
EXCERPTS FROM SAINT MAGGIE 
 
 

Maggie’s Journal, 16 April 1861 
##### 

I was so delighted when the Presiding Elder came to me and 
asked if my boarding house could find a room for the new minister. 
At last, I thought, perhaps the people of Blaineton will afford me and 
my establishment some respect. This past year has taught me some 
hard lessons indeed. 

 
# 

1860 
 
It was a blue-skied, warm day on the 13th of April. Maggie would 

have liked to have had her house composed and organized. But she 
had been given a scant four days to prepare for their new boarder, 
and Grandpa O’Reilly had caught a cold and someone needed to care 
for him. Maggie had given this job to her eldest daughter, Lydia, so 
now she lacked an extra pair of hands. The eighteen-year-old had 
just returned to the kitchen to report that Grandpa was feeling much 
better and that she was going to make a pot of tea for her patient.  

In the confines of the kitchen, Lydia, Maggie, and Emily the cook 
danced deftly around one another:  Lydia pouring steaming water 
into a teapot, Emily energetically mixing a bowl of butter, powdered 
sugar, and milk, Maggie mixing biscuits. The rhythm of their work 
was interrupted by a loud clomping on the stairs. The women braced 
themselves as Frankie, Maggie’s youngest daughter burst into the 
kitchen, declaring, “I hate corsets and crinolines!” 

Lydia calmly set the teapot on a tray. She turned, smiled 
indulgently and tugged the material around the fourteen-year old's 
waist so that her dress hung straight. “Don’t be such a silly goose,” 
she gently scolded, tucking wisps of unruly red hair behind her 
sister’s ear. “You’re fourteen. You’re not a little girl anymore. This is 
what women wear. Besides, you want to look good for Mr. Madison, 
don’t you?” 

Frankie sniffed with no small amount of disdain.  



Maggie looked up from kneading. “And, Frankie, what you want 
at this time is of no real importance. Mr. Madison is our new minister. 
He deserves our respect.” 

But Frankie continued to pout. “I don’t know why he has to stay 
here. No one seems to like our place, anyway.” 

Maggie had to remind herself that her daughter was not yet an 
adult. She took a deep breath and prayed for patience. “What others 
think of us also is of no real importance.” How she wished that were 
true! “We live as we do because it is right. Our boarders have nowhere 
else to go and have become our friends. I believe everyone is deserving 
of respect. As for Mr. Madison, the other rooming houses are full, so 
he too has nowhere else to go. I for one am pleased that our Presiding 
Elder has confidence that we will provide Mr. Madison with a 
pleasant and comfortable chamber.” 

Emily Johnson stopped mixing the icing and turned to fetch the 
molasses cake. “I just wish they’d given us more time. We only 
finished getting the room ready yesterday. I scrubbed myself last 
night ‘til I was raw. Nate says I still have paint in my hair!” 

Maggie laughed. “He was teasing you. Your hair is clean as 
usual.” 

“Mm, hm. And just as nappy.” 
“We are as God made us,” Frankie said, doing her best imitation 

of her mother. 
Maggie ignored her daughter and opened a cupboard to retrieve 

her best china plates. “I know we were asked at the last moment, 
Emily. But surely the African Methodist Episcopal Church does 
much the same thing.” She passed the stack of plates to Frankie, who 
frowned, grunted, and galumphed out of the kitchen to set the dining 
table. “The Newark Annual Conference meets, new appointments are 
announced, and the ministers move. It all happens within the space 
of a few days.” 

“My church does the same,” Emily responded. “But I still believe 
that it works only if you like surprises every couple of years. And I 
still don’t know why they asked us to board your new minister. I’m 
sure your brother would’ve been only too happy to give Mr. Madison 
a room. His place is certainly big enough.” 

“And I’m sure Samuel would have liked that.” Maggie felt the 
back of her neck tense up at the mention of her brother’s name. “But 
he’s a prominent member of the congregation. Perhaps the Presiding 



Elder is afraid that living in such close quarters would subject a 
minister to undue pressure and influence. Our little rooming house 
is neither powerful nor prominent. Thus,” she added, with a wry 
smile, “all we have to give is a clean room and good food.” 

Frankie, who had returned to the kitchen, awkwardly arranged 
her hoops and plopped down on a chair. “Besides, we can use the 
money.” 

“Frankie!” the other women chorused. 
She gave them a defiant look. “Well, we could.” 
Maggie could feel the exasperation rising again. “Yes, well, it 

isn’t proper to talk about such things.” 
“Why not? It’s the truth.” 
In their hearts, both women knew that Frankie was right. She 

was completely improper, but right. 
Frankie poked a finger into Emily’s bowl of white frosting. “What 

do you think Mr. Madison will make of the boarders?” 
Emily promptly slapped her on the wrist. “He’s a minister. He’s 

probably seen it all.” 
“Yes,” Frankie said, licking her finger, “but has he lived with it?” 
Once again, the girl was right. While Maggie ran what she 

considered a proper rooming house, it did have an eccentric 
collection of boarders. She knew all too well what people said about 
her. She took in strays. She opened her doors a bit too freely than 
was proper. She flew in the face of convention.  

Maggie took a deep breath. “If I can see that each person is a 
child of God, then surely a minister can. I cannot turn someone away 
just because they aren’t of my class or color.” 

“Mm,” Emily commented thoughtfully, “I hope he can see past 
class and color.”  

The boarding house on Second Street was large. Located on 
Blaineton Square, it had originally been a two-story home built on 
the standard plan during the federal era – front and back parlor, 
kitchen and dining room separated by a hallway and stairs. The 
second floor accommodated four bedrooms. But somewhere in the 
1840s, an expansion had been built to allow for six more bedrooms, 
obviously for children and servants. The newer wing was accessible 
through a door in the kitchen. Maggie and her girls had occupied the 
two large downstairs rooms. Emily and her husband Nate were 
ensconced on the second floor. Maggie provided Emily with free room 



and board, as well as with a small salary for doing the cooking and 
helping with other housekeeping chores. Nate ran a carpenter shop 
in the small community of black residents located on Water Street 
but lent a hand when things needed to be repaired. At Maggie’s 
insistence, Nate and Emily had two of the upstairs rooms, one for 
sleeping and one for sitting.   This housing arrangement was 
convenient to all, and over the years, the Johnson and Blaine families 
had become close friends.  

“When the town finds out the girls have moved upstairs near 
our room, tongues will be wagging,” Emily warned. “You know how 
people are.” 

“But where else should I put them?” Maggie countered. “I 
cannot fit the both of them in my room. And their old room in the 
front is pleasant and quiet – perfect for a clergyman. The move is 
practical. I don’t care what the town thinks. And if our new pastor 
doesn’t like you and Nate, well, then he can just leave.” Personal 
experience had taught Maggie some hard lessons, the primary one 
being that people could be amazingly cruel to one another. 
Clergyman or not, the minister was sure to come with his own set of 
prejudices, and she was ready. “At any rate, I won’t stand for bigotry. 
Not in my house.” 

Lydia chuckled, “Oh, now, that would certainly make us the talk 
of the town if Mr. Madison left our rooming house. We would then 
have to leave the church!” 

“Good!” Frankie chirped. “Church is dull.” 
Maggie stared her younger girl down. “Dull or not, it’s good for 

you.” 
 “Just like medicine,” she muttered. “Mama, why does medicine 

have to taste bad to do good? I should like to have a more lively 
religion. We could go to Emily and Nate’s church!” 

“And that would start the town talking, too!” Emily chuckled. 
Frankie’s hazel eyes widened. “Or we could just not go, like Mr. 

Smith!” 
On cue, the door to the back porch creaked opened. As if he 

knew that he was about to become the next topic of conversation, 
Elijah Smith, owner and editor of the Blaineton Gazette ambled in. 

“Mr. Smith!” Frankie cried. “Tell Mama that it’s not necessary 
to go to church.” 



He laughed, brown eyes sparkling behind his wire-rim glasses. 
“No, thank you! Your mother and I have had plenty of spirited 
discussions about that already.” 

Maggie flashed a smile at Eli. His suit was rumpled, but he had 
made the attempt to dress for dinner and that pleased her. He had 
even taken the time to shave. Unlike many men, he bucked fashion 
and sported neither beard nor mustache.  

Frankie got to her feet and examined his face. “You cut 
yourself,” she commented, with a critical frown. “On the chin.” 

“Let’s see you try shaving with a straight razor, my dear,” he 
retorted. 

“Besides which, you’re being rude again, Frankie.” Maggie 
turned to Eli. “You look quite nice, Mr. Smith.” 

He grinned and stuffed his hands into his pockets. “Yes, well, 
just wanted to get ready for the new minister.” 

Frankie rolled her eyes. “Argh! That’s all we ever talk about!” 
“Yes, and you’d just better remember your manners when he 

gets here,” Emily warned. 
The girl whirled about. “Of course, I will! I’m not a child.” Once 

again, she moved to dip a finger into the bowl of frosting. 
Quick as lightning, Emily’s hand shot out and gave the girl 

another smack on the wrist. “If you want this cake, girl, then you’ll 
keep your fingers out of my icing.” 

Eli chuckled. He was used to the family’s feeble attempts to rein 
in Frankie’s ill-mannered exuberance. He took a hearty – and 
appreciative – sniff of the kitchen’s many aromas. “Mm. Is that beef 
stew?” 

“Mm, hm,” Emily replied. 
“You, Mrs. Johnson, are a genius in the kitchen.” 
She smiled. “Thank you. But this is Maggie’s doing. She made 

that stew.” 
“Well, then, I really am looking forward to the meal.” 
Maggie felt her cheeks flush. 
Eli cleared his throat, and somewhat clumsily added, “You 

know, you look rather nice, too. In fact, you look most – becoming in 
green.” 

Maggie could almost feel the knowing smile spreading across 
Emily’s face. Everyone seemed to know what was going on – she and 



Eli had been behaving as if they were moonstruck for too many 
months. And yet neither had addressed the issue with the other.  

Maggie worked hard to sound casual. “By the way, thank you 
for offering to fetch the new minister at the station.” 

“Oh, it is nothing. My pleasure.” 
Lydia and Frankie watched the exchange with complete 

amusement while Maggie desperately wished she could turn a color 
other than pink. It was all so unbecoming. A woman of nine and 
thirty should have better control of herself. The trouble was her 
composure of late had completely disappeared. 

“Still,” she managed to say, “you didn’t have to rent the horse 
and carriage. I could have done it. You must allow me to pay you.” 

“Oh, no, I wouldn’t think of it. Anyway, you’re busy with the 
house. And I’m always happy to help out, Mrs. Blaine. You know that. 
And, well, I had the time.” 

Frankie smiled slyly. “Of course, you did, Mr. Smith. These 
days, when it comes to Mama, you always have more than enough 
time.” 

Eli began to look like a rat caught in an awkward trap. 
Fortunately, Emily came to his rescue by raising her spatula and 
waving it at Frankie. “Scat, you little trouble maker!” 

Chortling, Frankie danced out of the kitchen. 
The room was suddenly very warm and Maggie’s corset way too 

tight. “I apologize for her behavior, Mr. Smith.” 
“Oh, no,” He stammered. “It’s all right. Frankie’s a young girl. 

And she’s probably noticed that we’re – um – friends.” 
“We’ve all noticed that you and Mama are – um – friends, Mr. 

Smith,” Lydia teased. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll go see to Frankie 
and make sure she’s civilized for the new minister.” 

As the eighteen-year-old left the room, Maggie heaved a sigh. 
“Again, I’m so sorry.” 

“No, no. Nothing to be sorry about.” But Eli was still 
stammering. “I mean, they’re young, aren’t they? They say things.” 
He took a breath, noticed Emily’s cake on the table, and eagerly 
changed the subject. “Oh, hey, is that cake for tonight?” 

No one could ever claim that Eli Smith disliked food. He was too 
portly for that. More friendly-looking than handsome, he had an 
easy-going manner that hid a deeper side – a seriousness and passion 



for justice. But right now he focused – more than a bit gratefully – on 
the cake. 

Emily glared at him. “Yes. The cake is for tonight. Tonight. 
Understand?” 

“Completely. Just curious.” He glanced toward the hallway, and 
then lowered his voice. “Have our visitors left?” 

“Mm, hm,” Emily replied as her husband Nate, arms loaded with 
wood for the stove, came in the back door. “We sent them off to the 
next stop this morning,” 

“Two brothers,” Maggie added. “Do you know that one of them 
had his wife and children sold off? He doesn’t even know where they 
are. It breaks my heart no matter how many times I hear stories like 
that. What’s the world coming to?” 

Eli sighed. “War, I’m afraid.” 
 

######################## 
 

Maggie’s Journal, 13 April 1860 
 
I have seen a great many ministers in my time, but I did not 

expect this. The Reverend Mr. Jeremiah Madison is handsome. No. 
Not merely handsome. He is beautiful, but in the way that men are 
beautiful – young, tall and lithe, chestnut hair glittering in the late 
afternoon sun. His voice is a pleasant tenor. He has a strong, yet fine-
featured face set off by a neat mustache and striking blue eyes. I 
must confess that his gaze is mesmerizing – but not nearly to the 
degree that Lydia and Frankie were mesmerized. They seemed to be 
struck immobile, gaping rather stupidly at our new boarder. 

I briefly introduced myself to our new arrival. He smiled and he 
thrust out his hand toward me. Now that was a surprise. Genteel 
men usually bow to women, and genteel women usually curtsey back. 
But this man wanted to shake hands with me as if I were another 
man. It is contrary to all social convention. But, my dear journal, I 
liked it very much. We met as equals. His grip was firm and his palm 
warm and dry. I do believe that I will like Mr. Madison. 
 

########### 
 



The members of Maggie’s household gathered around the dining 
table at six. Conversations were almost always lively – sometimes a 
bit too lively when opinions clashed. But everyone managed to get 
along, nonetheless. The motto was “everyone has a right to his (or 
her) opinion.”  

###### 
The supper conversation was going very well and Maggie was 

extremely pleased. The only resistant element was Eli Smith, who did 
not seem to be taking to the new minister. The grunting was a dead 
giveaway. 

Jeremiah, fortunately, did not seem to notice Eli’s dissent. “You 
know, Mr. Carson, in three months, there will be a district camp 
meeting. I intend to encourage as many from the Methodist 
congregation as will go. I hope you’ll go, too, so you may write about 
what you see and experience.” He paused and then added, “You 
know, my greatest desire would be to see a revival in this town.” 

Eli had grunted one time too many, and Maggie’s annoyance 
finally spilled over. “Mr. Smith, do you have something to say?” 

“Oh, no,” he replied, brown eyes all innocence. “I was just 
clearing my throat.” He harrumphed loudly to prove his point. “There. 
Much better. Would anyone like more potatoes?” 

Maggie eyed him but turned back to Jeremiah. “You were saying 
about revival?” 

“It seems to me that with the help of the camp meeting, we have 
an excellent opportunity for the town to be revived spiritually. Not, of 
course, that I come to this pulpit with the predisposition that 
Blaineton is spiritually stagnated.” 

“Of course not,” Eli commented, with an undertone of sarcasm. 
 “It’s just that the first few months of a pastorate offer a fresh 

start for everyone. And I believe that all of us can do with reviving. A 
good revival never hinders, it can only help.” 
 

########### 
 

At a later point, Eli Smith has this to say: 
“From what I’ve heard, emotions run high at camp meetings. 

You know what they say: more souls are made than saved at camp 
meetings.’”  


