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INTRODUCTION

New Garden’s Hope by Jennifer Hudson Taylor
After Josiah Wall postpones their wedding a second time, Ruth Payne refuses to reset their wedding date. But everything Josiah has worked for means nothing without Ruth. He sets out to win her back, but it seems that each attempt is thwarted by disaster. Will their love and faith overcome their differences, or could this be the end he’s always feared?

New Garden’s Crossroads by Ann E. Schrock
Deborah Wall is thrilled to work for the Coffins in their home, a hub of the Underground Railroad. Nathaniel Fox has been dismissed from the Society of Friends and becomes a bounty hunter for runaway slaves. When an injury takes him to the Coffins’ house, he tries Deborah’s patience and challenges her beliefs. But, after accepting Christ and revealing his love for Deborah, will Nathaniel give up his worldly ways to join her?

New Garden’s Inspiration by Claire Sanders
As an unwanted, poor relation, Leah Wall is surprised to discover that her Quaker uncle has arranged a marriage between her and widowed Caleb Whitaker. Leah agrees to the marriage and finds herself a wife in name only, caring for Caleb’s children while he serves in the Union Army. Trying times are ahead for Leah, but she believes the Lord will make a way.

New Garden’s Conversion by Susette Williams
Christian Jaidon Taylor is determined to plead his case with Quaker Catherine Wall and convince her that they are not as different as she thinks. Catherine promised her father that she would uphold the family tradition of marrying within their faith. As Jaidon begins to rethink his own spiritual walk in his endeavor to find love, Catherine tries to show him why their relationship would never work. But are they really that different?
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NEW GARDEN’S
HOPE

by Jennifer Hudson Taylor


Dedication

To my husband and daughter, thank you for your loving support. To my Quaker ancestors who began at New Garden Meeting in Greensboro, North Carolina, thank you for inspiring this story. And finally, to my Lord, thank You for making all things possible.


Chapter 1

Josiah Wall looked as if he were about to propose, but he’d just done the opposite and postponed their wedding—again. Ruth Payne cringed as the empty void inside deepened.

He bent on one knee in front of her. She sat on a wooden swing, hanging from a large oak tree. Beneath the shade of a black wide-brimmed hat, his hazel eyes searched her face. She wondered if he could see the ache in her expression. Even though she’d known him all her life, right now he seemed like a distant stranger.

“Ruth, say something…please.”

Josiah covered her hand where she gripped the rope, but his touch seared her, almost as much as his words. She jerked away and stood, slipping from his grasp. The swing swayed between them as his sensitive eyes blinked in surprise. Her gaze drifted to his brown locks around his ears and to his sideburns.

Her heart stammered through denial, anger, and then pure gut-wrenching pain. She wouldn’t plead and cry like last time. She turned, clenching her teeth, and stared at her parent’s white two- story house. Brown leaves tumbled in the breeze across the yard. The midmorning sun shimmered through shifting tree limbs in the crisp fall breeze.

“What is there to say?” Ruth asked, still avoiding his gaze. “The first time thee said it was because we needed our own home. Now that the new house is built, thee claims it must be after the presidential election. The only thing I can say is that I don’t understand.”

Ruth closed her eyes to shut out the threatening tears. She wouldn’t humiliate herself again. Pride may be a sin, but she needed to preserve some of her self-respect, didn’t she?

Josiah stood to his full height, at least a half-foot taller than she. He slipped his thumbs under his black suspenders. A robin swooped from the tree, flapping its wings. Josiah ducked and righted his hat.

“I was afraid thee wouldn’t understand,” he said. “But Ruth, I’m working with the Federalist movement, and it’s imperative I give my full attention—at least through the 1808 election. I can’t allow myself to be distracted by wedding plans.”

Anger burst inside her. Ruth opened her eyes and whirled to face him. “We’re not like the rest of the world. Quakers have simple lives. We have plain weddings and homes. Thee is making this much more complicated than it should be.”

Ruth linked her trembling hands in front of her charcoal- colored dress. It contained pleats at the waist and long sleeves with white trimming. The drawstrings of her bonnet suddenly felt tight under her chin. She cleared her throat and leaned her palm against the bark of the tree trunk.

“It’s only for a few months,” Josiah said. “By then most of the house could be furnished. Right now it’s too bare.” He stepped around the swing and leaned close.

Ruth stepped back.

His eyes widened as he lifted a dark eyebrow. “Don’t be angry,” he said. “To prove my commitment, let’s reschedule the date for the second month on the twelfth.”

Ruth laughed. “Dates mean naught to thee. When that time comes, thee will only change it.” His wounded expression pierced her, but she wouldn’t take back the words. As far as she knew, they were true. “In fact I’m not even sure thee really loves me—if thee ever did.”

“Of course I do!” Josiah stepped toward her but halted when she stiffened and leaned sideways. He gulped, his eyes pleading. “Be patient with me a little longer. I love thee, Ruth—even when we were children. I knew thee was meant for me that day in the school yard when I forgot my lunch and thee gave me an apple.” He offered a handsome grin, but she managed to resist him by averting her gaze.

“Are none of these Federalists in thy group married?” Ruth laid a hand on her quivering stomach.

“Of course, but that’s different. They’re already settled. When thee becomes my bride, I intend to give thee all my attention. I want things to be perfect.”

“Josiah,” Ruth sighed. “I fear thee has some misguided notion about marriage. Either thee cannot love me or thee is afraid to make a commitment. Seek God and allow Him to show thee what to do. Right now I’ll not agree to another date.” His mouth dropped open in disbelief. He touched the top of his hat, paced a few feet, and then came back. “What is thee saying? Is thee breaking our engagement? Ruth, don’t do this. Please, I beg thee.” Josiah’s breath released in rapid gasps. His brows wrinkled and he rubbed his eyes as if they burned.

Ruth wanted to console him but feared she’d lose the tiny thread of self-control she still possessed. How many times could she allow him to do this? If he wasn’t sure about his love for her, how could she be so selfish as to trap him into a lifetime of marriage? No. She couldn’t do it. In spite of the pain it would cause, she’d sacrifice her own happiness to give him his.

“Josiah Wall, I release thee from our engagement.”
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The bell on the front door of the Wall Brothers Seed and Feed store rang, alerting Josiah to an arriving customer. He stopped stacking the new feed sacks he’d gotten in that morning and left the storeroom.

Matthew Payne, Ruth’s father, strolled up to the counter. He had a healthy physique for a man of his age, with broad shoulders and a slightly bulging belly. Beneath his broad-brimmed hat, his gray hair was brushed to the side of his forehead.

“What can I do for thee?” Josiah tensed as he set his palms on the counter and forced a smile. Would Matthew Payne be angry he’d hurt Ruth by postponing the wedding again? Guilt sliced through his chest, causing him to take a deep breath. He hadn’t meant to hurt her. He’d give anything to see her happy. That’s why he worked so hard to make their future better.

“I was wondering if my cattle feed had come in yet?” His gray mustache moved with his lips as he spoke.

“It came in just this morning. If I remember correctly, ten feed sacks, right?” Josiah raised an eyebrow and rubbed his chin.

“That’s right.” Matthew Payne nodded and scratched his side-whiskers. He glanced at the parallel rows of goods on the wooden shelves. “I can’t remember a day this store wasn’t organized and immaculate. Thee and thy brothers have carried on and accomplished no small feat in thy father’s shoes.”

At the mention of his father, Josiah stiffened, his gut twisting like an angry tornado. Three years ago his father had turned fifty and couldn’t stop talking of all the things he’d never gotten to do. As a lad he’d always wanted to be a seaman. Josiah used to enjoy the stories his father read to him about seafaring adventures. All those years sharing his father’s love for ships and the sea, Josiah never imagined his father would one day disappear and choose such an adventurous life over his own family.

Josiah forced the unpleasant thoughts to the back of his mind, reminding himself that Matthew only meant it as a compliment. “I’m sure my brothers would agree in our thanks. I’ve always respected thy opinion—even more than my father’s.”

“I was looking forward to having thee as my son-in-law, Josiah, but Ruth returned from a long walk yesterday, weeping and saying the engagement is off.”

She’d been crying? Hope lifted Josiah’s heart. When she refused to set a new date, she’d appeared so calm that it frightened him. If she was upset, perhaps she wasn’t serious about breaking their engagement. Lord, please let that be the case.

“I don’t want to break the engagement. I asked to postpone it. I’d hoped for more time to make additional furnishings for the house and be able to give Ruth my all after the election.”

Matthew nodded as he slipped his thumbs under his suspenders. “Son, thy reasons are sound and logical—for a man. Now a woman, she’s going to think down a much different path. That’s the main thing I’ve learned during all my years of marriage.”

“I love Ruth, and I still want to spend the rest of my life with her. She says I don’t love her, but that isn’t true.”

“Thee need not convince me, but her.” Matthew’s gray eyes pierced Josiah.

“I intend to try,” Josiah said. “I was hoping Ruth might be in better humor today.”

The elder man shook his head. “I can vouch thee might wait a few days for her good humor to return.”

“I see.” Josiah slouched against the counter, disappointed but thankful for the warning. “Thanks for letting me know.” It would be disastrous to visit today and make things worse. He’d give Ruth time for her anger to subside, and then he’d try to reason with her again.

“Well I’d better get back to the farm to care for my cattle and livestock,” Matthew said. “Now that Caleb is twelve, I plan to supervise the lad in fence mending this afternoon.”

“Give my regards to everyone.” Josiah pointed to the front of the store. “Did thee park the wagon out front or on the side?”

“In front. Shall I pull it around?”

“No.” Josiah shook his head. “I’ll bring the feed sacks out in a wheelbarrow.” He stepped into the storeroom.

The bell rang. Josiah assumed it was Matthew leaving the store. Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes, seeking a moment of peace. Lord, I know that everything happens for a reason. It must have been Thy will for Matthew Payne to come in this morning and warn me about Ruth. Even though I long to try to mend things, I’ll trust in Thy judgment. Give me strength to obey Thee.

Josiah stacked the feed sacks in the wheelbarrow and rolled them from the storage room.

“Just the man I’m looking for,” said a high-pitched female voice. Josiah looked up to see Sarah Goodson saunter toward him. Her blond curls framed her face beneath her white bonnet, her blue eyes sparkling in spite of her gray dress. Sarah’s animated personality always outshone her plain appearance.

Dread pooled in Josiah’s stomach. He’d better let her know he was with a customer, or he’d never break free to finish with Matthew.

“Good morning, Sarah Goodson. I need to load these feed sacks on Matthew Payne’s wagon, and then I’ll be right with thee.”

“Oh! He passed me on the way out. I’m in no hurry. I only came to pick up some feed for the chickens.”

Josiah moved on, but before he reached the door, footsteps rushed up behind him and a hand grabbed his arm. “Josiah Wall, I wanted to tell thee how sorry I am about thy breakup with Ruth.”

“How does thee know?” Josiah’s blood ran cold as he gulped in surprise.

News had always traveled around the community of New Garden at a fast pace, but this was unbelievable. Josiah gripped the handlebars so tight that his knuckles whitened on the wheelbarrow.

“She was in a very sour mood at the quilt meeting this morning, and when I asked her what was wrong, she told us— all of us.”

Alarm spread through Josiah as a wave of fear prickled the skin along his arms. His anger faded to a dull ache that engulfed the back of his head, seizing his thoughts. Ruth was a private woman. If she’d shared the news with others in such a manner, this wasn’t a small argument she needed to overcome, as he’d hoped. Ruth was serious. Their engagement was over.

Josiah’s heart plummeted.


Chapter 2

Ruth slid the drapes aside and glanced at the sundrenched landscape of faded grass the color of hay. The row of poplar trees along the narrow dirt road displayed an array of orange and golden leaves. It was a beautiful day for a long walk, but she couldn’t bring herself to leave the house.

What if Josiah came by? Granted, she wouldn’t agree to see him, but she couldn’t help wondering what he was doing and thinking. Was he hurting as much as she? Or had he moved on with his life?

She sighed, leaning her forehead against the glass. It had been two whole days since she’d seen him. With her heart shattered, there were moments when her chest felt so heavy she could hardly breathe.

“Ruth, that’s the third time thee has looked out the window in the past hour,” her mother said. “If thee has changed thy mind, why not send Caleb to Josiah Wall with a letter?”

“I don’t wanna get in the middle of their lover’s quarrel.” Caleb wrinkled his nose and eyebrows, his blue eyes glaring at her. “Besides I promised Father I’d finish mending the fence we started the other day.”

“I haven’t changed my mind,” Ruth said, dropping the drapes. “I need another project to keep me occupied.”

“Well don’t include me in any more of thy projects,” Naomi said. “My arms are sore from scrubbing the floors yesterday.” Her sister crossed her arms and rubbed them, her brown eyes surveying Ruth. “I’ve told thee before Josiah Wall loves thee. How can thee doubt him after all these years?” Her blond curls bounced as she shook her head in disbelief. “I don’t understand.”

“Well at fifteen I don’t expect thee to understand. I love Josiah Wall, but he doesn’t love me like a wife. He’s in denial. I’d be selfish if I allowed him to wed me under such a falsehood, especially now that I’ve come to realize it.” Her voice choked as tears pooled in her eyes. Ruth turned away, hating how her heart squeezed at the mention of him.

“I’m only three years younger than thee,” Naomi said. “Old enough to judge Josiah’s character. I don’t understand why thee insists on torturing thyself this way.”

“Girls are so strange,” Caleb said, walking across the hardwood floor. “I’d rather be outside working.”

“The attic hasn’t been cleaned out in a while.” Her mother’s gentle voice echoed across the living room.

Wiping a few stray tears, Ruth nodded. “A good idea. I’ll see to it.”

Ruth climbed the stairs and walked down the long hallway to the half-size door at the end. She turned the brass knob. It creaked, and the bolt slid from its hold, allowing her to swing the door open. She peered into the dark hole, lifting the lantern to reveal a steep incline of narrow steps.

Gathering her skirts, Ruth ducked then plowed up the stairs. She came to a small room lit by only one rectangular window. It had been ages since she was here. She hoped no rats, bats, or spiders showed themselves. A rare shiver passed through her spine.

She shoved a hand on her hip and strode to the center of the attic, and then ducking her head, turned full circle. Dust littered all the boxes, discarded toys, and old furniture. Her gaze landed on two cedar chests by the window.

She bent to her knees in front of the large one and lifted the lid. The hinges groaned as they locked in place. A brown leather Bible lay on top of several quilts. The volume was so large and heavy she had to use both hands to lift it. She remembered seeing it years ago; her mother had since relied on a more recent Bible that was smaller and easier to carry.

Ruth hauled the book onto her lap and flipped open the cover to the inside. Various messages had been written in slanted cursive, along with a list of names in the Payne family, and dates extending back to the late 1600s to Sussex, England.

She sat on the floor so long reading her family history that her tailbone began to ache. She shifted to the side to ease her discomfort and caused the Bible to slide off her lap and thump to the floor. The edge of a piece of paper slipped out from the middle.

Ruth dug her fingers in the spot and shoved the stack of pages to the other side. She unfolded the thick brown paper, a handwritten recipe for gingerbread that required a measure of molasses, sour milk, vegetable oil, wheat flour, a dash of salt, and a tablespoon of ginger.

How long had this recipe been in her family? Ruth scraped her teeth over her bottom lip as she pondered what to do with it. The original was too important to remove from the family Bible. She would copy it, and if she had time, try it out this evening.

“Josiah!” Caleb called from below the attic window. “Wanna go fishing?”

Ruth paused, realizing Josiah must be walking toward the house. She leaned over the chest and scrambled to her knees to look outside. The lid slammed on her fingers where she gripped it for support. She yelped and bounced back. Her head slammed against a low beam. Pain sliced across her left temple as her legs crumbled beneath her. The voices below faded with her sight.
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Josiah glanced up at the sound of a woman’s scream. “Who was that?” He looked to Caleb for an answer.

“With two sisters in the house, there’s no telling. One of them may have found a spider.” Caleb shrugged, his mouth twisting in a grin as he followed Josiah’s gaze.

“Caleb!” His mother hurried out of the house, clutching a cream-colored shawl. She breathed heavily, trying to catch her breath. “Go fetch the doctor. Ruth has taken a terrible fall and is unconscious.”

The lad’s blue eyes widened as he gulped.

“Go! Hurry!” Elizabeth Payne waved him away, her brows wrinkled in worry.

“Is there something I can do?” Josiah asked. He wanted to go see Ruth for himself, but he managed to keep his feet planted out of respect for her mother.

“I thank thee, Josiah Wall. Please, go find her father and her brother Elijah. I believe they are out in the pumpkin patch, loading a wagon for market.”

She disappeared back into the house, where he assumed Naomi attended Ruth. Josiah ran past the swing on the oak tree to where orange pumpkins grew in long rows. The Payne’s wooden wagon was half full from the harvest of four rows.

Over an hour later, Josiah paced the living room floor, his boots clicking a steady rhythm. He hoped they didn’t kick him out, but he couldn’t be still. His gut twisted in agonizing knots as he waited for news—any news. Voices echoed from upstairs, but he couldn’t hear what they said. He rubbed his hand through his hair. His hat was somewhere around here. He was always losing the thing.

Footsteps sounded on the front porch. He rushed to open the door. Dr. Edwards, carrying a black bag, removed his hat. His plump form almost hid Caleb.

“Where are they?” Dr. Edwards asked, his brown eyes searching Josiah’s.

“Upstairs.” Josiah nodded toward the steps in the foyer, and the doctor rushed past him.

“Is she awake, yet?” Caleb asked.

“I haven’t heard her voice.” Josiah shook his head. “This is pure torture.” He bit the knuckles of his fist as he paced the floor again. A discarded sewing basket lay on the couch with a threaded needle stuck in a shirt. He wondered if the work belonged to Ruth.

More footsteps sounded on the stairs. Josiah whirled and hurried to the foyer. Naomi followed her elder brother, Elijah. Grim expressions marred their faces.

“Mother asked me to offer thee some tea or coffee,” Naomi said, looking up at Josiah. “I’m about to make a cup of coffee for Dr. Edwards.”

“Has she awakened?” Josiah asked.

Naomi nodded, her eyes focused on the floor as she gripped her hands in front of her. Why wasn’t she more happy? Why did she look so uncomfortable?

Behind him, Caleb breathed a sigh of relief.

“Did she say anything?” Josiah asked, stepping closer.

Naomi met his hesitant gaze then looked away. Confused, Josiah glanced at Elijah for an explanation. Two years Ruth’s senior, he and Elijah had become close friends while growing up. But over the last year, Josiah had focused more of his attention on Ruth. At times Elijah seemed annoyed by it, but not today.

“She asked if thee was here.” Elijah’s blue eyes peered into his, an older version of Caleb’s. “And she doesn’t want to see thee.” Elijah shook his head. His hair was a shade darker than Caleb’s. “I’m sorry, my friend.”

“May I at least stay until we hear a verdict from the doctor?”

“Of course.” Naomi glanced up. “Mother said to make sure thee is comfortable. I think we could all use some coffee.” She strode to the kitchen.

“Indeed.” Josiah sighed, reeling from Ruth’s rejection at such a time as this. When would she forgive him and get over his delaying their wedding? Would she have asked if he was here if she didn’t care? Hope surged in his battered chest.

He joined the others in the kitchen. They all sat around the table while Naomi made a pot of coffee. The brewing pot smelled delicious. As he finished drinking his coffee, he heard Dr. Edward’s voice in the foyer. He stood and followed the sound of the voices to the bottom of the stairs.

“It’s a minor concussion, but she should be all right by this time tomorrow. Make sure she gets plenty of rest.” Dr. Edwards turned from Matthew Payne, grabbed his hat, and headed for the front door.

“Thank thee,” Ruth’s father said, still standing on the bottom step. He rubbed his chin thoughtfully as Josiah approached with Ruth’s siblings. He looked older, the wrinkles around his eyes more prominent. He met each gaze with lengthy silence.

“Here is thy coffee.” Naomi handed a steaming cup on a small saucer to the doctor.

“That smells delicious.” He nodded, gave her a grateful smile, and set his black bag on a table. He sipped the black brew as steam swirled around his bald head.

“Please have a seat and join us a bit longer.” Matthew Payne gestured to the couch.

Dr. Edwards shook his head and sipped more coffee. He swallowed. “I appreciate the offer, but I have more stops I need to make.”

“On that note, I’ll be taking my leave as well,” Josiah said. “Please tell Ruth that I was here, and I hope she recovers quickly.”

“We will.” Matthew slapped him on the shoulder. “Never fear. Ruth will come around eventually.”

Josiah’s heart thumped with optimism.


Chapter 3

The next morning Ruth woke with a searing headache. She touched the side of her temple and winced at the tender bruise. Thoughts of Josiah assailed her, and she groaned in embarrassment. If she hadn’t been acting like a foolish schoolgirl upon his arrival, she wouldn’t have lost her balance and hit her head like a simpleton. How could she face him in such humiliation? In her weakened state, she would have succumbed to his consolation and wept upon his shoulder like a lovesick fool.

Ruth washed from her basin and dressed. She pulled her hair up in a braided bun and opened the curtains in her room. Having a corner chamber afforded her two windows, one by her bed and the other in front of her writing desk. A fireplace with a simple mantel graced the opposite wall. The bottom half of her walls were taupe, while the upper half were adorned with pictures of various flowers she and Naomi had painted last summer.

Downstairs, the smell of biscuits, frying bacon, and fresh coffee made her mouth water. As she passed through the living room, her parents’ low voices carried from the kitchen. A slight chill made her shiver, and she rubbed her arms. She noticed Caleb’s shirt where she’d carelessly left it on a chair. Thoughts of Josiah had distracted her when she’d mended the unfinished seam.

Ruth lifted the shirt to move it to a table so no one would sit upon the needle that poked out of it. Josiah’s black hat lay discarded beneath. A sentimental wave of affection overflowed her heart and brought tears to her eyes. The back of her throat ached. Her fingers curled around the brim, and she hugged it against her chest. The familiar scent of his musk and soap drifted to her nose. She closed her eyes and basked in it, trying to ignore the nagging thought of never again hugging the real man as she now hugged his hat.

“Ruth, is that you?” her mother called from the kitchen.

Jerking to attention, Ruth tossed Josiah’s hat on the chair. She took a deep breath, lifted her chin, and straightened her shoulders before entering the kitchen.

“Yes, Mother, it’s me.” She attempted a smile, but the muscles in her jaw and the throbbing at her temples intervened.

Her mother rose and came to her, a concerned expression wrinkling her dark brows. Gentle hands cupped Ruth’s chin as her mother’s brown eyes surveyed hers. “How is thee feeling this morning? Did thee sleep well?”

“Yes, and I had no dreams to interfere with my rest.”

“What about the bump on thy head? Let me have a look.”

Ruth tilted her head for her mother. When her fingers stroked the sore spot, Ruth winced.

“I’m sorry. It’s still swollen.” Elizabeth Payne bit her bottom lip.

Realizing her mother considered calling upon the doctor again, Ruth laid her hands on her shoulders. “I’m fine. Dr. Edwards said there would be swelling for a few days. Right now I’d like some breakfast. I’m starving.”

“I think a hearty appetite is a good sign.” Her father’s soothing and encouraging voice carried across the table, his own plate was half full. “Elizabeth, fix her a plate. Naomi, pour her a cup of coffee.”

“I can do it,” Ruth said, but her mother motioned to her usual chair.

“Ruth, what does thee have planned for the day?” her father asked.

“I found a gingerbread recipe in the old family Bible and thought I’d try it.”

“Is that what thee was doing in the attic yesterday?” Her father sipped his coffee, staring at her over the cup’s rim.

“I was supposed to be cleaning, but the trunk caught my attention. Mother, does thee know who the recipe came from?”

“Indeed.” She nodded. Her brown, silver-streaked hair swayed as she laid down a steaming plate of bacon, eggs, and biscuits in front of Ruth. “It came from my great-great-grandmother and traveled all the way across the sea from England.”

“How interesting!” Naomi set a warm cup of coffee next to Ruth’s plate. “Did thee find anything else?”

“There’s so much history written in the pages of that Bible, generations of our family, with names and dates. It’s a treasure.” Ruth picked up her coffee and sipped the strong brew. The liquid flowed down her throat and settled in her stomach, startling her awake.

“I want to help thee make the gingerbread,” Naomi said.

“That’s a good idea. I don’t think Ruth should be up and about, doing too much today. Dr. Edwards said she should rest.” Their mother glanced from Naomi to Ruth.

The side door opened, and Elijah and Caleb walked in, their shirtsleeves rolled up to their elbows. Elijah carried a pail of milk in each hand, and Caleb, a basket of brown eggs.

“The animals have been fed, and we already washed up outside,” Elijah said. He glanced over at Ruth. “I saw Josiah walking up the driveway.”

Ruth choked on a mouthful of eggs. Her mother rushed over and slapped her back. A tingle raced up her spine as she imagined seeing him in a few moments. She couldn’t. She wasn’t ready.

“Is thee all right, child?” Mother bent over her, but Ruth kept her gaze on her plate and shook her head as she covered her mouth.

“No, my head hurts. I believe I’ll go lie down.” Ruth rushed from the kitchen as a sturdy knock sounded on the front door. She paused on the stairs where Josiah couldn’t see her and leaned against the wall, her hand on her trembling stomach. How was it possible that he could do this to her without even seeing him?

Ruth rested her head back and tried to ignore the pain lashing from her temple across her forehead. Lord, please help me be strong so I can do what is best for Josiah.
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Unable to leave, Josiah accepted breakfast and offered to assist the Payne men with their day’s work. They said Ruth had gone to her chamber with a headache. He hated to think of her in pain, and he wanted to be as close to her as possible. His brother had offered to take care of the store, and so he was free. As he and Elijah each swung an ax outside Ruth’s window, he couldn’t help glancing up, hoping for a glimpse of her. A couple of times he thought he saw someone move the curtain aside but then wondered if he’d imagined it.

“It’s exciting to know we’ll soon be incorporated as a real town,” Elijah said as he tossed two pieces of split wood on the pile. “I think it fitting to name the town after General Nathanael Greene. If it wasn’t for him and the Patriots fighting for our freedom years ago, we’d still be under the British Crown. And us Quakers would have forfeited our lives in refusing to bow to a king’s unfair demands.”

“True.” Josiah raised the ax over his shoulder and swung it in an arc, his breath gushing at the effort. A hearty satisfaction raced through his gut as the blade sliced through the oak with a jolting thud. One piece of wood tilted, and the other toppled over the stump, where his ax now lay buried.

“I like the name Greensborough,” Elijah said. “It has an official ring to it.” He paused, staring off into the distance.

“Have they sold all the lots around the courthouse?” Josiah asked, wiping his brow on his arm, his sleeve rolled up at the elbow.

“Yes, that’s why I know it won’t be long now before we’re an official town.” Elijah grinned and set another chunk of wood on the tree stump. “Our little New Garden community will benefit from the new people a town would draw. Folks are calling it New Garden’s Hope. Has thee thought about relocating the store within the town limits?” Elijah raised a dark eyebrow.

“We’ll stay right where we are—and we won’t be building a separate residence in town. I won’t allow all these changes to cloud my judgment on foolhardy decisions. The house I’ve built for thy sister is solid and not too far away when she has need to visit.”

Elijah’s grin faltered, and his eyes flickered before he looked away, rubbing the back of his head.

Josiah paused, recognizing his friend’s hesitation to voice what was on his mind. “What? Thee might as well say it. Does thee think me naive to harbor hope that Ruth will change her mind?”

“I’m no fool, Josiah Wall. I know thee hasn’t been out here helping me finish loading the pumpkin wagon and chopping firewood for fun. Thee hopes to see my sister and speak to her.”

“I won’t deny it. I’ve been worried about her injury, and while I take thy family’s word for her condition, I’d feel better if I could see her.” Josiah shoved his hands on his hips, paced a few feet away, and came back. “I need to talk to her. Help me. Please?” He rubbed his face. “Tell me, is she avoiding me?”

“I don’t know for certain, but perhaps.” Elijah averted his gaze. “I’m sorry, my friend.”

A cool breeze lifted around them. Leaves fell from the trees and blew across the yard. Josiah lifted his face to the welcoming caress, realizing it felt similar to the hot summer day when Ruth had waved a fan in front of him.

The sound of Elijah splitting more wood jarred him to the present. “I figured she might be. If I could get her to talk to me, I’m sure I could convince her to change her mind. We belong together. Everyone knows it. I can’t understand why she’d think differently just because I postponed the wedding.”

“Does thee really think thee can change her mind?” Elijah picked up the wood he’d sliced and tossed it on the growing pile.

“I do.” Josiah nodded. “She only needs to know how much I love her. It’s all a misunderstanding.”

Elijah nodded as he tilted the ax on the stump then leaned on the handle. “Why not stay for supper? I know my sister, and she doesn’t like hiding out in confined spaces. After being in her chamber all day, I daresay she’ll want to emerge for supper tonight.”

“Is thee sure? It could be uncomfortable to the family to have me stay for supper, especially after breakfast. I don’t want to overstay my welcome.” Josiah flashed a grin at his friend.

“Thee is my friend as well as Ruth’s. I may invite whomever I please to supper. My parents feel the same way, I assure thee.” Elijah stepped back and lifted his ax. “Now let’s finish splitting this wood before we lose more time. I’m working up a mighty big appetite.”

“Agreed.” Josiah felt the skin on his neck prickle. He had the sensation they were being watched. He glanced up to see a slender hand holding aside the lace curtains. The nerves in his stomach danced in glee. He recognized Ruth’s blue gown but couldn’t see her face. Feeling bold, he lifted a hand and offered a reconciling smile.

The curtain jerked closed, and the figure disappeared, leaving a black hole in the thin space in the middle, much like his aching heart as more pain burrowed deeper and deeper.


Chapter 4

Ruth’s stomach grumbled as she finally left the sanctuary of her chamber. The smell of burning wood drifted to her senses from the living room, where her mother read a letter by the fire. The orange flames crackled in a gentle motion as a wave of heat warmed the atmosphere.

At the sound of Ruth’s footsteps, Elizabeth Payne looked up and smiled. “How does thee feel? Get enough rest?”

“Yes.” Ruth sat in a chair across from her mother and inhaled the scent of roast beef drifting from the kitchen. “Supper smells good.”

“Naomi is finishing up the cooking so I can read the letter thy father brought home.”

“Is it good news?” Ruth folded her hands in her lap, starved for conversation and company after lingering alone in her chamber all day with a headache.

“I think so.” Her mother stacked the loose sheets of paper and folded them along the crease. “Cousin Dolley is coming for a visit.”

Ruth leaned forward, excitement lifting her spirits. Even though Dolley was her father’s age and his first cousin, she always told the best stories. She traveled all over the country and lived in Washington DC, where so much happened. It had been years since she’d last seen Dolley at Grandma’s house in Virginia. Ruth wondered how much she’d changed.

“It appears that her husband, James, is stopping at the new town of Greensborough on his campaign trail.” Mother shifted in her chair and, with a brilliant smile, reached out her hand. Ruth accepted her warm hand as her mother’s eyes sparkled in the firelight. “Even though Cousin Dolley has chosen to leave the plain ways, we must welcome her with loving arms.”

“I feel for her. She’s endured so much ridicule for marrying outside the Quaker faith, but she’s followed her heart. And her place is now by her husband’s side,” Ruth said, gazing into the fire as images of Josiah came to mind, the only man she could ever think of as her own husband.

“And just think how much influence she might have if James Madison is elected president. He’ll make decisions regarding the laws that govern this great land. I can’t help but think of our Dolley Madison as a modern-day Esther.

“Exactly! Why didn’t I think of that?” Ruth squeezed her mother’s hand. “Will they stay here?”

“Yes. Would thee mind sharing Naomi’s chamber while they’re here? I must make the same request of Elijah to share Caleb’s room. Thy father and I will give James and Dolley the master chamber on the first floor. We must make room for their servants and traveling companions.”

“Mother, I’m afraid we don’t have enough space. They’ll feel horribly cramped.”

“My dear, we don’t have any choice. There isn’t an inn around here for miles. Tomorrow I’ll write Dolley and ask her for the number of servants and guests who will be traveling with them.”

“Since we never got around to trying out the gingerbread recipe, Naomi and I could make it for them.” Ruth clasped her hands in front of her waist. “After all, they’re part of the family, too. Dolley may want a copy for herself.”

“I think that’s a splendid idea.” Mother folded the letter and tucked it in her pocket.

Footsteps sounded at the front door. Mother glanced at the foyer then back at Ruth. “Please, don’t say anything about this to Josiah Wall,” she whispered. “As a Federalist, his views differ from James Madison’s, and I don’t want any political arguments at the supper table.”

“He’s still here?” Ruth took a deep breath with her increasing pulse and tried to ignore the distress it caused her.

Her mother nodded as the door opened and men’s voices carried on the cool air that instantly filled the room. Ruth shivered, but it had naught to do with the sudden draft and everything to do with the dark brown gaze that searched the room, landing on her like an owl that didn’t miss a detail. Ruth broke from his luring gaze and pulled her shawl tight around her.

He started toward Ruth, but Mother’s voice interrupted his charge. “Josiah Wall, I’m glad thee has decided to stay for supper.”

“I thank thee for having me.” He halted, awarding her mother with a handsome grin that began to thaw Ruth’s insides. “I regret I must leave early. I’ve a meeting in town at eight o’clock.”

Ruth’s head swung up before she could check her behavior. At the motion he turned and caught her gaze. Warmth flickered in his eyes as his lips curled in a grin that threatened to fray her nerves. “I hope thee is feeling much better. I’ve been praying for thy recovery and looking forward to seeing thee.”

“But thee is leaving early for a meeting?” she asked, wondering where he could be going.

“I’ve a meeting with the Federalists. We won’t be holding so many meetings after the presidential election.”

The temporary warmth inside her evaporated with her waning hopes. If it wasn’t for this Federalist group that occupied Josiah’s mind day and night, they might be married by now. A sharp pain sliced through her and dulled to a deep ache. He’d unknowingly given her confirmation in making her decision to break their engagement.

“Please excuse me.” She stood. “I need to help Naomi in the kitchen.” She stepped around him, but he grabbed her arm.

“Ruth, we need to talk. Please—”

She shrugged her arm away and met his gaze. “We’ve naught to say. Enjoy thy meeting. It’s the path thee has chosen. I hope it gives thee all the love and support thee traded me for.”

An eerie silence pierced the room, but Ruth didn’t care. She needed to get away. Her heart pounded in her chest, but her lungs wouldn’t open and give her air. She strode from the room, leaving him to stare after her.

“Josiah, I’m sorry.” Her mother’s voice echoed over the threshold.

Elijah spoke, but Ruth couldn’t make out his words as she hurried down the hall. Footsteps stormed after her.

“Ruth, wait! What does thee mean?” Josiah asked.

A hand landed on her shoulder and whirled her around. She would have collapsed if he hadn’t held both her arms steady. She gasped and finally caught her breath. Her head began to throb where her injury was still sore, and she lifted her hand to the area.

Josiah followed her action and touched the spot on her head. “It’s still swollen. Thee should be in bed. Let me help thee…please.” His voice gentled as his eyes searched her face.

“I’m fine. I missed lunch is all. I’m hungry.”

“Then the last thing thee should be doing is helping thy sister in the kitchen. Sit down and rest.” He touched his hand to her back as if he intended to lead her back to the living room.

“Don’t touch me!” Ruth shoved him away and took a ragged breath. It was his fault she had this aching concussion. If he hadn’t been outside the window, she wouldn’t have lost her concentration or her balance. The man had a way of making her lose all reason and purpose. Feeling weak, she stepped back and leaned against the wall.

“Leave me be. Thee has made thy decision, and now thee must live with it.”

He lifted her chin and looked into her eyes. “I don’t know what decision thee believes I’ve made, but allow me to say this. I love thee, Ruth Payne. I asked to postpone our wedding, not break our engagement. This separation…this misunderstanding is killing me. I want things to go back to the way they were.”

“That’s the problem, Josiah Wall. I don’t want things to be the way they were.”
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Still reeling from Ruth’s cold rebuff, Josiah approached his friend’s house and kicked a small stone with the toe of his boot. How could Ruth say that she didn’t want things to be the way they were? Their relationship had been so perfect—practical— affectionate. The only thing that could have made it better would be marriage, to make it a permanent situation.

The cold air nipped his ears and face as he secured his horse to a tree. He rubbed his hands and blew on them. His heart throbbed in denial as he pondered Ruth’s uncharacteristic behavior. Right now the last place he wanted to be was this Federalist meeting. He couldn’t muster his usual enthusiasm for the cause, and the election was around the corner, in only a fortnight. Yet he’d promised, so he would put in an appearance and slip out as soon as possible. He was hardly in a position to advise others if his own life continued to crumble around him.

“Josiah, how did the day go at the Payne farm?” Andrew called from the front porch, where a lit lantern hung above his head. Their younger brother, Samuel, stood on a lower step beside him.

“Confusing,” Josiah answered with a sigh. “I don’t know what has gotten into Ruth lately. I was sure I could convince her to change her mind if I had a chance to talk to her.” He paused, looking up at them. “Thanks for working in the store.”

“It was my turn. Samuel came in and helped this afternoon.” He grabbed their younger brother on the shoulder. “We had a steady flow, so the day’s profits were good.”

Josiah nodded. He hadn’t even thought about the store profits. Consumed with Ruth, he hadn’t been able to concentrate on anything else. Only the grace of God had reminded him about tonight’s meeting. Even though supper had been awkward after his heated exchange with Ruth and the tension between them at dinner, Josiah hadn’t wanted to leave with things unresolved.

On three occasions he’d felt his cheeks warming when he tried to engage her in conversation, as if Ruth’s blazing looks seared his skin. He touched a cold palm to his jaw. He’d taken fist shots that hadn’t pained him as much.

“Sarah Goodson stopped by the store to see thee. I think she was quite disappointed thee wasn’t there,” Samuel said. “If things don’t work out with Ruth, I’m sure Sarah would be happy to take her place.”

“No one could take Ruth’s place—ever.” If the hard edge in his tone didn’t give them a hint to drop the subject, his lack of presence would. Josiah climbed the steps and pushed past his brothers. He wasn’t ready to admit defeat, regardless of what his brothers thought.

Inside, dense lanterns lit the parlor of George Osbourne’s home. As the Federalist leader of their local group, George was deeply committed to their cause, and no doubt disappointed in Josiah’s lack of participation of late. George had a way of making a fellow feel guilty for not doing his share. Josiah agreed to attend tonight only as a favor to his best friend. It wasn’t that he didn’t support the Federalist movement, but right now he had more pressing matters draining him.

For the next hour, he would try to concentrate on political issues. As he approached, George looked up from his conversation with Nathan Hyatt. They stood in front of the roaring flames in the fireplace, their elbows on the mantel’s edge.

“Look who finally decided to show up.” George uncrossed his booted feet and stepped toward Josiah with a pleased grin. They shook hands. Josiah greeted Nathan with another handshake.

The moderately sized room contained about fifteen men, and a few more stood in the foyer, talking under the brass chandelier. Additional light shone from two candelabras. The dark paneled walls increased the need for light.

“Looks like there’s a good turnout,” Josiah said.

“Yep.” George nodded, a dark lock of hair falling over his forehead. “The numbers keep growing the closer we get to election, even among the Quakers. Did thee hear the latest news?” He raised a dark brow.

“No, I spent all day at the Payne farm.”

“Rumor has it James Madison is coming through here on his campaign trail back to DC and plans to make a visit to the new town of Greensborough,” George said in a low voice.

“We aren’t incorporated as a town yet,” Nathan said.

“But we will be,” George said. “It’s only a matter of time now. Mr. Mendenhall already drew up the streets on a map, and the new lots have been sold. Construction on the courthouse will soon begin.”

“They’re even building a new jail—with a whipping post.” Nathan shook his head as if he didn’t believe it. “Can we Quakers prevent the whipping post?”

“There isn’t much we can do about it. Sounds like the others are doing what they please. They view discipline differently than we do,” Josiah said.

“And slavery, don’t forget about that,” Nathan said.

“Gentleman, back to the topic at hand,” George interrupted.

“The point I intend to make tonight is that we be ready to welcome James Madison when he arrives—the Federalist way.”


Chapter 5

Ruth wrapped her gray cloak around her as she sat between her mother and Naomi on the church bench. Men were lighting the fireplaces around the large sanctuary, eager to warm the chilly air. On the drive to New Garden Friends Meeting, white dew had layered the grass and bare tree branches lining the dirt road.

She loved attending New Garden every Sunday morning. It gave her a chance to see old school friends and distant family, and to worship in fellowship in the loving grace of God. This morning was the first time she’d ever felt apprehensive at the idea of attending meeting. Josiah would be here with his mother and brothers. Ruth thought highly of Pearl Wall and had looked forward to being her daughter-in-law. She prayed things wouldn’t be awkward between them.

“Thee has hardly spoken all morning. Is thee all right?” Her mother whispered in her ear, her warm breath carrying in the frigid air like white smoke.

Ruth nodded, rubbing her gloved hands together to heat her fingers. She longed to go over and stand by the fire. But she remained on the hard bench, seated with the women, divided by a partition from the men, who sat on the other side of the room.

Families continued to arrive in a steady flow, filling up the benches and greeting each other with nods and smiles. Most of the women were garbed in plain dresses of black, gray, brown, or dark blue. Their bonnets covered their heads and shielded their expressions in shadow. The men wore brown or black pants, white shirts, black jackets, and the familiar round-brimmed hats.

Someone touched Ruth’s shoulder. She turned. Pearl Wall smiled, her green eyes shining with warmth as she perched on the seat behind Ruth and swept a strand of silver hair beneath her white bonnet. No animosity or haughty judgment lingered in her demeanor.

“Good morning, Friend Ruth Payne. How has thee been lately? Josiah told me of the fall thee took. I worried about thee, but I knew thee would be in good hands with Dr. Edwards.”

“I’m much better. I had a slight concussion, but the swelling is gone. And thee?” Ruth forced her gaze to meet Pearl’s eyes, so she wouldn’t be tempted to look around the sanctuary for Josiah.

“Same as usual. Although I’m looking forward to purchasing a few of thy father’s pumpkins to bake some pies. It’s Josiah and Samuel’s favorite.”

“What’s my favorite?” Samuel paused in the aisle, his mischievous brown eyes full of youth and wit.

“Pumpkin pie,” Ruth answered, grateful he wasn’t Josiah.

“Not me, mine is cherry,” Andrew said, walking up behind Samuel.

Ruth stiffened. Where was Josiah? He couldn’t be far behind them. She allowed her gaze to drift to Andrew’s tall frame.

“Good morning, Ruth Payne.” Josiah walked up and stood beside Andrew. While they were of equal height, Josiah was thinner and his shoulders not quite as broad, since he spent more time in the store and Andrew worked hard at farming out in the fields. Had Josiah lost a bit of weight in the last few days? His eyes were bloodshot, and faint circles framed his dark brown eyes. She wished they were outside where the light was more telling.

“Good morning, Josiah.” She clenched her teeth to keep from blurting out questions of concern. Their gazes crossed. His eyes were searching and penetrating, aching and soaking up every minute detail about him.

“The pastor is going up front. We’d better get seated,” Andrew said, nodding toward the men’s side. He and Samuel walked away, while Josiah lingered and stepped closer.

“Thee looks beautiful, Ruth.” Josiah lowered his voice. Sadness lingered in his tone, piecing her heart like a doubleedged sword. Doubt cast a spell in her mind, weaving a web of confusion as he strode away.

Pastor Gray stood and, with his hands folded, waited until all conversation faded. “Let’s bow our heads to pray and let the Lord lead us.”

Throughout their fellowship meeting, Ruth struggled to concentrate on her relationship with God. Raw pain sank her spirit deeper into despair. The last thing she’d wanted to do was hurt Josiah. If he truly loved her, why did he have such a hard time marrying her? Josiah was a decisive man who never acted on impulse. He planned every action. He would have given careful consideration to his decision to postpone their wedding a second time. Knowing this made his paltry excuses harder to bear.

Soon the meeting ended, and all the Friends filed out of church. Ruth kept her head down, avoiding eye contact. She didn’t feel like engaging in pleasantries.

“Ruth Payne!” A man called her name, but she didn’t recognize his voice. She took a deep breath, forced a smile, and spun around. Surprise lifted her mood as she watched Solomon Mendenhall take long strides toward her. He’d been away at the University of Chapel Hill for two years.

“I thank thee for giving me a moment,” he said. He glanced at the members of her family who’d paused with her and nodded to each one in greeting. “A pleasure to see thee again, Matthew Payne, Elizabeth Payne, and Friends Naomi, Caleb, and Elijah.”

“Welcome home.” Ruth’s father extended his hand with a wide smile, and Solomon shook it. “Is thee home for good, or is this only a short visit?”

“I’m home for good this time. I plan to set up an attorney’s office in the new town of Greensborough.” His bright blue eyes drifted to Ruth. “In fact, I wanted to ask if I may stop by for a visit sometime.”

If Solomon had been looking at her mother and father when he asked the question, perhaps it wouldn’t have felt so personal. But since he continued to stare at her as if he wanted her permission, Ruth’s neck grew warm, and she felt her face flush.

“Thee is always welcome at the Payne home,” Mother’s voice said behind Ruth, rescuing her, and her mother laid gentle hands on her shoulders.

“We’re going home to a big Sunday meal. Why don’t thee invite thy family over? We’d enjoy thy company,” Father said.

“My parents and sister have already accepted an invitation to my uncle’s house. I would be the only one free to accept thy offer.”

“Then come on over. I’d like to hear the news from Chapel Hill. Elijah is intent on taking over the farm, but Caleb has a great interest in learning. I’d like to hear thy thoughts on the university there,” Father said.

“I’d be delighted to help in any way I can,” Solomon said. “I’ll walk with thee to the buggy then grab my horse. I rode to meeting on horseback this morn.”

“Thee brought thy stallion?” Ruth asked.

“Indeed. I thought he could use the exercise.” He walked beside Ruth as they followed her parents. “Would thee like to see him?”

“Perhaps when we return home.”

A motion caught her attention. She glanced to the right. Josiah paused before climbing aboard the buggy with his mother and brothers. He stared, his rigid back went slack, and he turned, but not before she witnessed the raw hurt in his dark brown eyes.

Guilt ripped through her. She knew he’d misinterpreted her walk with Solomon. She had no interest in anyone else, but would it do any good to try to convince him of it, now that their engagement was no more? Maybe it was better this way. She looked down at the grass and blinked back scorching tears.
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Josiah’s gut clenched as Ruth walked by with Solomon Mendenhall, their arms a mere inch apart. When her gaze paused in Josiah’s direction, her lips fell into a frown, and a tiny dimple formed on her chin. She crossed her arms over her middle and rubbed them—a sign of discomfort.

His head swam in a jealous rage as anger ripped through his battling chest. Torn by the desire to march over and interrupt them and the fear of upsetting Ruth, Josiah held back. If he caused a scene, winning her forgiveness might take even longer.

He stepped forward but pivoted on his foot, turning around in a circle. What should he do? He couldn’t just stand by and watch Solomon take his place—especially now, when Ruth felt unloved.

At thirteen Solomon had started hanging around Ruth, teasing her, and walking her home from school. It was the first alarm Josiah had ever felt at the prospect of losing her to someone else. He’d always assumed they’d grow up and marry, until Solomon came along and shook up his confidence—then and now.

How could he have gotten so comfortable and sure of himself that he’d taken their relationship for granted? Wasn’t Solomon supposed to be at that fancy law school in Chapel Hill? Perhaps Josiah could wait it out until the fellow returned to school and was no longer a threat. He didn’t need a smooth- talking lady’s man flattering Ruth.

“Does thee plan to stand there and gawk after Ruth Payne long after she’s gone?” Samuel asked.

“I wonder when Solomon Mendenhall came back and how long he’ll be here.” Josiah rubbed his chin and shifted his weight from one foot to the other.

“Sarah Goodson was looking for thee after the meeting, but thee had already left the sanctuary.” Samuel winked, a teasing expression on his face as he raised an eyebrow.

Josiah sighed in frustration and turned to walk away. He didn’t need his brother’s taunts right now.

“I thought thee might like to know—” Samuel’s words chased him. “I heard Sarah telling Mother that Solomon is home for good. He graduated and plans to set up a law office in the new town of Greensborough.”

“Is thee sure?” Josiah paused in midstride and closed his eyes.

“Yes.” Samuel cleared his throat. “What will thee do?”

“I’m not sure.” Josiah shook his head, glad his hat sheltered his eyes. He blinked several times, willing the sting away as he turned to face his brother. “Right now I’m going for a walk. Tell Mother I’ll be home later.”

Josiah didn’t wait for a response. He set out with the cool breeze and kicked at the brown leaves tumbling onto his path. With no destination in mind, he let his feet carry him to the house he’d built for their marriage. He stood outside and surveyed the white two-story structure, a dream he’d envisioned for almost a year.

While everything on the outside looked finished, Josiah knew the rooms on the inside were bare and in need of furniture. He’d wanted everything to be perfect when he carried Ruth over the threshold. She’d worked so hard all her life. This was one gift he wanted to give her—without her having to work for it.

He slipped his hands inside his pockets and climbed the three steps to the wraparound front porch. He pulled out a key, inserted it into the lock, and turned the knob. The bolt slid and clicked into place.

The door opened on the newly oiled hinges without a sound. He stepped inside and sniffed the fresh scent of pinewood flooring. The empty foyer with the white-painted walls greeted him like a barren castle. His satisfaction of accomplishment vanished in the realization that it meant nothing without Ruth.

If she didn’t come back to her senses and renew their engagement, he couldn’t live here. The dream would be incomplete—a reflection of his failure—a constant reminder.

His booted heels clicking against the floor was the only sound as he strolled into the living room then the dining room. Perhaps if he filled this house with the furniture they’d talked about making, and brought her back to see their dream had become reality, she’d realize how much he loved her, and she’d understand.

Josiah shrugged out of his black jacket and laid it on a counter in the kitchen. He’d start on the dining room furniture today. If he worked out back in the shade, no one would see him laboring on the Sabbath.

Hadn’t the Lord used the analogy of going after a lost animal even on the Sabbath if it strayed? How could he do any less? His love had strayed under some misguided perception. All he needed to do was prove he still loved her and lure her back. What better way to do that than show an act of faith— provide a finished home, fully furnished, and ready for a new family—theirs?
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