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and 


to the real


David & Annie


You are gone, but not forgotten!
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THE CHILDREN OF JOHN & SARAH CAYLE

John, married to Catherine Stanford

Grayson

Andrew, married 1st Jane Brown (now dead), 2nd Lydia Gllbert

Jackson Cayle (by Jane) 

Polly, married Stanley Smith

Agathy, married James Langdon

James William Langdon

Amon, who married Abigail Stanford 

Judith, m Henry Anderson

Elizabeth, m Charles Ballard

David, m Annie McKechnie

John

Thomas

Abby

THE CHILDREN OF WILLIAM & HULDAH LANGDON

Lawrence, married Margaret Stiles

James, married Agathy Cayle (see above)

William “Billy” 

Mary, married Samuel McKechnie

Thomas

Robert

Sarah, m Cooper Bailey

Annie, m David Cayle

Katie, m Quinn Sawyer

Rebecca

Martha
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A WOMAN WHEN SHE IS in travail hath sorrow, because her hour is come: but as soon as she is delivered of the child, she remembereth no more the anguish, for joy that a man is born into the world.

––––––––
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John 16:21
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October 1760

Richmond, Virginia

GOD SEEMED FAR, FAR away. 

David had thought the Almighty would put back together his fractured parts and make him whole again. 

But He had not, and David was finding fewer and fewer reasons to hang onto a faith that was no longer working.

He slid sideways along the wooden pew and stood. He turned his back on the high altar and the paid boxed pews at the front of the Henrico Church. Did those people feel something when they came to church? Did God justify their efforts simply because they were there every week and paid money?

He walked up the aisle past empty pews where common people, who had not the money to pay for seating, scrapped for space every week. Through the double doors of the open front entrance, dead leaves cloaked the hill, and the smell of dying foliage and coming mountain air knifed his nose. 

This time last year he had just arrived at Cayle Farms from the backcountry. Annie was his wife, and they were planning to leave and build a life far from the gossips of Hanover County. 

His faith had done him little good then, and it was doing him no good now. He stepped over the threshold between the church and the outside world.

“David.”

His knees jellied. He grabbed for the doorframe.

How was she behind him? There had been only a few people left in the paid pews, and he had not seen her in the common ones.

Fingers. On his arm.

The fire lit clear to his toes.

Geesh, he hated himself.

He yanked free of her grasp. “What do you want?”

“I was wondering if you would take me home.”

Home?

She always did have a lot of nerve.

He had been in Richmond for two days. He had avoided the millinery and her. After all, she was the one who left Cayle Farms.

And him.

And now she wanted to go back? 

He clenched his fingers around the tricorn. “You seem to be in the habit of asking me to take you places.”

“Yes,” she whispered. “That does seem unfortunate.” 

Annie McKechnie? Contrite? 

He twisted his head toward her. His eyes slipped downward.

He fell against the doorframe.

Dear God in heaven. 

The bump swelled her middle.

His blood turned to ice. “Did you know before I left?”

“No and yes.”

“What in the bloody hell is that supposed to mean?” 

“I did not know when you spoke with me that last time. I did know when you pulled out of Richmond with the militia.”

That meant she knew when she got his letter.

The fire ignited his veins. “And you said nothing?”

“What could I say? You were already signed up.”

“I could have tried to get out of it. Found a substitute. A child would have made all the difference in the world.”

“I should have been enough for you to stay.” Her hand came up. A look of resignation flooded her face. “None of that matters. Right now, I need to get home. I do not want to have this child here and alone.”

“Why did you not go before now? For that matter, why did you leave at all?”

“I did not wish to leave, but it became necessary.” 

“And what has changed?”

“You are home. I will not be alone.”

A tremor raced down his spine. Why did it matter that he was there when it mattered not that he was gone?

Her fingers clenched tight atop her swollen belly. 

“And if I take you home,” he said, driving the words into her, “what will you do after it is born?” 

“It is not an it.” Her eyes licked fire. “It is a child, and I am not certain. I may stay at Cayle Farms and reopen my shop, or I could always go to Williamsburg when he or she is older. I have enough money saved. You need not worry over us.”

He had always wanted children. Lots of them. 

Now, the idea felt like a rope tied around his neck, dragging him far from the hard-fought wholeness he had acquired the past month. 

He studied her. There was only a moderate amount of fullness in the fairy-like face. The hollow shadows beneath dark, swimming eyes spoke of tiredness and fear. Except for the bulging of her middle, she seemed thinner. Had the dreams come back?

And why did he care? 

The words squeezed through his teeth. “I will not take you home.”

She frowned.

“You will go to the backcountry with me instead.”

Her eyes widened. “No! I hate it there.”

“You are my wife.” He pointed at her belly. “That is my child.”

She swayed. “Please. I understand if you have plans that do not include me. Take me home, then you can go.”

That was twice now she had not used a thee. Had she given up the Friends for good as well? 

“What about me being at Cayle Farms so you will not be alone?”

She looked away. “Well, I can manage now.”

“You could have managed before. You were hardly alone after I left.” The wicked laugh slipped from his throat. “And I will not leave that child behind.” The responsibility might be churning his stomach, but he knew he would never forgive himself if he turned from it.

“David, I cannot go to the backcountry. I do not have much time before the birthing.”

“You are not in the habit of telling me the truth, Annie.”

“You must believe me. If you take me to the backcountry, I will have this child on the road somewhere. I know you are angry with me—” 

“Angry does not begin to describe how I feel about you.” His jaw ground tight with the pain. 

“I understand, but I also know you would not put your child in danger.”

He stared at her, trying to determine how much of what she said was the truth. 

As usual, her face was a blank page.

Why would a loving God do this to him? David had come to church that morning out of forced devotion, thinking that was better than no devotion at all. He had been begging God to stitch together the ragged, torn edges of his heart. 

Instead, the Almighty had opened him to more pain. 

Regardless of how much he despised her, though, that child was his. He could not turn from it. Neither could he put it in unnecessary danger.

“There is one way to determine if you are being truthful about being so near to being delivered of it.” He stepped forward. “Take me to your midwife.” 

––––––––
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THE MAN’S EYES TURNED black as the widow spider that kills.

A cold chill washed over Annie.

He had lost weight, which had chiseled his cheeks into an older, harder look. The dark hair was swept neatly to the back of his neck. He smelled of cinnamon biscuits and spring water, and she despised the way her own heart jumped in tandem to the babe. 

Surely the child did not recognize David as the father. The man had not been around for near nine months now.

Annie had no wish to go with him. Not down the hill and three more blocks further from her home above the millinery, and certainly not to the backcountry. When she had spied him yesterday walking into the blacksmithy, she had assumed he was in Richmond for a few days and would be headed back home.

“Annie, if you want me to take you home, you better prove to me you are within days of giving birth.” 

The words were nasty, with no sign of the David she knew as a child nor of the man she had married.

Her stomach set to spinning.

“Well?” he asked. “Shall we?” 

She nodded, then stepped past him and outside. A breeze, laced with mountain coldness, raked her skin. It helped the nausea only slightly.

Last week, Claire had informed her the babe had dropped. That accounted for the fact her pain and discomfort had increased. Standing required more effort. Walking jarred her hips. Even sitting exerted pressure on her whole body, so that she was up moving around yet again to experience a different sort of pain. 

She reached for her back as her spine rolled to compensate for her protruding belly and the descent down Church Hill.

She could not believe David had suggested taking her to the backcountry.  He knew how much she feared it, but he seemed not to care. He had eyed her swollen belly, and his hatred had poured forth like milk from a spilled bucket. 

The nausea rolled upward. She grabbed for her chest. 

Beneath her chemise, the heart locket burned her fingers. David had given it to her as a wedding present. Later, she had tried to give it back as their money was dwindling. David had refused. Instead, he had made her promise to wear it always. It was the only promise she had kept. Why, she had not been certain.

Now she knew. She had been hoping when he returned, for she was sure he would, to find the old David. The one in her youth. The one that had tenderly cared for her in the backcountry.

The one she had driven away forever, for this David was hard. The lines on his face were as etched stone. Even the wrinkle alongside his mouth had twitched with a stiffness near to breaking. 

But then, because of her secrets, he had broken promises.

A kick to her ribs. She slowed. Her fingers curled around the locket. She swallowed fast and hard to quell the rising and falling of her stomach.

“Are you feeling well?”

“Well enough.”

His face soured. 

They entered Church Street. He picked up his pace and turned west. Annie tried to match his walk, but she could not keep up. 

If you ever betray me again, I will cut you out of my life forever.

He had uttered the words after she had schemed to fall from Breezy while he was teaching her to ride the horse before they left for the backcountry. At the time, she thought she had little choice, as she had been unable to convince him to let her ride astride. As usual, her reasoning had mattered little to him. 

It now made little sense to her as well.

She shivered. Not only would he make good on his threat and cut her from his life, but he would do so while keeping her right next to him because of the child.

She pulled her fingers from the locket, leaving it tucked beneath her chemise and next to her heart. 

Inside her belly, the babe squirmed.
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DAVID’S FEET POUNDED the red Flemish bond brick till his head jarred and his knees weakened.

Who was he kidding? He could not blame all his weakness on the fast, hard walk. If he found out she was lying, there would be nothing for them ever again. It was bad enough there was now a child between them. How they would cope was anyone’s guess, for even the friendship they once shared was broken beyond repair.

He picked up his pace again to get the ordeal over with, only to find Annie lagging. 

He stopped and hung his hands from his hips in frustration. Strung along the horizon, like laundry on a line, storm clouds brewed. If he did not leave for the backcountry with Charles and Elizabeth on the morrow as planned, or soon thereafter, he would have to wait until next spring. 

He bit the curse stretching his tongue. Once Annie stepped beside him, he took a slower pace. For the child’s sake, not hers. 

After another block, she stopped and pointed. “’Tis here.” 

To his left stood a modest two-story boxed house of red brick. He mounted the five or so steps to the white portico porch hugging the house’s right side. 

The door flew open. A willowy brunette with eyes the color of worn flecked pewter scanned him from head to toe. Her gaze did not soften till she spied Annie behind him. “Is everything alright?” 

“For the moment.” Annie stepped up beside him. Her belly brushed his arm. He nearly jumped from the porch.

“Claire Holman,” Annie said. “This is my husband, David Cayle. He would like a word with you.”

Claire’s left brow raised. She stepped aside. David entered a small foyer. Stairs rambled up the wall before him. He turned left into a sitting room, marched to the fireplace, and turned. 

Annie collapsed into one of two rusty red wingback chairs.

“Would you like to sit, Mr. Cayle?” Claire asked. “I can bring in another chair.”

“No. I will not be here long.” He motioned to the one chair left. “But please, feel free to rest yourself.”

Claire eased into the chair with the grace of a woman above the station of a midwife. He dared a longer look. 

The woman’s hair, swept up on her head, defied the taming she had tried that morning to accomplish. The steady gray eyes stared back at him. She was sizing him up. From someone so young, for she could not be yet two times ten, it was unnerving. 

He glanced at Annie. Why would she have relied on someone so inexperienced? And just what was the relationship between them? 

David was almost certain it was more than midwife and client. Were they friends? Annie had never seemed to have any women friends except for her sisters.

Not that the relationship mattered to him. He simply needed answers. For some reason, he knew Claire Holman would tell him true. The thought did not set as well with him as it should have.

He cleared his throat. “Annie tells me she is close to her time and cannot reasonably go into the backcountry.”

Her brow wrinkled. “Mr. Cayle, any woman carrying a child has no business going into the backcountry.”

“I am not concerned with any woman. I am concerned with Annie. I want to know how close she is to the birthing.”

The woman pushed herself to the edge of the seat. “Annie has been carrying the baby rather high, but in the past few days, it has dropped. Her body could decide to deliver tomorrow or in two weeks. But it will be no longer than that.”

His head tightened. From Richmond, ‘twas usually a three-week journey. Taking Annie along would add more time yet, for he would be forced to go slow for the babe’s safety.

“Mr. Cayle, it would not be good for a woman, especially Annie with her family history, to have a child on the road alone.”

Her family history? What did that mean? “She would not be alone. My brother-in-law and sister, Elizabeth, would be with us.”

“Elizabeth?” Annie gasped. “She is not capable of helping me deliver.”

“Her mind is much better.”

“’Tis not that. ‘Tis the fact she knows little of what to do in my situation.”

David opened his mouth to ask why she was different than any other woman needing to deliver, but Claire rose and cut him off.

“Mr. Cayle,” she said. “I understand you and Annie have had some personal difficulties, but the child must be considered before all other matters.”

His jaw tensed. “Has my wife told you of our difficulties?” 

She cast a glance at Annie, who looked away. “She would not, although I asked on a number of occasions.”

“So she did not tell you of the money she kept from me? Of the long months I spent trying to scrape together enough for us to leave Cayle Farms?” He stepped toward her. “Did she tell you of her history of keeping secrets? Even as a child? That she had the money for us to leave all along?”

Not even a wince or a step backward. What kind of loyalty possessed the woman? Or did she have nerves of steel? 

One thing was for sure. He could not stay here. Not with Claire Holman nearby. Her devotion to Annie, on whatever level, would be a problem.

He stared at the top of Annie’s white mobcap. “I can no longer abide any of it.” 

“Mr. Cayle, one person does not commit such treachery alone. There is usually enough blame to go around. As for now, you need to set aside your differences and do what is right for the babe.”

Annie lifted her head. Their eyes locked.

She was as beautiful as ever. The shock tore through his body.

The loss of the past nine months of watching her grow their child stabbed at his gut. She had taken so much from him.

Another shock. Deeper. More shattering than the previous. He had to fight for air.

She had apparently used the nine months to get used to the idea of being a mother. He had only known he was to be a father for the last half hour.

Even that was too long.

––––––––
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DAVID SLAMMED THE PEWTER mug to table. No one heard it so loud were the voices at the tables around him. 

He stared into the mug’s empty depths. He wanted another draught of the rum, but that would bring him to roaring drunk, and he had no wish to go there. Although he had a great need to do so.

He had fled Claire Holman’s house, leaving Annie to find her own way home, because he could not stand the sight of her. Charles had found him staggering into the tavern and had followed.

“How far along is she?” the man asked. 

“She says any day now or a week or two. I thought perhaps she was not telling the truth, so I made her take me to the midwife. She confirmed it.”

Charles sighed. “You should not have humiliated her that way.” 

“I cannot trust anything the woman says.”

Charles leaned back in his chair. “You cannot go with me now.” 

David slipped his index finger around the mug’s metal rim. “You were counting on my help with Elizabeth.”

“I appreciate that, but Elizabeth is my responsibility. Annie is yours.”

“I do not want the responsibility.” Every time he thought of the child, his stomach churned a heavy sweat into his hands.

A tavern wench headed his way. She was pretty. Dark, friendly curls waved from beneath the white mobcap. She winked. David smiled and grabbed his mug. 

“Want it or not, that child is yours.” 

David’s gaze swept downward. Dangerous neckline. Thin waist. He held the mug out for a refill.

Charles plucked the pewter from his hands. “And you have to take care of the mother if you are to love the child.”

Ample hips. “What?” He spun back to Charles. 

The man pressed the empty mug to the far end of the table below the window and waved the woman along.

“’Tis what I learned with Elizabeth. I know you all thought I was harsh with her when you first came to us last summer, and I had to be for Charlie and Cayle. I tried though, whenever I could, to be tender, not for her sake, but for the sake of my boys.”

David lifted a foggy gaze to the man. Broad shouldered, with ox-like arms and brown curly hair that fought for release from the queue tied at the nape of his neck, he was the complete opposite of the Cayle men.

“Is that why you have forgiven her for losing Cayle?” David asked.

David’s nephew had been captured by Indians during a raid on the fort last summer. Elizabeth was supposed to be watching him at the time.

“Yes. That and the fact she was still quite ill in her mind and did not realize what she was doing. Not a day passes that she does not tell me how sorry she is for her neglect. Now that she knows what she did, it tears her mind up almost more than it does mine.” He flung his elbows to the table and leaned forward. “But the thing of it is, that at the end of it all, I should not have entrusted her with the responsibility of watching him in the first place. I was aware of the dangers at the time. We all were. Now, since I very much wish to have my remaining son in my life, the best thing I can do for him is to love his mother.”

David’s muscles tensed. “I cannot love Annie.”

“Has she done anything worse than Elizabeth?”

“Elizabeth was sick in her mind, Charles. Annie is not. She knew what she was doing. Still does.”

“Do not be too sure. Growing babes, and the coming childbirth, can make a woman do strange things. They are fearful of it even as they welcome it.”

Was the man saying that Annie’s keeping of the money last winter and now her desire to go home were results of being with child?

David refused to believe that. It would mean giving her a little rope of understanding, and he was not willing to do so. 

Besides, Annie had never been one to sway to the whim of her emotions. He doubted she would do so even now. 

Charles’ fingers closed around David’s wrist. “If you cannot love her, you are going to have to at least make peace with her. The child needs you both.”

“Are you suggesting I leave her here?”

“No. I am suggesting you stay here or you take her home.”

“Home?” His stomach shrank at the idea. He needed rum. A lot of it.

“’Twould not have to be permanent, just until she has the babe. By then, maybe you could convince her to come to the backcountry—”

“Never,” he swore bitterly.

“Or you could agree to go elsewhere.”

“But all my plans?”

“You have a child now.”

“I am not certain I even want it.”

“When you see that wee thing for the first time, you will fall in love. It will matter little what your wife has done at that point.”

David rolled his eyes. He would not have thought Charles Ballard could become soft about anything. 

“You do not believe me, but ‘tis true.” The man wagged his finger at David. “I do not know why God has made it so, but He has. And if you try just a little bit, God will help you to set aside what you wish for your family’s sake.”

David leaned back into the chair. 

The minute Charles Ballard had arrived at Cayle Farms from the backcountry this past spring, everyone had noticed a change in the man. He was calmer and more patient with Elizabeth. Even though Cayle had not been found, and even though David’s uncle, Grayson Cayle, had found no word of the boy beyond his appearance at a Wyandotte village on the Ohio River, he had seemed at peace. Charles had claimed it was the weeks alone with God, but he had elaborated no further. 

“What will you do if Elizabeth loses her mind again?” 

Charles shrugged. “I do not know. I do know I will work extra hard to take the burden from her to see it does not happen. I was too harsh and expected too much when we first moved to the backcountry. Elizabeth is a fragile woman, but I did marry her. I made that choice even with your father warning me time and again. Now, I will have to work to make her life less harsh. It is where we are right now. And right now, you have an estranged wife with a child on the way. You better learn to make hard decisions.” 

Below the window the mug sat, begging to be filled, and David was desperate for the numbing effect another draught would bring.

He turned aside. It would also take him back to a place of no feeling, and he had no wish to go there no matter what he had to face concerning Annie. He had been numb too many times already the past nine months.

I am now going to be a father.

He and she were knit together tighter than knotted cord.

He pressed his hands to the table’s edge and shoved himself backward.

“Where are you going?” Charles asked.

“To see to my wife.” He choked on the words before pressing them through his teeth. “Tomorrow, we go home.”
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AMON STARED AT THE tobacco sheds. Gossamer strands of mist snuck in and out of the kicked up walls and open doors. 

He had never been so close to taking up swearing as he was in that moment. To have such a hefty crop, to have pulled it through another dry summer, and to now be at the point where the leaves were not curing, was demoralizing. It very nearly made a man want to give up.

David’s leaving a week past had not helped matters. 

“And this crop was holding such promise, Massa Amon.” 

Socrates, or Soc as they called the man, had been with Amon since he first started cropping tobacco. 

The man shook his head in exasperation. The red and white checkered cloth atop his head twisted this way and that. A gap in his tooth hid behind the tight line of his mouth.

Amon sighed. “We have no choice but to start the fires. Best do it now.” Another day might well end the crops.

Having to tell Mary, after the silent, pitched battle they had waged all week, would be even worse. 

“Pa,” John said. “’Tis first day.”

Amon’s jaw nearly cracked from the strain. The whispers that morning in meeting had ratcheted up because of David’s leaving.  

Why Mary still insisted on worshiping with the Friends he had no idea. He would have thought all the talk of the marriage of his son and her daughter last winter and spring would have been enough for the woman.

“I care not what day it is. We have to start now.” He had put it off long enough hoping for some change in the weather.

None had come.

He divided up the sheds. He agreed to take those just west of the house. He placed Soc in charge of the northern sheds. Wave, another of his hands, he put in charge of these sheds on the south  side of his property. 

His nephew, Cooper Bailey, was to take charge of those on Mary’s property.  Coop, his wife Sarah, Mary’s oldest daughter, and their one-year-old son Stanford Bailey, were living in the old McKechnie home. They were making payments with the intent to own the place eventually, although not the fields. Amon held those in trust for Mary’s girls until the youngest daughter, Martha, reached the age of twenty-one.

“I cannot rotate and take nights for you as I have in the past,” Amon said.

Last winter, as Amon lay in bed recovering from lung fever that had taken him while on his way from the backcountry the summer before, David had planted two extra fields and built two more tobacco sheds. At the time, as they hoped to recover from the summer drought, it had seemed a good idea. And it would have been had David been here to help.

But, Amon should not have been surprised the boy was now gone. After all, he had a long history of not finishing what he started.

Amon ran his hand over his jaw. “You will have to work out how to handle the fires with your partner. I hate to do so, but get the women involved if you have to.”

The men nodded, then drifted away, all except for his middle son, John. “’Tis critical we manage this crop because of the stolen money?” he asked.

Amon nodded. It still galled him that someone on his plantation had stolen his savings while he had been in the backcountry. In his absence, the drought had decimated their seed fields, and Amon had been unable to pay for new seeds from his savings. David had had to use the last of his funds to do so. Amon had not found out about it until several months later and once he was back on his feet.

“You want me to go to Richmond? I can find David before he leaves. He would be another man. I am certain he would come back.”

Amon turned to this child who was steady, constant, and unflappable. For not the first time, he wondered why his oldest and youngest could not have been more like this one.

And again, as had happened often of late, the child he had filled Mary with after one night together came to his mind. She had birthed the babe after marrying Samuel McKechnie. The child lay buried in the McKechnie cemetery, having died at the age of five. 

Amon had never known him.

Had that child been like his oldest and his youngest? Had he been given to flights of irresponsibility? Would his eyes have been set on the backcountry?

Or would he have been like John? Quiet. Reserved. Responsible.

Amon pushed the questions to the back of his mind.

“No. I do not wish thee to get David. He knew last week when he left that curing fires might need to be done. He still chose to go. I will not keep him here now.” 

He grabbed the boy’s shoulder. John was his height, although his frame had not yet filled. He was the only one of his sons to have a look of his first wife and their mother, Abigail, in his eyes and mouth. Otherwise, he was all Cayle, with blue eyes that shifted dark and light as the ocean on a cloudy day, and hair as black as burnt wood. “And I cannot tell you how much I appreciate thee stepping in. I know you are busy with your studies. I will make it up to thee somehow.”

“No need, Pa.” He smiled. “I can study anywhere as long as there is light.” The child drifted away. 

John had never, at any time, led Amon to believe he wished to take over Cayle Farms someday. He was good with the tobacco, but he did not like cultivating it. He had barely finished his last year at the Matadequin Creek Friends School when he announced that he wished to study law with his Uncle James once he had graduated from the Friends Grammar School for boys near Weyanoke.

Amon turned toward the house. Unlike John, David had vacillated between taking the farm, loving the farm, hating the farm, running from the farm and Annie and his marriage. He argued they could not farm tobacco forever and that they needed to diversify.

Amon had no problem with diversifying, but he had no intention of doing so with horses as had David. Breeding and training such was a rich man’s game, and he was a middling farmer at best.

He picked up his pace. He needed to speak with Mary about the change in plans, and then he needed to put on his older clothes if he was to smell like a tobacco pipe for the next little while. He passed the fenced pasture and the stables and made his way under the huge oak standing guard before the house. Dead leaves drifted downward to mix with a few rotten sticks in the scrabbly dirt. 

Amon stopped and looked up. The tree looked sturdy enough, but the trunk was massive, and the drought the past few years had been hard on it. He had thought, last spring, he was going to be forced to take it down. The prospect of doing so safely, due to its proximity to the house, had been daunting. He was glad when the giant finally greened out.

Then he saw it. Two pairs of feet swinging above his head.

So that was where his youngest son, along with his grandson, had gone for the day. The plantation was falling apart. His relationship with Mary had been strained for months. David was gone, and Annie was as well, with rumors again circulating far and wide about both.

And all his youngest could do was climb trees?

“Thomas, show yourself.”

“Pa-”

“Now.”

The boy’s head popped forward between an array of leaves.

“You are to come down and find yourself some old clothes. You will be helping me with the curing fires.”

The boy’s nose wrinkled. “Does Matthew have to help?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“He is only five.”

“Today is first day. ‘Tis a day of rest.”

Amon’s ire flashed. “Not on this farm.” Not when his world was falling apart.

“But Pa-”

“Now, Thomas. I am going to speak to Mary, and then I am going to change clothes. You best be on the porch ready to help.”

He did not even wait for an answer but stepped past the oak, the front porch, and toward the kitchen. He stopped before the front garden and the picket fencing. A few fall lettuces and late squash were ready or harvest. Otherwise, the garden was spent of itself until spring.

He sucked in a steadying breath. The idea of speaking with Mary gnarled his insides. The battle they had waged since David and Annie’s marriage had fallen apart last spring had chipped at him like splinters flying from an ax heaved into wood. Mary had insisted, repeatedly, that Amon go after Annie. Amon had argued it was not his place but David’s.

Now, however, after the boy’s return from the militia, he seemed little inclined to do so, and Amon could no longer offer a defense of his son’s actions. 

Annie’s noncommittal letters from Richmond had not helped. Twice, Amon had James check on her when he was there, and twice he had come back with reports that, at least on the surface, she seemed well enough.

He also insisted she did not wish to come home.

Mary refused to accept that information. The last time, she had begun a silent war with her brother as well as Amon.

Two days past, war-weary and disappointed in his son, Amon had ceased the battle and had agreed to take Mary to Richmond. 

She would not be happy at this latest turn of events.

He stepped into the kitchen. Her face was flushed, her eyes wide with the strain of staying awake, and despite the cold fog, her hair was drenched with the kitchen’s heat.

Her face fell. “You are going to start the fires.”

He nodded.

Her face quivered. Her eyes swam as swift as fresh maple syrup.

She collapsed to the bench. He sat beside her and grabbed her hand.

“I am sorry. I promise, as soon as the weather eases, or the tobacco is cured and we are done with the fires, I will take thee to her.”

“I know thee will.” She twisted the ball of her hand into one cheek and then another. “I was just happy that I was finally going to see her and get her home.”

She had cried more the past three weeks since David’s arrival than she had the entire seven months of Annie’s absence.

“Mary, you have to remember, even when we go to her, there is no guarantee she will come home. She refused to do so even when James offered.”

“You spoke with David before he left, Amon. I know thee did. Do not deny it.”

He would not, although he would not tell her the ugly words that passed between them.

“Is there any chance he will look for her when he is there?”

“No, Mary. Unless God intervenes, my son will pass through Richmond and never look back.” He nearly choked on the words.

“So they will not patch things up?”

“It does not appear so.”

“What will become of them?”

He knew not, and living separate lives would marginalize them both. 

“I was against them marrying,” she said. “But I would never have thought this of him. And it is not right for them to now be apart.”

“I would never have thought Annie would have left without a word either, and no, I do not wish them to be apart any more than you do.”

This time, the words were said with no animosity from either of them, just loads of sadness. At least they seemed to have spun themselves past that battle.

Or maybe Mary was just tired.

He twisted to the side and reached for her hand. “I can do nothing about my son, and for that I am sorry. But I pledge to thee, that as soon as the fires are done with, I will take thee to Annie. I cannot promise she will come home, but we will at least see her.” 

His thumb swiped at the tears wetting her mouth. He sank his lips onto hers. The kiss was sweet but fiery, as he had intended.

He pulled back. “Are you sure something else is not bothering thee? You have been awfully weepy the past few weeks.”

“I am fine.” She sniffed. “I guess I was clinging to the hope that once David returned he would go after her and bring her home.”

Amon studied her face. No doubt, the anger and worry were taking their toll. She had also nursed all the children through colds. As usual, it had taken each one in turn, so that for her, at least, the hours of nursing lasted nearly two weeks.

Rachel, Amon’s two-year-old granddaughter, had suffered the worst and the longest.

Surely, that was all it was. If it was the other?

He was not sure he could bear up under another loss.

Mary reached her arms around his neck and clung. “I know what you are thinking.”

She likely did.

The idea bit into his gut.

“I cannot possibly be. It has been a year since my courses.”

He straddled the bench, slid her closer, and swirled his hands around her back. He eased his forehead against hers.

Someday he would ask about the child they shared, but not   now. “Does the idea you will have no more bother thee?”

“No, Amon. I wished for a time to have at least another child with you but no longer. I am busy and content with the children we now have.”

He rubbed his knuckles down her arm. “I have to save this crop, Mary, and then I will take thee to Annie. But neither one of us can save the childrens’ marriage ‘Tis something they have to determine to do on their own.”

“I know.” Her sigh was pregnant with sadness and worry.

Amon wished he could take it away.

He pulled her against his chest and held on tight. At least the worry of losing any more babes was gone. 

After all, saving a crop of tobacco was one thing.

Saving his wife and himself from another lost child was an entirely different matter.

.
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DAVID HATED HER.

Annie saw it in his eyes right before he had stalked between Claire and her and had fled for the door.

She forced herself south until she could go no further without stepping into the James River. She then turned west. Richmond rose to her right. The Falls of the James could be heard even from here.  

After David left, Annie had told Claire of the secrets she kept as a child and of the money she had hidden from David in the early months of their marriage. She had even told her of those last days at A Shilling and a Bit when she realized she could no longer work for Jackson Cayle. Claire feared her return to Cayle Farms, but Annie assured her friend she would be safe. She had no intention of ever seeing Jackson alone again.

The child kicked her ribs. Annie slowed her pace, her lungs thirsty for the lost air. If David refused to take her home, and it appeared likely he would, she would have to deliver the child here with Claire. She treasured the woman’s friendship. Claire had even offered to help her with the baby once it was born by allowing her to move in with her. 

Perhaps, it was time to reconsider her options. The Campbells, while good employers, would not be happy with a crying child upstairs nor would they welcome a babe into the shop for long.

Before her, the sign for Campbell’s Millinery swayed. And below it, at the bottom of the staircase leading to her room, sat David Cayle. An angry redness rimmed his cobalt eyes. His mouth pinched tighter than a corset.

He stood. His gaze fell to her belly and froze. Annie pulled her worn navy cloak closer to hide the bulge.

“I will take you home,” he said.

Her breath caught.  His was thick with rum.

Was he drunk? And when had the man taken to imbibing spirits?

She was desperate to see her mother. She was frightened as to how this birthing would go for her. 

But perhaps asking David to take her had not been a good idea.

He twisted his mouth in frustration. “You said you wished to leave here.”

“I do.”

“Then why do you now hesitate?” 

A tight band circled her head. She could refuse to leave, but this was his child. She knew he would never turn from it.

“You can go upstairs and start packing my things,” she said. “I will go to the Campbells and quit, and I will then join you.” She headed into the dark chill of the alley.

He pulled up beside her.

She stopped. “What are you doing?”

“Going with you.”

Her spine snagged tight. His fury would know no bounds if he found out how she had gotten the job. 

The child somersaulted, then kicked her ribs. She sucked in a tight breath.

“Annie Cayle, what are you not telling me?”

She stepped back from the black fury of his eyes. Her back hit the wooden piers supporting the stairs.

She should never have left her pew that morning to follow him. All she had wanted was to go home and to her mother. She had assumed, because of their childhood friendship and the babe they now shared, David would take her willingly. 

But she now realized she had remembered the good in David Cayle and she had forgotten the bad.

And his bad was about to get a whole lot worse.

Annie braced herself against the rage that was to come.

He stepped closer.

She had nowhere to go. She grabbed the wooden pier at her back.

“What, Annie, are you not telling me?”

––––––––
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THE WORDS THUNDERED from his gut. “Abandoned you?” 

Several bystanders stopped and stared. He ragged his hand through his hair. “Why would you tell them that?”

“Well, you did. You left, and I was carrying a child. I would not have been hired by anyone in that condition unless I had no husband to watch out for me.”

“Then why get hired at all? Why did you not just stay at Cayle Farms?”

“I could not.”

“But you can go back home now?”

“Yes.”

“Because I will be there.”

Another nod. 

The woman was maddening. “You are making no sense!” More stares. He had to calm down. He squeezed his fists tight.

“And why did you leave?” she asked. “Again?”

So much for calm. “Do not make this about me. You were the one who kept that money.” And ignored his letter.

Annie smiled, then lifted her fingers in a wave to someone on the street. “Nice to see you,” she said.

“You as well, Mrs. Cayle.”

Once they were past, her smile flattened.

He grabbed for a stair railing. Had he grabbed Annie, he would have shaken her till her teeth rattled and loosened from her head. 

“Just how long did you think you could keep up this charade before someone found out I had merely gone into the militia? Virginia is not that large.”

“I was desperate to get away from Cayle Farms. At the time, I would have said anything.”

“Even if it meant smirching my good name? I know people here.”

“I have not been out that much. No one has connected us.”

“They will now. And what made you so desperate in the first place?”

Had she been scared? A frightened Annie was always a dangerous one. 

And now? He eyed her burgeoning middle yet again. Now, she had to go home.

“You best take me to the Campbells.” He spat the words through his teeth. “I will play the part of the estranged but rehabilitated husband. Afterward, we will pack your things, and you will stay with me at the inn tonight.”

Her face paled. “Please, David. Leave me at my place tonight. I will pack and be ready to go at first light.”

“Not a chance. You have a habit of not only telling stories that slander me, Annie Cayle, but you leave without any warning.” He had never come so close to wanting to choke the life from her as he did right then. He settled for grabbing her arm. 

“I do not intend to ever let you out of my sight again.”  

––––––––

[image: ]


THE WRINKLE ALONGSIDE David’s mouth twitched into life. The man barely had himself under control. 

The Campbells’ barrage of questions the past half hour had not helped.

Mr. Campbell’s pudgy face blistered red. “I do not understand, young man, how you could have left her, seeing how she was and all, but now demand her back.”

“As I said, I was not aware of the child.”

“If you do not wish to stay here permanently, you could at least stay until we get a replacement.”

Annie thought David would grasp the man’s throat and strangle the life out of him. Mrs. Campbell’s sing-songy voice did not help matters.

“We are to have a little one,” David said, the smile never reaching his eyes. “Annie belongs with me.”

Another half hour and, after multiple assurances from Annie that she wished to go with her husband, the Campbells’ door slammed behind them.

“I thought they were good people?” he asked.

“They are, but they run a business.” The wind racing through the alley chilled the back of her neck. She pulled her cloak tighter. “I was the only seamstress they employed, and my presence had increased their business a great deal. I had given them no indication I would be leaving, just that I would need a week or two when the baby came. ‘Twas a shock, for sure.” 

He twisted his jaw. “You seem to be in the habit of not only shocking people but slandering missing ones as well.” 

He had meant it as bait, but she did not bite. She was more responsible than he for the current state of their marriage. 

She picked up her pace toward the front of the buildings and the stairs. He followed. 

“And they should have paid you for the work.” 

“’Tis no matter.” 

They tore up her contract, but they refused to pay her a large sum she was due from nearly completing a project for a prominent gentleman on the north end of town. They also insisted she be out of her room by nightfall. 

Based on David’s quick stride past her, he had no intention of taking even that long.

He reached the foot of the stairs, lifted the crates upward, and stepped aside to allow her to pass and go up. 

“Besides,” she said. “I am fine without the money.”

A thump, a groan, and a string of curse words burned her ears. She twirled around to see him slinging the crate to the wall, then reaching for his shin and rubbing it hard. 

“What happened?” she asked.

“The box fell,” he grumbled. He straightened, then beaded a stare right into her face. “And since when do you turn down money?”

“Since other things became more important.”

His scowl deepened.

“Would you like me to carry one?” she asked.

“Of course not.” 

She had half a mind to grab a box and sling it at him anyhow. It would have felt good watching him fall backward and to the ground.

But she had not the time nor the energy. She turned and made her way to the top. David’s steps jolted the stairs below her. Once in the room, he tossed the crates to a center table between a bed on the left and an unlit fireplace to their right.

“’Tis cold in here,” he said. “Have you been gone all day?”

She shrugged. “I went to church this morning. After you left Claire’s, I stayed a while.”

A funny look creased his brow, but he said nothing more.

After retrieving two more boxes and two saddlebags from under her bed, she started removing chemises, stockings, and other personal items from a tall bureau. She set David to work on the pots and pans.

Then, the complaining started.

“Most of this stuff is unnecessary.”

“’Tis necessary to me.” And if she had to leave again, she would need it for sure. 

“I can buy you more later.”

“I do not wish you to.”

“And I am quite certain you can buy it yourself.”

“I do not wish to part with my money yet a second time for the same things and possibly pay more than I did the first time.”

“’Tis always about money with you. Geesh, Annie.”

She bit her tongue to keep from replying but spent the next hour justifying why every object needed to come with her, from the baby quilts she had sewn herself, to the pot given to her by a customer in lieu of payment for extra work, to the candles she had dipped just last week.

“I do not wish to make more. Those took a whole day, and a person can never have too many.” 

Finally, as the sun waned toward the day’s end, and after refusing to leave anything behind, Annie lifted Gran’s diary from the fireplace mantel. She traced the green filigree swirls with her finger.

Huldah Byford Langdon had died while Annie was in the backcountry summer before last. She had never known of Annie’s marriage to David.

You and that young man belong together. You will see.

Annie was glad the woman was not around to see the mess she had made of things.

“Did you ever read it?” he asked.

“No, I was too busy grieving.” She frowned. “Then I was too busy trying to put my life back together.”

The grunt squeezed past his throat. “You were the one who tore it apart.”

She slammed the diary to the top of the nearest box. “All I want is for you to take me home. After that, you are free to leave.” 

His hand shot forward. His fingers raked her arm. “I will not leave that child behind.”

She winced and tried to pull away, but he yanked her so close she could smell the aging rum on his breath.

“And since you are its mother, as soon as you and it are able, you will come along as well. I figure a move to the backcountry about the beginning of March next year should work just fine.”

The fear quickened through her limbs.

He tossed her hand to the side.

It was going to be a long, long night, and an even longer trip home.

––––––––
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DAVID MADE SEVERAL trips to his room at the inn, setting a crate inside each time, then going back to the millinery for another.

The last trip to Annie’s room, he grabbed the saddlebags, dropped them off at the inn alongside the crates, then took Annie with him to the stables to make the arrangements for the horses. 

She had not been happy. “I am hardly in any shape to run from thee.”

It mattered not. The woman had resources that defied a man’s imagination. He was never going to forget it again.

“And you should at least let me pay for the two horses you will purchase to carry my things home,” she said. “After all, I was the one insisting on bringing so much unnecessary stuff.”

He deserved the spiteful remark after being so hard on her for packing all that she did, but he still declined the money. She had not offered it last fall when it had mattered most, and he would not take it now.

He settled his account for the two he intended to take with him to the backcountry that would now go with him to Cayle Farms and for Annie’s horses. After that, he paid for the board for Trouble, as well as Belle and Baldwin, and he allowed Annie to settle up her account for Breezy, the cream-colored mare David had helped her buy before going into the backcountry last year. The stable manager, a bandy-legged fellow with hair the color of cinnamon spiced yams and freckles to match, had taken good care of the horse. He had also remarked his regret at not seeing Annie on Sundays to ride.

“The horse has missed you riding her, Miss.” He lowered his eyes to her belly. “But I understand why you have not.”

The man’s admiration, so soon on the heels of Claire Holman’s and the Campbells’, set David’s nerves on edge. 

An hour later, Charlie’s squeals and the banging of the trencher on the supper table frayed him to a near breaking point. His nephew seemed determined to drown out the singing voice of a robust redhead and the screeching violinist accompanying her. He and Charles had chosen The King’s Purse despite the noise and the number of people for the food was good and moderately priced.

David was regretting his frugality.

Another loud scream rent from the child’s throat. David’s spine jarred. A gunshot may as well have gone off over his head.

Elizabeth set a hand to the child’s fingers. “You will stop.” 

His nephew’s lip trembled, but he ceased the noise.

David eyed his sister again. Her transformation was nothing short of miraculous. At times, her blue eyes still held a haunted look, but otherwise, she seemed more mature and in control than before her marriage. 

Most of that was because of Charles. He had somehow gentled her back into beautiful in the few months he had been at Cayle Farms, finishing what Rebecca had started last fall when they had arrived from the backcountry.

David wished a few kind words would soothe Annie’s rough edges. Across the table, she stabbed at a sweet potato. 

“Eat.” He pointed at her plate. 

“I cannot. It sticks right here.” She jabbed at a spot beneath her breasts. “Anymore will come up.”

“You need to eat for the sake of the child.” So much for gentle words. If she would just not make things so hard.

“David.” Elizabeth reached for Annie’s hand beside hers. “She speaks true. The appetite often leaves.” 

He aimed his knife at Annie. “She has to eat, for the sake of the child.”

Charles grabbed David’s fist and pressed it to the table.

Annie pushed the plate away. “I am truly going to be sick if I eat another bite.”

“You are just being stubborn because this has not worked out how you wanted.”

“Are you going to turn everything into a fight?”

“Not if you will do what you are told.” He yanked his hand from Charles’ grasp and tossed his knife to the plate.

Annie jumped at the steely rattle.

Charles wiped his hands on his napkin, pushed his plate away, and crossed his arms to the table. “You two have to come to some sort of a truce, at least for the next little while until you sort this mess out.”

The finality of the words nailed David. What in the world had he done? What sort of prison had he put himself into?

His appetite was gone. He shoved his plate forward but left Annie alone only because of Elizabeth. His sister, having spent so much time with Rebecca, had picked up on her gentle ways. He hated to admit it, but right now Annie could use a dose of that. Perhaps Rebecca could do for her what she had done for Elizabeth.

It was a sure bet he could not.

He crossed his arms over his aching chest. 

Come to think of it, Annie had lived with Rebecca her whole life, and her sister’s tender graces had yet to soothe Annie’s jagged ones. There was little hope she could do so now. 

Once back at the inn, he pushed Annie inside their room and shut the door. 

He turned.

The bed.

There was only one.

He was a cussed fool. He had been so keen on making sure the woman stayed in his sight he had given no thought to sleeping arrangements. 

He rubbed his forehead, desperate for the tightness to ease. “Which side do you want?”

“I will take the other. The baby kicks if I lay to my right side.”

Which meant she did not wish to sleep facing him.

That made two of them.

The irony set his fingers to throbbing. He had held her hand almost every night they were in the backcountry, from the time they had both nearly drowned in the James River to their arrival at the fort at Sawyer’s Rest. It had been the only way to staunch the dreams that haunted her at night.

And then, once they reached the fort, David had been beside himself, for they were not married and slept in separate cabins, and he could not hold her hand at night and wake her from her prison. 

He spun around to sit on the bed and began unbuttoning his waistcoat.

He had no idea at the time what prisons really felt like.
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14th day 7th month 1699

This journal is a present from my best friend, William Langdon. I am to write my life down so that I might remember God’s providence. Mostly, I will remember, every time I write in it, how much I love William Langdon. 

Perhaps, I should first tell a bit about myself. I am a lonely waif. My name is Huldah Byford. I am the last child and only girl of five children born to Peter Byford and Drucilla Perry. My mother perished when I was barely eight. While on her way to Friend meeting one first day, her carriage careened off a ferry into the rushing flood waters of the Appomattox River. She was swept downstream. They found her body the next day. My father was never the same, and now he pays me very little attention.

It is, no doubt, better that way.

Our home, Round the Bend, rests on the south side of the same river, not far to the north of Merchant’s Hope. 

Oh, I love flowers, but I am dreadfully afraid of water.

My womanly courses paid a visit today. I am achy, but Papa still made me work in the fields. My brothers have often said Papa was not always so cruel. Alas, I have never known him not to be. This evening, at supper, he reminded me that before the year was out, I will pass my twenty-first birthday, and it will be time to make a marriage. I kept silent about my plan to do just that, for if Papa finds out my secret, he will be angry.

I must continue, however, in my quest for peace. My soul depends upon it. 

If only my mother had lived . . .

––––––––
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ANNIE STEPPED FROM the bushes. Her hips ached. Her spine was near to numb. Another brush of cold air set her to trembling. Charles had been concerned enough about the heavy, low lying western clouds to postpone leaving. David, however, had assured Annie they would reach Cayle Farms before the worst of the weather arrived.

“We are only a day’s ride from home. Besides, ‘tis not like riding into it as Charles and Elizabeth would be doing. We are riding ahead of it.”

Despite the lack of sleep and the pains shooting through her body at times, Annie had not argued. She had to get home. It was the only way to preserve what little sanity she had left.

She walked around to Breezy’s left side, lifted her leg, and reached for the front and back end of the saddle. David grabbed her waist and hauled her upwards. A groaning flashed through her frame. 

For the first time, the fear coiled inside her threatened to unwind.

She was not just tired. Something was very different today. Were these the grinding pains? How long would they last before she slipped into the second stage of birthing? A few hours or several days?

“Are you alright?” David asked.

She tightened her jaw. “It just hurts more than usual today.”

“Is that normal?”

She had no idea. “How much farther?”

He frowned. “We have only gone five miles, and it is near noon. At this rate, we will have to stop somewhere along the way or travel at night.”

“I am sorry.” She bit her lip. “’Tis just that every jolt of the horse shoots one kind of hurt or another into me.”

The wrinkle alongside his jaw twitched, but he said nothing.

“I will try to ride faster,” she whispered.

“It would help more if you tried to go longer between stops.”

She reddened. “I will try.” But when her bladder was full, there was little she could do but stop. It helped not that it seemed to be full every time she blinked.

A half hour later, nearly seven miles from Richmond, a pain ripped across her abdomen. The cry curled from her stomach. She doubled over. 

David, ahead of her, jerked Trouble around.

“’Tis the baby,” she gasped. “I think it is coming.” 

He came up beside her. “We are only a half a day’s ride from home. Can it not wait?”

She groaned. “They do not wait.” These were not the grinding pains, but the forcing pains. She would never make it home.

“But I cannot help you,” he cried. “I know nothing about birthings.”

She clenched her teeth. The next wave came. Right below her ribs. 

Water. Oozing between her legs. She closed her eyes, desperate to fight the dizziness rushing between her ears.

“David Cayle, this baby is coming and soon.”

His face paled. “’Tis a hunter’s cabin a mile ahead and off the road. Can you get that far?”

The gripping eased, but her limbs still shook. She nodded. Thank goodness she was not side saddle.

David led them off the trail. The browning autumn woods blurred. Annie had no idea how long they were on the path, but eventually, they came to a squatty flat cabin. Behind it, a stream licked along. A barn with a mossy roof and various other outbuildings rose amid saplings and grass higher than a man’s knees.

Dear God, why could you have not seen I at least got home? 

Another pain tore across her belly. The tears rushed down her face. 

And how is David Cayle to help deliver me when he hates me so?

––––––––
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ANNIE FELL INTO HIS arms. David hauled her against his chest, surprised at the woman’s slight weight even with a babe.

He headed for the cabin. Annie tightened and strained against the pain. He lifted his foot and shoved open the door.

Directly across from him was a fireplace. Before that sat a table with two chairs. To the left was a sideboard and to the right a bed. Windows flanked either end, and all of it was covered with at least an inch of dust.

He lay Annie to the frayed mattress. She moaned, curled to her side, and grabbed at her bulging belly. Already, the back of her dress was darkening from the liquid seeping from her body. He had no idea if that was normal or not. 

The fear rushed through his veins. Half a day from home. Why could the wee thing not have waited? 

“Annie, what do I need to do?”

“Unpack. Then get the linen from my crates,” she panted. “Strip some of it into rags. If you can, get something to put on top of this mattress.” She grabbed his arm. “And boil some water.” 

Boil water? That meant starting a fire. His gaze lifted to the fireplace. During the weeks in the wilderness and the months of militia duty, he had managed to be absent when the need arose. What little courage he had gained against his fear while with Annie in the backcountry had gone.

Her fingers slipped from his. “I am sorry to ask. I know how much you dread—”

“I can do it. Do not worry yourself.”

Once outside, he flung himself against the wall of the cabin. A desperate urge to pound his head over and over seized him. 

He knew nothing about childbirth. Most men did not. They stayed away from the birthing and saw the baby when it arrived. 

“God, where are you?” he whispered into the thick, wet air. The fear gripped him like a madman.

Already storm clouds rolled towards them. They had come faster than he had expected, and he had traveled slower than planned. 

Before him, the horses pawed and snorted, their breaths fogging the air. Baldwin was particularly agitated.

They needed to be unloaded, and all of the crates and saddlebags brought into the cabin. He slipped his gaze to the barn. He hoped to goodness it would shelter the beasts well enough for the night. Surely, by tomorrow, this ordeal would be over with, and they would be on their way home.

And still, he could not move. 

He had lived through so many fears, but they all paled in comparison to the terror that had coursed through him at the sight of his child swelling her belly. 

And now?

He had a son or daughter that needed to be delivered. He could not allow any sort of fear to render him mindless.

He lifted himself from the cabin’s outer wall and forced his feet through the grass and towards a stack of firewood by the barn. He best tackle one fear at a time if he had any hope of getting out of the iron bars he had encased himself in.

And he best start with the oldest fear, the one that followed him around like an old friend.

––––––––
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ANNIE GRABBED THE BEDPOST and leaned forward. The groan eased past her dry lips. Her hips tightened against the pain.

The door opened, and a wave of wet, cold air rode towards her. It abated the heat pearling her skin only slightly. 

“What are you doing up?” David kicked the door closed, raced past her to the fireplace, and dumped the wood.  

“I have to keep moving. It helps – ah!” She doubled over, then rocked back and forth. After a minute of tense muscles, the pain subsided. Her legs loosened like warm jelly. She collapsed to the bed. She needed to get out of the clothes while she was able. 

She reached for the first pin, but her shaky fingers brushed this way and that unable to get a good hold.

David sat next to her. “Let me.”

She blinked back yet another sheet of tears. Why was she reduced to relying on him? 

With gentle fingers, he pulled the pins from the bodice, then slipped the whole of it from her arms. He lifted her to her feet and drew her skirt down, then her petticoats. He untied the pockets at her waist as well as the laces of the waistcoat she had fashioned to wear in place of her stays. All that was left was her chemise.

He froze. His gaze pinpointed a spot just above her breasts and the ruffle of the chemise. She lowered her gaze.

The locket.

“You still wear it,” he whispered.

Her lips tightened. Now was not the time to speak of the one promise she had kept. 

She pushed herself to the bed and back toward the headboard. 

Still, he had not broken his gaze.

“I will not break,” she whispered.

“No, but I might.” His eyes blackened with the strain. 

“You are not the breaking kind, David Cayle.”

“I am more fragile than you know.”

Another wave unwound her insides. She cried out. Her fingers clawed at the linen fabric David had lain on top of the mattress and underneath her. She rode the pain up and then down, panting as it neared its end.

David helped her lay back to the pillow, then continued with the fireplace. 

She rode two more gripping waves upward and downward in silence, not wishing to pull him from his tasks. By the time the second eased, the fireplace had burst into life, and he had unloaded the horses and settled them into the barn outside.

“Now what?” he asked.

“There is nothing else to do but wait.”

His face blanched. “There is more of this?”

“A lot more.”

“How long?”

“Do not . . . know. This is my first.” And her last. “They can take longer. If I am afflicted with my mother’s condition, then it could well go on for days.”

“Days?”

The horror stretched his face.

Annie panted. “Mama has long, hard deliveries. ‘Tis as if the baby refuses to come until the very last minute.”

David ran his hand down his face. “Is that what Claire meant by your family history?”

Annie nodded. “We will not know how I will deliver until this first time.” The fear was rattling her yet again. How many times had she awakened at night recently with the dread? “If you would, get a rag with some cool water and lay it on my forehead. And I would like to sit up.”

“Are you sure that is wise?”

“The rag or the sitting?”

“The sitting.”

“I have to keep moving. ‘Tis the only way to deal with the . . . ah . . . pain.” She groaned. 

David raced to the table and came back. He set the bowl beside the bed, dipped the rag in, and twisted most of the water out. He then wiped her face of the sweat, finally laying it across her forehead. 

She pressed the coolness into her angry skin. “I need to tell you what you will have to do while I am able.” 

“While you are able?” he squeaked.

“There comes a time during the birthing when a woman fairly well forgets who she is and what she is doing. ‘Tis nature’s way of dealing with the pain.”

His eyes tightened with the strain.

“Once I reach that point, I will not be of much use. All you will have is your memory.”

The blood drained from his face. He grabbed a chair from the corner and made wide sweeps across the seat with his hand. He coughed against the dust, then moved the chair as close to the bed as he could and sat. 

“Alright, what will I need to do?”

There was simply no way to spare him the more garish details, and the longer she talked, the more rigid and pale his face became.

By the time she was done, his whole body was shaking.

––––––––
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FOR THE NEXT SEVERAL hours, as David swathed her, the babe gripped and tightened her belly as it tried to make its way into the world. He had asked if there was some way of checking to see how far she had progressed. She had said yes, but then she had refused him access, nor would she elaborate on how to do so. Partly because she did not wish him to look. Mostly because she could not find the words.

The afternoon waned to dusk and dusk bent into dark. The winds howled and drove around and against the cabin for hours. Night wore on. The pains worsened and drew closer together. 

The shaking threatened to tear her apart and the cries twisted from her throat. After each bout she lay still, too exhausted to move and her heart fearing the next.

David had finally positioned himself behind her in the bed. After a particularly harrowing bout, in which she was sure her hips had wrenched apart, she collapsed against him. Desperate, she finally agreed to a few sips of rum to ease the pain. It burned her throat but otherwise did not help, and the next round of pains proved more brutal than all the previous ones combined.

Shortly she would at best not know her own mind. 

At worst, she would perish from the agony.
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