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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 

Polly, married Stanley Smith

Agathy, who married James Langdon

Amon, married 1) Abigail Stanford 

Andrew and Jane had son Jackson Cayle. 

Amon and Abigail had the following children:

Judith, m Henry Anderson

Elizabeth

David

John

Thomas

Abby

Amon, married 2) Mary Langdon McKechnie

THE CHILDREN OF WILLIAM & HULDAH LANGDON

Lawrence, married to Margaret Stiles

James, married to Agathy Cayle 

Mary, married to Samuel McKechnie

Billy

Mary and Samuel had children: 

Thomas

Robert

Sarah 

Annie

Katie

Rebecca

Martha
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The Girl I Left Behind Me
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The hours sad I left a maid

A lingering farewell taking

Whose sighs and tears my steps delayed

I thought her heart was breaking

In hurried words her name I blest

I breathed the vows that bind me

And to my heart in anguish pressed

The girl I left behind me.

––––––––
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(Stanza 1)
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Part One
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Then to the east we bore away

To win a name in story

And there where dawns the sun of day

There dawned our sun of glory

The place in my sight

When in the host assigned me

I shared the glory of that fight

Sweet girl I left behind me.

––––––––
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(Stanza 2, The Girl I Left Behind Me)
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One
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Hanover County, Virginia

Sixth Month of the Year of Our Lord 1759

DAVID RARELY LOOKED Annie McKechnie in the face anymore, but he looked now. 

The old familiar jolt seized his gut. The welcoming one. The one that hinted of things to come. 

He swung around and stomped through the knee-high grass of the now dormant west fields. He had not spoken to her in over a year. He needed to keep it that way. 

Beyond the two tobacco barns, replaced five years ago after a fire had destroyed one of them, his cousin and the foreman of Cayle Farms, Cooper Bailey, worked alongside the slaves. If David was going to be home on a weekend, the least he could do was help. He sopped the sweat from his forehead with his sleeve. If it did not rain in a day or two, they would need to haul water from the creek. The prospect, with the summer barely at its beginning, sent a twinge down his spine. This year was not promising to be any better than the last, but at least he would be home to help his father.

Or maybe not.

“Please, David. I have to get to Katie.”

He lurched around. His chest brushed hers. 

I could have done without feeling that.

She shuffled backward. Her face reddened.

“Last I heard, you were still afraid of horses,” he said.   

“I can get over that fear and learn to ride with a little teaching.”

“And just who is going to do that teaching?”

“You will. You know the horses better than anyone.” 

“And where are you going to get this horse? We have none to spare.” His father had not even said how he was going to pay for the trip.  The past few years of drought had left them with little cash to spare. 

Annie thrust her hand into her skirt pocket, struggled, then drew out a stack of pound notes. Her fingers barely closed around the wad. “Is this enough to buy me one?”

His eyes fattened. “Where did you get all that?”

“From working. If it is not enough, I have more saved up.” 

“More?” That explained her simple, worn clothes, and the fact she wore her shoes till they had holes in them. “Are you forgetting that if you leave, you cannot work that job of yours?” 

“Sister Milly will let me have some time off.”

“No employer lets an employee just leave like that and come back.”

“Sister Milly will.” 

The girl was not in her right mind. 

He whirled around. Up ahead, the sing-song voices of the slaves drifted toward him. Coop unfolded his lean frame, stood at the end of a row and shifted his tricorn up his forehead. David’s ten-year-old brother, Thomas, working alongside the man, peered around a plant slightly higher than his head. 

“I love my job, but I love Katie more,” she cried out after him.

The irritation frizzed up his spine. Nothing good would come of talking to her. 

And yet, he stopped and turned. “You did not think it was a good idea for me to go into the backcountry last summer. In fact, you said that by joining the militia I was aiding in the hostility between the Indians and us when I should have been contributing to the cause of peace. Now you want to go?”

“This is different. We are not going to further the cause of peace by declaring war. We are going to our family to bring them home.”

He thrust his face forward. “The Indians. Will not. Care. They will shoot you full of arrows and scalp you all the same.” He jerked his index finger across her forehead as if it were a scalping knife.  

She swiped at his hand. 

He pulled away before she made contact, turned, and set his feet toward the space between the barns hoping for some cool shade. 

He may as well have been dreaming of snow. If anything the heat was more oppressive between the buildings, and the lingering smell of old tobacco encased in the walls of the barns and drifting through the open planks stung his nose. 

Why, with everything they had already been through and gotten past, would she want to go with him? The idea of them spending any amount of time together with only his father as a buffer was madder than hauling into a wilderness full of Indians in the first place. He knew she cared for Katie, but enough to put herself near him? 

We cannot marry. We are brother and sister.

He had argued and argued that they were not, and he had finally broken down her defenses that winter when everything fell apart. It was his impulsiveness that had been their final undoing, and he had lost her that day because of it. 

He stepped past the barns into the wickedly hot sunshine. He needed to think of some way to convince his father it was best to wait.  A whole summer of the man’s aloof behavior, because he was forced to stay home, was not what David wanted. He had been trying hard to make amends for going into the militia, not only to his father but to Mary for all the scandal he had caused in the meeting. He did not want to undo all the trust he had regained with them. 

He stepped between two rows. Annie’s chest crashed against his. He grabbed her arm, dancing his feet sideways to avoid hers, both of them stumbling around the plants. How had she come around him so quick?

His right foot stomped on her left. 

She winced.

“Geesh, Annie,” he mumbled. 

She bent over and rubbed her foot. “You will need help with the children.” 

“I will need a good shot against the Indians.” 

“And they have to come back, and Elizabeth, too.” She straightened up. “And Katie will likely come home as well.”

“Why would Katie come back?” he cried. 

“And if they can go and come back, why can I not go along?” 

“’Tis not the same thing.”

“And I can cook. You are a terrible cook.”

She was more persistent than a swarm of ravenous mosquitoes. “I can cook well enough to survive.” He grabbed her arm, moved her to the side, and cleared her feet by a wide margin. 

“You have my money. Does that mean thee will at least think on it?”

He crunched the bills in his fist. He had no choice but to turn back around. “You are not going.” He thrust the money forward. “I hope not to be going either.”

She crossed her arms and stared at him. He reached for her palm. A tingle shot up his arm and into his chest. He pinched his lips tight, then pressed the money into her hand. 

––––––––
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ANNIE CURLED HER FINGERS around the bills only because she did not want them fluttering to the ground. What could she do to convince him to take her along? She was desperate to get to Katie.

Almost as desperate as she was to stop the . . . 

No. Not here. Not now. 

She shoved the money into the slit at the side of her skirt and forced the bills into the pocket at her waist. Where was the fear coming from? 

David tapped his index finger against her temple. “You are a few tobacco leaves short of a full hogshead.”

She swiped at his hand again, this time catching it and flinging it aside. 

He laughed.  

Where was the David Cayle she grew up with? This one had cheeks chiseling into a man’s face, and his eyes, today beneath the nappy straw hat, swished between the color of summer blueberries one minute and boysenberry black the next. 

He has left home a boy and has come back from the militia a man. 

They were Gran’s words, and they had wracked Annie’s nerves. Was it the man in him that had become so hard and unbending? If so, she much preferred the boy. 

The heavy fog was coming, pressing her into the ground. She gasped for air. Why could she not control it? Why could she not will it away?

“Annie?” His face shifted from irritated to concerned. 

She could not stand that either. 

“Are you sick? Is the heat getting to you?” 

She reached for her temple. “I am just tired. My sleep has not been good.” Not good? She had hardly had any at all in the past two months. 

“Do you want me to help you to the house?”

“No.” The last thing she needed was for David Cayle to know anything was wrong other than her desire to get to Katie. No matter how painful their past, he would never let her carry the burden alone, and too many troubles came along when they shared things.

She twirled around and picked up her pace, determined to outrun the fear. As usual, it followed her like a demon after a lost soul. 

She fled into the shadowed space between the tobacco sheds and then into the old fields. The grass pulled and tugged at her legs, while the uneven ground caused her gait to pitch and roll. Once clear she crawled between the fencing and cut across the yard, past the kitchen and the small garden on her left, the creek slinking onward at her right. She raced past the gigantic oak, its branches assaulting the main house of Cayle Farms with their twining and bending. Once on the porch, she burst into the house and up the stairs.  

She jumped to the top of the landing. She barged down the hall toward the back of the house. Her feet stirred the dust of the sunbeams firing waves of heat through the dormer window and onto the wooden floor. She flung herself into the bedroom and slammed the door.

Her breath rasped in her chest. She staggered to the bed and crawled onto the chasing triangles of the Devil’s Puzzle quilt. She crushed the pillow to her chest and closed her eyes.

But even then, she was not free. 

––––––––
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DAVID PEERED THROUGH the gap in the buildings and stared at the front porch of the main house where  Annie had vanished moments earlier. 

What in the world was wrong with her? Her sister Martha was given to flights of fancy, and her sister Sarah was known to worry herself into sickness. But Annie?

She was a lot of things, but mad was not one of them. 

Then again, she did want to go with him into the backcountry, and that was the daftest idea he had heard in a long while.

He should not have entertained a conversation with her. But, he hated to admit it, any conversation with her was better than none, even if it was not likely to change things between them. 

Coop gripped his shoulder and handed him a linen bag with a long strap. “I did not think thee was going to get here.”

“Me neither,” Thomas grumbled. “Seems like Coop and I are doing all the work.” 

David pulled the strap over his right shoulder and left it dangling by the same hip. “Sorry. Papa got me before Annie did.” 

“How is he today?” Coop asked. 

“Not much better, but at least he has not locked himself in the study.”

“That is likely Mary’s doing.”

David offered no comment. He had worked hard against his Pa’s marriage to Mary McKechnie five years ago. His stubbornness had nearly cost him his father, and he had vowed to remain silent about their relationship from that point forward.

And he had. He had even worked to get along with his stepfamily until he had let Amon and Mary’s secret fly the day of Sarah and Coop’s wedding. 

David followed Coop to the left end of the rows where no one was working. The others had started at the end closest to the road. The plants now had eight to twelve green leaves as long as Thomas’s arm. 

David started on the end, inspecting the leaves and choosing the strongest to leave and the weakest to snap off.  

“Will Susan be upset you did not go to A Shilling and a Bit this weekend?” Coop asked.

“Probably.” The head high plant was now a foot shorter than before. He shoved the four leaves he had pruned into the bag on his hip, then moved sideways. 

“Not much good going on there?” Coop moved behind him on the parallel row.

“She wants me to make a commitment.”

“And you do not?”

“No.” He moved to the next plant. 

“Because of Annie?”

David crunched the leaves in his hand, then shoved them so hard into the bag the strap slid from his shoulder and fell to the ground. 

“You do not have to say anything.” Coop sighed. “I know the answer already. So what did your papa want?” 

David repositioned the bag on his shoulder, then stepped to the next plant. “He wants to go get Elizabeth.”

“Does he know how dangerous it is right now?”

“Aye.”

“If you will not take Papa, I will,” Thomas said. 

David stared at the lad. His sense of adventure would be his undoing. “Papa will not take you, Tom, so you may as well settle into farm life here for the next few years. And that includes school.”

“I have no need of school.” He turned a leaf over, plucked a worm from the underside, then sliced it with his fingernail and dropped it to the ground.  

“I suppose Amon wants thee to take him,” Coop said.

“Yes. I tried to get him to wait until the fall, but he will not hear of it.” 

“What if you refuse to go?”

David shoved another set of leaves into the bag and stared down the row, his skin crawling with sweat. “He says he will take himself.” He pulled his cravat from his neck and wiped his forehead below the straw hat. 

Amon Cayle was so upset he might do anything. He had not seen Judith, David’s oldest sister, since she married Henry Anderson almost ten years ago. 

He had never seen her three children. David had a feeling that made her death even harder for his father to bear. 

“Would it help if I came along?” Coop stepped past him.

David turned back to his row. He needed to pick up the pace. “No. Not only do we need someone working the tobacco, but I do not wish you to leave Sarah.”

Coop had married Sarah McKechnie, Annie’s sister, a year and a half ago. Her first pregnancy had ended in a loss of the babe halfway through, and as she was frequently afflicted with agues and croups, her condition was a concern to them all.

“What did Annie want?” Coop asked. 

David puffed out his cheeks. “She has a fool notion that she needs to go along to see to Katie.”

Thomas turned, a dead budworm pinched between his fingers. “If you are taking Annie, I should be able to go, too.”

“No, and get to work.”

“’Tis just talk,” Coop said. “She loves that job too much.” 

“But she insists Sister Milly will let her take a few weeks off.” David shrugged. “Katie eloping last year with Quinn Sawyer and leaving for the backcountry has been hard on her.”

“Katie may have been her twin, but you leaving was even harder.”

David winced. “I know, but there was nothing else for me to do.”  

“Must be pretty awkward being here with her this weekend,” Coop said.

“Aye.” He need not say more. Coop, more than anyone else, knew how shattering his final parting with Annie had been.  

Annie worked her job at Page’s Warehouse for most of the week. When she came home for the weekend, David left for A Shilling and a Bit to visit with Susan. It had allowed him, at least, to somehow exist in a vacuum while he tried to mend his broken heart. As long as he did not think too much on Annie, of their friendship or their childhood, he could get through the days with the tobacco and his horses. 

But even so, after all this time, all he could think of when she was around was pulling her close and performing enchantment on those lips like he had winter before last. That was what caused all the trouble in the first place. 

He forced his feet down the row. Beneath that fairy like face and spritely body of hers was a spine of iron. The girl had a way of doing and getting what she wanted. ‘Tis what bothered him so. 

Thomas jumped in front of him. “Well, will thee?” 

“Will I what?”

“Take Papa to the backcountry?”

“I hope not. ‘Tis too dangerous at the moment.”

“Papa will make thee. Papa gets what he wants.”

David swore under his breath. 

“So that means Annie will want to go,” Thomas said. “Will you take her? Because if she can go, I can, too.”

David grabbed the boy’s wiry shoulders. “Annie McKechnie is not going.” He pushed him to the side and started forward. “Hell will freeze over first.” 
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AMON COULD NOT STAY long in the attic.  Already, the heat burned his lungs, and the sweat pearled his brow. 

He folded his daughter Elizabeth’s letter and tucked it into his upper waistcoat pocket. 

Oh, Papa. Judith is dead. She lived only long enough to birth the babe. 

He heaved in a deep breath. The ache cut deep into his gut. 

He reached for the white sheet and yanked. It slipped to the side with a wind to his legs. He stared into the face of his first wife, Abigail Stanford. 

These days he rarely thought of the fire that had taken her life and left David permanently scarred. In the midst of the blaze, Abigail had begged him to get their son out, and he had done as she asked. By the time he turned to go back in for her, the supporting beam had crashed inward. 

Abigail was gone. 

He had taken the portrait down from the fireplace above the study shortly before he married Mary five years ago. He brought it up here, and he had not laid eyes on it since.

Up here in the attic, outside sounds were muffled. The musty odor laced through the smell of roast goose from the kitchen. Arrayed around and beyond the picture were various household items, an old broom, wooden boxes, some filled and others not. There were trunks with old clothing. Abigail never threw anything away. Mary did not either.

As compliant as David had been in the five months since his return from the militia, he had adamantly refused to go with Amon to the backcountry to get Elizabeth and to bring her and her two children home until the danger passed. Was David right? Was it foolhardy to take off right now? The news from the frontier had not  been good. Amon had known that even before Elizabeth’s letter had arrived two days ago. While Forbes’ Expedition, the very one David was on last year, had brought Fort Duquesne and other outlying posts under British control, it did little to stop the onslaught of violence in the backcountry. There the war raged, with his daughter and grandchildren at its center.

He wished with all his heart he could have spared his daughters their fate. He had known Elizabeth was not cut out for such a life. He had tried to convince Charles Ballard of her weaknesses before they married, but nothing Amon said had mattered. Added to that were Judith’s constant requests Amon visit them for a season. He had always put it off until next year, when the crops were more fully in, or when Mary was not pregnant, or when the danger between here and there had lessened.

Now, granddaughter Ginny was a year younger than his youngest daughter and child Abby, and grandson Matthew was three years behind her. He had never seen them, nor had he seen Elizabeth’s children. Five grandchildren he had never laid eyes on and one an infant without its mother. 

He had to convince David to take him. He had to see that Judith’s children were faring well, and he had to bring Elizabeth and her children safely home as she had asked.

He had let Abigail down. He would not let his daughters.

––––––––
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ANNIE SWEPT THE LACY paper fan back and forth before her face. The sweat on her brow, however, refused to be tamed. 

She despised Virginia summers, and the last few, what with the droughts, seemed to be worse than ever. They had barely crossed into sixth month and already the heat felt as if they were far into the season. 

To her right, Martha swished a red fan bordered with pearly lace. Annie had been surprised Mama had let her bring something so fancy to meeting. In the dizzying array of beating fans, Martha’s stood out like blood on a patchwork quilt. More than one head had looked their way.  

The heat and her embarrassment at Martha’s display did not help her turn toward her Inner Light, and the concern for Katie continued to grind her down. She could not remember in all her ten and nine years ever feeling this unsettled.  

At least she had not had another spell since yesterday afternoon whilst speaking with David. After calming herself in her room, she had spent the day with Gran. They had, along with Gran’s pet Pilgrim goose, Penelope, gone to the creek to pick wildflowers. 

Afterward, the two spent the rest of the day on the porch pressing them into a book, Annie labeling each and writing whatever history Gran dictated, the old woman’s swollen feet propped up on a stool, the goose resting beside her in a bed fashioned by Annie’s grandfather, William Langdon. Oftentimes Gran slipped into stories of her girlhood, but Annie did not mind. She never tired of Gran’s adventures as a young girl in the new Virginia colony and her life after meeting young William Langdon.

Annie switched the fan to her other hand. She had cornered David several times yesterday afternoon about taking her to Katie.  Once on the porch. Later in the barn after milking. And finally under the oak tree before bed. Each time she asked him to reconsider, and each time he had said no. His words to his father, which Annie overheard twice, had been just as curt. 

She had only today left to get him to agree, for she would go back to Page’s Warehouse this afternoon and her job at Foster’s Millinery and More. She would not return to Cayle Farms until next weekend.

She closed her eyes and rubbed her right temple where a headache, probably from the lack of sleep and the persistent heat, was beginning to form. 

“Owning slaves should not be tolerated.” The high-pitched drone of the first words of the meeting, followed by a falling at the end of the sentence, floated through the room. It was old Benjamin Weathersby, his back as crooked as a walking cane, his eyes foggy with blindness. Weathersby’s admonition did not surprise Annie. The man did not own a tobacco plantation. He was a cooper by trade, although his son now oversaw the business. It was easy for such men to speak against slavery. 

Annie gazed left to the Cayle men sitting at the back near the door. Amon’s chiseled jaw and cheeks had hardened beneath his slightly peppering hair. The wrinkle alongside his mouth twitched into life. 

What had started as an encouragement from the elders to refrain from purchasing more slaves had, in the past five years, turned into a near incessant insistence to give the ones they had their freedom. Amon and Mary would likely go home exchanging sharp words again. The weekly ritual, to say the least, was getting old. 

David’s eyes darkened. He shifted his right leg into the aisle. What could she tell him that would convince him to take her? They were not friends any longer. In a way they were family, but Annie knew that was a tactic she could never use. 

He bought his own clothes, some of which were quite nice, so she could not appeal to his vanity nor offer her services. She had built an impressive list of male clients in her year and a half working at Foster’s Millinery and More, but David was not one of them. He bought his clothes elsewhere and for good reasons. 

Charles Merriday, a bloaty man with arms too round to lay at his sides and a voice that screeched as he intoned his messages from the Light, rose to his feet. “Bearing arms, for God’s friends, is never a choice.” The words lilted upward and then down. 

Annie winced. 

“’Tis better to turn the other cheek, even as Jesus turned his.” 

Annie could not remember the last time the militia had been mentioned. No volunteers had been called since the taking of Fort Duquesne last summer and fall. David had been the only one from the Matadequin Creek Meeting to enlist and go. ‘Twas against Friend teaching, of course, and from time to time their men were imprisoned for their refusal. 

David’s gaze caught hers. She reddened. It was her insistence on practicing peace and not war that had been the cause of their final parting.  

She slipped her gaze sideways. At the far end of the row of benches three ahead of the Cayle men, Jackson Cayle smiled. More heat on her cheeks. She lowered her gaze and swept the fan back to life. Jackson’s attention had become persistent and uncomfortable of late. 

The fog seeped into her throat. She dropped the fan to her lap. 

Dear God, not here. Not now.

She forced herself to her feet, then stepped into the aisle. At the end, she turned left for the door. A few people glanced her way, and David even reached for her arm. 

She offered a smile that said I will be fine. I just need a minute. 

Even she did not believe herself. She was not sure she would  ever be fine again. 

She bolted for the open doorway.

––––––––
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ANNIE’S LUNGE DOWN the aisle had been so swift only a few people had noticed. Even David had given it little mind until he had seen her ashen face. She had smiled weakly, then raced for the door just like she had yesterday raced for the house. 

He peeled Thomas’s sleeping body from his left arm, then stood and slid the child to his father’s shoulder. Amon wrapped an arm around the child. No doubt, Mary would have not only sharp words about the slaves but more words about letting the child sleep. David stepped down the aisle and out the door.  

Annie had dropped to the bottom step. David was halfway down when she looked behind her. Dark circles shadowed red eyes. Why had he not seen it this morning? 

She jumped to her feet and took off. Her clothes hung loosely from her waist and shoulders. Had she lost weight? That, combined with her worn look, made her look like a waif. How had he not noticed yesterday? And why was she allowed to work for such a high-class place like Foster’s Millinery and More with such tattered clothing?  

David cleared the last three steps in one jump, then raced after her. At the corner of the building, he grabbed her arm and tugged her past the windows. Inside the voice changed from bass to soprano. David prayed no one would notice them. It was bad enough they went missing at the same time. 

He led her about twenty yards past the building to a well boxed with white clapboard sides, four posts, and a roof. Her fingers clutched the edge, her knuckles turning as white as the paint. He plucked the bucket from the hook and dropped it. He cranked the rope until he heard a splash. He lowered it a bit more, then hauled the bucket back to the top. He reached for a tin cup to his right, dipped it in the bucket, and handed it to her. 

Her fingers brushed his. The fire lit up his arm.  

She sipped. 

He glanced behind to see no one had followed them. “How many of these spells have you had?” 

She lowered the cup to the ledge with a thud. Her color was returning, and her shaking had eased, but the haunted look still swam in her eyes. 

No words came out of her mouth either. 

“What is going on, Annie? Are you ill?” 

“I am fine. I just need to get to Katie.”

“Then you can send her a letter. If I go, and I probably will not, I will make sure she gets it. The backcountry is no place to take a joy trip.”

“’Tis no joy trip,” she cried. “You do not understand. If I do not see her, I will not get rid of the—”

She shut her mouth, then tossed the cup at him. His hands flailed in the air. He caught it just before it hit the dirt.

She stumbled back toward the meeting house.  

“Stop the what?” he cried, immediately regretting his outburst. The last thing he needed was more condemnation from the elders who could hear well enough through the open windows.

He slammed the cup to the well’s ledge. What was she hiding this time? He dove for her arm and spun her around. She tried to jerk free, but he tightened his hold. 

“You better tell me what needs to stop.” Was she dying? His heart clenched. Did she need to see her sister one last time? 

She crossed her arms. She looked at the buttons on his waistcoat. She looked over her shoulder and toward the meeting house. He stole a glance past her to see no one had emerged from the building. For once, he appreciated the droning speeches. It gave him more time.

“Annie.” He lowered his voice. “Tell me what you have to get rid of.”

“Feelings. Moods.” Her hands came up in a pleading gesture. “I do not know. They are there all the time, but then, all of a sudden—”

Something was wrong. “All of a sudden what?” 

“’Tis like a black cloud covers me like a blanket and squeezes. When I try to run from it, it follows me.” She clenched her fists. “And ‘tis worse this time.”

“This time?” He dropped his hands and stepped back. “This has happened before?”

“Last fall.”

“When I was gone?”

She nodded. “The sadness followed me for nearly a month. Then we got a letter from Katie, and she had lost a baby.” 

He yanked the hair at the nape of his neck. “There are people who seem to know things. The Scots call it a second sight. Your father was Scottish.” He shrugged. “Maybe you have that.”

Her eyes widened. “Do you think I am going mad as my father did? We never really knew what happened to his mind.”

She had refused to speak of the man. David only knew that she had disliked him, and the McKechnie women had all had an easier time once he was gone. 

She seemed so fretful, and her body so spent, he wanted nothing more than to pull her against his chest and hold her tight. 

Instead, he crossed his arms over his chest. “You are not your father. I just meant you were half Highlander. Does your mother know about this? Or my papa?”

He looked past her to see Jackson Cayle marching toward them. He was the last person David wanted to see, and from the drawn look to the man’s face, the exchange would not be pleasant.  

“So will thee take me or not?” she asked. 

“No, ‘tis madness. You can send the letter. I will see she gets it.”

“What about me helping with the meals or even the children?”

“We will manage. Elizabeth will be along on the way back.” 

Jackson stepped up beside Annie and curled his hand around her elbow.

His cousin had always been taller than David. The dark hair of the Cayle’s graced his head, but instead of blue eyes, his were a steely, shifty gray, similar to Penelope, Gran’s goose. 

“I came to check on thee,” he said. “You have been gone quite some time.”

“I needed some fresh air.”  

The familiarity jolted David. What was going on with the two of them? Surely she had not traded him for Jackson. 

The man grabbed her fingers and curled them into his elbow. “If you are feeling ill, I will be glad to walk thee home early.”

David’s blood boiled. “I can take her home just as well as you.”

“’Tis not necessary for you to put yourself out, Davy.” Jackson winked. “I walk Annie home every first day after the weekly.”

David slid his gaze to Annie’s face. Nothing. 

Geesh, he hated when she did that. 

Jackson tipped the rounded front of his tricorn. “See you at dinner.” 

“Dinner?” David roared.

The smile oozed onto the man’s face. “Did you not know? I eat at Cayle Farms every first day before taking Annie back to work.”

––––––––
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YOU CAN SEND HER A letter. Was that all he could say? 

Annie had not intended on telling David anything, but he had somehow pressed what he had from her like cream through cheesecloth, and then had still said no.

It was a good thing she had not told him all of it. To bare her fears and to still have been told no would have been disheartening.

Jackson patted her fingers curled into his elbow. “I cannot believe you continue in this notion of going into the backcountry.”

“I have to get to Katie. No one understands that.” That was not entirely true. David understood, but he had told her no anyway. 

“Annie, with your history you really should not be attempting a trip into such a savage place.” 

She stopped. “You think I may be mad like my fathe?”  

“No, but you are emotional, and you feel deeply about things. Your father did too from what I.”

“’Tis no reason for me to lose my mind.”

“No, but you must guard against it. I want to help thee do so.”

His hand slid down her arm, but the minute his fingers lit on hers she pulled her hand away. She had no wish to listen to any more of his theories on her state of mind. If he knew what she was going through at night, he would deem her lost for good. 

Annie knew her father, Samuel McKechnie, felt great anger. She also knew he felt great sadness at his sins, whatever they were. The man had never felt good in any way that she could remember, although her mother had assured her he had once felt so. 

She reached the road and headed north toward Cayle Farms. Jackson took a stride beside her. His remarks about the possible weakness of her mind had never caused her any bother. She had put up with him because she needed to keep her job with Sister Milly. The past month, it had been because she had been considering her future, and she might have to include Jackson in that future if she was ever to have her own shop. 

But David’s remark about her father, for some reason, had been upsetting. She had never considered that her ability to know of Katie’s distress from a hundred and fifty miles away, if that was the problem, was somehow a trait from him.

Had Samuel McKechnie had a second sight? Had it driven him mad? Was that why he had spent long hours alone in the shed? Had he been praying for deliverance from demons that had been tormenting him? Was that where the darkness came from? 

Annie shuddered. 

Jackson took off his jacket and flung it over her shoulders. “Are you cold?” 

“No.” She pulled out of it. 

“But I felt thee shudder.”

“’Tis just worry.”

He tried to lower the jacket again. Again, she stepped free. “For goodness sake, ‘tis sixth month.” The sweat on her skin was rending deep channels into her face and neck as it was. The last thing she wanted was to be even hotter. “I do not know how you men wear everything you do.”

“A young man’s modesty says a lot about who he is.”

“And wearing a jacket and waistcoat to meeting could just mean he follows the rules.”

Jackson frowned. “Maybe. But the rules are there for our benefit. You know that.”

She did know. She had embraced them fully as she had left David behind. In doing so, she thought she had found peace. These recent episodes, however, had shown her that peace was fleeting even when one felt they were walking in God’s friendship. 

She cast a glance over her shoulder. David stood in the road. She could tell by the way his hands hung on his hips and his right knee bent forward that he was seething. She forced her eyes back to the front.

“Do you wish to return to meeting?” Jackson asked.

“No.” 

He reached for her wrist and pulled her fingers back into the crook of his elbow, holding them there tighter than before. She grit her teeth. It would not do to offend him before she knew what she was to do with her future.

“Katie will be fine,” he said. “’Tis just the fact you miss her that has upset thee so. That and Judith’s death. Scalping is a horrible way to die. ‘Tis why I would fear for your safety if you went.”

She feared for her sanity if she stayed. The worst part of all of it was that David was her only hope. 

And she hated him for it.
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Three
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DAVID THOUGHT HE WAS going to lose his mind before getting back to Cayle Farms. The minute he entered the drive, he grabbed his brother John’s arm and hauled him backward, letting the others continue toward the house. 

John was three years his junior and all Cayle, except he was likely to have the height of their father. 

“Has Jackson been coming here every weekend?” David asked. 

“Sure has. He brings Annie home on sixth day. Then, he walks her home after the weekly on first day. He eats lunch and then takes her back to Page’s Warehouse.” John frowned. “He is sweet on her.”

David groaned. 

“Why did you leave her, David?” 

“I did not leave her. She refused to try and work things out.”

“Either way, you left.”

“I could not stay here with her only wanting to be friends and me wanting so much more.”

John nodded sympathetically. 

“When did Jackson start taking her back and forth?”

“First of the year, when Uncle Andrew married Mildred Foster and he and Jackson left the farm and moved there.” 

“What are his intentions?”

“The same as always. He wants to marry her.”

David thought his head would explode. “What does Papa think of it?”

“He does not like Jackson. You know how bad things usually are between Uncle Andrew and him. But he will not stand in her way if she wishes it.”

“And is that what she wants?”

John shrugged. “At times it appears so. But then, at others, it seems like she is just going along with it.” John pierced him with a long stare. “If you want Annie, you had better do something quick.

She wants that shop real bad, and if Jackson convinces her he will stay out of her way and will let her run it, she just might marry him.”

“She always said she would not marry.”

“Sooner or later the girl is going to realize what everyone else is telling her. That not marrying is not realistic. And Jackson is slicker than melting butter. He will feed her a bushel of lies just to get what he wants.”

David bit his lip, then started forward. “There is not much I can do if I have to go with Papa.”

John fell into step beside him. “You will not leave for a few weeks if you go. Surely, in that amount of time, you can convince her to give up the mad notion of being with Jackson. What happened between you two anyhow? I go away to school, and I am thinking you are coming home and she is one of the reasons. And then, I come home, and you are gone to the militia, and she will not even speak of you.”

“She could not get past the belief we were brother and sister.” He left it at that. No sense in going into all the rest.

John sighed. “Well, ‘tis a wrinkle for sure. If that is the case, then you need to convince her Jackson is a scoundrel. His reputation was still being spoken of when I was at school. Surely you can tell her something.” John patted his shoulder, then took off.  

David had plenty he could tell her, but if Jackson found out he told any of it his cousin would make good on his threat.

And David would lose everything he had.  

––––––––
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DAVID TOOK A SEAT AT the Cayle dining table near the front window as far away from his father, at the head, and Mary, to the right of his father, as possible.  He had no wish to talk. He had to sort in his head what to tell and what not to tell Annie. There was no way he was going to the backcountry without warning her about Jackson and extracting a promise of some sort. She might not want to be with him, but he knew her word was good. That was really all he needed. 

“Annie.” Jackson guided her to two chairs across the table from David. “Let us sit down here. I have not had a chance to visit with David in a while.”  

David wanted to crawl out of his skin. Grasping John’s hand to his right for the blessing was no problem. Reaching for Jackson’s across the table nearly unhinged him. He did not hear anything his father said, just the man’s quiet yet firm amen at the end.

A chorus of voices erupted as hands dove for bowls and plates of food. Past John, Thomas and Abby continued an argument they had started that morning about whether cats or dogs make better pets. Across from them, Rebecca and Martha spoke of various friends they saw at the meeting. When Martha started boasting about the comments she received regarding her red fan, Mary admonished her to be more humble, or she might not have it next week. After that, Amon and Mary began a conversation between themselves.  

“So, David,” Jackson said over the din. “What will thee do with the horses while gone?” 

David reached for a bowl of carrots. “If I go, I will board them at A Shilling and a Bit.” He shoveled a spoonful of the orange dices onto his plate, then passed the bowl to Jackson.

His cousin reached for it. “That is quite an expense.”

“But if I go, I have no choice.”

David reached for the roast duck from John and cast a quick glance down the table at the same time. His father’s eyes narrowed into him. He looked away and forked two slices of meat onto his plate, then held the platter across the table.

Jackson took it. “I would be glad to buy the mare back, and I will take the colt off your hands as well.”

David froze. What kind of game was the man playing? He knew very well David was not going to sell them back to him, not after everything he had agreed to in order to get the mare away from Jackson’s cruelty in the first place. 

He looked at Annie. If he had known two years ago he would have been placed in this position, he would never have agreed to the terms. He would never have willingly chosen the horses over her. 

But now? Now he had an investment, and she wanted nothing to do with him. 

“David?” John elbowed him with a bowl of cornbread. 

“Sorry.” He grabbed the bowl and plucked a block as yellow as the summer sun from the stack, passed the bowl across, then set the block to his plate next to more food than he had remembered dishing out. Geesh, but his cousin could tie him into knots. 

He looked up to see a tight look across Annie’s forehead. Unlike his plate, hers was barely filled. 

Who was he kidding? The problem was not Jackson. He could handle him. It was Annie that knotted his insides back and forth, up and down, around and around. He was not sure he could even eat.  

“David?” Jackson laughed. “Are you listening?”

“Sorry.” 

“The horses? Will you sell them back to me?”

“No.”

At the end of the table, Amon cleared his throat. “I had given no thought to your horses, Son.” 

“I cannot very well leave them here.”

“You left the mare when you went into the militia.”

“Yes, but at the time there was no colt. The colt has to be worked, or he will become unmanageable. Jibby does not know how to do that.”

He tore his gaze away from the man and shoved a slice of the duck into his mouth. His father would not worry over the horses long. Amon had made his feelings known about the foolishness of breeding livestock when David came home with them. 

‘Tis a tobacco farm we run, David. We have no time for horses.

David had not budged. His only concession had been that he paid for the animals himself and that he worked them on his own time. 

“You know, Cousin, I really cannot believe thee worked in the stables that year to buy them.” 

The meat in his mouth hardened into leather. He chased it down his throat with the peach cider. “It was a good job.” He set the pewter cup to the table with a thunk. “I needed to learn a lot about horses since I intend to own a number of them myself one day.” 

“Horses?” Jackson laughed again. “Only rich men dabble in horses.”

David lowered his knife to the table. He was not sure how much longer he could stand this. His appetite was gone, and his hands were turning feverish. 

Jackson continued. “Although the more I think about it, the more a horse farm might be better. It would not require slaves to manage.”

Was the man always this difficult? Or was he just making a show for David’s sake? It was then he realized that all talk had ceased. Even Thomas and Abby had stopped their chatter. 

Amon’s face darkened into a thundercloud. Mary eased a restraining hand on his father’s arm. 

Jackson went on, oblivious to the change. “Some of us are even giving our slaves their freedom. Soon, the meeting will make all of us.”

“Jackson,” Amon said, “I will not be getting rid of my slaves.”

“But the Friends have all but said—”

“The Friends,” Amon’s voice rose, “will not be putting food on my table, clothes on my family’s back, nor paying my bills. I will keep them.”

“My father gave up his, Uncle Amon, and he was blessed with a small fortune.”

David could almost hear his father’s teeth grinding.

“Your father had a lot of hard years before he married Mildred Foster. You might want to go home and speak with him about that time. Besides, the slaves cannot take care of themselves. They have no money or means.” 

“I do not think they should be sent into the world without any way of earning their keep, but they can be taught. What about you, David? Will you give them up when you take over Cayle Farms?” 

“No.” David clenched his fists nestled to either side of his nearly full plate. “Not as long as we need each other. When the day comes we do not, and they can make their own way, then I will set them free. Until then, I will treat them as kindly as I can.”

Jackson shook his head. “Annie and I will not be having slaves. We will follow The Discipline and stay in the Light.”

“We?” It was the first time she had spoken since sitting down. “What if I have no problem with the slaves?”

“Surely you do not mean that.”

In all the times Mary and Amon had argued about the slaves, Annie had never said a word. David had no idea how she felt about them. 

Jackson continued. “We will not even start our life with them.”

Annie set her knife to the table. “Jackson, there is no we.” 

The man’s face turned as red as a poppy in full bloom. He sank against the chair’s back. 

“I am sorry,” he said. “I spoke too hastily. I thought . . .”

“I think we best take this outside.” She jerked to her feet, then stalked around the table, into the hall, and out the front door. 

Jackson rose and followed. After a minute, the door slammed shut. The sigh seemed to wash over the room. 

David’s appetite roared into life. He pulled his plate forward and reached for his cutlery.

“Pass me some more of those greens, John.” 

As it turned out, he might not have to do a thing. Jackson just might hang himself without any help from David at all. 

––––––––
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ANNIE STOMPED HER FRUSTRATION into the ground. 

“I told you I was not ready for anything other than friendship.”

“I know,” Jackson said from behind. “And I am truly sorry.”

She had reached the edge of the creek and could go no further. On this side, the trees had been cleared, and the sun beat down on her head. 

She spun around, nearly landing her nose in his brown silk vest. He had to grab her shoulders to steady her. 

“Thou hast practically planned my future.” She pulled from his grasp.

“I do not wish to pressure thee, but Mother Milly is speaking of lessening her load at the end of the summer and trusting more of the shop management to you. That means you have to make a decision sooner than we thought. She will not let thee have the shop unless you agree to an engagement.”

And an engagement meant a marriage.

“I cannot decide now,” she said. “I have to get to Katie first.”

She was sure she had till the end of the year to make a decision about her future or to plan otherwise. Until a month ago, the woman had promised the shop would someday belong to Annie. Jackson had never been mentioned.

Was the woman now breaking her promise? Would Annie not get the business without taking Jackson as well? 

David emerged from the house and headed toward the barn. He walked just like his father. Erect. Demanding. Purposeful. 

“Annie. You are not listening.” Jackson frowned. He turned to see what had her attention.

Her face reddened. 

He threw his head back on his shoulders in exasperation. “He is not going to take thee.”

“I still have two weeks to convince him.” Although how much talking she could do next weekend she did not know. She might, in the end, have no choice but to tell David all of it. 

“Are you sure there is not another reason you wish to go with him?”

“Whatever do you mean?”

“I think thee still loves him.”

She looked away. “’Tis too late for us. There are too many things we shall never get past.”

“But if you took a trip with him, you might find the time to get past them.”

“I only wish to see Katie.” 

He reached for her hands. He rubbed her knuckles in swirls to the left, then in swirls to the right.  

She stared at their joined hands, her ire rising.  

“Annie, I have to know if there is a chance we can be together by the end of the summer.”

No. Never. 

“I need to ask Uncle Amon for permission to court, and we need to announce the marriage banns for at least two months.”

His cheek was against hers before she realized it. 

The disgust started in her stomach and rolled toward her throat. “Jackson, please.”

He slid his face sideways and pressed his lips against hers. 

She tore her face away, then pushed at his chest. “Now you are pressuring me again.”

He let her go. He threw his hands up in exasperation. A deep groan bellowed from his gut. “I am trying to get thee to think of your future. You have a promising career, and we have a chance to have a good life. It matters not if we make it official now or six months from now.”

There were so many things she wanted to tell him. That she had never planned on marrying at all. That Mildred Foster married Andrew Cayle and changed all her plans and broke all her promises. 

She needed to tell him that she would always love David Cayle and that no matter how hard Jackson tried, he could never take his place. 

But she had no time for any of that, and she was feeling tired and queasy again. “I will make no decisions about my future until I return.” 

She stepped around him and fled toward the house. 

“Annie.” The desperation laced through his voice. She waved a shaky hand to the side but did not turn around. 

Thank goodness he did not try to stop her. 

––––––––
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DAVID TURNED AROUND to see Jackson standing in the doorway of the stable, the sun bouncing rays off the man as if he were an angel.

David knew better. There was nothing peaceful or holy about his cousin. He plucked the rope from the nail. 

Jackson continued his long stare, his hands clenching at his side, his weight shifting from one foot to the other. The man was clearly having trouble keeping his temper in check.

“Out with it,” David said. “As funny as you look, I do not have all day.” He needed to get back to the colt and the halter training they had started yesterday.  

Jackson crossed his arms. “Annie seems convinced thee will change your mind and take her.”

“She can think all she wants. She is not going.” He had no idea what secrets she was keeping this time, but he was not going to do her bidding. 

He turned. Beyond the gates, at the far end of the stable, he could see Baldwin prancing about the corral, his black tail swishing in the air.  

“She has thwarted every advance I have made.” 

David stopped. His skin felt as if it was suddenly assaulted by a thousand angry worms. 

“And now, she has eyes only for you again.”

Eyes for him? He twirled around. “She wants me to take her to the backcountry. ‘Tis hardly having eyes for me.” 

“But I was wearing her down by the promise of the shop. She will do almost anything for it.”

A cold dread crept up David’s spine. 

“Eventually, I am going to take her like all the others.”

The dread turned into wildfire.

“I wanted a marriage first, but if I cannot have her that way I will take her the other.”  

The heat pumped into David’s fists. Images swirled in his brain.

Blue fabric being yanked upward. Hands fighting other hands. Screams for help.

David slung the rope aside. It hit the right stall railing and fell to the ground. He seized the man’s brown silk vest and slammed his back against the stall railing to his left. 

“If you ever lay a finger on her like you have the others, you will not live to see another day.”

“She will be mine.” Jackson’s hot breath slammed into David’s face. “One way or another.” 

The threat burned David’s innards.

“And just so you remember.” Jackson poked a finger into David’s chest. “You cannot tell what you know or you lose those horses. A colt cannot very well be kept from its mother.” 

David’s blood fired to dangerous levels. He could easily damage the man’s jaw. It would not be the first time. 

It probably would not be the last. 

However, there was a better way of dealing with him. 

He heaved the man aside. Jackson reached for the fencing to brace his fall but lost his grip. He fell face down into the dirt. 

David whirled around and marched out of the stable. 

He had no intention of giving Jackson any advantage. He had done that once in a horse race that had nearly cost Annie her life. He would not do it again. 

Especially not now when her very soul was at stake. 
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DAVID SEARCHED FOR half an hour, from Mary’s shop, to the slave quarters and along the creek, to the kitchen and the cellar.

He sent Thomas to Gran’s room, up the hill to Langdon’s End to inquire of his Uncle James and Aunt Agathy, and finally to the former McKechnie house which Coop and Sarah now lived in. All the while he had eluded Jackson who was looking for her as well since he and Annie were due to leave within the hour.

He had finally decided she must be in her room. It had been the only place he had not checked. 

A quick trip by Abby confirmed his suspicions, but his sister had come down twice insisting Annie did not wish to speak with him.

“You tell her if she does not get down here I am going to come up, and I will care not how it looks.”

Abby rolled her eyes, but the last time was the charm. After a minute he looked up the stairs to see Annie. He waited for her at the foot of the stairs. 

Finally, she stopped before him. She smelled of rose water, her lips were level with his, and he fought for air.  

“I will take thee,” he rasped.

Geesh! He had fallen into the Friends plain speech and after he had worked so hard to rid himself of the habit during Forbes Expedition. He hated at odd times how he fell back into it. 

All Annie did was stare. 

“Can we take a walk? Maybe down by the creek?” He needed her away from Jackson until he was finished with the arrangement.

She nodded. 

His hand clasped hers before he gave it much thought. When she did not tug free, he pulled her outside, under the oak, and across the yard.

Once at the creek, he turned right for the weathered gray pier. They were far enough away from the house that no one could hear, and a line of shrubs concealed their view from the house.

Did he really want to do this? It would mean taking her into danger. But here? 

Behind her, he saw Jackson leaving the cover of the oak.  The man was not even taking the path straight to the creek and alongside the water but was cutting across the yard. 

Fine. David would talk with the man here.

“What we spoke of, Cousin, was private.” Jackson’s footsteps jarred the landing. He had not even rid his dark vest or pants of the dirt dusting the front of both. 

“I am speaking to Annie of another matter,” David said. 

“We do not have any time for talk. ‘Twill be dark soon.” Jackson reached for Annie’s arm, but she jerked from his grasp. 

Jackson’s face reddened. 

She turned back to David. “So you will take me?” 

“Under a few conditions.”

She nodded. 

“You have to learn to ride a horse reasonably well before we leave. We cannot be walking like we are moving there to stay.”

“Annie,” Jackson said. “You dislike horses.”

“I do not have to like them to ride.” She turned back to David. “Will you teach me?”

Did he really want to do this? It would mean spending even more time with her. 

“Of course I am teaching you.” The words spilled from his mouth like a rent sack of grain. “You said I knew horses better than anyone.” His pointed glare met Jackson’s.

“What else?” she asked. 

“You would have to buy the horse. Papa cannot afford another animal. We are already purchasing three more.”

“I said I would purchase anything I needed.” 

“You said you could shoot, right?”

“Amon taught us after he married Mama. He said we needed to at least defend ourselves against wild animals.”

“How good are you?”

She sighed. “I probably need some practice. Will I have to purchase the rifle, too?”

“No. We have several extras around here.” He did not want to make it too hard for her to agree, and he knew how important that money was to her. “But you might have to help with the powder and shot.” 

“Of course.”

“I am going to A Shilling and a Bit tomorrow to talk to Mr. Gardner about boarding my horses. We—”

“We?” 

“—can purchase you a horse then.”

“She is going back with me this afternoon.” Jackson grabbed her wrist again.

This time Annie jerked away with such force she floundered toward the pier’s edge. Her arms flailed this way and that. She twisted to free herself of the side.

Jackson reached outward to grab her.

David was faster. He seized her waist and hauled her against his chest. The water was not particularly deep, but he did not care to fish her out that afternoon. 

Jackson’s face purpled. David tightened his hold, enjoying the feel of Annie’s heart pounding against the palm of his hand. 

“You are alright,” he whispered into her ear. He set her to his right side, positioning himself between her and his cousin. One close call was enough. Besides, he still had the important part of his bargain to get to. Would she agree? Or would this request push her too far?

“Tomorrow, on the way back, we will stop at Page’s Warehouse, and you can quit your job.”

“She cannot quit,” Jackson roared behind him. “Mother Milly is counting on her to finish several large orders.”

David shrugged. “Things happen.” He glanced over his shoulder. 

The man looked as if he might decide to push David over the edge at any moment. 

Annie spoke. “I do not know, David. I need to have a job when I return.”

He threw his palm across his chest and dipped his head. “I will personally see that you get to Richmond or Williamsburg to find a job when we get back.” He winked. “But you need the next two weeks to learn to ride and to improve your shooting. You cannot be doing that while working. Besides, there are no guarantees we will be back in a month. We could get stuck there for longer.”

“That is why you should not be going, Annie. My stepmom needs thee. I need thee.”

“And I need to get to Katie.”  

Behind David, the man swore. 

Annie shifted her gaze back to him. “I know how these things work for us, David Cayle. What are you getting out of this?”

You away from Jackson. 

“Papa and I could use help with those children.” He did not bother to add that Elizabeth alone could give them enough trouble to keep them quite busy. “And you are right. I am a terrible cook. Papa is not much better.” His smile flattened. “But I will not lie to you. ‘Tis a dangerous trip. We will have to travel fast and, well, as fast as we can on the way back with Elizabeth and the children.” He was hoping the danger would be lessened by that time, but he was not counting on it. 

“Blessings to thee, David Cayle. I will not forget this.”  The corner of her mouth lifted. He moved aside so she could pass. 

She stopped right in front of Jackson. “I will write a letter to Sister Milly. You can take it to her this evening on your return trip. I will not tell her I am quitting until I see her tomorrow.”

She flitted off like a sparrow, the pier barely vibrating under her light steps. Jackson did not try to stop her. She jumped to the ground and was barely twenty feet from the pier when the man twirled back to David. 

“You did this on purpose to keep her away from me,” he hissed. 

David stepped up to him. “That is pretty much the way of it.”

Jackson’s lip curled upward. “You may be taking her now, but I will take her eventually in ways thee could never dream of.”

The fury ragged through David’s veins. He seized the man’s white cravat, twisted it, and backed him to the edge of the pier. 

Jackson’s arms flailed. His gaze rolled sideways and down to gauge his danger of falling into the water. 

“I am warning you for the last time that if you ever lay a finger on her, I will come after you with everything I have.”

David pulled him from the edge, then let go. Jackson stretched his neck to the side and tugged the cravat back into place. 

If David stayed any longer, he would do worse than push the man into the water. In a few strides, he stepped from the pier. 

“Just remember, Cayle, if you breathe a word of any of it, I will have what is mine.”

David kept walking. After all, there was little chance a man could forget a deal made with the devil. 

––––––––
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MARY LEANED HER PALMS to the kitchen table and braced herself against the spasm in her stomach. 

She had managed to pull herself out of bed and to the kitchen. Amon had wanted to call Ruth back, but Mary was loathe to do so.

She felt guilty enough about the slaves and about Amon’s insistence on not freeing them as the meeting wished. One of the concessions she and Amon made several years ago was giving them first day off, with Ruth getting the rest of her day off after the noon meal. 

Even at that, the old woman had balked at the change. It had taken some doing to assure her Mary could prepare a meal at least once a week.  With Sarah now having a home of her own, and Annie usually entertaining Jackson, Mary usually relied on Rebecca. This afternoon, however, Widow Ridley had sent for her to help with a birthing.

And today the heat of the meeting and the long walk Mary had insisted on taking home, had done its work on her. She had come home and gone straight to bed, but the hot, stale weather had made resting nearly impossible. 

“Mama! Mama!” Martha’s voice shredded the last of Mary’s nerves. The girl would help with the meal today if Mary had to strap her. 

Her youngest rushed into the kitchen. “You will never guess what has happened.” She jumped up and down. Curls bounced alongside her ears. Had the child gone to meeting with such a fancy hairstyle? And how had Mary not noticed?

“David is taking Annie to the backcountry.”

Mary lowered herself to the bench. “Daughter. How many times have I told thee ‘tis a sin to start rumors, especially where those two are concerned? Now when did you fancy your hair up?”

Martha smiled, twisted a curl around her finger, and dipped her head sideways. “Do you like it?”

“’Tis much too silly for a friend of God. And what possessed thee to spend time with your hair when others have no time left at all, nor money for basic things, much less hair ribbons?”

“You let me take the red fan this morning.”

“Yes, but you did not spend time creating it.” Although the girl had spent good money on it. Money that could have been spent on more necessary or reasonable items.

Mary had also been far too tired at the time to argue with the child. 

Martha’s hand fell. “Do you want to know or not? Annie probably will not tell thee.”

“If you are telling a tale—”

“’Tis no tale, Mama,” she cried. “I heard them on the pier.”

“So you were eavesdropping?”

“No. I was walking past the bushes. I had been down by the—”

“Martha. Just tell me. I really have to get this meal together.”  

“I heard David tell Annie he would take her to see Katie. And she agreed.”

Maybe her hearing was going with the pregnancy. “You had better be telling no tales or so help me—”

“If you do not believe me, have a look yourself.” Martha pointed at the door facing the road. “Jackson is leaving without her.”

Mary stood and eased her way to the threshold. Sure enough, Jackson was lashing the buggy up the drive toward the road, and he was very much alone. 

At no time since the girl had started that job had she ever not been back on first day for the week’s work. Even if she was going with David, they were not leaving for a few weeks. Why would she not return tonight? 

“Thanks to thee, Martha. I will ask her about it.”

“Does this mean I can repaint the room and have it all to myself?”

“No,” she cried. “The things you come up with. Now leave me be. And please find Annie and tell her I need to speak with her.”

Martha flounced around and out the door. Mary knew she should have detained her and spoken to her about her desire for fancy things, but she had not the energy. 

She went back to the bench and sat, her elbows on the table, her head in her hands. If Martha was telling the truth, then both youngsters had lost their minds. She had been certain the two had given up the idea of being with each other. 

Was this an attempt on David’s part to get her away from Cayle Farms? Did he still hope to win her affection? Were their ties so strong they could not even be together in the same house for one weekend without their hearts reopening? 

“Mama,” Annie said from the doorway. “Martha said thee wished to see me.”

“Sit down, Daughter.” Mary pointed to the opposite side of the table. 

Annie did as she asked.

“Martha tells me David has offered to take thee to see Katie.”

The child’s eyes narrowed. “Yes.”

“And you have accepted?”

“Well, yes, I have been asking him to take me all weekend.”

“But according to Thomas he said hell would—” How could she have been so careless with her tongue? Lord, forgive me. “He told Thomas he would not take thee.”

She shrugged. “He has changed his mind.”

The angst rumbled through Mary’s veins. She stood, grabbed a quilted pad from the table, and turned for the fireplace. She gripped the handle of an iron pot that had been placed in the bed of the fireplace coals hours ago. She pulled it out and brought it to the table. She set it down with a thud.  

Annie jumped. 

“What in the world are you thinking, Daughter? ‘Tis far too dangerous.” She crossed to the tall shelving on her right. “You simply cannot go.” She grabbed a cutting board and knife and brought those to the table as well. She pushed the bench underneath and swiped the sweat from her brow, then set to work forking the meat to the cutting board. 

Annie brought a similar pot of smaller vegetables to the table.  “Mama. Katie went to the backcountry. So did Elizabeth.” 

“Their husbands control their futures. I control yours.”

“How is that fair? I have no husband, so I have to subject myself to my parents even though I am old enough to be married?”

Mary lifted the knife blade in the air. “No. You are not old enough to marry. Katie was not either, but she did so without my permission.”

Annie eyed her. “Even so, I could get married. I am of an age to run off and do so. As it is, I work. I earn my own money, and you cannot control me or my future. No one can.” She began slicing the celery into half-moons, the knife thudding into the wood. “And no one ever will.”

Mary was going to need another tactic. She lifted the chopping board and slid a cut-up portion of the mutton back into the pot. “Daughter, I need thee here. I need help at the shop. We need every penny what with this continuing drought.” She forked another large cut of meat to the board. “And I need help running things here while the men are away, especially now that I carry another child.”

“I am not here that much anymore. You can get along fine with Rebecca and Sarah. And ‘tis time Martha started pulling her fair share. Right now, ‘tis Katie that needs me the most.”

“’Tis odd, because I saw nothing in Elizabeth’s letter that spoke of Katie wishing for thee to come.”

Annie diced the last of the celery and swept it into the pot with the mutton. 

“Annie? You have not answered me. How do you know Katie needs thee?”

“The same way I knew something was wrong last fall.”

Was that why the child was so wan lately? Was it the reason her clothes dripped around her body, and why at times, during the day while here on the weekends, Mary had caught her sleeping? Annie was never a napper, not even as a child. When she fell asleep in the day, it was utter exhaustion or a coming sickness. 

Mary had thought perhaps the child worked too hard? Or was there yet more worry at the shop? Andrew Cayle, Amon’s brother, had married Mildred Foster six months previous. While Andrew Cayle was the schoolmaster, he had beaten Annie for bringing kindling to school instead of firewood. Mary had not found out about it until the child had gotten sick with a fever. By then, the welts were fresh scars. 

Annie had insisted, however, that the man had not hurt her since his marriage to Mildred nor had Jackson bothered her unnecessarily.

Was it not that the shop or Jackson that had the child at sixes and sevens, but Katie? 

“Annie, I cannot pretend to understand this sort of unspoken communication you have with your sister.” She had given up trying to understand long ago. “But you cannot go. ‘Tis madness.”

Annie’s eyes tied themselves into painful knots. “But I will have no peace until I see her.”

“Let David bring back a letter.”

“Why does everyone think a letter will help?” she cried. “It will not. And it could be months before I get it. Months of not sleeping. Of worrying until I cannot see or think straight. Sometimes I cannot even breathe.” Her fingers clutched at her chest. 

Mary reached for the pot’s handle, but Annie shooed her away and grabbed it. She stepped to the fireplace and hung it from the iron bar. Mary lowered her voice to a whisper. “But what of David? You will be with him for at least a month and a half, maybe longer.” 

Annie pushed the iron bar backward. The pot swung to a point just above the weak fire. “Mama, there is no future for us.” She reached for the poker to the side of the fireplace. “I saw to that last year before he left.” She stirred the fire back to life. “And we will not be alone.” She hung the poker back to its stand. “Amon will be with us.” 

Amon’s presence might make things easier for the youngsters. He had never opposed a shared future between the children. It had been one of the only things he and Mary had argued bitterly over in the five years of their marriage. Even the slaves had not divided them so. 

“Daughter, I had shut the door on Amon years ago, but we found our way back to each other.”

“In the eyes of the Friends, you and Amon were not considered brother and sister.”

Annie had not often said the words, and the few times she had Mary was not sure she believed her. She had to admit, though, this time she seemed sincere.  

At the moment, however, sincerity mattered little to Mary.

She simply did not wish to lose another daughter to the backcountry. 
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AFTER AGREEING TO TAKE Annie, David had gone in search of Amon. He had found the man in the study pouring over maps, making lists of items to take and things to do. 

David agreed to go with him. 

The man’s gloom lifted faster than fog in the sun, and it was so much better than the sadness which had surrounded him since receiving Elizabeth’s letter two days ago. 

They worked out the details together, including a budget analysis based on the available cash they had. When they were done, they headed toward the kitchen. Amon was anxious to see how Mary was faring with supper preparations. 

“I do not know why she refused to ride in the carriage,” Amon complained. “I know the Friends wish us to walk as in times past, but the woman is expecting a child for heaven’s sake. If they cannot make exceptions, I will.” 

The man had gone on and on for some time, but David had not said a word. Mary was like Annie. In the end, she would do what she pleased. He and his father were merely left to deal with the aftermath. 

Not that his father had suffered overmuch in dealing with Mary’s stubborn ways. In fact, there were times he seemed to relish in them. David still did not quite understand the way that worked. It certainly did not work in regards to the children. 

Then, they stepped into the kitchen. 

Not only was it hot from the fire and not enough breeze, but Annie and Mary seemed to be mired into some sort of despair all their own. 

“Amon?” Mary wiped her hands on her apron. “Did you know of this?”

“Know of what?”   

To David’s right, Annie’s hand shook as she wiped a cutting board free of the last water drops from washing.

“David is taking Annie with you to the backcountry.” 

“What?” Amon’s gaze swung from David to Annie and back again. “She cannot go. ‘Tis too dangerous.” 

David could not very well tell the man she was in greater danger here. 

And Annie refused to look at him. Was she having another one of her spells? Other than her silence, he did not see the usual signs.

“Papa, we will need help with those children.” And with Elizabeth. If the man was not careful, David would be forced to tell him about her weak state of mind. “And women do go to the backcountry.”

“To live. They do not take trips.” Amon rubbed the wrinkles on his forehead. “And we had the provisions and the money settled with none to spare.”

“Annie does not eat much. She can help cook at night, something you and I are not particularly good at, and she has offered to buy the other things she needs.”

“What will she ride?” Amon asked. 

“I am going to A Shilling and a Bit tomorrow to speak with Gardner about boarding my horses. She is going to purchase a horse then.” 

Mary spun back to her daughter. “You have enough for a horse?”

Finally, the girl lifted her gaze. “I do, as well as the powder and shot for my musket.”

Mary’s head twisted in astonishment. She reached her hands forward and gripped the girls’ cheeks. The pleading poured from her eyes. “Please, Annie, I am begging thee, do not go.”

All David’s carefully made plans might be for naught. Annie and Mary had always been close, and the little independence Annie had acquired had been bought with a price. What would he do if she decided to honor her mother’s wish? 

Annie’s mouth twisted. David thought she blinked a sheet of tears from her eyes, but he could not be sure. He was certain she was avoiding looking directly at him.  

“I am sorry, but I have to go,” she finally whispered. “Please understand, Mama. I will have no peace otherwise.”

Mary’s hands fell to her side. She turned a stiff look at Amon. “Can you not order her to stay? Or even tell your son she cannot go?”

“I made the agreement with Annie to take her.” David gave him no chance to speak. “If she does not go, then neither do I.”

He held his breath. If Amon decided to stay for Mary’s sake, it would be a long, difficult summer. David might never get his Father back. 

“I am sorry, Mary,” Amon whispered.

A low cry curled from Mary’s gut. She fled the kitchen. Amon ran his hand down his shattering face. He may as well have been attending his own execution.

Annie crossed the room and stopped before a box filled with firewood. David followed and reached around her to take a log before she had a chance to get a good hold. 

Her eyebrows shot up as if to say are you sure you wish to do this? 

He stepped back to the fireplace. He still did not like a full-blown conflagration, but he could manage small fires. He tossed the log onto the others. Annie reached forward with the poker. He took that from her as well.
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