospital and will go as far 
away from here as possible, although at the 
moment, I don’t know where. 

“I say that I remember our few moments 
together so well because while I’ve been here, the 
rest of everything else I’ve known during my life 
seems to have dissolved in time and memory, and I 
see little substance when I look back on it. Yet each 
time I do, I inevitably see you in your blue dress, 
coming down the stairs. The reason this occurs, I’ve 
concluded, is that during those few moments 
together, you trusted me with a truth so real and 
honest that it has survived in my mind the decay of 
so much of the rest of my life that now looks so false 
and barren. I wanted to tell you how much our 
meeting has meant, how often I have thought of 
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you, figuratively held to you, -- certainly less 
gracefully than when we danced. I’ve wondered, if 
circumstances had been different, what might have 
happened that night. There were too many 
circumstances.  

“Reading this over, I’m embarrassed by what 
I’ve written. It seems stupid, wailings of sentiment 
from the empty husk of what used to be someone 
you once met. If I send this because of a need to feel 
something, please forgive it. I’ll send it to your 
uncle’s, whose name I have managed to remember, 
in hopes he will forward it to you. The future for me 
does not involve Virginia. I can repeat, we’ll never 
see each other again. But be assured that I will 
never forget our dance and your trust, and of course 
the blue dress. !
“John Fairfield” !
    

!
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