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    Dedicated to everyone


    who has ever felt the urge to dance


    to welcome spring.

  


  
    


    A Note about the Shakers


    American Shakerism originated in England in the eighteenth century. Their leader, a charismatic woman named Ann Lee, was believed by her followers to be the second coming of Christ in female form. After being persecuted for those beliefs in England, she and a small band of followers came to America in 1774 to settle in Watervliet, New York, and there established the first community of the United Society of Believers in Christ’s Second Appearing, more commonly known as Shakers. By the middle of the nineteenth century, the Shakers had nineteen communities spread throughout the New England states and Kentucky, Ohio, and Indiana.


    The Shaker doctrines of celibacy, communal living, and the belief that perfection could be attained in this life were all based on revelations that Mother Ann claimed to have divinely received. The name Shakers came from the way they worshiped. At times when a member received the “spirit,” he or she would begin shaking all over. These “gifts of the spirit,” along with other spiritual manifestations, were considered by the Shakers to be confirmation of the same direct communication with God they believed their Mother Ann had experienced.


    In the late 1830s at the height of the Shaker population, three young girls in the Watervliet village in New York claimed to be visited by angels. A tide of mysticism quickly swept through all the villages and reached its most fanatic extremes in the mid-1840s. During this Era of Manifestations—or as the Shakers commonly called it, the Era of Mother’s Work—the Believers’ worship services were closed to those of the “world” and many gift-songs and inspirational drawings were received by society members. Also, some among the Believers became chosen instruments who received hundreds of spiritual messages from Mother Ann and other early Shaker leaders, angels with melodic names, biblical saints, and figures famous in history. In 1842 each Society of Believers was instructed by the Ministry to select a hill or mountaintop as a sacred feast ground. Here spiritual feasts were held twice a year where the Shakers carried out elaborate pantomimes of various activities, such as dressing in fine garments, eating fruits from heaven, and washing themselves clean of sins in imaginary fountains.


    Some Shaker historians consider this era damaging to the Shaker societies, because many of those receiving visions and messages from above were younger members, and this resulted in a breakdown of the order of discipline established by the Ministries. The visions died out after a little more than a decade. The sacred feast grounds were deserted and many of the spirit drawings were hidden away for years as the leaders once again concentrated on disciplined work and free worship.


    In Kentucky, the Shaker villages of Pleasant Hill and South Union have been restored and attract many visitors curious about the Shaker lifestyle. These historical sites provide a unique look at the austere beauty of the Shakers’ craftsmanship. The sect’s songs and strange worship echo in the impressive architecture of their buildings. Visitors also learn about the Shakers’ innovative ideas in agriculture and industry that improved life not only in their own communities but also in the “world” they were so determined to shut away.
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    Autumn 1843


    Isaac Kingston didn’t think his Ella would really die. Not actually stop breathing and die. She’d told him she would, but he didn’t believe her. At least not soon enough.


    A person didn’t die because her mother wasn’t there to stroke her head. If that could happen, he would have died when he was thirteen, but here he was still breathing while he watched them lower his beautiful Ella down into the ground. Every breath seemed a betrayal of his love.


    He’d brought her home. He had to. The Fort Smith doctor who bled Ella advised Isaac to wait for her fever to abate before making the trip back to Louisville, but the doctor didn’t understand. He wasn’t the one being haunted by the memory of Ella looking him right in the eye the day before the fever hit and telling him she’d die if he didn’t take her home. It was Isaac who had to live with that memory seared into his soul.


    She’d been telling him the same thing every day since they’d left Louisville weeks before, until the words had meant no more than someone mentioning the sun shining or the rain falling outside. Not that he didn’t feel bad that she was unhappy. He did. He loved her. So some of the time he tried to kiss away her sadness. Other times he would grab her in his arms and dance her around their tiny boardinghouse room until she laughed. But there was no laughing once the fever struck, and he began to feel her words might be prophetic.


    So he’d given up his westward dream, sold his horse and gun to hire a wagon to take her overland to the Mississippi River and then for the ticket up the river to Louisville. He’d carried her up the steamboat’s gangplank before daylight so nobody would know how sick she was and try to stop him from bringing the fever on board. He had been so sure being on the way home would pull her back from the fever. Bring the light back to her eyes. But when he whispered their progress up the river toward Louisville into her ear, her fever-glazed eyes stared at him with no recognition, and it was her mother she called out for.


    He told her over and over that he was taking her to her mother. Patiently at first and then angrily. She had to understand how he was giving up everything to do what she wanted, but the words too late whispered through his mind and turned his anger into sorrow. She died before they reached the Ohio River.


    Now the preacher Ella’s father had gotten to say words over her grave was talking about Ella going home to a better place. The home awaiting all who reached for the Lord with faith and sincerity.


    A chill wind blew across the open hole that was swallowing Ella and ruffled the pages of the worn Bible the old man held. His hands trembled as he smoothed down the tissue-thin page and continued to speak the Bible words without looking down to read them. No doubt he had spoken the same verses over hundreds of newly departed souls.


    “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil.” The preacher’s voice quavered and sounded properly mournful.


    Why couldn’t it have been the old preacher who had walked through death’s shadow instead of Ella? Isaac’s eyes shifted from the preacher to Ella’s ancient grandmother. The old woman had to be pushed in a chair everywhere she went and now sat huddled in a black shawl with tears gathering in the deep wrinkles on her cheeks as she stared at the grave of her youngest grandchild. Why couldn’t it have been her?


    Isaac looked down at the coffin. Why couldn’t it have been him? It should have been him. This was the second time in his life he’d stood in a graveyard with those thoughts. But everybody told him that was wrong when they buried his father.


    Nobody told him he was wrong this time. Ella’s parents would have gladly pushed him into the grave and covered him over if that would have brought their Ella back to them. Judge Carver had his arm around his wife, holding her up. Isaac was able to bear the judge’s accusing eyes on him, but the despairing look in the eyes of Ella’s mother smote him. Ella looked like her mother. Delicate with beautiful pale skin and often the hint of a tremble in her fingers. Ella had needed a man like her father to hold her up and shelter her.


    Instead Isaac had ripped her away from her family and headed west where he planned for them to start a new life. The kind of life he wanted. One full of adventure and challenge. Ella had no desire for adventure. She wept when he said they were going west. He held her gently while she cried, but he didn’t change his mind. Instead he assured her he was strong enough for both of them. He talked of the land they’d work, the children they would have, and because she loved him, she had gone with him. He’d never considered the possibility that she might refuse to go. She was his wife.


    The judge offered to buy them a house if he would stay in Louisville. When Isaac told him he didn’t need a house, only opportunity, the judge ordered him to leave Ella behind. To go west and establish his claim, if that was what he had to do. When he was settled, he could come back for Ella. Isaac should have listened. Then he wouldn’t be standing beside Ella’s grave, mashing down the desire to knock the Bible out of the old preacher’s hands if he spoke one more word about the Lord calling Ella home.


    The Lord hadn’t called anybody home. Not that Isaac was on good enough terms with the Lord to ever hear the first thing he might call out. He’d sat in some churches. First with his mother. Then with the old farmer who gave Isaac bed and board in exchange for his labor after his father’s death tore their family asunder.


    The McElroys believed in church, but they lived a far piece from any church house, so they didn’t make the trip more than four or five Sundays a year. Even so, the old couple hadn’t neglected spiritual matters. Mrs. McElroy made him read the Bible out loud to her by candlelight nearly every night after the supper meal. She claimed the Scripture could be a powerful comfort and help if a person let the Lord’s message speak to his heart, but Isaac had let the words slide off his tongue without paying them much mind. Bible words were for the old and the fearful.


    And the dead.


    The preacher’s mournful words kept spilling out of his mouth. He read through the funeral psalm, but he didn’t close up his Bible the way Isaac hoped he would. Instead he thumbed through it searching for more Scripture. The rustle of the pages was loud in the silence. Once he found the proper spot, his preacher voice grew stronger and lost its quaver.


    “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.”


    The preacher looked up at the sky and then across the grave at them and spoke the Bible words again as if he feared they hadn’t heard him the first time. Then the quiver was back in his voice as he went on. “Sorrow comes to us all. May you lean on the good Lord’s strength and call upon his help to carry you through.”


    Isaac let his hands curl into fists against his side, crushing the stem of the yellow flower someone had handed him. What good did it do to call for help now? Ella had needed help a week ago. When the fever was burning through her. He stared across the grave at the preacher who met his eyes without turning away. He was the first person to do so since Isaac had brought Ella home dead. Everybody else couldn’t seem to bear letting their eyes light on him. Isaac understood. He couldn’t bear the sight of his own face in a mirror when he was combing his hair.


    But the old preacher’s eyes settled right on him as he kept going in his preacher voice. “The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away. As for man, his days are as grass: as a flower of the field, so he flourisheth. For the wind passeth over it, and it is gone. But the mercy of the Lord is everlasting to everlasting upon them that fear him. Amen and amen.”


    Amen. That was a Bible word Isaac was glad to hear fall out of the preacher’s mouth. Isaac stared at the grave that held Ella. They were all waiting for him to drop the flower he held down on her. He kept his eyes on the ground. He couldn’t do it. His feet wouldn’t move forward. His hand wouldn’t turn loose of the flower.


    The silence pounded against his ears and he almost wished the old preacher would start up with some more Scripture. Anything to push the silence back. The seconds stretched into minutes. A bird began to sing in a tree not far away, and while only seconds before, Isaac wanted some noise to break the silence, now he wished for a rock to silence the bird. With a keening wail that sliced through Isaac, Ella’s mother gave way to her grief. The undertaker, a man so slim and gray in his black suit that he seemed part of the shadows, produced a chair from those shadows to push under her before she could fall. A woman Isaac didn’t know and the preacher knelt beside her to offer comfort.


    The judge stepped up beside Isaac and whispered fiercely in his ear. “For the love of God, Kingston, do what has to be done so we can leave this place.”


    But what Ella’s father didn’t understand was that Isaac didn’t think he could leave this place. Not and surrender Ella to the earth. An even more piercing wail rose from Ella’s mother behind them.


    When Isaac didn’t move, the judge gave him a little shove toward the grave. “You killed her. Now be man enough to bury her.”


    Do what had to be done. That was what his mother told him after the boilers of the steamboat Lucy Gray had blown up and stolen his father from them. They did what had to be done. He had to go to live with the McElroys. Marian had to go live with the Shakers. And she, his mother, had to marry the dour old banker, Mr. Ludlow. Nobody was promised happiness. But if everybody kept going—kept moving forward and doing what had to be done—then maybe around some corner happiness might be waiting. At least for some of them.


    He had thought to round that corner with Ella. Out west where opportunity awaited those brave enough to chase it. That’s where happiness could be found. And now it was all dust. Dust to dust.


    Isaac stepped forward at last and dropped the aster he held into the grave. Ella’s father followed after him and then the others. It was done. What had to be done was done.


    None of his family had shown up for the funeral. Too many miles separated them. And too many years. He hadn’t seen his mother since he was eighteen and left the McElroys. That visit hadn’t gone well with Old Man Ludlow hovering in the shadows behind Isaac’s mother, anxious to see him away from his door. What choice did she have but to send him off to make his way as best he could? She and the sour banker had no children, but there were Isaac’s young brother and sister to consider.


    She had kissed Isaac and then held his face in her hands for a long moment before she said, “You’re like him. Like your father. Live like him.”


    Isaac knew what she meant. His father had carried enthusiasm for life in his pocket and shared it with everyone he met. Everything was an adventure to him, and an opportunity. The steamboat explosion had ended that and plunged them all into new lives. And now another death had plunged Isaac into despair.


    Isaac hadn’t gone back to see his mother since that day. The only one he kept in contact with was Marian at the Shaker town. He’d gone to see her there a couple of times. She claimed to be content. Claimed to want to be shed of the world. So perhaps she had turned the corner to happiness, even though she hadn’t used that word. Peace and perfection seemed to fit better on the Shakers’ tongues and on Marian’s. And there in that village with those solemn people, it could be she would never have that happiness or peace ripped from her.


    He’d sent Marian word of Ella’s death but not with any expectation she would make the journey to Louisville. While she didn’t deny he was her natural brother in the worldly way, she claimed no part of that world now. Her life was there in the village at Harmony Hill with her Shaker brothers and sisters. So there was no one to put an arm around Isaac, to offer a word of sympathy.


    In every face as they moved away from the grave toward the carriages waiting to carry them back to Ella’s house, Isaac saw the reflection of the judge’s condemnation. You killed her. It was almost a relief when the judge stepped in front of him as they were leaving the cemetery to block his way to the carriage that had carried Isaac from the house to the burial ground.


    While Ella’s father was several inches shorter than Isaac and stooped a bit by age, what he lacked in size, he more than made up in authority. He was a judge. When he spoke, people did as he said.


    He tipped back his head and glared at Isaac from under the black rim of his hat. “You took our child from her home and stole her from us.”


    “She went with me of her own free will.” Isaac was surprised to hear his voice speaking up in his own defense.


    “She went with you in tears.” The judge’s voice grew even harsher. “You are not to darken our door ever again.”


    “I didn’t kill her. The fever did.” His words sounded lame even to his own ears.


    “A fever you took her to find. She would still be alive if you had stayed in Louisville. If you had let me build her a house where you could have lived.” The judge’s voice cracked and his eyes flooded with sorrow. “She would have never wanted for anything. And now all I can build her is a monument over her grave.”


    “Your sorrow is no deeper than mine. She was my wife.” The hard knot of pain inside Isaac’s chest made it hard for him to breathe.


    “A wife can be replaced. A daughter cannot.” With his mouth tightened into a grim line and his hat pulled down low on his forehead to hide eyes awash with tears, the judge turned and stalked away from Isaac toward his waiting carriage.


    Silently Isaac watched him go. He had nothing left to say. He was empty of words. Empty of feelings. He’d dropped it all in the grave with Ella along with the flower. His spirit was crushed by her death. As crushed as the autumn leaves underfoot on the pathway. The man who had wanted adventure and love, the man Ella had fallen in love with, that man was gone.


    The carriages left the graveyard in a slow, somber black line. Even after they had disappeared from sight, Isaac imagined he could hear Ella’s mother’s anguished keening.


    He didn’t turn back to look at the grave. He could hear the gravediggers putting the dirt in on top of Ella, but he couldn’t bear to look at them. Instead, he began walking back toward town. The old preacher offered him a ride with a goodly amount of kindness in his voice, but Isaac claimed he’d rather walk. He told him he needed to be alone. He couldn’t have borne the old man praying over him all the way back to the city.


    He didn’t deserve prayer. He didn’t deserve to still be breathing in and out. But he was. His beautiful, fragile Ella was not. Because of him.
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    Spring 1844


    Lacey Bishop swept the kitchen floor as though the little bits of dirt she’d tracked in from the back garden were going to sprout legs and crawl up her skirt like field mice gone mad. If skunks could go mad with foaming mouths, why not mice?


    Her pa’s words warning her about rabid skunks echoed in her head all these years later. Be careful out in the woods, Lacey girl. You never know what you might run up on. Could be something rabid. Something mean.


    She’d take her chances out in the woods. It was in kitchens and sitting rooms that folks came to grief. She might only be nineteen, but she’d lived plenty long enough to know that.


    She swept the dirt up in a pile and then gave it a push with her broom toward the door, open to the early spring air. It was a good broom. A Shaker broom brought in by Preacher Palmer a couple of weeks before Miss Mona took a turn for the worse last fall.


    He’d brought it into the kitchen and handed it to Miss Mona before he went off to do his preacher visiting. Miss Mona acted like she’d gotten some kind of prize as she ran her fingers over the broom straws with something akin to admiration.


    “Those Shakers,” she’d said in her high, fine voice. “They might have some odd ideas on worshiping, but they do have a way of making the least things better. Things nobody else would bother with improving. Just look at this broom. It’s made for sweeping a wide swath. Ten times better than those old round brooms that weren’t good for much but sweeping ashes back into a fireplace. I’ve heard tell that they war against dirt over there in their Harmony Hill village. That they’re always sweeping and cleaning something.” She looked up at Lacey and then back down at the broom. “One thing sure, a body has to admire their brooms.”


    Miss Mona had a way of admiring everything, even Lacey. Maybe especially Lacey.


    Lacey had lifted the broom away from Miss Mona and took a spin with it around the room. “Is it true those Shakers dance to the Lord the way they say?”


    “I’ve heard it is, but I can’t say from seeing it myself. Elwood never thought it would be proper for us to go curious seeking to any of their services, what with him being a sanctified Baptist minister and all. Sadie Rose told me she went once though. Years ago with her father. They took a picnic and ate it out on the Shaker grounds with those strange worship songs of the Shaker people filling the air around them.”


    “Did she see them dancing?” Lacey stopped her twirling and looked at Miss Mona.


    “That she did. She and her sister went and peeked in the door at them. She claimed it was a sight to behold. All those Shaker men and women as alike as peas in a pod, dancing up and back in some kind of strange dos-à-dos. And then all of a sudden she said they started stomping the floor as to how they were killing snakes. Started the whole building to shaking. From the way she tells it, I think it like to scared Sadie Rose to death.”


    “I didn’t think anything could scare Miss Sadie Rose.” Sadie Rose was the head deacon’s wife at Ebenezer Church, and she had a way of getting things done.


    “She’s not one to get the trembles over easy,” Miss Mona agreed with a laugh. “But Sadie Rose was some younger than even you at the time. And stomping in a church house wasn’t exactly something she had ever seen before.”


    “I can’t imagine anybody stomping and dancing in church.”


    “It is hard to think on and I don’t know if they do such anymore. I don’t suppose anyone outside their village can know that now, since they’ve closed down their meetings to outsiders, or so Elwood heard. Somebody told him they were claiming some kind of spiritual revival sent down from their Mother Ann, the one they think was the daughter of God or something akin to that. It all sounds too strange for the likes of me.” Miss Mona shook her head at the thought of such an outlandish way to believe. “But you can ask Sadie Rose about that meeting she saw. She’ll tell you it made her eyes go wide.”


    Sadie Rose was Miss Mona’s best friend in all the world. Or at least that’s what Miss Mona had thought. Lacey took another swipe at the floor, even though there wasn’t a speck of dirt left to sweep anywhere. It was Sadie Rose’s words she was wanting to sweep out the door and scatter to the wind. The woman had just left. Sadie Rose claimed the church ladies were only trying to help, but it sounded like gossip words to Lacey. The very idea that they could think anything indecent might be going on in the preacher’s house!


    Lacey had the urge to throw a plate down on the floor to break into a hundred pieces just so she’d have something to sweep again. But that might wake up little Rachel. Plus Preacher Palmer would notice if they were a plate short. For a minute Lacey thought about going ahead and breaking two of the plates, but then she sighed. It didn’t do any good to take out her spite on the dishes.


    She propped the broom up in the corner by the back door. She’d take it out later and sweep off the porch to keep things neat the way Miss Mona had taught her. Miss Mona was like the Shakers in that way. She couldn’t abide dirt. And now the poor woman was covered over with it. Lacey mashed her mouth together in a tight line to keep the tears from springing up in her eyes. A body couldn’t cry forever, but she did miss Miss Mona. Maybe after Rachel woke up from her nap, they could think on what flowers to plant on the grave once the worry of frost was past.


    Dear little Rachel. A ray of sunshine in a dark house. Lacey went to the doorway between the kitchen and the sitting room and leaned against the door casing to watch Rachel’s chest rise and fall. The child liked to climb up on the daybed and sleep where Miss Mona had spent most of her days the last three years before the Lord had called her home. Sudden like, or so it seemed to Lacey, even though Miss Mona had been afflicted for years with a kind of wasting sickness that made her prone to trembles and weakness.


    Miss Mona said they’d tried to find a way to rid her of the weakness when it first came on her, but nothing any of the doctors did ever helped. Finally Preacher Palmer said it must be the Lord testing them to see if they were faithful and they’d have to try to pray down a cure.


    Even though Miss Mona was a mighty praying woman, no cure ever came down. She claimed not to be put off by that. She said the Lord answered prayers in lots of different ways, and maybe Lacey coming to be with her was the Lord’s way of blessing her instead of removing the affliction. When Lacey didn’t understand how Miss Mona could not be perturbed by the Lord’s indifference to her suffering, Miss Mona opened up her Bible. She helped Lacey find the Scripture where Paul wrote about his own affliction, and how, although the Lord didn’t remove it from him the way Paul asked, he did give him the strength to bear up under it.


    “The Lord sent me you, Lacey dear. Without the trembles I’m afflicted with, there’d have been no reason for Elwood to fetch you home to help me. The Lord blesses us in many wondrous ways,” Miss Mona had said.


    Lacey looked up straight at Miss Mona that day. “So you’re saying your trembles is a blessing.” She didn’t bother to hide the doubt in her voice even with her finger still on the Bible page Miss Mona had asked her to read.


    “In a way. You’re a gift for sure.” Miss Mona smiled at her. “So though I might be hard-pressed to look favorably on my weak spells, I do look very favorably on you.”


    “Following that trail of thinking, I’d have to think my pa marrying up with the Widow Jackson and bringing her home after my ma died was a blessing, seeing as how it led to me being here.” Lacey stared at Miss Mona without smiling back.


    “It did lead to you coming here.”


    “The Widow Jackson wasn’t never any kind of blessing.” Lacey shut the Bible with a firm snap as if she needed to be sure Paul’s affliction stayed inside and didn’t leak out on them. They didn’t have need of more of those kinds of blessing gifts.


    “Reverence the Lord’s Word,” Miss Mona said mildly. That was one of the many good things about Miss Mona. She never got too bothered by anything Lacey said or did.


    “Sorry.” Lacey stroked the Bible’s black cover as though to make amends. “But I’ve told you how the widow treated me and Junie. She nigh on killed Junie that day she hit her with a skillet. Poor Junie had a knot on her head big as a hen’s egg, and two black eyes. That woman was no blessing.”


    “But the Lord made good come of it.” Miss Mona raised her eyes up to the ceiling and spoke in her prayer voice. Without even taking the first peek at the Bible page, Miss Mona could quote Scripture and not get one word out of place. “And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God.”


    She brought her eyes back down to Lacey as she went on. “That goose egg opened your father’s eyes and made him take note of what was happening. That’s why he took Junie back to Virginia to live with your mother’s sister, and you know how good your little sister’s been doing there from the letters you get from time to time.”


    “But he didn’t take me.” Lacey hated the way her voice got all whiny when she said that. She hadn’t even wanted to go to Virginia. Not really. And her father had done what he could to protect her from the widow after that. Something Miss Mona gently prodded her to remember.


    “Now you know it took some soul searching for your father to give you both up. And you’ve told me how you were better at keeping out of the way of your stepmother.”


    Miss Mona always referred to the Widow Jackson as Lacey’s stepmother, but Lacey never put any word about “mother” toward her. She supposed the woman had stopped being a widow or a Jackson the day Lacey’s pa married her and she was a mother now too. She’d been in the family way when she talked Lacey’s pa into farming Lacey out with the preacher. The last Lacey heard, they’d had three boys. Her brothers, but she’d never laid eyes on them. Her pa and the widow had moved to the western part of the state before the last boy was born.


    When they decided on moving, her pa came to the preacher’s house to tell Lacey goodbye, but he hadn’t brought even the oldest boy along. Too young for church or visiting, he said. He’d have taken Lacey home with him then. Claimed the widow had had a change of heart. Lacey saw through that easy enough. The only change in the widow’s thinking was in how much work there was to do. She needed somebody to chase after those boys.


    Even if she’d wanted to give the widow another chance, she wouldn’t have left Miss Mona—she’d been with her for nigh on two years by then. Miss Mona treated her like a treasured daughter, teaching her to read and to sew and to sing. Lacey had chores to do, right enough. She had to make sure there was food on the table for the preacher, but Preacher Palmer wasn’t particular about what he ate. More than particular about a lot of things, but food never seemed to interest him much. Miss Mona said he was too involved thinking on spiritual matters to worry with how the potatoes were cooked. Lacey thought it wasn’t just holiness he was thinking on then, and she was knowing it now that Miss Mona wasn’t there to be between his eyes and Lacey. Something that busybody Sadie Rose had surely noticed too.


    The woman claimed to have nothing but Lacey’s best interests at heart. And the church’s too, of course. A deacon’s wife had to think about what was best for the church.


    Sadie Rose had sat at the kitchen table with Lacey and fingered the handle of her teacup while they talked about Rachel and the rag doll Sadie Rose had made her. The doll was a cute thing with eyes and mouth in neat dark blue stitches on the cloth face and hair of black yarn.


    “Like yours,” Sadie Rose told the child as she brushed back Rachel’s dark curls that were hanging down so low on the little girl’s forehead that they were nearly in her eyes.


    Lacey even noted disapproval in that gesture. That she hadn’t trimmed the child’s bangs the way she should have. But while Rachel had always sat still as a tree stump for Miss Mona to cut her hair, she took the wiggles every time Lacey came at her with the scissors. Lacey wasn’t wanting to poke out one of the child’s eyes, and she had no desire to ask Preacher Palmer to hold the little girl steady. She had no desire to ask Preacher Palmer anything. Which made what Sadie Rose came to say even more ridiculous.


    It took the woman a while to come to the point. First she had to catch Lacey up on all the sick in the church and then ask a dozen things about how Rachel was doing. Miss Sadie Rose talked over the top of Rachel’s head like she didn’t think the words would sink down to the child’s ears. Lacey knew better than that. It hadn’t been that many years since she was a little child herself with people talking over the top of her head after her own mother died.


    Of course Miss Mona wasn’t actually Rachel’s mother. Sadie Rose knew that. Could be that was why she took it upon herself to be sure the little girl was properly seen to. The truth was nobody knew who Rachel’s mother was. At least not her natural-born mother. But Lacey knew who mothered her. The child had called Miss Mona mama, but Lacey did the mama things. Kept her fed and clean and held her when she cried. And loved her so powerful it hurt sometimes. Rachel couldn’t have the first memory of the mother who’d left her on the preacher’s backdoor steps when the poor little child wasn’t more than a few days old. Tiny and helpless and precious.


    As Sadie Rose rambled on about how Lacey needed to do this or that to be sure Rachel stayed healthy, Lacey fastened her eyes on the child playing with her new doll. Her mind wandered back to that first day when Preacher Palmer had talked of carrying the baby over to the city of Lexington. Miss Mona squashed that idea before it much more than got out of the preacher’s mouth. While what Preacher Palmer said pretty much went as law for everybody else in their corner of the woods, in the house it was Miss Mona’s words that mattered most. She never said them loud or anything, but when she spoke up to the preacher, he paid her mind.


    Lacey could remember as well as if it had been yesterday the feel of baby Rachel in her lap as she tried to spoon tiny bits of warm milk mixed with honey into her mouth. Of course they hadn’t been calling her Rachel yet. It was a week before they settled on Rachel as the baby’s name. After Lacey’s own mother. A good Bible name, Miss Mona said. But that day with the preacher’s words clanging in the air overtop the baby’s pitiful mewling cries, the milk had dribbled out of the baby’s mouth. So Lacey had dipped a cotton handkerchief into the milk mixture and let the child suck it off the rag.


    Miss Mona had looked right straight at Preacher Palmer and said, “The Lord set that baby down on our doorstep, Elwood. He was surely intending on us keeping her until her mother got able to come back for her.”


    “You can’t take care of a baby, Mona. You can’t even take care of yourself.”


    The preacher sounded agitated, but Lacey hadn’t looked at him. She didn’t let her eyes light on him very often. It wasn’t exactly that she was afraid of him, but he did have a way of making her uneasy.


    Miss Mona’s voice was soft and patient. “But Lacey can. Maybe that’s why the Lord sent her to us first. Because he knew what was coming.”


    That was a little over four years ago now. Miss Mona would have said the Lord knew this day was coming too. This day with Sadie Rose sliding her eyes all around the room while she figured out the best way to say what the women of the church had sent her to say. Lacey guessed she should have given Miss Sadie Rose some slack instead of turning her contrary ear toward her, but it was Miss Mona who knew all the right answers. The answers the Lord handed down to her straight from heaven or put on the pages of Miss Mona’s Bible plain as the morning daylight coming in the east windows. Lacey wasn’t privy to those answers. Any answers she was looking for seemed to be as hard to see as the bottom of the well out back.


    “How old are you, Lacey?” Sadie Rose asked. She didn’t need Lacey to answer. She knew already. She just wanted the number to come out of Lacey’s own mouth.


    “I’ll be twenty in May.” Lacey got up and filled their cups with the tea left in the pot. She needed to be moving. She put her hand on Rachel’s head. When the little girl smiled up at her, Lacey asked, “What are you going to name your new baby doll?” Maybe if she could turn the woman’s attention back to Rachel, she’d forget her other questions.


    “Maddie,” the little girl said at once. “Like in the stories.”


    Miss Sadie Rose smiled at Rachel. “What stories are those?”


    “I can’t tell you. They’re secret,” Rachel said without looking up.


    “Oh.” Color rose up in the woman’s cheeks. She wasn’t accustomed to anybody keeping secrets from her.


    Lacey busied herself setting out the cookies Sadie Rose had brought on Miss Mona’s prettiest plate and hoped the woman wouldn’t demand more from the child. The stories weren’t anything important. A bad feeling was growing inside Lacey about whatever words Sadie Rose was going to finally spit out at her, and confessing to making up silly stories about talking animals and fairies and such whenever Preacher Palmer wasn’t in earshot didn’t seem to be something that Lacey should do right then.


    “You make a fine sugar cookie, Miss Sadie Rose.” Again Lacey tried to ease the conversation in another direction. “I’m the worst at baking. Miss Mona tried to teach me, but my biscuits are always hard as rocks and my cakes flat as cornpones. It’s a good thing you ladies are always baking cakes and pies for the Reverend or he’d never get anything sweet.”


    But Sadie Rose didn’t take a cookie off the plate. She wasn’t about to be distracted again. The sun would be sinking soon and she had to get home in time to stir up her cookstove fire and get her family supper. “And how long has it been since your father brought you here to see to Miss Mona’s needs?”


    Again the answer wasn’t a mystery, but Lacey didn’t see any need in trying to slip out of the noose now. “I was a few months past my thirteenth birthday.”


    “Already a near grown woman. Plenty of girls start looking for a husband along about that age,” Sadie Rose said.


    “Miss Mona always told me there wasn’t any need being in no hurry.” Lacey bit into a cookie. Its sweet taste didn’t make the moment any sweeter.


    “She was right enough about that. But you’re more than near grown now, Lacey. You’re every bit a woman, and there’s some that think it’s not exactly proper you living here with the preacher, seeing as how our dear Mona has passed on.”


    Lacey put the cookie down. It was time to look whatever was coming square in the face. “Then what are they thinking I should do? It’s not like any fellows are coming around to knock on my door.”


    “I never noted you giving any of the fellows the first bit of encouragement.” She spoke the words as if pointing out some lack on Lacey’s part, while any pretense at a smile disappeared from the woman’s face.


    “True enough,” Lacey admitted. She’d never met the first man she wanted to give the kind of encouragement Miss Sadie Rose was meaning. Lacey had hopes that man might be out there somewhere, but so far he hadn’t shown up in the Ebenezer community.


    Rachel must have heard the sharp edge that had come into their voices. She put her new doll under her arm and climbed up into Lacey’s lap to run her finger and thumb up and down the edge of Lacey’s apron. She’d been doing that since she was a little baby.


    Lacey tightened her arms around the child as she looked across the table at Sadie Rose. “And there’s Rachel.”


    “She’s not your child, Lacey. She wasn’t even Mona’s child, though the child called her mother. Strange as it seems in a community small as ours, nobody knows whose child she is. It’s always been my guess that somebody carried her in here from some other town. That there must have been some sort of shame about it all. No proper marriage or such.”


    Lacey wanted to put her hands over Rachel’s ears and stop the words from going in. Preacher Palmer had told her often enough not to talk back to the churchwomen. To remember her place. Most of the time, Lacey did. But this time she stared straight at Miss Sadie Rose’s face and spoke her words with force, like testifying to some basic truth of the spirit. “Whatever the reason for her being here, I know whose child she is now. She’s mine.”


    Thank goodness, Rachel hadn’t been bothered by their words. With Lacey’s arms strong around her, she’d snuggled down in Lacey’s lap and gone to sleep. And more goodness thanked, Sadie Rose had given up talking sense to Lacey and gone on home to tend to her own family.


    Now Lacey sighed as she turned away from letting her eyes dwell on little Rachel and went to stir up the embers in the cookstove to start the preacher’s supper. Preacher Palmer would know Miss Sadie Rose had come to call. The cookies on the table gave evidence to her being there. If he knew the purpose of the woman’s visit, it could be he might send Lacey away. Lacey would just have to pray that if that happened, he’d let Rachel go with her. He had never shown all that much interest in the child. More times than not, the very sight of her seemed to be a hurt to his eyes.


    Miss Mona said that was because he’d wanted babies of his own and looking on Rachel reminded him of that loss. A loss Miss Mona always took complete blame for. She cried sometimes when Lacey was reading about Hannah in the Bible. Said she supposed the Lord never answered her prayers for babies because she couldn’t have ever willingly surrendered her baby completely to the Lord the way Hannah had done Samuel.


    But then she’d mop up her tears with her handkerchief and smile as she said, “But the Lord, he answers prayers in all sorts of ways. Now I’ve got both you and Rachel. Some blessings pop up like mushrooms around a dead tree stump and surprise you when you least expect it.”


    Lacey needed a few of those mushroom blessings right now.
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    It wasn’t right. Lacey knew that as she stood beside Preacher Palmer in front of his preacher friend. It was worse than not right. She felt the wrongness of it down through the core of her being, all the way out to her toes. But nobody with the first lick of sense expected everything to go right all the time. At least nobody who had piled up a few years of living. Sometimes a body had to do what had to be done, right or wrong, to make something more important right. That’s how this was. She didn’t have any other choice. Not if she wanted to keep mothering Rachel.


    Rachel stood beside her, her face pressed up against Lacey’s leg so hard her nose was bound to be mashed sideways. The little girl didn’t like strangers. Lacey figured that was because of how she’d once been left lonesome on the preacher’s doorstep, even though there was no way the child could actually remember that. All she had ever known was Miss Mona and Lacey taking care of her. Lacey put her hand on Rachel’s back and held it steady there. She wasn’t sure which of them was drawing the most courage from the other’s touch.


    “We come here today to join this man and this woman in lawful matrimony.”


    The Reverend Williams had a deep voice, somber and cold. Lacey imagined him preaching on hell and shuddered. Or maybe it wasn’t his woeful sounding voice so much as the matrimony words he was intoning that made her shudder. In her fanciful dreams, the idea of marrying had joy, like July sunshine warming a meadow full of daisies with butterflies all aflutter and meadowlarks trilling their songs. But here in this man’s parlor, Lacey couldn’t imagine the first bit of joy—only condemnation.


    Condemnation was what Preacher Palmer claimed to be trying to keep away from his door, but Lacey had doubts this ceremony would stop the church ladies from talking. None of them had come along to the town to witness what their gossipy imagining had brought about. The only people in the small parlor besides Lacey, Preacher Palmer, and Rachel were the Reverend Williams with his resonating voice of doom and his thin, sharp-featured wife who stared at Lacey as though she were some kind of Jezebel. Lacey supposed churchwomen were churchwomen wherever, and she was just as glad none of the Ebenezer churchwomen were there to add their frowns to the load of misery Lacey was already feeling.


    Preacher Palmer said there wasn’t any need in a crowd gathering. Especially since Miss Mona hadn’t been in the ground overly long. That’s why the church ladies weren’t going to be all that happy with Preacher Palmer’s solution to their worries about the propriety of Lacey continuing to sleep under the preacher’s roof.


    In a separate bed yet for a while. There wouldn’t be any way the women could know that, but at least Lacey had managed to finagle that promise out of Preacher Palmer. How long she could hold him to it, she didn’t know. Folks thought preachers were something special with spiritual fortitude that overcame normal lusts, but Lacey had been in the preacher’s house long enough to know he was a man like any other. Maybe worse than some, because of the way folks thought the Lord spoke through him like that gave him extra privileges.


    While Miss Mona lived, Lacey had been able to scoot away from that bothersome look that came in his eyes at times. Early on she’d learned to hide behind Miss Mona, who understood the temptations that could beleaguer a man, even a man of God. Miss Mona was as good a person as Lacey was ever likely to meet this side of heaven, and she did admit to loving Preacher Palmer beyond reason, but she didn’t close her eyes to the fact that he wasn’t as saintly as some imagined him to be. No man other than Jesus Christ was ever perfect, she told Lacey.


    “Look at King David,” she’d said once. “That man wrote psalms that so overflow with love for the Lord that we’re still reading and storing his words in our hearts today. And the Bible says David was a man after the Lord’s own heart. Imagine that. And yet he was brought low by lust.”


    The word “lust” seemed to sit uncomfortable on Miss Mona’s tongue. Her cheeks burned red, but she didn’t change the word. And while she never once mentioned Preacher Palmer when she was talking about King David’s falling to temptation, she did make sure Lacey knew to take a bath where no wrong eyes could see.


    Now wrong eyes were poking clear through her, and Lacey felt like she was tiptoeing along the edge of a crevice that might spring open wider and swallow her whole. But she’d always had good balance. Never once tumbled off the stepping-stones in the creek back in the woods where she and Junie used to play before their mama died. And what had she been doing but balancing ever since? Keeping out of Widow Jackson’s way. Protecting Junie. Staying away from Preacher Palmer’s eyes while seeing to Miss Mona.


    There was always some kind of balancing to do in life. Standing there with the matrimony words pounding into her ears was no different. Preacher Palmer was on one side with a frown that could summon up storm clouds, and Rachel was on the other side with enough sunshine to make whatever storm Lacey had to run through worth getting soaked down with trials of the spirit.


    And though Miss Mona had moved on up to heaven, she had still somehow come through to help Lacey balance things out. At least that was how it had seemed to Lacey the night she and Preacher Palmer sat at the kitchen table to come to their agreement while Rachel settled into sleep in the upstairs room.


    “Deacon Crutcher has brought to my attention that there’s some talk in the church,” Preacher Palmer pronounced after he told Lacey to sit down across from him.


    No more than two days had passed since Sadie Rose had shown up on their doorstep with her sugar cookies, rag doll, and busybody advice. It appeared the woman was not willing to leave the issue of the decency of the preacher’s living arrangements solely in Lacey’s hands.


    The preacher’s eyes narrowed on Lacey as he waited for her to say something, but she made out like she didn’t have the first idea of what he was talking about as she looked down and began rubbing a spot of flour off her apron.


    When the silence dragged on too long, she finally murmured, “There’s always talk in the church.”


    That was God’s own truth. Three people got together under the Lord’s roof, and two of them would be talking about the other one not doing something proper. Before Miss Mona died, Lacey hadn’t been to church services for a good while. Miss Mona had lacked the strength for the walk to the church building, but they observed the Sabbath with their own worship hour by reading out of the Bible and singing a hymn or two.


    Miss Mona knew how to bring the Lord down and make him real for Lacey. She experienced more worship in one Sunday with Miss Mona than she had in the two dozen Sundays since sitting on the hard pews listening to Preacher Palmer. The fault was in her. She knew that. Since Miss Mona passed on, Lacey seemed resistant to the word of the Lord. As if he’d done her a wrong turn and she didn’t see the need of offering herself up for another round of sorrow.


    As she waited for Preacher Palmer’s next words, she kept her eyes on her apron and swallowed down the sigh that wanted to heave out of her. It appeared that such bouts of trouble came along to seek a body out even when that person was trying to stay small and hidden from the notice of the Lord. And the preacher.


    “True enough,” Preacher Palmer agreed in his pastor voice. “But a church can’t long stand united when that talk is about their leader.”


    She didn’t know what to say to that, because she couldn’t deny the truth in his words. In her mind she was already wondering what she could use to carry off the books Miss Mona had given her over the years and hoping the preacher had another house in mind that might need a hired girl. One that would take her and Rachel, but even as she thought it, she knew there wouldn’t be any such house as that. He’d simply be shed of them both. Soon as he found Lacey a place, he’d carry Rachel down to the city to turn her over to whoever would take the child off his hands.


    Lacey folded the edge of her apron over and then over again. Just the thought of that, of Rachel being given over to strangers, loaded down her heart with so much pain that it seemed to be sinking down into her stomach. How could the Lord take Miss Mona and leave them in such a predicament? Miss Mona had always prayed and done what was right. Maybe that was the problem. Maybe now that Miss Mona was gone, Lacey hadn’t prayed enough. If so, she was willing to make some changes.


    She pushed out her words. “Miss Mona would tell us we need to pray over those who see problems where there aren’t any.”


    “You can rest assured I pray over my people every day. Not an hour goes by that I don’t reach up for the Lord’s hand in guidance. I walk in prayer.” Preacher Palmer’s voice didn’t sound a bit prayerful. Instead he sounded almost angry. “I never had need of Mona telling me to pray.”


    “I wasn’t aiming to say you did,” Lacey said softly. “But I do miss her prayers for me.”


    Preacher Palmer shifted uneasily in the chair across from Lacey, as if her mention of Miss Mona’s prayers smote him. Lacey guessed the grief was even heavier on his heart than it was on Lacey’s after the years the two of them had been together. Longer than Lacey had lived, Miss Mona had told her once.


    Lacey sneaked a look up at him. His face was hard as stone as he stared out toward the door. His nose was long and sharp, and his eyes more gray than blue and just as sharp in a different way. His long legs twitched a little, and she thought he was wishing he could just get up and go do some walking and praying right then. But he stayed in the chair as silence fell over them. The fire popped in the cookstove and the teakettle sang as the water in it began to steam. Lacey hadn’t washed the dishes from their supper yet, and she wished she could get up, pour the water in the pan, and make the dishes rattle as she washed them clean. The silence overtop them was too loud. Especially after she’d invited in Miss Mona’s shadow to sit down with them.


    She stared back down at her apron and waited. Preacher Palmer opened and closed his hands on the table as if his rheumatism might be paining his fingers. She thought of offering to fetch him a hot rag to bring him some comfort, but she didn’t move. Instead as the silence between them deepened, she allowed her mind to slide away from the worrisome feeling growing in the kitchen to the story she’d been making up for Rachel that morning.


    Now that Rachel had the new rag doll, she wanted a Maddie story every time, and Lacey had put Maddie in a heap of trouble in the story that morning. Had her scrambling up a tree to get away from a wildcat. They’d left her stuck up in the tree, too scared to climb down, because as Lacey explained to Rachel, what a person could do in a panic, the same person might not be able to do when the panic leaked out of them. Lacey was thinking she might have to bring fairies into the story to sprinkle some courage dust on Maddie. Lacey liked putting fairies into her stories even though Miss Mona had warned her that the Bible didn’t make the first mention of fairies. She had suggested Lacey put angels in her stories instead, but it didn’t seem right to be making up foolish little stories about angels. Fairies, yes, but not angels. Angels came down from the Lord, but fairies were nothing but a flight of imagination.


    Courage dust. That was what she needed right at that moment, but the fairy thoughts deserted her when the preacher started talking again.


    “There’s just one thing to do. We’ll have to get married.”


    “Married?” Lacey’s voice came out in a squeak. Her eyes flew up to Preacher Palmer’s face and stayed there even after she saw that look in his eyes that brought uneasiness down on her. He couldn’t have said what she thought he said. He couldn’t be suggesting she marry him.


    “It’s the answer the Lord gave me.” His words came out like he was revealing a truth in one of his sermons. The Lord saith. “The only answer.”


    She stared at him and wanted to laugh. He was older than her own father. A man with deep wrinkles around his eyes and gray in his beard and bony hands with bent and knobby fingers that she couldn’t imagine ever touching her in any kind of caress. But he kept looking at her, waiting for her to say something, and she forgot about wanting to laugh. Instead she wanted to run out the door and go throw herself on Miss Mona’s grave. Maybe crawl in there with her. Marrying Preacher Palmer would be about the same thing.


    Her eyes popped open even wider at the thought. “I couldn’t—”


    The preacher held up a hand to stop her before she could get out the necessary words. “You have to.”


    As though to make sure she didn’t escape, he reached across the table to grab her. His fingers dug hard into her upper arms, even though she sat perfectly still and didn’t try to pull away from him the way she wanted to. His eyes burned into hers as he said, “It’s the only way you can stay here with Rachel.”


    He knew the thing to say to get her attention. He was a preacher, after all. He knew about people’s weaknesses and the power of love. When she just kept staring at him with her mouth hanging open, he began talking in a calm voice the way she’d heard him talk to those in his church flock who’d been knocked low by some trouble.


    “It may seem a strange thing to you, Lacey, but I’m not as old as you’re thinking I am. And while I loved Mona, she’s gone now. On to a better place in heaven where she’s happy. You can be assured of that.”


    “Is she looking down on us?” Lacey asked. She scrunched her shoulders together and tried to shrink away from his touch.


    He loosened his hold on her arms but didn’t let go. “If she is, she’d understand this is the Lord’s answer to our dilemma.”


    He spoke the words strong, but it was easy enough to tell that he wasn’t all that sure they were true. His eyes shifted away from Lacey to the side for a moment, as if almost expecting to see Miss Mona sitting there beside them. Lacey would have prayed her down if she could have. A ghost wouldn’t be a bit scarier than staring at Preacher Palmer and hearing what he was proposing. She tried to think of the right words to say, but nothing—absolutely nothing—came to mind as she kept staring at him, seeing him differently than she ever had before.


    His eyes came back to land on her, but now the sure preacher eyes were gone as doubt crept over his face. He must not have planned on her looking at him with such dismay. He let his hands slide off her arms but kept his eyes tight on her as he moistened his lips before he started talking again.


    “I can see this isn’t something you’ve given consideration to. And I suppose that is understandable, but marriage between an older man and a young woman in need is not uncommon. I’ve performed several ceremonies joining two such myself. Those unions turned out to be beneficial for all involved.”


    Lacey found her voice. “I always thought marrying was something a person did after falling in love. You can’t be thinking on that kind of love, can you?”


    Again the preacher shifted in his chair uneasily and a bit of color climbed up into his cheeks. Lacey hadn’t ever seen that happen except when he’d been out in the cold too long.


    “I am a man, Lacey. And not too old for such thinking. I loved Mona as you well know, but due to her condition we hadn’t shared any kind of intimate marital relationship for many years.” His eyes bored into Lacey. “But I am a man.”


    Lacey thought it was good she was sitting down, because her head was spinning. She put her hand flat against her forehead in hopes that would help her think of a clear answer. But there was no answer. No right answer. The clock kept ticking. The water kept whistling in the teakettle. Lacey kept breathing in and out, even though she was feeling more and more like somebody had punched her in the stomach.


    Finally she pushed out the words that had to be said. “You aren’t saying you want to love me like that. Like a man for his wife?”


    “Not exactly like I loved Mona. But I do feel desire for you, Lacey. Any man might. You’re a very pretty young woman. And I will promise to take care of you.” His voice changed, softened into a pleading tone instead of a demanding one. “It’s an exchange that will favor both our needs.”


    Lacey had never spent much time thinking on how she looked. When she came to live with Miss Mona, she was beanpole skinny, with brown eyes too big for her face and mouse-brown hair chopped off short. Pretty was not a word she’d ever heard spoken in regard to how she looked. Not even by Miss Mona, who had loved brushing Lacey’s hair and catching it up in ponytails or braids after it grew out long and wavy. But now with the preacher’s words ringing in her ears, Lacey supposed her face had filled out some and that she’d plumped up in other ways as to how a woman should. Even so, she had no desire to be pretty to the preacher’s eyes.


    “With words spoken or not, I couldn’t lay down with you.” Lacey looked straight at him. “I couldn’t.”


    “Not even for Rachel?” Some of the pleading tone faded from his voice. Now it sounded more wheedling.


    “I can’t see what Rachel has to do with the two of us laying down together.”


    “To keep our little family intact. To see that nothing changes here in our home.” He kept his eyes steady on her. “Not just my home. Your home too. If we can do it proper.”


    “What do you think Miss Mona would think proper?”


    “For the sake of all that’s holy, Mona is dead.” He slammed his fist down with the words, bouncing the dishes stacked on the end of the table.


    Lacey scrunched as far back in her chair as she could, but she didn’t turn her eyes away from his face. “That doesn’t change what she’d think proper.”


    Preacher Palmer shut his eyes and blew out a slow breath. He didn’t say anything for such a long time that Lacey thought about sliding off her chair and running out the back door to find some dark place to hide awhile. But then there was Rachel in the little room upstairs. So she stayed where she was and counted the ticks of the clock in the next room while trying to keep her heart from sinking down to her toes.


    “All right, Lacey,” he said finally. “I’m not going to force you into anything you don’t want to do. But I think the Lord and Mona would agree that something has to be done. I can see you need time. Time I’m willing to give you. We can get married and keep things as they are. Rachel will have a home. You will have a home. And I’ll have someone to cook my supper.”


    “And the other?” Lacey thought it best to be straight and clear on what he expected of her.


    “I’ve promised you time. Not forever, but long enough. You’re a woman the same as I’m a man. Both of us have needs to be met.” He reached across the table and stroked the top of her hand with his bony fingers. “Will you agree to that? For Rachel? For me?”


    What choice did she have? She needed a roof over her head. She needed Rachel in her lap.


    That was how come she was standing there between the two of them—Rachel and Preacher Palmer—hearing the question she didn’t want to answer.


    “Do you, Lacey Bishop, take this man, Elwood Palmer, to be your lawfully wedded husband to love and obey in sickness and in health till death do you part?”


    The silence in the preacher’s parlor grew deeper and deeper. The preacher’s wife stared at Lacey. Lacey could feel Preacher Palmer shifting uneasily on his feet beside her. And still the expected words wouldn’t come out of her mouth. The preacher in front of them read the question again. Lacey opened her mouth but had no voice.


    Finally Preacher Palmer answered for her. “She does,” he said as he grabbed her right hand and squeezed it so hard Lacey thought her knuckles might pop out of her skin.


    The other preacher kept staring at her and she managed a nod. That seemed good enough and the deed was done. Till death do them part. A tear slipped out of the corner of her left eye and traced a path down her cheek. She didn’t try to pull her hand free of the preacher’s or move her other hand off Rachel’s back to wipe away the tear. Instead she blinked her eyes to keep any more tears from slipping out. She was a grown woman who had made a choice. There wasn’t the least bit of need crying over it now that it was too late to change.
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    Fog rising from the Ohio River swirled about Isaac as he leaned against a post and peered down at the river. The cold, dark water beckoned him. He could take one step forward and let the river swallow him. Have done with it. He’d heard it said drowning wasn’t such a bad way to die. That a person floated down into the watery depths and oft as not didn’t even fight against the water filling up his lungs. At least not after the first shock of not being able to breathe. For a certainty it had to be easier or at least quicker than starving. Or dying of sorrow.


    People said that last didn’t happen. That nobody ever died of sorrow. But then Ella had. Sorrowed herself into a fever and turned loose of life as easily as dropping a pebble into a pool of water. The pebble she’d tossed—the life she’d given up—was still making rings in its wake these months later.


    Her father was not about to let the surface of Isaac’s life settle into any kind of calmness. The judge wanted vengeance. An eye for an eye. A life for a life. No mercy in his court. Nor was there any in Isaac’s. His life was no longer worth the food he needed to put in his mouth to keep him alive. Even if he had a way to get that food.


    Food. His empty stomach made it hard to think about anything else. Except Ella. Food and Ella. Ella and food.


    Those first few weeks after Ella was put in the ground, he had wandered the streets with no purpose to his steps and often as not ended up at her grave, wishing he could trade places with her. Some nights he slept there, stretched out on the mound of dirt as if he might reach down in it and still embrace her. Other nights he made his bed wherever dark overtook him.


    Somehow he made it through the cold months. He wasn’t sure exactly how. It was all as foggy in his brain as the air enveloping him on this day. He squeezed his eyes shut, and Burton Hayes was there frowning in his head. The old storekeeper never smiled. Not even at his customers. But he’d let Isaac sleep in the store’s back room with a sack of beans for a pillow as long as Isaac kept the snow off the walkways around the store. There’d been other odd jobs now and again to make a few coins to buy food. Jobs he couldn’t remember now, even when he tried, while other things he couldn’t forget. Like how cold it was up in the cemetery and how his footprints had spoiled the pristine snow piled on top of Ella. The snow melted. Mud took its place. Others gave him handouts, but charity had a way of running out. Especially when the judge let it be known kindness to Isaac could mean trouble from him.


    Isaac stared down at the murky water and was glad it wasn’t clear enough to bounce any kind of reflection back up to him. He knew how sorry he looked. Just the day before, he’d come face-to-face with that truth when he’d turned a corner and almost stumbled over a cracked mirror somebody had tossed out behind a building. For a few seconds he hadn’t believed the reflection could be his. The stranger staring out of the mirror held little resemblance to the man who had left for the West in such high spirits last year to seek his fortune. That man with hopes and dreams had been buried with his Ella.


    He had leaned toward the mirror as if to peer deep into it and somehow find the image of the man he used to be. But up close the mirror’s crack ran right through the middle of his face and skewed his reflection. That was as it should be. He was cracked and broken, little more than a shell of a man going through the motions of living. His hair straggled down over the dirt-encrusted collar of his shirt. His cheeks looked hollow and his eyes haunted. He slammed his fist into the mirror and watched the glass splinter and fall to the ground.


    It was a minute before he noticed the blood dripping off his fingers. He lifted up his hand and watched the blood pulsing up out of the cuts on his knuckles before he finally pulled out his handkerchief, soiled though it was, and wrapped it around his hand. The cuts didn’t matter. It wouldn’t have mattered if he’d cut off his whole hand. Nothing about him mattered. He was a man without hope or a future. A man who had descended so low that he wasn’t above picking through trash to find a crust of bread to eat. A man who would never find work in this town but with no will to leave it. A man getting what he deserved as he teetered on the edge of despair. A man the judge was determined to push over the edge.


    A man ready to surrender to the push but not able to make the jump himself. What was it in a man that kept him clinging to life even when that life was naught but misery? Isaac shut his eyes to the pull of the water as he leaned his head against the rough post and trembled until his teeth chattered.


    The chime of church bells echoed through the fog, and Isaac counted off the bongs of the hours. Seven. He wondered if the sun was shining up above the fog or if clouds were heavy all the way to the heavens. He was so cold. The damp river fog had the bite of ice in it. Not normal for April. But winter hadn’t given up its hold on the city this year. Or maybe it was only the winter Isaac carried in his soul that kept spring from him. Perhaps others around him were welcoming the spring while he had been condemned to never see the sun again. Just as Ella would not.


    Isaac looked up in hopes a shaft of sunlight might break through the fog just for him. A last wish granted before he gave up living.


    Nobody would miss him. Nobody would even know he had died unless his body washed up on the riverbank somewhere. Maybe whoever found him would bury him and say words over his grave. That was as much as he could hope for. His mother would never know what became of him. Nor would Marian. He would pass with no more notice than a bird falling from the sky.


    A bit of Scripture came unbidden to his mind, a legacy of his years of Bible reading with Mrs. McElroy. He couldn’t recall the exact words of the verses, but the gist of them tickled his memory. Something about not a sparrow falling but that the Lord knew and how a person, any person, was surely of more value than many sparrows. But as he kept looking up at the fog thick over his head, he didn’t feel as valuable as a single sparrow feather. He wished he’d paid Mrs. McElroy’s Bible teaching more mind. Then maybe he’d know how to pray some sunshine down on his face, some forgiveness down on his soul.


    “It might be best to step back a bit, my brother.” The man’s voice carried an echo of cheer as he took hold of Isaac’s arm. “There’s the feel of ice in the fog this morn, and you wouldn’t want to be slipping into the deep with no one about to pull you out. I would give it a try, but it’s a fact that I’m not much of a swimmer and not half as big as you. So the end result might be that we’d both be off to meet our Maker. And to be truthful, that wasn’t a journey I had plans to make on this day.”


    The man’s grasp was firm and Isaac let him pull him back from the edge of the dock.


    “Come. You look to be in need of some morning sustenance. The same as I am.” The man kept talking as if not even noting Isaac’s gloom. “I came down here to see what steamboats had come in, but that appears to be a job better done without so much fog about.”


    Isaac went with him. His stomach had been empty too long to allow him to turn down the offer of food. No matter what the eventual cost. But it wasn’t right not to give the man fair warning. Isaac stopped halfway up the wooden steps from the river. The fog was lifting and he took a good look at the little man beside him. He’d been right when he’d said he wasn’t much more than half as big as Isaac. The top of his hat barely came up to Isaac’s shoulders. It was a broad-brimmed affair that struck a memory in Isaac’s mind. He’d seen such a hat before, but he couldn’t quite recall where.


    The man tipped his head back to look up at Isaac. “You needn’t be worried about any harm coming to you from me. As if you could even imagine such from a man as small in stature as me.” His bushy black eyebrows almost came together in a line over dark eyes that might have looked fierce if they hadn’t been softened by the sparkle of kindness. At that very moment, a ray of sunshine burned down through the fog to touch them both.


    “The harm I thought might come was not to me but to you.”


    The man eyed him for a long moment. “A man intent on evil would give his victim no warning. You do not appear to be a dangerous man.”


    “Not harm from me, but because of me. I’ve made an enemy of a powerful man in this town. A judge who has found reason to throw others in jail for giving me a few coins to buy food.”


    “The judges of the world are of no concern to me. I answer to a higher judge.” The man put his hand on Isaac’s arm again and started back up the steps. “But it could be I should have introduced myself. I’m Brother Asa Jefferson.”


    “A preacher?”


    “Nay. Not so much. But yea, a brother to any in need, and I get the sense that might be you. Our Mother Ann instructs us never to neglect doing good to those we meet.”


    “Mother Ann?” Again there was that echo of a memory that Isaac couldn’t quite capture in his head. Perhaps the cold and lack of food was stealing his power to remember.


    “Yea. The leader of our group of Believers. I am sure you have knowledge of the Christ who preachers tell you died for your sins.”


    “I’ve not spent much time in church lately, but I seem to be good at making people die,” Isaac said. “At least as far as other people go. Don’t seem so good at it for myself.” He looked back down toward the riverfront with some regret.


    Brother Asa’s smile faded but not his look of kindness as he said, “Why don’t we rest here in this spot of sun a moment before we continue on? The dampness of the morn is making my rheumatism act up and the gift of the sun’s warmth is the best healing power I know.” He sat down on the steps, and Isaac dropped down beside him as the riverfront began to stir to life and workers tromped past them on the steps with barely a glance.


    Isaac raised his face up toward the sun. If only the sun had broken through the fog a few moments earlier to give him his last wish, he might even now be floating in the river facedown. And if this little man hadn’t come along. Isaac tried to ignore his stomach’s anxious growling as he waited for the man to speak. To say what he might want from Isaac. There was always a price to pay for charity doled out. A chance to work would be best, but Isaac was guessing the man had in mind to do some preaching at him. If so, he could give ear to his sermon in exchange for the promise of food. It had been two days since he’d found anything to eat. Hunger was perching on his shoulder like a vulture patiently biding its time.


    The little man briskly rubbed his knees and elbows, so perhaps he’d spoken the truth of needing a rest. Then he took off his hat and balanced it on his lap as he peered straight into Isaac’s face. “Have you killed someone, my brother?” The man’s voice held no condemnation.


    Isaac didn’t turn from the man’s eyes as he answered the question with truth. “Not with gun or force, but there are some who lay the blame of a death on me.” Ella’s face floated before him and he dropped his eyes down to stare at his hands. The handkerchief still wrapped around his hand was stained with blood, but none looked to be fresh.


    “And do you put that blame there as well?” The man took hold of his hat and slid down to the step below Isaac so he could keep peering up into his face.


    “She’s dead and I live.”


    “And so you think you should stop living too? Take the heavenly Father’s will for your life into your own hands and cut your days short of those he has laid out for you?” The man glanced over his shoulder toward the river and then back at Isaac. His eyebrows glistened with the moisture of the morning mist.


    “I was hearing the invitation of the water,” Isaac admitted. “But I was too much a coward to answer it.”


    “Nay, my brother. It is living that oft takes courage. A cowardly man looks for what he imagines will be an easy escape from his troubles, but that man dooms himself to eternal punishment since how can he beg our Father’s forgiveness for such a sin once he is dead? Such a decision should be one that we wrestle with, as Jacob wrestled with the angel of the Lord when he was running from his sin. Dying is not meant to be easy. Not if it isn’t the Lord’s will.”


    Isaac turned his eyes away from the man back toward the river where the fog was nothing more than wisps of mist now as the sun won the morning battle. After a minute he said, “The thought of it seemed easy. Just jump in the river and don’t come up for air.”


    “Have you ever been witness to a man drowning?”


    The man’s voice wormed into his ears, bringing to mind things he had no wish to think on. He thought about standing up and walking away, but his empty stomach demanded he see the man’s words through.


    “I was on a riverboat once when the boilers blew. Men and women and children drowned that night. Those that weren’t killed in the explosion.” Isaac looked out past the little man toward the middle of the river. The water had been murky that day too. The day his father had died.


    “You must have been blown clear of the boat and had knowledge of staying afloat. Was that the way of it?” Brother Asa pushed on with his questions.


    “I was on deck. Everybody said I was lucky. That my father loaned me his luck and that’s why he was below deck where he didn’t have the chance to make the shore. Of course the boat caught fire.”


    “An inferno on water.” The man shook his head at the thought. “I’ve seen it but once, but care not to see it again. Providence had me ashore at the time. Providence perhaps kept you on deck in the same way. It is a good thing to embrace Providence at times and to thank the Lord for such. Instead of feeling guilt for what you cannot change.”


    “Many told me the same.”


    “And you gave no credence to their words?” Brother Asa lifted his thick dark eyebrows. “Or do you have other reasons for despair?”


    “There are always reasons for despair,” Isaac said.


    “You speak truth especially for those of the world,” the man said with that echo of cheerful acceptance in his voice as he stood and placed his hat on his head. “And hunger is one of them. Come. I’ve kept you talking too long when it is your stomach I hear talking back to me.”


    Isaac echoed his words. “Those of the world.” He’d heard that said before, and suddenly he knew where he’d seen men dressed like the man in front of him. “You’re a Shaker.”


    The man smiled. “That is what those of the world call us, and while we are comfortable with the moniker, our true name is the Society of Believers in the Second Coming of Christ.”


    “I know.”


    Isaac’s knowledge seemed to surprise the man. “Do you?” The man studied Isaac. “Were you perhaps raised by the Shakers then and are one of those lured away from our villages by the temptations of worldly living?”


    “No. My sister went to the Shakers when our father died. She’s still there. In a village not far from here called Harmony Hill.”


    “The very village I call home. And what might your sister’s name be?”


    “Marian. Marian Kingston.”


    “Then you must be Isaac.” The man’s smile got wider as he put his hand on Isaac’s shoulder.


    Isaac frowned and wanted to shrug the man’s hand off his shoulder. It seemed too odd, the man knowing his name.


    The man laughed. “Have no fear, my brother. I didn’t divine your name.” Brother Asa’s smile disappeared. “Sister Marian mentioned her concerns for you during one of our union meetings. She said you were suffering much sorrow as do many who depend on the relationships of the world for happiness. But be assured, peace can still be possible for you.”


    “I don’t see how. My wife died.” Isaac hesitated and then went on. “Because of me.” The words tore a new wound through the middle of his heart to match many others until he thought it must surely be near collapse.


    “Yea, I see your sorrow. But Providence has put us on the same path this day. Come, my brother. Let us go fill your hungry body with proper sustenance. Only then can the sorrows of the soul be tended to.” He reached a thick, blocky hand down toward Isaac.


    Isaac stared at the man for a long moment before he reached to take the man’s hand. He remembered Marian once telling Isaac that the Shakers were dead to the world. And wasn’t that what he wanted? To be dead.


    Isaac stood up and followed the little man. Perhaps Providence had played a part in their meeting this day, and he would find a way to die without surrendering the very necessary need to breathe.
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