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  Dear Reader,


  I hope you will enjoy reading the third book in the Daughters of the Potomac series, Beyond the Valley. It is a novel that stands on its own, even though it is the last book in the trilogy. What inspired me to write the series was the love I have for the Potomac River Gorge and the rich history in the area in which I live. Book two, Beside Two Rivers, took me beyond the river to England where the story all began in book one, Before the Scarlet Dawn. I hope if you have not read the first two books, you will, and thereby gain a deeper look into the lives of the characters and the events that affected their lives and all those around them.


  Fondly,

  Rita Gerlach


  
Part 1



  Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,

  I will fear no evil: for thou art with me;

  thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.


  Psalm 23:4
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  Cornwall, England


  Autumn 1778


  Sarah Carr would never look at the sea the same way again, or listen to the waves sweep across the shore while in the embrace of her first love. Drawing in the briny air, feeling the wind rush through her unbound hair, now spoke of danger and loss. Basking in blue moonlight under the stars and having Jamie point out the constellations was now a thing of the past that could never, in her mind, be repeated.


  Tonight a hunter’s moon stood behind bands of dark purple clouds as if it were the milky eye of evil. Along the bronze sand, deep green seaweed entwined with rotted gray driftwood. The scent of salt blew heavy in the air, deepening the sting of tears in her eyes, and tasting bitter on her tongue.


  She had pleaded with Jamie not to go down to the shore with the others when they beat on the door and called out that a ship had wrecked in the harbor. But an empty pocket and a growling stomach influenced him to go. For over an hour, she waited for him to return and then she could bear the anxiety no longer. Sarah slipped on her worn leather boots and hurried down to the beach, working her way through the tangle of frenzied scavengers in hopes of finding him.


  People rushed about her, some with torches, others carrying glowing tin lanterns. There were calls and shouts over the howl of the wind and the noise of the sea. They carried sacks, barrels, and crates, which had been tossed in the surf and washed ashore; others were taken perilously from the sinking vessel. The groan of its timbers caused Sarah to shiver, as she thought of the poor souls trapped aboard. She could make out its black hulk in the moonlight, its main mast shooting up through the boil of waves like a spear.


  “Have mercy on those left behind, O Lord.” She shoved back her tangle of hair and watched the hapless ship go down into the dark depths of an angry sea.


  A bonfire threw sparks over the sand. The foamy edge of the surf seemed a ribbon of gold near her feet. The few sailors who had survived looked on wide-eyed and drenched to the bone. They shivered in the cold, with no weapons to fend off the looting.


  A firm hand moved Sarah back and she gasped. “Come on, girl. This is no place for ye to be.” She turned to a man in untidy clothes. His wet hair corkscrewed around his ears and hung over his forehead. He had turned up his collar against the drizzle and wind. She recognized him as one of the villagers, a fisherman by trade, but did not know his name.


  “You must leave this place before it gets too rough, Sarah. We’ll take Jamie to the chapel with the others. Come with me.”


  She shook her head at his meaning. “Jamie? Where is he?” she shouted over the blast of wind as she glanced at the chaos around her. “Why must we go to the chapel?”


  The man did not answer. Instead he shifted on his feet, frowned, and glanced away. Then, still silent, he took her by the arm again and led her across the sand. Her hair, the color of burnt umber, floated about her eyes, where the mist blurred her vision.


  “Are we gathering there to pray?” she asked. “We need to pray for those poor souls caught in the sea.” She lifted her skirts and stepped unsteadily. Her limp made it difficult to navigate the beach.


  “Ah, let me help you.” The man threw his arm across her back. “Over this way. Watch your step. Steady now.”


  He took her to a place where the rocks made a barrier between the village and the sea. In the orange firelight, Sarah saw bodies stretched out on the sand in a row, their clothes soaked and splattered with sand. Faces were ashen in the torchlight. Their arms were crossed over their chests. The worst of her fears exploded into reality. She trembled and felt her knees weaken.


  Upon a blanket lay her husband, Jamie, his youthful face whiter than the wet shirt that clung to his lifeless body. His eyes were closed. His dark hair, soaked, clung to his throat. Sarah gasped. “Jamie!”


  She shivered from the cold wind that shoved against her, that pounded the waves upon the beach, from the grief that struck a merciless fist against a breast once content with love, thinking it would last forever.


  “No!” She fell beside him and threw her arms across his chest, wherein lay a silent heart. “Lord God, do not take him from me. Bring him back!” She shook with weeping, and someone pulled her away.


  Four men wrapped her lad in the blanket and lifted him. She followed. Her skirts twisted around her limbs as the wind gusts grew stronger. A storm had battered the Cornish coast, and another whisked across sea and land behind it. Within moments, clouds smothered the moon and stars—the bonfire and a few lanterns the only lights to guide their steps up to the centuries-old stone church.


  To rally her strength, she took in a deep lungful of air. Instead of relieving her, its mix of smoke from the bonfire and the brackish wind choked her. Behind her, she heard the waves break over the rocks, rush over the sand and pebbles, and suck at the shipwreck. A few lights in the cottages afar off glimmered in the darkness. She stumbled, regained her footing, and brushed away the tears that stung her eyes.
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  Fifteen sailors from the shipwreck and five villagers were laid to rest in the parish churchyard the next morning. Four somber widows walked away in silence with their fatherless children, made poorer by their loss.


  Sarah drew her shoulders back, determined to rise above her grief and face what life had just thrown at her. But her heart ached, and she knew no amount of fortitude could stop it. She tipped the rim of her hat downward to hide her tears.


  “What is done cannot be undone,” she said to the woman who walked beside her. “God asks of me to go on. And I shall for my child’s sake.”


  Her neighbor, Mercy Banks, placed her hand over Sarah’s shoulder. She was as tall as Sarah, and lean, with a pleasant countenance and large brown eyes. Known for her kindness to those in need, Mercy’s touch comforted Sarah.


  “You must come home with me, Sarah. The least we can do is give you a warm meal and a bed for the night. It would be too lonely in your little cottage without Jamie.”


  Sarah glanced down at the three children as they walked alongside their mother. Their heads were as blond as sand, their eyes like Mercy’s. Two clung to Mercy’s skirts. The oldest boy walked ahead and swung a stick at the geese in the road.


  “Thank you, Mercy. But I am leaving Bassets Cove.” She could not impose on her neighbors who had young mouths to feed. “My landlord is not a rich man. I can expect sympathy, but not charity. He and his wife need a paying tenant. So I have told them I am leaving.”


  Mercy’s face crinkled with worry. “You are leaving this minute? Let me speak to my husband.”


  “Do not worry. I will be fine.”


  “But where will you go, Sarah? You have no family, no parents, brothers or sisters. Have you a distant relative who would take you in all of a sudden?”


  “I am going to Jamie’s sister, Mary, and her husband. November is around the corner and the cold weather will be here. I must go while I have the chance.”


  Mercy pressed her lips together then let out a long breath. “To the Lockes? It is said Lem Locke is a smuggler, that he will stop anyone by any means if they get in his way. It isn’t as if he is helping any of the poor in Cornwall, for it is also said he hoards his goods in the caves along the coast, and sells rum and brandy at a high price to the gentry. You should reconsider.”


  “I have nothing to fear, and nowhere else to go. I am sure it is only a rumor you have heard about Lem. Jamie told me if I should ever need help to go to them. Why would he say that if they were bad people?”


  “Perhaps Jamie did not know Lem Locke as well as he should have. Not only that, they must have heard the unfortunate news by now and will come for you if they have any Christian charity in them at all. But why are they not here already?”


  “I had no way of sending word. Paper is so precious, and I had none. I imagine they may hear from others before I reach them, but only of the wreck.”


  Mercy cocked her head. “Have you met them before?”


  “Only Mary. It was a few days before Jamie and I were wed. She was quiet but not completely cold. Yet, I do not think she approved of our marriage, and would have rather seen her brother marry a fit woman. She never said where Lem was.”


  “Away smuggling, no doubt. I pray he is kind to you, Sarah. It is what you need right now.”


  Once they reached her cottage door, Mercy kissed Sarah’s cheek. “I wish you well, and will keep you and your child in my prayers. If you should need to return, come to my door before anyone else’s. Understand?’


  “Yes, thank you.” Sarah hugged Mercy and watched her walk away with the children in tow, down the sandy lane that led into the heart of the village.


  Before stepping inside, Sarah glanced up at the gray sky that whirled above. “If only you would clear the clouds away, Lord, I might feel better if I were to see the sun. But if not today, then tomorrow.”


  Pushing the door in, she stepped over the threshold and paused. The sparse little room seemed neglected, as if no living soul lived there anymore. They owned little, and few things were left of Jamie’s—his pipe, and Bible, and one change of clothes. She packed them in a sack with her own scant possessions—brush, comb, and one pair of stockings. The rest she owned was on her back.


  Determined to be strong, she wiped away a tear and heaved the bag into her arms. After she shut the door behind her, she took the path to the rear of the cottage and slowly climbed the grassy slopes. It would take her longer than the average person to reach the moorland above, for having been born with one leg slightly shorter than the other hindered her gait, enough to cause her stride to be uneven. It had been the source of ridicule growing up, orphaned and living in a workhouse for children. Told her mother was dead, her father unknown, she wondered if she were an abandoned child, an embarrassment to some gentry family for being flawed and possibly illegitimate.


  Abused and starved, she had kept to herself and barely spoke to anyone, until a good-looking young man came down the lane that bordered the field she worked in. The wheat had been scythed and she, along with other able bodies, stood in a line to gather it into bundles. He leaned on the fence rail and watched her. The next day, he offered her water from his canteen. Given ten minutes to rest, he approached her on the third day, sat beside her and told her his likes and dislikes.


  “I hate the smell of wheat,” he told her. “It makes me sneeze.” She remembered how his comment had made her giggle. “I’m a net maker, but I hate eating fish. Don’t like the bones.”


  “What do you like?” she asked in a quiet voice.


  “Bread and butter . . . and pretty girls like you.”


  She hid her face in the sleeve of her dress, for she felt the burn of a blush rush over her.


  By the fourth day, he suggested she leave with him. “I live in Bassets Cove, not far from here,” he told her. “It’s a beautiful place. The sea air is good for one’s health, you know. I am alone. You are alone. I could use a wife.”


  Sarah stood and brushed the bits of chaff from her dress. “You could not possibly want me.”


  “Why not? You’re very pretty, Sarah. And I like the way you think.”


  “Hmm, haven’t you noticed my way of walking?”


  “Yes, what of it?”


  “I am crippled.” She leaned down, emphasizing the words.


  He jumped up and put his hands on her shoulders. “I do not care. Marry me.”


  He had been the first man to ask, the first not to care about her imperfection. He was a means of escape and the start of a new life, a net maker by trade. She reasoned he would protect her and take care of her, and understood they would never rise above a humble existence. If not Jamie, who on God’s green earth would have her?


  “Well,” she had told him while looking into his blue eyes. “I suppose the Lord has brought us together. You need a wife, and I need a protector. I accept you as you are, not a rich man, if you will accept me as I am—a cripple.”


  She never forgot the expression on Jamie’s face, how his eyes lit up as he gazed into hers. “You may limp, Sarah, but you are healthy. You and I shall not be alone. Not for the rest of our lives. We will have lots of children and grow very old together. And I shall become a wealthy man one day. You will see.” And he leaned down and kissed her cheek.


  Inside the little cottage, life seemed abundant. Jamie wove the finest nets and mended those of the local fishermen. There was food on the table and rent paid most of the time. But after only a few months wed, he stopped showing her affection and never said he loved her, which began to disappoint Sarah. She never mentioned it to him, deciding she would sacrifice romance for a roof over her head, food in her belly, and companionship.


  And so, at age seventeen, she left the wheat fields, with him strolling alongside her as the sun went down. Married only six months, she now found herself alone in the world again.


  She came to the little church that overlooked the sea. Sunlight glimmered in the windows. But the gray stone gave it a cold appearance. She stepped over the thick grass, and drew near Jamie’s marker, a small narrow stone with his name and date. She stood in front of it and sighed, her cloak fanning in the wind.


  “You did not kiss me good-bye, Jamie. You spoke not a word to me, but rushed out the door without a second thought. How I wish you had listened when I warned you not to go. But it was not your way. You showed little attention to my pleas. You made it clear your business was your own and I need not be concerned, only be happy when you returned home with a sack full of goods. Even so, I shall miss you.”


  She closed her eyes, spoke a prayer for his soul, and moved on. Once she reached the crossroads, she headed south along the coastal road and tried not to think of how hungry she was. Her last full meal was on the night Jamie left to plunder the shipwreck. She thought about how he had gulped down the humble potato stew, grabbed his hat, and rushed out the door at the urging of his mates.


  The bag slipped in Sarah’s arms. She pulled it up, held it tighter, and glanced back. Leaving the village and the blue cove caused a wave of sadness to ripple through her. She wished some of her long-time neighbors, besides Mercy, had followed, begged her to stay, urged her not to go, and gave her all the reasons why, offered her work, some kind of position to keep her from starving. Then she hoped to see a wagon or coach heading in her direction. But the road remained lonely and windswept.


  Her homespun dress opened at the front, and her beige striped petticoat fluttered about her slim legs. The hem was a bit tattered and soiled from wear. Her straw hat lay between her shoulder blades. The blue ribbon, faded gray, looped around her throat. No point wearing it upon her head, for the wind would blow it off or worsen the wear on the brim.


  Six miles later, she set the sack down on the roadside and gathered her hair in her hands and twisted it into a braid. Her dress felt tight against her waist. She loosened the stays before going on.


  A half-mile further, misty sunbeams shot through the clouds and plunged toward earth and sea. Sarah gazed with awe at the heaven-like spears and the distant patches of blue. For a moment, the sight soothed her soul and eased the pain that lingered in her heart.


  She watched sparrows dart across the sky and land afar off. Then she moved on down the sandy road. This time she strove to walk with ladylike grace. But as it had so many times before, it proved to be a task too difficult and wearisome to do.
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  Lem Locke’s house stood on a green plain of ground above the rugged cliffs of Hell’s Mouth in St. Ives Bay. Far below, the sea thundered against sheer cliffs. Gulls screeched and flew in circles against the sky. Gray peppered stones made the old dwelling cold, and the windows were dark and uninviting. The door, also gray due to weathering and in need of paint, had a wrought iron handle and a rope knocker that dangled from a rusty hook, its end a ball of jute. Sarah could not help but wonder if the dreary house reflected the people within it.


  Drawing in a deep breath, she trudged up the path and approached the door. She hoped Mary would see her from the window and rush out to greet her. But it wasn’t until she raised the knocker and let it fall that her sister-in-law appeared. The same height as Sarah, Mary stood beneath the lintel, slim as a reed. She looked older than when Sarah had last seen her. Her hair, partially tucked up beneath a white cap, hung straight around her ears and temples. Her mouth, lined by a hard life, looked drawn with worry.


  A look of surprise sprang over Mary’s face. “Sarah? What are you doing here?” She looked down the road. “Where is my brother?”


  “Hello, Mary. May I come inside? I must speak with you.”


  Mary stepped back and waved her in. “Oh, please tell me he did not leave you and you have come to us for help. I will be very put out if he did.”


  A lump swelled in Sarah’s throat. “Yes, he has left me. But not in the way you think.”


  Mary shut the door and walked ahead of Sarah. A parlor faced the front of the house, and when Mary sat down in the rocking chair in front of the fireplace, she extended a hand to Sarah to sit across from her. At once, Sarah felt crestfallen at Mary’s reaction, the way her mouth pressed firm and her eyes narrowed when she mentioned Jamie. They had never been close, only connected by blood, and Sarah had no idea how much she could depend on the compassion of her husband’s sister and brother-in-law—if they had any at all. Mercy’s words came back to her.


  She lowered herself into the chair and gripped the bag on her lap. It hid what was behind it. “You are looking well, Mary. How is Lem?”


  “So, what wrong has Jamie done?” Mary ignored Sarah’s words and folded her hands in her lap. “I have not seen him in a long time.”


  Sarah lowered her eyes and drew in a breath. “He has done nothing wrong.”


  “Then why has he left you? Did you do something to chase him away? Goodness, Sarah. A wife must do all she can to keep her husband in these trying times. What living can you earn to sustain you if you do not have a husband?”


  “Mary, please.” Tears struggled in Sarah’s eyes and she forced them back. “Let me explain.”


  Mary shook her head. “Dear me. You look as though you are about to cry.”


  The tears slipped out. Sarah wiped them away with the back of her hand. Then she covered her eyes, bent forward, and wept.


  Mary hurried out of the chair. “Oh. Something awful has happened, I fear.” A little hesitant, she put her arm around Sarah. “There, there, do not cry.”


  Sarah felt a bit relieved that Mary showed some sign of sympathy, some glimmer of compassion.


  “I cannot help it. Forgive me.” Sarah sniffed and straightened up.


  “Can I get you anything? A glass of water?”


  “No, thank you. Just let me speak.”


  “Of course. Go on. I am listening.”


  “There was a shipwreck in Bassetts Cove.”


  “That is not unusual. The waters there are treacherous.”


  “Jamie went with the others down to the beach, to take whatever washed ashore.”


  Mary went back to her seat and held up her hand. “Do not mention it to Lem. He will be envious and no doubt want to pay Jamie a visit. We are down to meager finances and I do not want him going there. He will spend our last coin on any good rum Jamie may have acquired.”


  Sarah’s fists balled and she clenched her teeth. “Mary, you must let me finish. Can you not understand a terrible thing has happened? Jamie went out into the surf and drowned.”


  Mary’s hand flew to her throat. “What? He drowned? Poor Jamie. This is sad news indeed.”


  Sarah looked toward the door that led to the hallway. “Is Lem at home?”


  “No, but I expect him soon. You must realize, Sarah, as hard as it may be, you have to make all the arrangements. Lem will not agree to help.”


  “You needn’t worry. I have done what any good wife would.”


  She wondered how Mary controlled her emotions so well. She should have cried, but there were no tears. Sarah looked down at her worn shoes as her belly twisted with hunger. By the appearance of the cottage, the fine furniture and rugs, the tapers in brass candlesticks, the bucket of coal and kindling by the fireplace, they were much better off than most. On the table under the window sat a plate of ginger fairings, a pot of tea, bone china cups and saucers.


  She set the bag on the floor. Anguish and hunger trembled through her. “I am quite ravenous, Mary. Could you spare something? A little tea perhaps?”


  “One must be strong in these kinds of situations,” Mary said. “Certainly you are welcome to some fairings and tea. It will make you feel better.”


  The aroma of ginger beckoned, and Sarah moved to the table. She thought Mary noticed the change in her figure, but she was silent on the subject. She set a fairing on a plate, poured tea, and sat beneath the window. Sunlight flowed through it and alighted on her shoulders to warm her. Beyond the window, she could see the pale blue sky above the darker azure of the sea, hear the gulls and the soft swell of the waves. She would rather sit upon the cliff top in the grass and gaze out at the vast expanse, have the wind whip through her hair and listen to God’s voice in it, than to be in this stuffy cottage with a sister-in-law who had not shed a tear over the death of her only brother.


  She looked over at Mary and wound a loose thread from her dress around her finger and yanked it free. Sarah had to tell her the rest of her news, unsure what kind of reaction it would bring.


  “I am with child.”


  Mary jerked her gaze back at Sarah and her mouth fell open. “What? Are you sure?”


  “There is no doubt. I would not lie to you.”


  For a moment, Mary said nothing. She stood, paced a little and then paused. “I thought you looked, well, different. How can you take care of a baby when you cannot take care of yourself? At the same time, you cannot expect Lem and me to provide for you and your child. We have so little to begin with.”


  Sarah set her jaw. So little? Mary’s clothes were new and pretty. Costly pearls dangled from her earlobes and a gold pendant from her throat. Sarah understood perfectly what Mary implied. “I will not burden you, Mary. I will find work and care for my baby on my own.”


  Mary raised her chin. “We would never have been able to care properly for a child. It costs money to feed and clothe them, you know. And then, the expense of an education would have been out of the question. Lem likes my figure the way it is, and children would have ruined me. You should think of the hardships this will cause you, Sarah.”


  “It is Jamie’s child. There is no hardship.”


  “You think that now. In your situation, you should consider getting rid of it. I did, and it saved me a world of grief.”


  Shocked at this, Sarah sat forward. “You think so? I hear no children pattering about the house. I see no son here to care for you when you are old, or a daughter when you are sick, or to give you joy. Do not make a suggestion like that to me again.”


  “I do not need children. I have Lem.”


  “Children are a blessing from God.”


  “You will change your mind about those pious words after you have borne this one—if you survive childbirth. Consider what I am telling you. Would it not be wrong to bring a child into this world only to have it live in poverty? And would it not be right to sacrifice it if it meant you would live?”


  “I fear God more than poverty. He will take care of us.” She stood and picked up her bag. “I am sorry I came here.”


  Then the front door slammed. “Mary!”


  Lem Locke’s shadow fell over the floor as he strode into the room. His steps were deliberate and firm. He stopped short in front of them, dragged off his hat, and threw it onto the settee. He wore his hair tied back in a queue. Pockmarks marred his cheeks. Sarah considered what Mercy had told her. Perhaps her brother-in-law was a smuggler, mean and self-serving.


  “I am starved,” he bellowed. “Have you got my supper ready?”


  He turned and when he saw Sarah he stood stock-still. “Who may this be?”


  “You remember I told you about Jamie’s wife. Well, this is she.” Mary picked up his hat and set it on a hook by the door. “She’s walked all the way from Bassetts Cove. Jamie was careless and drowned.”


  Lem’s glassy eyes widened as Mary spoke. “Drowned, you say? Was he scavenging, girl?”


  His voice, gruff and hollow, caused Sarah to fear him. “He was. But does it matter? I have lost my husband.”


  A corner of Lem’s mouth turned downward. “I suppose not. He didn’t get anything if he drowned. You buried him?”


  Sarah nodded.


  “Any debt from it?”


  “No. Our minister is a good man and took pity.”


  “You owe money to anyone?”


  “I owe no one. Why do you ask me such questions?”


  “Because, I didn’t intend to help if you had. Pour me some brandy, Mary. I’m chilled to the bone.” He plopped down across from Sarah and stared at her. Sarah felt uneasy. Mary took a bottle from a corner cabinet and removed the cork. Her hand trembled when she handed the glass to Lem. In one swallow, he gulped the brandy down and then he held the glass out for more.


  “Not too much, Lem,” Mary said, pouring carefully. “You know how it makes you feel fevered.”


  He laughed. “Fevered indeed, Mary. And you know what kind, don’t ye?” He jerked her hand to his lips and kissed it. Then he set the glass on the table and kept his hand around it. He stared again at Sarah.


  “Well, you’re young, Sarah. Got a pretty face, pretty hair. And lads like fiery hair like yours. Says you got spirit. Someone will marry you. Do it quick though.”


  As if it were in her power to gain a proposal of marriage.


  “No man wants a crippled widow, Lem,” Mary said. “Even if she does have a pretty face. They’d have to be desperate, needy for companionship or someone to cook and clean for them and warm their beds. Sarah has a limp. No man likes that.”


  Sarah cringed inwardly at Mary’s prejudice. “I am not thinking of marriage at the moment. Jamie told me to come to you if I was in need. I haven’t any money, or a place to live, and I am carrying a child.”


  Lem slammed his fist on the table. The china rattled and his brandy splashed onto the tablecloth. “You think we should help you, give you a roof over your head, food in your belly and in your brat’s belly, for nothing?”


  Sarah stood and quickly gathered her bundle. “I will walk on and find work on one of the estates.” She looked into Lem’s stern eyes. They were a pair of dark brown stones, smooth as the sea-swept pebbles on the beach, cold as the coal ash in the hearth.


  Mary set her hand on Lem’s arm. “Jamie was my brother, Lem. We cannot turn our backs on Sarah. What would people say?” Mary looped her arm through Sarah’s. The change in Mary’s demeanor confused her, the soft way in which she spoke to Lem.


  Lem leaned on the table. “She can stay a few days to sort things out. But that’s all. I’ll not have a squalling baby keep me from my sleep. There may be work in Haley for her, Mary. I’ll ask ’round at the tavern.”


  “Do that, Lem. Ask some of the gentry, if indeed any go there.”


  “Some do.”


  “A position at a manor would be perfect, but may not be so easy if you tell them she’s going to have a child. Say nothing of that.”


  “I’ll not. And neither should you, Sarah. You keep quiet about that.”


  Mary looked at Sarah with a tilt of her head. “Lem is right. It would be wise to stay quiet. They will take pity on you once they find out.”


  Unwanted by her husband’s family, Sarah pulled away and stepped over to the door. She would have walked out but for the churning in her stomach and the sound of the wind outside. A few days—endure it or go hungry. She could not bear the thought of being on the road on cold dark nights. Where would she sleep? Would anyone take pity on her?


  “Come back inside, Sarah,” Mary said firmly. “Sit down and eat. We have enough, so do not feel bad wondering whether you are taking food out of our mouths tonight.”


  Sarah felt her brows press into a tight line. Slowly, she sat and waited with her eyes lowered until Mary returned with three meat pasties. She shut her eyes a second, grateful for the savory meal before her. The aroma of beef, onion, and potato filled the room.


  They ate in silence. Lem slopped a slice of bread through the gravy left in his bowl, stuffed the bread into his mouth, and then leaned back in his chair. From his pocket he drew out a coin and flipped it between his fingers. “Look here. A guinea, Mary, for all my troubles today—one guinea.”


  “ ’Tis better than nothing at all, Lem.”


  “I suppose you’ll want to feed this girl with it.” His eyes drifted over to Sarah and narrowed. She looked away and saw Mary stare at the coin. Lem held it out to Mary, and then dropped it into her hand. She closed her fist over it and tucked it into her bodice.


  “Buy something nice with it, Mary, instead of extra food,” Lem said. “Sarah will have to do with what we give her. Right, Sarah, my girl?”


  She was not his girl, and resented him saying so. “I am very grateful, Lem,” Sarah told him. “Mary’s stew is delicious. I would be thankful for even a bit of bread.”


  “Good.” He cupped his chin in his hand and seemed to study her. Again Sarah felt uneasy. As if he were sizing her up like a piece of merchandise, his eyes roved over her face and down her body. She strove to ignore him.


  She set the bowl aside and reached for her bag. “I have something to give you.”


  His eyes widened. “Oh? What is it?”


  “It is all I have of Jamie’s. I will keep his Bible. But he would want you to have his pipe and these clothes.” She drew them out and handed them to Lem.


  Lem looked disappointed. He fingered the clothes, and set the pipe between his teeth. “This pipe is a fine one. Carved ivory. The clothes are good enough—for a net maker.”


  Ungrateful brute. “Perhaps you could give them to someone in need, if you do not want them, Lem.” She then stepped away when Mary motioned to her to follow her out of the room.


  [image: image]


  Sarah sat at the window in the smallest bedroom in Lem Locke’s house. For a long while she gazed at the plain of grass and sand that lead to the precipices above the sea. She heard the gulls crying below her, and the air was filled with the scent of gorse. She missed Jamie and their little cottage. She did not want to be with the Lockes. They had not treated her as she had hoped. But for now, she had to endure living with them until she found a position. She thought of returning to Mercy, but could not bring herself to burden her friend. She had enough mouths to feed and lived in a small house.


  In the course of one day, she had become widowed and homeless. Distressed, she turned away from the window and wept. “I must stop this,” she said aloud. “I can be stronger.”


  Without knocking, Mary stepped through the door. “Open the window wider, Sarah, and let the room air out. Nothing is worse for a body than stale air in a room.”


  Sarah pushed the window open as far as it would go. The wind on her face seemed a caress from the Almighty, soothing her, assuring her all would be made right.


  With one movement, Mary swept off the quilt that lay over the bed and handed it to Sarah. “Shake it out over the window. It’s dusty.”


  “This is a fine quilt, Mary. Did you make it?”


  “Me? No. I do not like pricking my fingers with needles. Lem bought it for me.”


  “For a man to purchase a quilt seems unusual.” Sarah shook it out the window. A soft veil of dust blew away from it. Then she folded it over her arm, spread it back over the bed, and smoothed it out with her palm. “This is very fine needlework and the color is so rich.”


  “It is called indigo.” Mary smiled proudly. “Lem only gives me quality things. I suppose you think me arrogant to mention my possessions so often. And may even give you cause to envy me.”


  “No, I am not like that, Mary.” Sarah fluffed a pillow and placed it back against the headboard. “I am thankful to sleep under this at night. It is good of you to allow me to. Some people keep their better quilts tucked away.”


  “Oh, I almost forgot.” Mary stepped outside the door and returned with a pail and stiff brush. “It’s been a year since this floor was scrubbed. You may see to it.”


  Forcing a smile, Sarah took the pail and brush from Mary’s hands. “It is but a small task to repay your kindness, Mary.” Sarah wondered how much longer she could keep up this attitude of appreciation. Mary was making it very hard. She did not mind the chores. She welcomed the distraction they gave. But to be treated like a servant she had not expected.


  “We’ve a little stream behind the house,” Mary told her. “It is best to fetch water from there.” And with a lift of her head, Mary walked out the door.


  Sarah stepped out behind her and paused outside Mary and Lem’s bedroom door. Beyond it stood a great carved bed, Eastern rugs, linen curtains, and, upon a dressing table, scent flasks sparkled next to a powder box.


  Such fine things were not often seen in such a modest house. But then, Lem was a smuggler and no doubt found the means, either through his purse or through his trade, to set up his wife so well.


  “If you would, Sarah, be so kind to do this room as well, I would be most grateful.” Groaning, Mary placed her hand against the small of her back. “I have such aches and cannot do it myself.”


  “I shall try. But if I grow too weary, since I am carrying a baby, Mary, it will have to wait until tomorrow.”


  Mary widened her eyes. “I hadn’t thought of it until now. You are not a burden at all, but a godsend. I shall think of you in that way—until you leave us.”


  Sarah gripped the handle of the pail tighter. “In what way am I a godsend to you? As a companion or a scullery maid?”


  A little laugh slipped from Mary’s mouth. “What a silly notion. You know, I have done all the housekeeping on my own. It has worn me down. What I shall do when you leave us, I do not know. Perhaps Lem will change his mind and let me keep you. I will have grown accustomed to your help.”


  “Lem insists I go. You may have to hire a servant.”


  “I know, but he, too, will see how well you work and like it. Besides who would hire you in your condition, if you leave us? You best try to endure Lem, be good to him and obedient. In time he will grow used to you.”


  “And when my child is born? What will happen then?”


  “You must find a way to keep the babe quiet when Lem is in the house. You could consider giving the baby away to a good family wishing for a child.”


  Sarah shook her head. “I could not do that, Mary. This is my child, mine and Jamie’s.”


  Overwhelmed and frustrated, Sarah felt her temples throb. She went down the stairs and out the backdoor. The breeze revived her when she breathed in. The sky turned dark and slate-colored and she could smell rain. Perhaps the clouds would pass and a spangled sky would grace the night.


  The stream, narrow enough for one to step across, gurgled. Shoving her hair aside, she dipped the pail into the current and filled it. Trudging back, she heard a man singing and looked up to see Lem walk away from the house. His arms swung at his sides, and the wind blew his coat back.


  “So now I’ll sing to you, about a maiden fair,” he sang, his baritone voice mingling with the sound of the breakers below the cliffs, “I met the other evening at the corner of the square. She had a dark and roving eye, she was a charming rover, and we rode all night, through the pale moonlight, away down to Lamorna.”


  His poor singing trailed off as he disappeared into the mist that hung above the cliffs. “He is going to the tavern to find a way to rid himself of me. But God shall not forsake me, nor allow me to beg for my bread.”


  A flutter moved across her belly, and Sarah laid her hand there. She hummed a hymn to her child, the tune giving her comfort. After hauling the pail up the stairs, she got down on her knees and worked the brush across the floorboards with vigor. Her emotions rose with each stroke, first anger, followed by deep sadness, until her eyes stung with tears that fell into the shallow puddles of water.
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  Tin lamps guided Lem across the field toward the public house. Reaching the pebbled walk, he narrowed his eyes at the figures that moved behind the windows. The words and melody of a sea shanty carried to his ears, and he frowned as he pushed the door in. Tobacco smoke hung in the air. A serving girl stepped by him with mugs of frothy ale in both her hands.


  He plopped down in a bench near the fireplace and ordered a pint of stout porter. A fire crackled within the hearth, and the room smelled of burning wood and fish stew. He ran his tongue over his lips when the mug was set down in front of him.


  “Fish stew tonight, Lem. Want some?” said the woman serving him. A few flaxen curls slipped out from under her mobcap when she tossed her head back. He did not answer and she shot him an impatient stare. “Well?”


  “Go on, Maggie. I want nothing but my drink tonight.”


  Huffing, she walked away. A man dressed in a caped greatcoat approached his table. “Rumor has it a problem has darkened your doorstep.”


  Lem gripped the sides of his mug and looked up. “How’d that get around so fast?”


  “One of the lads says he saw an auburn-haired girl at your place as he was coming down the road. Pretty lass, he says. He recognized her from Bassetts Cove. Said she lost her husband in the storm.”


  Lem shrugged. “True enough. But who are you and why should you mention my business to me?”


  “My name’s Sawyer.” The man slid into the bench and leaned his arm upon the table. “I am an office keeper, if you know what I mean.”


  Lem looked over at Sawyer and narrowed his eyes. “I know what ye are, sir. You take people from this dreaded island to America.” He lifted the mug to his lips and drank, then with his sleeve he wiped his mouth. “You kidnap folks, deceive them into thinking they’ll find a better life serving some colonial master.”


  “I wouldn’t put it quite that way, Mr. Locke.” The man leaned back and drummed his fingers on the edge of the table. “It is like any other business. Smuggling, for example.”


  Lem laughed. “Except you deal in human beings. I deal in Jamaican rum and French wine. There’s a difference.”


  “But my trade can be more lucrative than yours ever could be. That I know for a fact.”


  Lem widened his eyes. Money always interested him. “Is that right?”


  “It is, sir. Let us say, my captain offers a transportation service when people such as you have an unwelcome person under their roof. We take them to the Colonies, where gentlemen of means pay top prices for a fit servant—especially a young, pretty one.”


  Lem leaned closer and lowered his voice. “The Colonies? A wretched war is going on over there. Doesn’t that prevent you?”


  “Not at all. We have ways of unloading our cargo that go unseen. Believe me, business is brisk as it’s ever been.”


  “The girl is carrying a child.”


  “That makes no difference to me, as long as she is healthy.”


  “She is, I can promise you that.” Lem’s eyes roamed around the room then shifted back to Sawyer. He paused a moment in thought, then gulped down his porter. “What do you require?” he said, pushing the empty mug to the edge of the table. “And what’s in it for me?”


  Sawyer leaned closer. “Well, I know there’s a ship coming up the coast laden with rum, china, and silver, and all the casks are watertight. Once it reaches Hell’s Mouth, a bonfire will be set up on the bluffs to lure her in. As long as she follows that beacon thinking she’s being led into safe waters, that ship is sure to wreck.”


  Lem’s mouth watered and he felt an excited twitch jerk his muscles. “And those casks will wash ashore. You’ll be sure to include me in the scavenging?”


  “Only if you agree to my terms concerning your problem.”


  Lem swallowed hard. “Well, what are they?”


  “Ten pounds and we’ll spirit her off.”


  “Ten? Hmm. Eight and no more.”


  Sawyer paused a moment, rubbing his chin. “Eight it is. I’ll pay a visit to your house tomorrow, late afternoon. Treat me as a guest, so as to make her think I am not to do her harm. Which I shall not do.”


  “But how, exactly, will you take her off my hands?”


  “I will give her a very convincing offer. How can she pass up a position in a fine house with a kind mistress, and a master willing to take her in, even with child?” Sawyer held out his hand and Lem shook it.
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  The following afternoon, a carriage rumbled up the lane toward Lem Locke’s house. The grating of the wheels drew Sarah to the window. Down the slope it swayed in the distance. The horses’ manes whipped back in the wind.


  Lem stepped into the room. “One of the gentry is payin’ us a call, Mary.”


  Mary looked up from her box of sweetmeats. “Who, Lem?”


  “A gentleman I met last night at the tavern. He is a wealthy man traveling in these parts on business. His name is Sawyer.”


  “Most likely Mr. Sawyer is visiting family or close acquaintances as well. That is what gentry do. But why would he want to pay us a visit? We are nothing to him.”


  “He’s looking for a serving girl and I told him about Sarah.”


  Sarah turned swiftly and moved away from the window as a stab of trepidation plunged into her breast. So quick Lem was to be rid of her; she lifted her eyes and met his stare. Her feelings shifted as quickly as a northern gale. She would be glad to leave as long as this gentleman proved a better man, a kinder man, than Lem.


  She had changed into a castoff dress Mary had given her—blue-gray with a bit of piping around the bodice, suitable for her station in life. “Should I go to the door, Mary, and let him in?”


  Mary stayed her with her hand and locked eyes with Lem. “But, Lem, I need Sarah’s help. She’s already proven she can keep the house. I hope you will reconsider.”


  He glared at her. “You’re able to take care of the house on your own, you lazy cow. Now tidy up this room before the gentleman comes inside.”
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