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Prologue


I never stop to ask myself if I should have done anything different. After all, how can you look at the assembled pages of your life and decide which should be ripped out and which should remain to press the treasures of your memories? Seems to me the greatest joy comes out of the pain that nurtures it, and you cannot keep one without the other. So I am forced, here at the end of it all, to fold every leaf together and say, as God did of his early people, that I did the best I knew how. I lived according to my conscience. He alone can forget the depth and breadth of my sin, and I claim the blood of his Son, Jesus, to all others who would judge me. I have lived now nearly forty years with my choices, and sometime hence I will die in his grace. That is the hope no man can steal from me.


Not again.


Excerpt from “Escape from Zion: The Spiritual Journey of Camilla Fox (née Deardon),” Ladies’ Home Journal, July 1896.






Chapter 1


Deardon Dairy Farm, north of Kanesville, Iowa


June 1850


I could hear them singing in the darkness.


“There’s more out there tonight.”


“Come away from that window.” Mama came up behind me, took the curtain out of my hand, and drew it across the glass. “Have you finished your reading?”


I hadn’t even started, but Mama must have known that because the Bible was sitting on our table, closed. The strip of blue velvet still marked the chapter I read the night before.


“You’d best get to it before your father gets home.” She paced the length of the room and finally busied herself putting away the dishes drying on the sideboard.


I turned up the lamp, stretching Mama’s shadow near up to the ceiling, and drew the Bible closer to me. Last night I finished the book of Ruth, so tonight would be the first chapter of 1 Samuel. I thumbed through the pages. Thirty-one chapters. One whole month. It would be the middle of summer before I made my way to Samuel’s second book.


“‘Now there was a certain man of Rama—Ramathaim—’” Eight words in, and I was ready to give up.


“Ramathaimzophim.” Mother spoke over my shoulder.


“‘. . .of mount Ephraim, and his name was Elkanah, the son of Jeroham, the son of . . .’” I looked up. “Honestly, Mama, I don’t see why—”


“One chapter a night, Camilla. No matter what it says. Continue.”


So I forged on, verse after verse, filling our kitchen with the rivalry between Hannah and Peninnah, Hannah’s prayer, and the baby Samuel. None of it was new to me. I’d been reading a chapter of the Bible out loud every night since I turned seven. That was nearly nine years ago. This was the third time I’d read this story.


“What does this chapter teach you about being a better Christian?” Mama asked when I’d finished. She asked the same question every night. During my first year reading, she just asked if I understood what I read. I always said yes, even if I didn’t. But by the second time around, I had to be prepared for this.


“It teaches us that God will answer our prayers if we ask him with a faithful, sincere heart.”


“Mm-hmm.” She was distracted now, back at the window. “And what does it teach you about being a better woman?”


This second question started with Genesis 1, where, after a little prompting from Mother, I learned that my purpose on earth was to bear children. I’ll never forget the sadness in her voice when she shared this truth with me, her only child. It haunts me to this day.


“Camilla?” Her voice was more impatient now. Sharp. Still she stared into the night sky. “The lesson for being a better woman?”


“A good woman will pray to have children?”


She turned to me, letting the curtain fall again. “A woman realizes that her children are a gift from God. And just as he gives them to her, she must trust him with their care.”


“Still,” I said, trying to ease the tension in the room, “I’m glad you let me live here instead of dropping me off at the church. The pews aren’t nearly as comfortable as my bed.”


She rewarded me with a warm smile. “You should know. You’ve fallen asleep enough during the sermon. Now choose your verse and quickly. You’ve dawdled enough as it is.”


I left the lamp on the table and ran upstairs to my room. No need for a light. There it was, right on top of my bureau. My journal. The binding was real leather with a red ribbon stitched to the cover. Back downstairs Mama had set out the ink and pen.


My eyes grazing across the page, I untied the ribbon and dipped the pen into the ink.


“And don’t just choose the shortest one,” Mama said as she did every night since we instituted this ritual last summer as a way to keep up my penmanship practice when school was not in session.


“I know.” But I certainly wasn’t going to choose the longest, no matter how appealing the truth. “I’m choosing the eighth verse.”


I opened my journal to the next clean page and painstakingly copied the words:


Then said Elkanah her husband to her, Hannah, why weepest thou? and why eatest thou not? and why is thy heart grieved? am not I better to thee than ten sons?


I managed to have only three large blots of ink, and I wrote Elkanah in printed block letters instead of script to be sure I spelled it correctly. When I finished, I blew gently on the page to dry the ink and read the verse back to Mama before closing the book.


“And why did you choose that verse?”


“Because he loves her. Like Papa loves you even though I know he wishes he had boys instead of me.”


“Nonsense, Camilla. You know your father loves you very much. You are his treasure.”


“But I’m not much help on a dairy farm.”


Before Mama could answer to that, our dog, Bonnie-Belle, jumped up from where she was curled up on the rag rug in front of the stove and stood at the door. Her tail made a thump, thump against the wall.


“There’s your father now.” She took one more look out the window, then moved quickly to the door and pulled back the big iron bolt at the top. With Bonnie-Belle right at her heels, she moved over to the stove and opened the oven, pulling out the plate of supper that had been warming. “You need to put those away now.”


“I’ll keep them out until he comes in,” I said. “So he knows I finished my chapter and verse.”


Normally I would have been chastised for my lack of obedience, but tonight she barely seemed to hear me. She lifted a wedge of corn bread left over in the pan and put it on Papa’s plate along with a dish of butter and a jar of honey. She was just pouring a glass of water when Bonnie-Belle gave two happy barks, and my father walked through the door.


He was a big, barrel-chested man and bald as an egg. We had a neighbor once joke he looked more like a man who’d raise poultry than run a dairy. Papa laughed about it at the time, but it was a grim, polite laugh that made everyone standing around laugh, too, just hoping to make it funny. Truth is, most people were afraid of Papa to some measure, and for good reason. He might give his smooth scalp a good-natured rub and smile to everyone’s face, but he turned away angry, vowing never to have a single chicken on his property. And indeed we never did.


“Ruth,” he said before he crossed our threshold, “what did I tell you about keeping that door latched while I’m gone?”


“I didn’t open it until I saw that it was you, Arlen.” Her voice had a soothing quality, like fresh cream on a spring morning. “We’ve been safely tucked away all evening.”


I was still at the table when he sat down, so when he bowed his head to bless his meal, I bowed mine, too.


“O Lord, for the bounty of this table we give thee thanks. Did you read your chapter?”


My eyes were still closed when I realized he was speaking to me. It wasn’t like him to forget amen.


“Yes, Papa. I did. First Samuel, chapter 1. God answers Hannah’s prayer by giving her a son, whom she dedicates to him by leaving the child at the house of the Lord.”


He nodded, his mouth full of stew.


“I was just about to put these away,” I said, gathering up the books. He nodded again, and I went into the parlor to put the Bible on the little table in front of our threadbare sofa. That’s when I heard Mama ask about the meeting in town, and she was asking in that hushed tone that meant I wasn’t supposed to hear, so I stayed in the dark room, holding very still so I wouldn’t miss a word.


“Not much longer,” Papa said. “They’re heading out west. They don’t want to stay here any more than we want ’em to.”


“I can’t imagine.” I wasn’t sure if Mama was surprised or frightened.


“I can’t imagine any of it. Bunch of heretics.”


“Arlen.” Mama’s voice dropped so low I had to strain to hear at all. “You don’t think we’re in any danger, do you?”


“They had ten of their men representing at the meeting tonight, and Mayor Scott made it very clear. We will pose no violent threat to them as long as they remain peaceful in their camp. They can trade with our businesses, but they may not assemble in town.”


“My goodness, it sounds like a kind of wartime peace treaty.”


“Mark my words,” Papa said. I looked through the door into the kitchen and saw his shadow cast against the wall. He gestured and pointed with his fork. “This is nothing less than a spiritual battle, and if we as a town will comport ourselves as Christians, we will emerge victorious both here on earth and in eternity to follow.”


Something in Papa always wanted to be a preacher, and this was one of those times he seemed to be working himself into a sermon. I could be trapped in our parlor for an hour before he exhausted this speech. So I crept out, hoping to make my way back to the stairs before he’d notice.


“Camilla?” Papa’s voice stopped me in my tracks. “Did you hear what we were talking about?”


“Yes, Papa.” I’d learned long ago it was best not to lie. “About those people camped by the river. The Mormons.”


“That’s right.”


“Only I can’t see that they’d start any trouble. I see them on my way to school every day, and they seem peaceful enough.”


“And Lucifer was the most beautiful of all the angels.” He spooned honey onto his corn bread and took a bite, not losing a single drop.


“I know.” The verse was written in the journal I clutched close to me.


“See to it you remember.”


With those words and a kiss from my mother, I was dismissed.






Chapter 2


I never did feel there was much to me to distinguish myself from the other young people in our town. Nobody would ever call me the prettiest girl in school—or the smartest. Far from either, as a matter of fact. Mama used to tell me I was so plain and quiet, I’d blend into a wall if I stood still long enough. On days when we had recitations, other girls would stand at the front of the class with ribbons in their hair and talk for five minutes, standing straight and tall. Those were the days I tried to get Mama to let me stay home. And most times she’d let me because I think she understood. She was a quiet girl too, and truth be known, I think she sometimes liked having someone else around the house to talk to. She might never have made me go to school if Papa and the county didn’t insist.


We had three teachers and divided up grades. Our family helped contribute to their pay by giving them milk, butter, and cheese from our farm. About once a week I got to drive our cart and pony to school. Well, not exactly a pony. More like our old mule, Gracie, and the cart wasn’t more than a hand wagon with a seat. But still, it made me feel important, and I enjoyed it especially on early summer mornings when a late night shower  made the path into town a muddy mess.


The morning after that meeting in town was just such a morning. Chilly and damp, but with a promise of warmth later in the day. Papa had just loaded the final milk can when Mother came storming out from behind the springhouse.


“Arlen! Stop!”


He’d never been one to obey my mother, and this morning was no exception. He settled the can in place and lifted the latch at the back of the cart.


“Wait! She cannot take that milk in. It might be bad.” By this time, Mama was at Papa’s side, holding his arm.


“Might be?” He peered at Mama from under his hat brim.


She turned to me. “Camilla, do you remember when you brought the cows in from grazing yesterday?”


“Yes, ma’am?”


“Didn’t you say some had wandered off?”


“Just Missy and Peggy, clear down to the southwest corner.” And I had to beat them with a stick to get them in before dark.


“There must be a patch of wild onions sprouting there, is all I can figure,” Mama said. “And it’s flavored the milk. We won’t be able to sell any of it for days.”


I stood staring at the ground, the back of my neck burning despite the chilly morning. Somehow this would turn out to be my fault, no matter that I didn’t know about the onions and I’d been at school all the day they’d been grazing. Papa’s lips narrowed and his jaw clenched; when he spoke, his voice had the haunting control that always made me nervous.


“How bad is it?” He spoke to Mama but looked right at me.


“Bad enough to ruin our reputation.”


“Go get a dipper.” This, clearly, was directed straight at me, and I turned on my heel and walked as slow as I could, muttering all sorts of horrible things just under my breath. Even though I was certain Father expected me to get the ladle out of the bucket that hung beside our well, I strolled right past it and waited for him to bark at me to hurry up. He didn’t. I walked clear into the kitchen, where I pinched a corner off a cinnamon scone and grabbed the long-handled dipper from a hook on the wall. By the time I returned, Father had taken the milk can down from the cart and had it open.


“Taste.” Only my father could compress an entire lecture into one word.


I dipped the ladle in the still, white liquid and brought it to my lips. I couldn’t detect any odor, and the first tiny sip seemed fine.


“More,” he said. “Take a big drink.”


Bracing myself, I emptied the dipper with one big gulp, and while the initial taste was fine, soon after I swallowed, the inside of my mouth was coated with a bitterness I could not expel.


“I’m sorry,” I said, determined not to make a sour face.


“Today, when you get home, I want you to show me exactly where you found those cows, and we’ll dig up that patch.”


“I can show you now. Take you right to it.”


“After school. When you can help me dig.”


“Yes, Father.” I moved to climb up into my little cart’s seat, but Papa blocked me.


“No need. You’ll walk.” He reached inside the cart, took out a bundle wrapped in rope, and formed the rope into a strap, which he dropped over my shoulder. It wasn’t a staggering amount of weight, just uncomfortable, and I complained that I still had my lunch bucket and books to carry.


“Think about that next time you dally bringing in the cows,” he said before leaving me alone in our yard with Mama.


“I’m sorry,” she said, looking every bit as deflated as I felt. “I never imagined he would—”


“I’ll be fine.” Shifting my bundle, I reached into the cart for my schoolbooks, slate, and lunch bucket. Once the books were satisfactorily cradled in one arm, I stood very still while Mama kissed my cheek. Then I set off down the road.


We had a small rock wall, not quite three feet high, that flanked either side of our farm’s wide driveway. It wasn’t very sturdy, and it didn’t extend far on either side. It dwindled into nothing more than a bunch of rocks within about twenty paces, but I know Papa envisioned it as some regal gateway. When he spared himself a day of farm labor on the Sabbath, he filled his time hauling stones from the riverbed, stacking each one, extending first one side, then the other. He had us all believing in a great, victorious day when the two sides would meet at the back of our property.


I’d barely made it past the wall when the rope bearing the weight of the bundled cheese and butter dug painfully into my shoulder. The ache in my collarbone was already so severe, I thought the pain would cut my head clean off before I reached the bend in the road to school. No amount of shifting helped, at least not for long. Soon I felt the strain of this burden down my entire back, and my step slowed to a precarious shuffle.


I liked to think that Papa didn’t realize how heavy it was. That he was so strong himself, he couldn’t have imagined I wouldn’t be able to just sling it across my back and be on my way. I thought about the Bible verse telling us to lay our burdens at the feet of Jesus, and since home was a lot closer than school, I was about to turn around, walk back, and drop this burden at the feet of my father. Whatever punishment might follow would be well worth the relief.


It was the thought of that punishment that made me hesitate, and it was during that moment of hesitation that I first saw him. He stood at the top of our road, at a place where, if I turned right, I’d head into town; if I turned left, I’d be heading for the river, to the place they camped. The Mormons. That’s the road he’d been walking.


My head filled with all the bits of conversation I’d heard in town, at church, and around my own kitchen table. Added to the pain of the rope across my shoulders was the unique pain that comes with fear. As if my breath wasn’t strained enough, now it seemed to stop dead in my throat, and my feet stopped in my path.


I must have looked every bit as frightened as I felt, because he held up his hands like an offer of peaceful surrender. Still, I might have summoned the strength to actually turn and run had he not taken off his hat, smiled, and said, “Would you let me help you this morning?”


Those were his first words to me, and his voice was like honey. He had a smile wide and perfect. I’d never seen a smile like it before. Mama had a phrase she’d say about people who smile too much. Something about butter never melting in their mouth. I never liked that because it made me think of a person being cold—like they had a root cellar for a heart. This boy’s smile was warm, like he carried the sun itself between his lips. I worried for the butter in my bundle, that it might turn straight to liquid and pour out of the canvas. Still, I couldn’t hold back. I found myself moving again, straight toward him, not stopping until I had a clear look at his eyes—the palest brown I’d ever seen—and the faded green-checkered pattern of his shirt.


“That looks heavy,” he said. “I’m heading into town. May I carry it for you?”


For the life of me, I couldn’t imagine what he was talking about, and we stood there, just staring at each other until he put his hat back on, stepped forward, and took first my lunch bucket, then my books. These he stacked and balanced on his forearm and reached again, saying, “Here. Give that to me.”


The next thing I knew I was shrugging myself free, and the relief of it felt like a hundred birds taking flight from my body. He took the bundle and looped the rope around one shoulder, not even a flinch at its weight.


“After you?” He nodded in the direction of town.


“I’ll take my books.”


He extended his arm and I took my little bucket, then my books. His sleeves were rolled up to the elbow, and I tried not to touch him as I lifted them away.


As it turned out, the road was perfect for walking—not muddy as I had feared. There’d been just enough rain to pack down the earth, no mud squelching, no dust rising. Somehow our steps fell in perfectly with each other.


“So,” he said once we’d established our pace, “do you mind telling me what I’m carrying?”


“Cheese,” I said, keeping my eyes trained on the road in front of me.


“You must plan on being really hungry.”


I looked at him, but he was looking ahead, smiling, and I laughed, straight out loud. Mama always told me a lady politely covers her mouth when she laughs, but my hands were full. And even if they weren’t, there didn’t seem to be any way to stop it.


That was the last sound either of us made until we reached the schoolyard at the edge of town. Other girls I knew were practiced in the art of chatting with boys, but anything I could think to say lodged in my throat. He wasn’t a boy to chat with. I don’t think he was a boy at all. More like a man in size and stature. Every now and then I took a sidelong glance only to see him striding so purposefully beside me. Even in profile his face was pleasant—smooth and round. He kept his head high and seemed to be just as familiar with this road as I was, even though he was a stranger.


I was walking with a stranger.


It wouldn’t matter if I held my silence now, or even if I never spoke to him again. When word got out that Arlen Deardon’s daughter walked to school with a stranger—let alone one of them, the Mormons—there’d be no telling what punishment I would face.


Oh, Lord, I prayed. Don’t let them see me.


“What’s the matter?”


That’s when I noticed I’d stopped walking, and he was touching me. Not touching, really, but his hand hovered over the cuff of my blouse, and I clutched my books closer to me.


“I shouldn’t be walking with you.” I don’t know if I was telling him, or myself. But that was the truth of it.


“Oh.” He drew the word out, nodding like we had both come up with a grand idea. “Because a young woman is so much safer walking alone?”


“No.” He’d called me a woman.


“Because I’m some kind of monster?”


That brought out my laughter again, but this time it died as it settled back on my lips. “I don’t know what you are.” Coming from any other girl, this might have been coquettish. But not from me. I didn’t know how to flirt.


“My name is Nathan Fox. I’m from Springfield, Missouri.”


“I’m—”


“Camilla Deardon.”


“You know my name?”


“We’re neighbors, aren’t we?”


“Hardly that.”


“What do you mean, ‘hardly’?” He shifted the weight of the bundle and took a step away. “Your property line runs right along the edge of our camp. From what I hear, that makes us neighbors.”


“We don’t speak to each other.”


“We are now.”


“We don’t know each other.”


“We could.”


Off in the distance I heard a familiar sound being carried on the morning air. It was Mr. Teague, the upper-grades teacher, my teacher, whistling the same tune he did every morning. The tune announced his presence more than any clanging bell ever could. In a matter of seconds he would round the corner, twirling his ring of keys on one long, extended finger, and unlock the front doors to each of the three buildings that made up our school. Being the only man, he alone was trusted with such a chore.


“You have to go,” I said, shifting my books to my other arm so I could take the bundle Nathan carried.


“Oh no.” He turned his shoulder out of my reach. “This hasn’t gotten any lighter, and you haven’t gotten any stronger. Where shall I take it?”


“No.” I glanced around, nearly frantic. “You can’t be seen here.”


“I come into town all the time.” His smile was back. He was teasing, and I felt the warmth that came through him touch my face.


“Not with me. Not to my school.”


The tune was getting louder. Discernible now: “Yankee Doodle.”


“Then you just go on.” He made a scooting sign with his free hand and reinforced his grip on the bundle’s rope with the other. More than that, he took one, then another slow, deliberate step backward down the path, until his dismissive gesture turned into a wave.


“What do you think you’re doing?” Although he was moving farther away, I dropped my voice to a whisper. More like a hiss, because the whistling stopped, and I heard Mr. Teague calling out “Good morning!” to someone else about to round the corner and find me out.


“Follow me!” Nathan Fox made no attempt to lower his voice, and it fascinated me to see he walked with just as much purpose when he walked backward.


I spun on my heel to see Mr. Teague behind me, engaged in conversation with Miss Powers, the pretty lady from Philadelphia who taught the primary grades. Safe, for now.


“You’re stealing!”


He gave a wide shrug. “Shouldn’t those with plenty feed the hungry?”


I thought of the wheels of cheese, the pounds of butter in that pack. And his original joke. “You cannot be that hungry!”


His countenance changed then. Not to anything dour, but a new softness came through, and it seemed more of an effort to keep his smile intact.


“But my people are, Camilla. And you have done the work of Heavenly Father in feeding us. He will bless you for that.”


He lifted his hat and held it over his heart, keeping pace even as he offered me a deep bow, then turned around. I forced my feet to remain planted in the path.


“Miss Deardon?” Mr. Teague’s voice called from behind. I inched myself around, hating the fact that I wouldn’t be able to see Nathan Fox disappear.


“Y-yes, sir?”


He stood, alone now, at the top of the schoolhouse steps. “Would you like to explain what just happened?” He craned his neck, looking well over me at the bundle of charity making its way down the path.


“The cows got into an onion patch,” I said, trudging my way across the yard. “None of it’s any good.”


“What a shame.” He looked down his long, beaked nose. “You’ll have to be more careful next time.”


I squinted into the morning sun and thought of Nathan Fox.


“I know.”






Chapter 3


I looked for him at noon as I sat beneath the shade tree eating my buttered bread before waiting my turn with the other students in line at the little spring well behind my school. I can’t remember a word of what my friends talked about, let alone what Mr. Teague tried to teach throughout the morning. When Mr. Teague finally released us from that endless day, I bade a quick farewell and ran through the school yard. I slowed my steps when I hit the main road, and even more when I got to the turnoff to the path that led to our farm. For a time, I even walked backward, trying to produce that same blind, confident stride he’d had when he backed away from me. But my steps were too unsure, and after one stumble I figured I’d better turn myself around lest he come out from the trees and find me flat on my bottom in the dirt.


When I came to Papa’s rambling rock wall, I set my books and lunch bucket down and climbed up on it. Their camp butted up against the western edge of our property, and though the light of their fires could sometimes be seen through the darkness, I couldn’t see anything from here in the daytime. We’d hear their songs coming on a breeze, and they sounded just like the very songs we sang in our own church. Often the pounding of carpentry and a blacksmith’s hammer reverberated through the stillness of the afternoon. I remembered seeing the men in town, driving away with a wagonload of lumber purchased while the clerk behind them laughed about the price it had fetched. Until this morning, this was all I knew of the Mormons. Never did it occur to me that they could be so handsome. So charming. And hungry.


“Camilla!” Papa’s voice carried from the barn. He held a hoe balanced across his shoulder and a shovel in one hand. “Get out after that onion patch.”


“Yes, Papa.” I picked up my books and lunch bucket and headed for the house. Mama was stirring something in a pot. It didn’t smell delicious yet, but the day was young. I dropped my things on the table and reached for a corn muffin on a plate under a towel.


“Better take some gloves,” Mama said without turning around. “Don’t want to get yourself blistered up.”


We had a little wooden trunk just inside our back door with sundry work clothes. The lid creaked as it opened, and I was faced with a jumbled mess of hats and boots and gloves. All the while I looked for a matching pair, Papa was yelling my name out in the yard, and it seemed a fine thing to risk getting a few blisters compared to what might be waiting for me once his patience wore out. I slammed the trunk shut and ran out the door, pausing just long enough to grab my old calico bonnet. The sun was still up high and strong, and while a girl could hide the roughness of her hands, there’d be no disguising a sunburned face.


Papa was waiting for me in the yard, just where I left him, and he said, “Show me,” when he handed me the shovel. I wondered what kind of man it was who couldn’t find an onion patch, especially when he’d been told real clear that it was on the south side of the property, but I said nothing.


The shovel’s handle set heavy on my shoulder and I set my face toward the south pasture and started walking. I fought my skirt to keep my strides long, knowing Papa was probably frustrated with the shorter steps he had to take to walk behind me. We weren’t even halfway out before I was flat exhausted. The arm holding up the shovel was numb shoulder to elbow, and there was already sweat running down my back. By the time we were out of sight of the house, I could hear Papa getting impatient behind me. He still wasn’t talking, but he had a kind of scuffling to his step, and I felt him coming up on me, then backing off again.


“Should be just over there.” I picked up my step and shifted west. I knew we were close to the spot where I’d found the cows yesterday. There was a trio of stumps from trees Papa had cut but hadn’t dug up yet, and it was just past them where I’d seen the pretty violet-colored blossoms. I should have told Mama and Papa last night what the cows had been into—should have warned them that the milk would be bad, but I honestly didn’t know how much they’d eaten. Or if they’d just nibbled the leaves or dug up the bulbs. Truth be told, I didn’t care, even if it meant I’d spend the rest of this day digging up my mistake.


“Well?” The impatience had left my father’s feet and was full in his voice.


“It was right here, I swear.”


“You what?”


“Sorry.” Stupid to swear. “But they were right over—”


A few more steps and we walked right up on a story. Or a mystery, rather. The earth was littered with the same violet-colored blossoms I’d seen waving in the sunset breeze the day before. But that was the only evidence there’d been any wild onions growing in the southwest corner of our pasture. Instead there was a patch of dug-up earth, about six feet square. Freshly overturned, big, moist clumps of it.


“What’s this?” I turned to my father and lowered my shovel, dropping it down by my side. “Why’d you drag me out here if you already dug it up?”


But I could tell from his face that he didn’t have any more answers than I did. He looked past me, his eyes scanning all across that dug-up field. Seemed right then a cloud crossed over his face, and one might as well have passed over the sun, too, because my body took on a chill that connected with the sweat running down my back and made me shiver.


“It’s them people.” Papa’s voice might have been calm, but he swung that hoe down from his shoulder and shattered a clod of dirt into nothing but crumbs.


Months ago—maybe even yesterday—I might have asked, “What people?” But since that time, I’d seen a smile full of sunshine and mischief, and I knew.


* * *


Nathan Fox appeared there the next morning, at that same little crook where the drive to our family’s dairy farm meets the main road into town.


“Good morning, Camilla.” He touched his hat without tipping it, and I forced a steadying to my stomach.


“I shouldn’t talk to you.” I didn’t even slow my step.


“Then don’t.” Yet his stride matched perfectly to mine.


“I shouldn’t listen to you either.”


“If you don’t listen, how will you ever know just how grateful my people are for your generous donation yesterday?”


“My father would beat me if he knew about that ‘donation.’”


“Why would a good man be angry about feeding the hungry?”


“Because that food was supposed to feed my hungry teachers; that’s why.”


“I’ve seen your teachers. They don’t look hungry.”


I somehow managed to stifle my laugh.


“In fact,” he continued, “I’ll bet it’s been a long time since your teachers wept at the sight of butter. For some of us, it’s been months since we’ve had such luxury. And do you know there were children there—little children—who had their first ever taste of cheese? There they were, thinking it was going to be just another supper of grits and salt pork. Their little faces glowing in the supper circle. But it wasn’t the firelight bringing that glow. No, it was a little white wedge of cheese. A brand-new treasure on their plate. Ah, their faces. I wish you could have been there, Camilla.”


His words brought the warmth of the fire to me. Our paces still matched, but we walked slower now, our feet strolling through his story.


“It was just cheese,” I said, tasting its sweet bitterness.


“But to a hungry people, it’s life.”


“And there wasn’t much. Just one wheel.”


“Our brother once fed many more with far less.”


My mind turned for a moment. “You mean Jesus? with the loaves and the fishes?”


“You know the story!” He spoke with the fun, false enthusiasm a teacher has for a child who has just come upon the most obvious conclusion. I knew that voice, and I hated it. It was the voice that followed utterance after utterance of veiled impatience. I’d heard it all my life.


“Don’t talk to me like that. I’m not stupid. He is our Lord.”


“And our brother.”


His response turned my mind once again. God is my Father in heaven. Jesus is his Son. I’d never thought of Jesus as a brother before, only as a Savior. But I’d always wanted a brother—someone to share the chores with—and the thought of having a brother like Jesus made me smile.


That’s when I noticed we’d stopped walking. Without the sound of our feet scuffing against the occasional pebble, the world turned silent. It was another damp morning, and I could feel my nose about to run. Faced with the two unladylike options of a sniff or a swipe with my sleeve, I chose the sniff, turning my head away and being as mousy quiet as I could.


“Here.” He held out a folded white square when I turned back around. “Take it. Don’t worry; it’s clean.”


I wondered for just a minute what Mama would have me do. Didn’t seem right, somehow, to have such an intimacy with a boy I barely knew, but I couldn’t very well stand there with a runny nose. Truth be told, Mama hadn’t told me much about boys at all. Papa, either. Until yesterday none had ever even talked to me, save for Michael Bostwick. And all he ever cared about was borrowing my history book because his parents were too poor to buy him his own. So I took that handkerchief and brought it up to my nose. It was warm from his pocket and smelled like strong, clean soap. To that, at least, Mama could not object.


“Thank you.”


“You’re getting a cold. Should you go back home?”


“No,” I said, my voice muffled against the white cloth. “It’s just a sniffle.” I finished wiping and refolded the square, uncertain.


“Keep it. In case you sniffle again.”


Nodding, I slid it into my own pocket and took the first new step toward school. His step joined mine, and we walked for just a little while in silence before I found my courage. “I have a question to ask you.”


“Are you sure you should? I thought you weren’t supposed to talk to me.”


“Did you dig up the onion patch?”


“I wondered when you were going to get around to that.”


“My father was furious.”


“That seems an odd reaction to an act of kindness.”


“I think he sees it more as trespassing. How did you even know?”


The warm smile was back. “We’re neighbors, remember?”


I could tell he believed that answered my question, so I believed it too.


“My father wanted to go into your camp, you know. To find out who was responsible . . .” I didn’t allow myself to speak all the accusations he had.


“Why didn’t he?”


“Mama stopped him. She said that we weren’t going to do anything with those onions except chop them up for mulch. Said you’d done us a good turn by digging them up for us.” Again, I left so much unsaid. How she called Nathan’s people a tribe of thieving, godless savages. And I knew at the heart of my parents’ anger was fear. If only they could join me on this path, stand right here with me in the damp cool of the morning, hear this gentle voice surrounded by the calls of the morning birds, what would they possibly have to fear? “So I guess, in a way, she was glad to be rid of them.”


“Like the town will be glad to be rid of us?”


“I suppose.” Such an honest question deserved an honest answer.


“What about you?”


I shrugged. “I never much thought about it.” Which was true. I hadn’t. All winter and spring they’d been encamped next to us, my life was just one chore after another. School and home. Until yesterday. “I guess I never really understood what everyone’s so upset about.”


“God’s people have always been persecuted. Surely you know that. The Israelites were enslaved. Early Christians sacrificed to the savages of Rome. Shouldn’t be any surprise that the followers of a new prophet would face the same trials. But we can only follow Heavenly Father’s plan.”


“And what is this plan?” Something stirred within me, even then. I don’t know if it was the anticipation of having inside information, something I could share with Papa at the dinner table, where I usually sat in obedient silence, or the first stirring of revelation, or the simple beauty of this beautiful golden boy beside me.


“Zion.” One word, and it felt like I was hearing it for the first time. His voice lifted it out of the pages of the Psalms. I looked up, and his face was poised in a crescent smile, his eyes fixed above him, envisioning this place. A place he knew was real. “When we get word from those who went before us that the journey is safe, we’ll pull up stakes and join our brothers and sisters.”


“And where, exactly, are you going?”


“Utah.”


Zion.


“Imagine it, Camilla. Building a new city on a new hill. Or in our case, a valley. I’ve heard them speak of it. Majestic mountains and fields ready for harvest. Like a piece of creation Heavenly Father reserved specially for us. And we’ll be able to worship freely. Raise our children . . .” He stopped, and to my amazement, he blushed. Bright red splotches on his cheeks, and while he had been speaking to the treetops, he looked now right at me. “That is, of course, if we are lucky enough to have children.”


The call of the mourning dove tempered the silence that followed, and though he did not touch me, something reached inside and nearly scooped my heart right out of me. My feet continued to propel me on the familiar path to school, and I suppose the rest of me followed, though I don’t know how. Sure as on the day I was born when I could only lay helpless in my mother’s arms, that moment a few steps back when Nathan Fox looked into my very soul marked the first breath of a new life, and I wanted to linger in it. His eyes held the very image of Zion, and his step matched to mine seemed a promise to take me there. I didn’t hear another word he said that morning, and if I replied, those words are lost to me too. I know he brought me to the edge of the empty school yard, and I know he touched me. Just one trace of a finger along my cheek before turning away. I remember watching him. The breadth of his shoulders in the already-familiar shirt. The hand that had just touched me tucked into his pocket. The steadiness of his pace now that we were no longer walking together. How quickly he moved. How soon he was out of my sight. The few breaths it took for him to round a corner in the path and disappear. And how I never, ever wanted to step foot inside Mr. Teague’s schoolroom again. How could I, being so newly born?


* * *


Later that morning I knew Nathan Fox had been right about one thing. I was catching a cold. By the time Mr. Teague rang the first bell calling us into class, I had a tiny tickle at the top of my throat, and when the younger children were dismissed for their first recess, it had grown to a licking flame. I could not concentrate on the letters of Thomas Jefferson, and while Michael Bostwick stood at the front of the classroom giving his impassioned recitation, I could do little more than rest my fevered brow on my hands and quietly wish to die.


At noon, I begged Mr. Teague to dismiss me to go home. He touched his own fat hand to my face and, satisfied with its temperature, released me with instructions to read the next twenty pages in our history text. I didn’t even bring the book home. Instead, I launched myself down the path, my lunch pail dangling from listless fingers. Befuddled as my mind was, I couldn’t help but hear Nathan’s words with every step. This is where he talked about children. This is where he spoke of persecution. And of a prophet. A new prophet.


Seemed we had new preachers in our church all the time. Men in the midst of a journey, stopping for a week or so to thunder out the promise of a fiery eternity in hell for the condemned. But there was no such fire in Nathan’s voice. Only warmth. Nothing called down from heaven, but some kind of inner ember. I touched my cheek where he’d touched me, fascinated by the heat there. But of course, that was due to my cold. At least partly.


Soon I was at the place where he met me. I lingered there, wondering if, by some chance, he might return. Might be waiting for me, even. But of course he wasn’t. I staggered onto our property and braced myself against the stones of my father’s wall as a wave of dizziness caught me. For a moment, everything was lost. Twirled around and ripped away. I could only hear my mother’s voice coming closer, shaking with the impact of her running footfalls. Then she was here, one arm wrapped around my waist. Her cool palm on my forehead.


“Oh, Mama. I’m sick.”


And safely home, I closed my eyes.






Chapter 4


I slept the rest of that day and through the night, my dreams peppered with images of Nathan Fox, my body trembling with unrelenting chills. The next morning I made a halfhearted attempt to rouse myself for school, but Mama would have none of it.


“You’re still burning with fever.” Her soft voice seemed to come from far away as she touched a cool rag to my face.


My throat felt too swollen and sore to reply. The simple nodding of my head proved painful. Nestling deep into the mattress, I pulled the blanket up to my nose and closed my eyes. No doubt Mama thought I was sleeping. She said a few soothing words before going downstairs to make me a cup of tea. Listless and lethargic as I felt, though, sleep would not come. My wakefulness allowed me to craft new dreams of Nathan. When I slept, he was always just out of reach. I’d see him on the path, but every step I took drove him one more step away. But in these waking hours, I could control him—make him stop and wait. Turn to me and reach out. I could intertwine my fingers in his, have him pull me close. My visions were clear, if fevered, but incomplete. I didn’t know what a boy would do once a girl was in his arms. And Nathan was more than a boy. He was a man. I knew even less of that.


It was quite early in the morning. My father’s voice still rumbled in the kitchen. If I were going to school, it would be at least an hour before that appointed time. I heard the kettle rattle on the stove and imagined Nathan sitting next to a nearby fire. My own stomach growled for lack of food, and I wondered if he had eaten yet. My mind etched his face, down to the crease at the corner of his mouth when he smiled, and I burned to see it again in flesh before me. Would he be waiting again at the path? Would he worry when I didn’t arrive? The thought of it made me want to swing my feet over the side of the bed. Put on my dress and shoes and somehow find the strength to leave this house. But my body groaned at the slightest stirring, and my mother’s appearance at the door bearing a tray of steaming grits and weak tea stifled the very notion.


* * *


I awoke later to a broken fever and a high noon sun. Like someone washed up by some sort of tide, I was soaked clear through, as was my blanket. Determined now, I climbed out of bed and shivered at the coolness of the wet nightclothes against my skin. My mother hummed from somewhere downstairs, but my cocked ear caught no sign of anyone else.


“Mama?” My dry throat cracked with the weak effort, but there was no pain in speaking. I licked my lips and called again.


The humming stopped and steady steps brought her into my room, wiping her hands on her apron.


“My fever broke.”


“So I see.” It occurred to me that I must not have been nearly as sick as I imagined, because there was no hint of blessed relief in her voice. I had clear snatches in waking memory of her sitting at my bedside, clutching my hand, whispering prayers. But she now seemed so removed from a woman given to vigil that I felt a little silly for having called her.


“My, um, gown is wet?”


“Let’s get you into another.” She went to her knees by the trunk at the foot of my bed and opened it. After some rummaging around, she came up with a fresh, if wrinkled, gown and another sheet and blanket. I changed while she stripped the bed.


“Why don’t you go down to the kitchen,” Mama said. “Do you some good to get out of this room. Let the mattress air out.”


“Is Papa downstairs?” I didn’t want him to see me in my gown.


“He’s out with the cows. Takin’ them down by the meadow.”


“Fine.” I crossed over to my bureau, but froze as a movement outside the window caught my eye. Not believing, I leaned closer, resting my head against the glass. There he was, Nathan Fox, leaning against my father’s makeshift stone wall, twirling his hat in his hands. Just then he looked up. Toward the house, but not at me. Not yet.


“That’s a good idea,” Mama said, busy with the ticking. “Why don’t you open the window a bit. Let in some of that fresh breeze.”


“All right.”


He didn’t notice me until I’d slid the window up nearly halfway. And when he did, he slammed his hat on his head and took two running steps toward the house.


“No!” It was out of my mouth before I could think. Certainly not loud enough for him to hear me clear across the yard, yet somehow he knew to stop. But he didn’t back away. He just stood there, staring. An expression on his face I couldn’t read.


“What was that?” Mama stretched her small frame across the bed, attempting to fit the clean muslin sheet over the far corner of the mattress. I left the window and went to help her, smoothing the cool material at the opposite corner and tucking it under the foot of the ticking.


“I—I was just surprised to see how much of the day has passed. I can’t believe I slept so late into the afternoon.”


“It’s the best medicine.” She stood back to admire her work before unfurling a fresh, clean quilt over the sheet. “But let’s see if we can keep you up for a while. You didn’t get a chance to read your Scripture last night. How about we do that now? Your father will be so pleased to see you keep up. Even in times of illness. Scripture can be such a comfort.”


“My head hurts, Mama.” Which it did. “I don’t think I could concentrate on reading right now.” Inching steps took me back to the window. He was gone, and it felt like I was taking the first clear breath since seeing him.


“Oh.” She smoothed one hand over and over a corner, and I felt a new weakness, an overwhelming need of her. My head and heart had been spinning for days, and I longed to pour both out to her. I couldn’t, of course. Not everything. Nothing about Nathan Fox and our walks to school and the way he touched my face and the hope I had when I saw him standing at the wall. But she was, after all, a woman. And so, apparently, was I.


“But maybe you could read it to me?” I offered. “We could sit together, in the parlor.”


“Well, I don’t know ’bout that.” Mama stooped and gathered the soiled linens into one big armful. “There’s so much to be done yet. I haven’t even started supper.”


“Just one chapter.” Still unused to talking, I had to cough before I could continue. “We could have tea and biscuits in the parlor. Like a regular social.”


“I suppose there’s time before your father gets back,” she said, standing. “I’ll drop these on the back porch and get the water on.”


Alone again, I went to the window and leaned clear out, craning my neck to see if I could get even a glimpse. Nothing. But even his absence held a hint of promise.


* * *


“Well, aren’t we a couple of fine ladies in the middle of the afternoon?” Mama sipped her tea, eyebrows arched high over the steam.


“I suppose we are.” My own tea was cooler, tempered with milk.


“Now,” Mama said, setting her cup on the small table beside her and lifting our Bible into her lap, “do you remember where you were?”


I nodded. “First Samuel. Chapter 3.”


Mama turned to the page and started to read, but I had to stop her after the first verse.


“What does he mean by ‘there was no open vision’?”


She thought for a moment before answering. “It says the word of the Lord was ‘precious,’ so I suppose it means that not everybody could understand it. Or hear it. God was only speaking to a certain few.”


Satisfied, I sipped my drink as she continued to read. After the first verse, it became a familiar story, that of young Samuel being called from his bed by the Lord. Only Samuel didn’t know it was the Lord at first and thought it was the old priest Eli. Mama read it like it was a story, not the Bible, and I wished for a minute that I could do all of my Bible readings this way. Or even just sit and let her tell me the stories without reading at all. Surely she knew them all by heart. Since I didn’t have the page in front of me, I couldn’t count down to the end of the chapter, and I was somewhat startled when her voice silenced.


“That’s it?”


“One chapter at a time, Camilla.”


I knew it was time for me to answer the question of what this chapter teaches about being a better Christian. But I wasn’t ready to think about that just yet. Instead, I wondered about what Nathan said about following a new prophet. Samuel was a prophet because the Lord spoke right to him.


“How come in the Bible God is always talking to people, but now he never does?”


Mama thought for a minute, her eyes turned up to the ceiling, her hand running softly over the open page. “It was an older time, I guess. Closer to Creation. Maybe he was nearer. Maybe people needed to hear him because they didn’t have the Bible to read.”


“Has he ever spoken like that to you, Mama? right out loud?”


“No, darling. Not like that. Not right out loud.”


“But he could if he wanted to?”


“Of course. He can do anything.”


“Then why doesn’t he? Wouldn’t it be easier if he did? Then we could just listen to him and know what to do.”


Mama laughed. A treasure so rare I wanted to keep it forever. “Your father and I tell you what to do every day, and sometimes you still find ways to be disobedient. That’s why we have the Scriptures. No matter what our parents—or anybody else—tells us, we’ll always hear God’s voice in these pages. This is where he tells us what we should and shouldn’t do.”


“But the world has changed a lot since those times.”


“Not so much,” Mama said. “Not in ways that matter. People still seek him, and he still loves us. Remember that, Camilla, all your days. If nothing else, know that he loves you. And because you love him, you must obey his teachings.”


I don’t remember ever feeling as close to my mother as I did that afternoon. Like the whole world just stopped for a moment to let us talk to each other. Sometimes I think of how things might have turned out so different if we’d had a chance to do that more. If I could have known every day of my life that we could slip into our parlor and talk about God’s love and the world’s frustrations over a cup of tea, I might not have taken the path I did.


Still, I tucked my feet up tighter beneath me, not brave enough to ask what was really on my heart. I knew she and Papa would disapprove of my morning walks with Nathan. Partly because he was an older boy and a stranger to our town. But mostly because he was one of the Mormons. And I knew they didn’t approve of the Mormons, but I didn’t know why, exactly. So far, in all of my Bible readings, I couldn’t remember anything that would make Nathan a bad person. Mama had just said that God could still speak to people, just as he had to Samuel, and it seemed Nathan believed the same. She was looking at me now with such an open face, it seemed she was more a sister than a mother, and all the loneliness I carried around with being the only child in this house dropped away.


“Do you think they believe his teachings?”


“Who?” She looked confused, since I forgot I hadn’t said all of my thoughts out loud.


“Those people by the river. The Mormons.”


Just like that, her eyes narrowed and her whole face pinched up. “No, Camilla. They don’t.”


“But they have a prophet who heard God’s voice.”


“He’s a false prophet.”


“But how do you know?”


“Because their teachings are wrong.”


“How? What do they—”


“Enough about this.”


“How can you be sure that—”


“I said enough.” There she was, my mother again. Small and tight, her tea untouched beside her. “Now, what verse do you want to record in your journal?”


“I don’t know.” Already the story of Samuel was lost. I leaned forward and put my cup on the little table in front of the sofa. “My head hurts too much to remember.” Which was mostly true. “Can you read it again?”


“Don’t be silly. There’s not enough time. I’ll choose one for you.” She ran her finger down the columns of words and made an impatient clicking sound with her tongue against her teeth. “Here, verse 19. ‘And Samuel grew, and the Lord was with him, and did let none of his words fall to the ground.’”


The brief respite of health began to fade, and I could barely muster the strength to pick up my journal, let alone open and write in it. True, a good portion of my weakness was nothing more than disinterest—disappointment, really. Still, I managed to sound pitiful when I told Mama I couldn’t bring myself to note down the words.


“Can you write it for me?”


She glanced over her shoulder into the kitchen before answering. “Very well; hand me the pen.”


I complied, then sat back to watch her write, fearing for the paper as she bore down on it. Although Mama could read with a practiced air, writing seemed much more difficult for her. In fact, I could recall only a handful of occasions when I’d seen her do so. Her eyes darted constantly from the Bible’s printed page to the empty page on the journal, and her brow took on such a look of concentration I feared the furrows would be etched there like stone. The only sound in the room was that of the scratching pen. Watching Mama write was as laborious as writing myself, and I looked away, choosing instead to stare at my own hands listless in my lap.


“There,” she said when the scratching stopped. “Now, how can this verse help you be a better Christian?”


“Can you read it again?” I’d already forgotten what it said.


There was none of her earlier gentleness left as she forced the words through her ever-narrowing lips. “‘And Samuel grew, and the Lord was with him, and did let none of his words fall to the ground.’”


“Oh,” I said, trying not to smile at the irony. “I suppose it means that I need to know exactly what the Bible says.”


Mama accepted this answer and posed the next question, about how this verse could help me be a better woman, but for that, I had no ready answer. I simply shrugged and said I figured it meant the same thing, being a woman or not.


“No.” She closed the Bible and my journal, tying the ribbon to hold the pages closed. I can still hear the silk snagging against the roughness of her hands. “It’s different for women because you will someday be the mother of children. And it will be your job to know the Word of the Lord so you can teach it to them.”


I felt myself blushing again. For the second time in as many days, somebody was talking about children.


“What about fathers? Don’t they have just as much responsibility?”


“Yes. And a good man will. Like your father.”


“He doesn’t really talk to me.”


A bit of compassion hinted at the corner of Mama’s eyes. “He does the best he can, Camilla. He’s not an expressive man.”


I thought about Nathan, the broadness of his smile, the warmth of his words. “Was he ever?”


“Maybe,” she said. “A little. Hard work takes its toll. Sometimes the person you marry isn’t the same person you end up being married to.”


We both chuckled and, by an unspoken agreement, picked up our tea and sipped.


“Did you love him instantly?” The details of my parents’ courtship had never been a topic of conversation.


She nodded. “Almost. He was so handsome. And godly. That was important to me. He would lead the church in prayer, and I felt like he was lifting all of us up.”


My tea was cool, but I still took small sips. “And did he love you?”


Something like a shadow passed across her face as she stared into her cup. “It’s harder for men, you know. To express their feelings. It takes time. Why all these questions all of a sudden?”


“No reason.” I fidgeted in my seat, untucking my feet. They were beginning to tingle, and I worried they might not carry me back upstairs. The shadow was back on Mama’s face, only now it seemed there to stay as she hardened right before my eyes.


“Are you seeing a boy?”


“No, Mama. Of course not.”


“Because you know your papa and I wouldn’t approve—”


“Trust me, Mama. None of the boys in this town want anything to do with me.”


“They better not, nor you with them. You’re only fifteen—”


“How old were you when you met Papa?”


I knew the answer to this, but it was worth it to see her have to take a deep breath before answering me.


“Sixteen. But things were different then.”


I wanted to say that it couldn’t be so different. After all, she just said that the world was much the same as it had been since Samuel was a boy. What could have changed so much in her short life? But I didn’t, because I knew. I knew I’d lied and that there was a boy and I liked him very much. Right now, though, he was a treasure to ponder in my own heart. I knew the minute I opened up and showed him off, he’d tarnish in the light.


* * *


Later that night I found myself in bed, tossing and turning after a day spent dozing. I listened to my afternoon conversation with Mama over and over in my head. Sometimes, I imagined it ended differently. I heard myself telling her that, yes, I met the most handsome boy in the world and he touched my face. She’d set down her tea and say, with actual tears in her eyes, that she knew his heart must be pure if he loved a girl like me. But of course, none of that was said at all. It ended when Papa stomped into the kitchen hollering for the whetstone so he could sharpen a tool in the barn. Mama jumped up to find it and didn’t seem to think of me again until she brought up my tray for supper.


The house at night was dark and silent and seemed especially so from my room. Mama and Papa slept downstairs, in the house’s original bedroom. I’d been sleeping in what used to be an attic storeroom ever since I grew too big for the trundle under my parent’s bed. Papa had built a wall straight down the middle, and there was a little door in my room leading straight across to what was still used for storage. The ceiling was high at that end, but sloped down to almost nothing on the other. When I was little, I used to pretend I was a giant, barely able to fit beneath the roof.


When the attic became my room, Papa had to build a staircase to it too. There was no hallway or landing up here—just a ladder straight up from the kitchen through my floor. Before that, you got into the attic by climbing a set of stairs outside, built straight against the outer wall of the house and leading up to a door. Papa had framed out that door and made it into a window, and tonight I was especially glad because the moon was full and my room filled with light.


Then I saw the shadow. Thankfully, I was too terrified to scream.


“Camilla?” His voice was muffled by the glass, but still unmistakable. I didn’t know what time it was, but surely it was late, and I prayed that my parents were lost to sound sleep below. He rapped lightly on the glass, and I swung my legs out of bed. Mindless of the fact that I wore nothing more than a white cotton gown, I ran the two steps to the window and, after a quick glance to be sure my father’s head wasn’t about to emerge through the floor, placed my finger to my lips, imploring him to be quiet.


“Open the window.” He spoke as much with his hands as with words, and with the threat that he might make even more noise if I failed to obey, I opened the latch and slid the pane up.


“Are you trying to get me killed?”


“I was worried when I didn’t see you this morning. Thank God you’re all right.”


“I’m not all right.” I summoned a cough. “I’m sick.”


“See?” He leaned against the window frame, making himself at home. “I said you were catching a cold.”


I suppressed a smile. “What do you want?”


“I want you to tell me I was right about you being sick.”


“You were right.” It seemed best to agree.


“I really did worry that you’d gotten into some trouble with your father. I’d feel terrible if he’d been in any way violent with you.”


“My father—” I lowered my voice—“is not violent.”


“Harsh, then. I didn’t want you punished for something I did.”


“I haven’t been. Unless being sick is punishment.”


He smiled, and it rivaled the moonlight. I was so happy he’d chosen tonight to visit. Last night I would have slept right through, no matter how he called my name. Seeing him there, though, brought to mind what Mama’d said about the Mormons, and it put a touch of fear in me. The same wrestling fear I had when I first saw him. Excitement all tangled up with terror and doubt, fighting to see which one would win the match. Right now Nathan and I were just standing up there together, him on my top step, and me inside. Nothing but moonlight between us.


“Can I see you tomorrow, Camilla?”


Terror won. “No. My parents would never let me. I don’t think I should see you at all.”


“Well, don’t worry. Pretty soon you won’t have to. We’ll be gone in the next few days, but we’re having a sort of celebration tomorrow, and I thought you’d like to come.”


My mind lingered on one word. Gone. “Why would you want me there?”


“We’ve been slaughtering chickens all day. . . .”


“What?”


His smile returned. “I thought that would get your attention. We can’t travel with them, so we’ve spent the day plucking and stewing, and what do you think we used for flavoring? The wild onions from your very field. The least you should do is come have a taste.”


“I can’t.” Although my own giggle threatened to betray my resolve. “My parents would never let me.”


“Don’t tell them.” His eyebrows did a dance that brought my laughter to the surface. Like it would be just that simple. “You’re sick. Tell them you’re coming upstairs to rest. Then straight out this window and down the stairs. Your room was designed for escape.”


“Like you’re going to do right now.” I reached for the sill, fully intending to close the window, but he reached his hands through, grabbing just the tiniest pinch of my gown. Nowhere near my body, but still a pinpoint of my flesh burned.


“I’ll be waiting for you. Where the path turns.”


“I can’t.”


“Listen.” He strengthened his grip, holding a handful of the cotton fabric. I lowered my hands and he let go of my gown, gripping my wrist instead. Not hard. I could break away if I wanted to. But I listened. “You don’t know how lucky you are. Growing up with a home and a family. I never had that. I lived in an orphanage until I was turned out onto the street. And these people—yes, they’re my family. They love me and I love them and we take care of each other. But I don’t have anybody of my own. I don’t have anybody who belongs to me.”


“I don’t belong to you.” Somehow, I found the breath to say it.


“Really? Because I feel, very strongly, that you might. I’ve known it since the minute I saw you, and Heavenly Father confirmed it after the first time we spoke.”


“When you stole from me?”


“I’m sorry. That was wrong. But I felt, even then, that what was yours, was mine.”


“But that was my father’s.”


“Stop it!” His grip tightened, then released. “I would love to have just one conversation with you where you didn’t mention your father. Or your mother. Or the fact that you can’t meet me tomorrow.”


“Shh!” I went and stood by the square-cut hole in my bedroom floor and listened. No stirring. When I returned to the window, he was once again leaning comfortably on his elbows, his head on my side of the glass. Even given this proximity, I kept my voice below a whisper. “You have to go.”


He cupped a hand to his ear and mouthed, “What?”


I took a step closer, pointing. “Get out. Now.”


The next thing I knew his hand captured mine, and if the touch of our flesh wasn’t enough, he brought it to his lips, grazing my knuckles across them, then turned my hand and opened it, pressing my palm against his mouth. And then my wrist. I knew my pulse pounded; I could hear my heart in my ears. Without any effort on his part, I’d been drawn to the window, stooped down until mere inches separated our faces. When I was that close, he said, “Come to me tomorrow.”


I felt his words rather than heard them, and my own reply wasn’t much more than a whimper.


“I’ll be waiting where the path turns,” he said, releasing me at last. “I’ll be there at dawn. I’ll stay there all day.”


And then he left. I kept the window open, feeling the night breeze cooling my body through the folds of my gown. Then I closed it and watched, my face against the glass, as he made his way through the yard, escorted to the rock wall by our faithful Bonnie-Belle. I remember thinking how odd it was that she didn’t bark. Not a peep. And she’s usually so vigilant about strangers. Apparently she loved Nathan Fox too.
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