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AN UNGODLY VISIT

“Great God in Heaven!” Rose said, barely above a whisper.

She had heard the screams of terrified children and had come running. She arrived at the schoolhouse door at the same time as Brother Samuel. They saw Charlotte clutching sobbing children before a room full of swarming rats.

Rose wasn’t afraid of rodents, or most small animals in small enough numbers. But rats were not her favorite, and these were far too many. Three scrawny gray rats scurried past and fled outdoors. What looked like at least a dozen more scrambled around the classroom. Their fur was matted and streaked with dirt, their eyes feverish with God knew what diseases. Rose shuddered. She dared not think where they’d come from. A wrinkled and dirty burlap sack lay just inside the inner door, its open end faced toward the classroom ...
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ONE


We buried her this afternoon, my sister, my heart. Mother Ann opened her arms wide to carry her to God, and the angels appeared, crowds of angels, sparkling and chanting. They swooped down to reclaim one of their own. They knew she was pure in her soul, even if the brethren doubted. I watched them today. I saw the smug looks on her sisters’ faces, the vengeful gloating. The vipers break their vows with every thought. The brethren are no better, with their secret faces like judgment carved in cold stone. Mother Ann knows the soul of her child. They do not. Especially him. He tried not to show anything, but I could see. He killed her as surely as if he stopped her breath with his own hand.



SISTER SARAH BAKER SMOOTHED THE DOG-EARED paper and skimmed the passage again. Bold handwriting slashed across the page. She’d lost count of how many times she had read it. Creases had already cut into the yellowed paper since Caleb had slipped it to her a few days earlier.

With a tired sigh, Sarah edged her plump body off her bed. She had done what she’d been instructed to do, even though it took the better part of the night to find the right moment, when everyone was deeply asleep so she wouldn’t be missed from her retiring room or caught in the act.

Sarah glanced in the small mirror hanging from a wall peg and straightened her stiff sugar-scoop bonnet over the cap that hid her hair. She didn’t bother to primp before her reflection. She knew she wasn’t pretty, not the way she remembered her mother looking during those first blissful six years of Sarah’s life. She frowned at herself. It was a wonder Caleb had even noticed her.

No time for self-pity right now. Dawn would arrive soon. She had kept the journal page with her during the trying night to remind her of why she had agreed to do what she was doing, but now she needed to return it to its hiding place in the sewing room. Her simply furnished retiring room held no private spaces. She was afraid someone might find the paper, even hidden in her own little-used journal.

Sarah folded the page into quarters, then slid it under the kerchief that crossed over the bodice of her long, loose work dress. She heard it crinkle as she slipped into her long Dorothy cloak. The sound was somehow soothing. Sarah hadn’t even asked Caleb where it came from, just some old Shaker journal, that was enough for her. The passage had the ring of truth. It was written by someone who had been there. Someone who knew who had killed her mother.

Sarah slipped through the always unlocked door to the Sisters’ Shop. The weak dawn light barely penetrated the curtains covering the large windows. The ground floor was divided into two rooms opening to a central corridor, which led to a staircase. After breakfast, other sisters would arrive to work in these rooms, if their hands were not needed for kitchen or laundry rotation or for planting. At this early hour it should be empty.

As the nervous knots in Sarah’s stomach loosened, exhaustion dragged at her like sacks of flour tied to her ankles. She pulled herself up the staircase, sliding her hand along the smooth oak bannister to propel herself along in the dark. She cried out as she tripped and her shin hit the sharp edge of a step. With a flash of temper, she grabbed her long skirt and yanked it well above her feet. No need to worry, at this hour, about brethren coming along and catching a forbidden glimpse of her legs, and she was tired enough to fall and break one of them.

Sarah reached her personal domain, the sewing room, which occupied the entire top story of the Sisters’ Shop. She felt safest in this room, with its piles of soft, finely woven fabric surrounding her like comforting blankets. On the way to her own sewing table, she smoothed her hand over a length of dark blue wool spread out on the cutting table. She sank into her work chair and flipped on her small lamp.

The sewing tables had deep drawers built into their side, rather than their front, so that sewing sisters could open them without bumping their knees or crawling under the pull-out workboard. Sarah dropped to the floor facing the drawers. She pulled out the second drawer, held it on her lap, and drew the journal page from behind her kerchief. The comfort of habit made her unfold it one more time and begin to read.

A click, like the opening of a door, jerked her head upright. She held her breath and listened. A soft creaking sound reached her, followed by another click. A door opening, then closing again.

Feeling underneath the drawer in her lap, Sarah pried two tacks from the wooden bottom. With shaking hands, she tacked the journal page to the drawer bottom, then shoved the drawer back into its slot. She sat unmoving, alert. No steps creaked. If someone had entered the Sisters’ Shop at this early hour, she—or he—must have stayed downstairs. It was probably just a sister arriving early for work. Still, it would be best to check. As sewing-room deaconess, she felt a responsibility for the whole building. She picked her way down the familiar staircase, avoiding the areas that squeaked.

She squinted into the open doorway to the weaving room. Old Sister Viola sometimes couldn’t sleep, so she would trudge over in the dark to weave or simply to card wool by lamplight. But nay, the looms were still. Silhouetted against the curtains, they looked to Sarah’s overheated imagination like those medieval implements of torture she used to scare herself silly by reading about as a kid.

Quashing old memories, she checked the opposite room, where the sisters spun and dyed their wool. Ever since Wilhelm got his brainstorm about going back to the old ways and being self-sufficient, the decades-old spinning wheels had been dragged out of storage one by one, dusted off, and repaired.

Skeins of freshly dyed yarns looped over pegs on a strip of wood which encircled the quiet room. In the gloom the skeins all looked to be shades of brown, but Sarah knew there were soft yellows and rusts and even some bright colors to please the Shakers’ customers in the world. There was no one in that room, either. If her heart ever stopped clattering like a sewing machine, maybe she could still return to her retiring room and catch a short nap before breakfast.

Maybe she could even skip breakfast, if Eldress Rose didn’t ... A floorboard creaked inside the spinning room.

“Who is it? Who is here?” Sarah barely had breath to get the words out. She strained to see into the dim room. I’m overtired, imagining things, she thought, steadying herself on the doorjamb. She turned to leave.

The blow struck the back of Sarah’s head a split second after she registered a footfall behind her. The impact did not fell her. She twisted toward the source of the attack as black confusion spread its fingers through her brain. She felt no pain. If there was no pain, could it be a dream?

The second blow caught her in the stomach. She called out Caleb’s name, or thought she did. All she heard was a buzzing monotone. Whether it came from the room or from inside her own head, she couldn’t tell. She couldn’t even gasp. Her lungs refused to take in air. In her last moments of awareness, Sarah felt arms fumbling to break her fall to the floor.
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TWO

SISTER ROSE CALLAHAN, NEWLY APPOINTED ELDRESS of the Kentucky Shaker village of North Homage, dragged open her eyes to darkness. She groaned and sat up in bed, sweeping a mass of unruly red hair off her forehead. Wearily tossing aside the light bedclothes, she slid her long legs over the side of the bed. She shivered and crossed her arms as the cool air of early spring penetrated her long-sleeved cotton nightgown. The cracked-open window of her second-floor retiring room framed only black buildings in black air. No sign of dawn. She fumbled for the light on the plain wooden table next to her bed. Her small clock read three-thirty.

Rose padded barefoot across the cold pine floor to her east window. The Trustees’ Office, in which Rose stubbornly still lived and worked despite her recent change in status from trustee to eldress, was located at the far west end of North Homage. Her corner retiring rooms, including a sitting room and a bedroom, looked east and south over the entire village.

At first she saw nothing that could explain why she’d awakened. All windows were dark in the Center Family Dwelling House, directly across from her, and in the Children’s Dwelling House, to her right just across the unpaved road running through the center of the village. Then she heard something, like faint, short cries.

She eased the window open farther and leaned her head and shoulders out into the crisp night air. She squinted at the buildings that lined the central path all the way to the fields beyond the orchard at the east end of town. Each building was dark and still.

A movement caught her eye, straight down the path near the new barn. She opened her eyes wide, as if it would help her penetrate the darkness. A bright spot of light hung suspended in the darkness. As the moon emerged from behind a cloud, Rose could distinguish an arm extended from the light. Someone was carrying a lantern. Since the Society’s beagle-spaniel, Freddie, wasn’t barking wildly, it must be one of the brethren out checking on the animals or getting an early—very early—start on the chores.

Relieved, Rose turned back to her small bed, which looked warm and inviting. But as she slid between the rumpled sheets, she heard the sounds again. This time she recognized them. The alarmed cries of animals. She ran back to the window. Just beyond the barn, white dots that could only be sheep roamed free in the fields. They should have been in a small pasture near the barn, surrounded by sturdy slatted fencing. A few sheep had reached the lawn around the Laundry building and were no doubt making quick work of the newly sprouting Kentucky bluegrass.

At the high-pitched whinnying of a startled horse, Rose squinted at the barn’s front door. It stood open. She was certain it had been closed just minutes earlier. She could see several shapes now flowing out the barn door and wandering around. Two certainly were horses trotting in confused circles. No brethren would be chasing animals out of the barn at this hour.

Rose came close to cursing. Someone must be out there now, letting the Shakers’ animals loose and maybe even stealing their horses. The village owned only four horses, which they needed now more than ever, with spring plowing in full swing. Where was Freddie? Why hadn’t he barked to alert the brethren to an intruder?

Rose yanked her nightgown over her head. Her long navy work dress hung where she’d left it the night before, buttoned on a hanger latched over a wall peg. She pulled the loose-fitting dress off the hanger and forced it over her thick mane of hair without undoing the buttons. No time for stockings or a cap. She slipped her bare feet into her black work shoes and ran.

As Rose arrived, panting, at the barn, Elder Wilhelm Lundel’s unmistakable figure burst from the front door of the Ministry House, just across the pathway from the barn and Laundry. His white hair stuck out in spikes. A stocky, muscular man, he lumbered toward the sheep, waving his arms above his head.

Several of the brethren came running from the Center Family Dwelling House, including Brother Samuel Bickford, a tall, gaunt man in his mid-fifties. He slowed to a walk as he neared the alarmed horses and spoke to them soothingly, calling each by name. At the sound of his voice, a pinto named Rainbow stopped prancing and ducked his head toward Samuel’s outstretched hand.

With the horses under control, Rose took time to look around. All four horses and the village’s few dairy cows had been led, pushed, or frightened out of the barn. They would never have exited so quickly without encouragement and someone to open all their enclosures and the barn door.

With his usual calm efficiency, Samuel secured the horses in the barn while the other brethren herded the cows back home. Samuel emerged from the barn carrying a spare board, which he nailed to a broken length of white fencing. He opened the gate and began gently shooing in the nearest sheep.

Wilhelm, on the other hand, ran at the sheep, shouting as if he could shame them into returning. They scattered in terror.

Rose scooped up a bleating spring lamb and plunked him inside the hastily repaired fence. He bounded away to search for his mother.

“Well? Does this convince thee that the world is our enemy?” Wilhelm’s white hair hung wildly around his weather-toughened face, and his labored breathing pumped his barrel chest.

“Wilhelm, this is surely an accident. Fences break.” She doubted her own words, but with Wilhelm it was best to downplay any episode he might turn into an excuse for a crusade against the world.

“Fences are not thy specialty, are they? Anyone can see this fence had help getting broken,” Wilhelm sneered. “Look, look for thyself.” Wilhelm longed to revitalize the declining Society, and his plan for doing so hinged on returning to the old ways, such as saying “thee” instead of “you,” to set the Shakers apart from the world. He had convinced North Homage Believers to switch back to nineteenth-century dress, but most resisted changing their modern speech into archaic patterns that confused and frustrated them.

Wilhelm led the way to the break in the fence. The upper wooden slate was smashed inward. The wood showed several round indentations, as if splintered with a hammer blow from outside the pasture. No hammer or other implement lay nearby.

“Is it thy opinion that the sheep so yearned to roam free that they smashed this wood with their hooves from the outside? Someone from the world did this, of course, someone who hates us.”

“Wilhelm, these dents could have been here for years. They probably have nothing to do with the break in the fence. I’m sure this can all be explained rationally.” Rose felt a pang of guilt over her unwillingness to let Wilhelm be right. His suspiciousness triggered her own stubbornness.

“And what about the other incidents, eh? What about all the food stolen from our storehouse?” Wilhelm’s blue eyes glittered with the victory of a scored point.

“Just a half dozen jars of raspberry preserves, for goodness’ sakes,” Rose said. “It was probably just a hungry child, maybe even one of our own. We don’t lock our doors, after all. We always grow and cook extra to share with the hungry. Somebody probably thought we wouldn’t mind.”

Rose became aware of the quiet. A silent group had gathered around Wilhelm and her. The first light of dawn slivered through the sky and illuminated the circle of faces. They were concerned faces, even alarmed, watching their spiritual leaders argue.

* * *

Rose frowned as she ran her fingertips over the damaged fence rail. She had hustled everyone off to breakfast and returned alone to examine the damage. She admitted to herself that Wilhelm was right. The splintered marks were fresh. One of them had cracked through the white paint, exposing unweathered wood.

She squinted at the dented wood. What would have made such a mark? A hammer? Perhaps a shovel?

The heavy barn door stood open a sliver. Rose slipped into the cool dimness that smelled of hay and manure and fresh-cut wood. The barn was still under construction in some areas.

Rose quickly found what she was looking for—a hammer that lay close to the door as if tossed hurriedly inside. She picked it up. A bit of white paint stuck to the head.

A faint noise startled Rose and she dropped the hammer. It thudded softly on the dirt floor. She heard the noise again—a wheezing sound, somewhere between a snore and a whimper. It seemed to come from behind a stack of hay bales.

Rose’s first impulse was to run out of the barn, back into the spring sunshine. But she stopped herself. Maybe this was a derelict, hungry, tired, perhaps injured. She couldn’t just leave him.

The hay bales were taller than she was. With one shaking hand, she steadied herself against the coarse wall of hay and edged around toward the sound. She peeked behind the bales. The Society’s guard dog, Freddie, lay on the dirt floor, his legs splayed unnaturally. His eyes remained closed as he whimpered again.

Whimpering herself now, Rose sank to her knees and cradled Freddie’s mottled face and floppy ears in her lap.

“Freddie, come on, boy,” she urged. “Wake up. Let me know you’re all right. What has happened to you?”

Freddie’s limp body twitched. He showed no other sign of having heard the pleading of one of his favorite mistresses.

Rose knew she could carry thirty-five pounds, even of awkward, gangly weight. Getting Freddie off the ground and herself upright presented more of a challenge. She eased her arms under his body and pulled him onto her knees. She stumbled to her feet, clutching the dog about his middle while his legs flopped helplessly.

Whispering words of comfort to the unconscious animal, Rose cut across the grass to the Infirmary. She reached the doors just as Sister Josie Trent, North Homage’s only nurse, returned from breakfast.

“He’s been drugged,” Josie concluded after a gentle examination. The Infirmary Sister had just turned eighty, but her fingers were as quick and sure as ever.

“That’s my guess, anyway. I’m not a veterinarian. What sort of cruel nature would do such a thing?” Josie’s normally cheerful many-chinned face flushed with anger. “I’m hopeful he’ll come out of it, but nothing is certain. He is in God’s hands.”

Freddie’s breathing had quieted somewhat. He lay on a long wooden examining table surrounded by shelves filled with bottles and boxes. Freshly packed round tins of Shaker herbs were stacked in precarious columns on a small oak desk.

“Could the drug have been an herb, do you think?” Rose asked.

“What you mean is, could one of us have done such a thing? I certainly hope not, but I can’t really say. Poor Freddie is only a small creature compared to us. And his physiology is different. Who’s to say how a large dose of valerian might affect him, for instance.” Josie stroked the dog’s long, silky ears. He didn’t respond.

“I can’t believe a Believer would want to do this, or feel it necessary to use such a large dose. I’ll keep him here and watch over him. Good heavens, what can that be?” Banging and clattering in the outer waiting room sent Josie bouncing for the door, Rose close behind.

The waiting room seemed crammed with Believers, all chattering at once and swirling like leaves in the spring wind. Samuel and another of the brethren whipped through the anxious crowd into one of the sickrooms. Between them, they carried Sarah. Sister Charlotte scampered behind them, supporting Sarah’s lolling head. Once pure white, Sarah’s cotton indoor cap was streaked with blood, as was the triangular kerchief which covered Charlotte’s shoulders and crisscrossed over the front of her bodice.

Her rescuers eased Sarah onto a narrow bed. With deft, plump fingers, Josie removed the cap. The bleeding began again as she pulled the fabric away from the scalp.

“First off,” Josie said, “she’ll need stitching up. Charlotte, fetch my bag from the corner, would you? Thanks.” She doused a sewing needle in alcohol and began to stitch quickly. Most of the Believers who had crowded in the room averted their eyes. They were hard but careful workers, and all had taken a vow of nonviolence. They rarely hurt themselves, and they viewed violent injury with horror. Rose was tempted to look away as well, but she sat on the edge of the bed and held Sarah’s hand, searching her face for signs of pain.

“What happened?” Rose asked, without shifting her gaze from Sarah.

Samuel stepped forward and squatted next to Rose by the bed. “We don’t know for sure. When Sarah didn’t show for breakfast, Charlotte went to check on her. Found her in the Sisters’ Shop, out cold at the bottom of the stairs.”

“She was alone in the shop?”

“Yea, as far as we could tell. We figured she’d tripped and tumbled down the stairs. Took a mighty bad crack on the head from hitting a step, that’s all we could figure.”

Rose frowned. Sarah’s injury was on the lower right side of her skull, toward the back. She tried to imagine what type of fall would cause a wound in that spot. Perhaps if Sarah tripped and twisted sideways in an effort to catch herself? Rose made a mental note to check the steps at the Sisters’ Shop as soon as she knew Sarah would be all right. If the pine was nicked or worn smooth in any spot, it should be mended quickly. And it wouldn’t hurt to examine the area carefully, just to understand what had happened. Something bothered her, but she couldn’t piece it together from the tidbits in her brain. Too many incidents, that’s all.

“Samuel, ask the sisters not to clean the staircase and hallway of the Sisters’ Shop until I’ve had a chance to look them over.”

Samuel nodded and left immediately.

Josie pierced Sarah’s skin with another stitch, and the injured sister moaned. As the needle entered her scalp yet again, Sarah cried out.

“One more, Sarah dear, just one more,” Josie said.

The final stitch jerked Sarah to full consciousness. Her unfocused brown eyes wandered among the faces before her. As the pain reached her awareness, her face puckered.

“Cal,” she said, and, “Nay, nay.” Her eyes closed and she lost consciousness again.

Josie raised her round face and searched Rose’s eyes. “What’s that all about, Rose? Who is Cal?”

“I don’t know, Josie. But, believe me, I’ll do my best to find out.”
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THREE

“WHAT CAN BE HAPPENING?” ROSE ASKED THE empty hallway. The hum of spinning wheels and low murmuring voices drifted from the spinning room to the bottom step of the Sisters’ Shop staircase, where Rose sat, chin in hands. With an irritated shake of her head, she began her task again. She walked slowly upstairs and back down again, her skirts held away from the wood, her eyes trained on the steps. Again, she saw nothing, nothing that could explain Sarah’s fall, nor even a hint that she had indeed fallen. Not a drop of blood, except on the floor at the spot where her head had lain.

At the spinning-room door, Rose caught the eye of a young sister, who glanced up without pausing in her work. Her eyebrows lifted to indicate attention, while her deft fingers continued to guide and pull the clouds of fluffy wool into long, thin strands.

“Isabel,” Rose said, “are you certain no one has cleaned here today?”

“Yea, certain,” Isabel said. “We cleaned the rooms, of course, but we left the hallway, as Samuel said you wanted.”

Rose nodded and turned to leave, ready to give up. And there, on the lower doorframe and nearby on the floor, she saw the blood. Rose knelt and peered closely at the stains. They lightly smudged the area, as if someone had tried to rub them off but hadn’t had time to finish the job. Not the sisters, Rose was sure. They would have left nothing but smooth, shiny wood, even if they’d had to sand it down and buff it. Nay, she was certain now. Someone from the world had been here, a hurried outsider who attacked Sarah and arranged the scene to look like an accident.

Unlike the large office in the Trustees’ building, which was used for meetings with the world’s people, the Ministry office was meant for spiritual study and private confession. Elder Wilhelm seemed to fill any room, no matter what its size, so in this small, cozy room, Rose felt overwhelmed by his presence. He paced in rapid strides, his broad shoulders drawn back in rigid tension. He ran his hand through his thick white hair and glared at Rose, seeming to dare her to contradict him.

“The world’s people will kill us if they can,” he said. “They have tried, again and again. From the beginning, they have imprisoned our leaders, burned our buildings, even sent their own so-called clergy to revile us. The world is carnal, violent, spiritually bereft. And these days they are at their most evil. They attack animals, Believers, it makes no difference to them; they are no more than animals themselves.”

“We would be wise not to leap to conclusions,” Rose said. “We don’t yet understand—”

“Wisdom. Ha!” Wilhelm snorted in derision. “I leave wisdom to God. I listen to Mother Ann for understanding. And so should thee, if thy calling to be eldress is a true one.”

Rose closed her eyes briefly and breathed a prayer. Calm returned. When she opened her eyes, Wilhelm was watching her, a disturbing light in his eyes.

“Is thy position truly a calling, I wonder?” he asked.

Rose steeled herself—not to engage in battle, but to avoid one, if she could. It was pointless to argue with Wilhelm. Rose believed that Shakers and the world could live in harmony. Wilhelm did not. He had barely tolerated her as the village’s trustee, in charge of business relations with the world. So to him she could never be worthy of the position of eldress—spiritual co-leader of the North Homage Believers. His equal.

“The issue we must discuss,” she said firmly, “is whether we should call in the police to investigate what has been going on here.”

“The police are of the world.”

“Yea, of course, Wilhelm, but they have helped us before. Why not now? I could talk to that young deputy, Grady O’Neal. Maybe he could check around quietly. You said yourself that someone from the world let our animals go free.”

“The police will not bother with such a matter. They would be glad to see us lose our livelihood.”

“What about Sarah?”

“Sarah fell down the stairs, nothing more, that is what they will say. She was too tired and slipped. Never mind that she is a Believer and used to hard work and early hours.”

“I found no blood on the Sisters’ Shop stairs, but I clearly saw traces near the spinning-room door. Did Sarah fling herself against the doorjamb, then crumple herself at the base of the stairs to make it look like an accident? Nay, I think it more likely that she was attacked.”

Now she had Wilhelm’s attention, but she wasn’t sure she wanted it as she watched his calculating glint reappear. When his thin lips curved into a tight smirk, she wished she had kept her thoughts to herself.

“The police will not help thee,” Wilhelm said, “We are the Ministry, and we should work as a team, but I cannot stop thee from talking to them.”

Rose knew Wilhelm all too well. Her every nerve flashed a warning. While it was true that he could no longer issue her orders, now that she was eldress, it was most unlike him to admit it.

The United Society of Believers encouraged the practice of confession to cleanse the heart of impure thoughts and deeds and bind the Believer inextricably to the community. In the late-eighteenth century, the days of the Society’s foundress Mother Ann, the confession might include mortification and exposure of the Believer’s sins to the entire leadership.

In later Shaker villages, including North Homage, this painful practice had evolved into private confession, sister to eldress and brethren to elder. Now that she was eldress, Rose knew full well that some Believers avoided confession for much longer than their goodness could possibly last. Rose herself had confessed at least monthly to Eldress Agatha, and had always felt purer for it. She hoped that Agatha would soon regain enough strength to hear her confession. Besides, she admitted to herself, she sorely needed Agatha’s wise counsel on these disturbing recent incidents. Wilhelm certainly was no help.

Rose impatiently straightened a stack of papers on her office desk and drew out a ledger. She’d have to delay her visit with Agatha until later. In just twenty minutes, she had an appointment with Richard Worthington, perhaps the most prominent, and unpleasant, citizen of Languor, the county seat, eight miles of rutted road from North Homage. Worthington was president of the town’s largest bank. Rose had sparred with him many times before, and she found herself anticipating a rematch. The result of an overwrought temper, she supposed, or that’s what Agatha would have called it.

Until the Society could find a suitable replacement, Rose had to perform double duty as eldress and as trustee, the business director of the community. Having grown up with the Shakers, she had left at eighteen to spend a year in the world. She had even fallen in love and had planned to marry. But she’d felt a powerful call to return. She signed the covenant, pledging all that she owned and all that she was to the United Society of Believers in Christ’s Second Appearing. Her talents and experiences soon brought her the job of trustee.

She had always loved being trustee, meeting with the world’s businessmen, overseeing real estate transactions, directing the practical side of Shaker life. To be truthful, she was in no hurry to train a new trustee. The role gave her a break from the difficulties of learning to be eldress, and an excuse not to live in the Ministry House, where elders and eldresses traditionally lived. She knew that eventually, as part of the Ministry, she would have to share the house and most of her meals with Wilhelm, but she hoped to delay the move until she felt more sure of herself.

Twenty minutes passed quickly, and Rose glanced out her window to see Richard Worthington stride up the walk to the Trustees’ Office, a familiar arrogant tilt to his head. She had a few moments to study him. He was tall and firmly built, with precisely trimmed black hair streaked with gray. His suit and vest hung with tailor-made precision on his lean body. He had driven to North Homage, she knew, in a late-model car of some sort, probably newer than whatever car she had last seen him drive.

Rose often saw Worthington in Languor when she was in town to perform some errand for the Society. From the giddy fluttering of the townswomen, she knew they thought him handsome and charming. To Rose, though, his thin lips, with their odd sneering curve, mirrored the coldness of his personality. Self-satisfied in his wife’s inherited wealth and his own success, he lacked compassion for his less fortunate neighbors who struggled in a grinding Depression. Several of the children recently sent to live with the Shakers were there because Richard Worthington had foreclosed on their parents’ farms. It was hard to believe that he himself had been brought up to the age of seventeen by the North Homage Shakers.

“I hear you’ve had more trouble out here,” Worthington said, speculation in his ice-blue eyes.

They were settled in Rose’s office on ladder-back chairs with firm, comfortable woven seats. Worthington carefully crossed one leg over the other so that the crease in his pants lay perfectly straight. Rose took in his highly polished black shoes and wondered if he even remembered how to muck out a barn or till the earth. I’m thinking uncharitable thoughts again, she scolded herself with a slight shake of her head. This is becoming a reprehensible habit.

“Just a broken fence,” Rose responded with a forced smile. “Nothing serious. The sheep took advantage of the situation to nibble on a few tasty seedlings, but we rounded them up in no time. How did you hear about it?”

Worthington shrugged an elegant shoulder. “You are in rural Kentucky, remember? All of Languor knows. Probably all of Languor County will know by tomorrow morning.” He narrowed his eyes. “I heard it was more than just a few sheep. I heard there was an injury, as well.” He paused and raised his eyebrows. Rose merely tilted her head in a gesture of polite attention. When Richard Worthington dug for information, he had a purpose in mind—a purpose that would benefit only Richard Worthington.

“Rumor is it was deliberate,” he continued. “All this could be a problem, you know. If you’ve been making your neighbors angry again, I’d need to think hard about whether to approve any more loan applications from you. In fact, if there’s danger of property damage here, I might even need to call in a loan or two. To protect the bank’s investment, you understand.” He watched her face.

Rose took a deep breath. She’d known Richard Worthington since she was four years old and he was nine, though she’d come to know him better as an adult. She had grown used to his ways. He was just toying with her, trying to get the upper hand.

“There’s nothing serious going on, I assure you,” she said. Talking to the police might be unwise after all, she thought. Worthington would hear about it somehow. “Your investment is quite safe. In fact, Elder Wilhelm is eager to pay off our debts to your bank as quickly as possible.”

This was true, Wilhelm yearned for the Society to be completely self-sufficient and debt-free. Unfortunately, Rose knew there was no money to finance his dream. She shifted subjects.

“Why did you wish to see me today, Richard? I know our loan payments have arrived on time; I’ve counted and delivered them myself. I can’t imagine that—”

“I’m not here as a banker,” Worthington interrupted, an edge to his normally smooth voice. “I’ve been asked to represent the Languor business community.” He cleared his throat. “We—the Languor businessmen, that is—we believe that you Shakers are trying to drive us out of business.”

“Good heavens, how? Why?”

Worthington’s thin lips curved into a stern frown. “We think that’s clear. You’re undercutting our prices. When Floyd Foster sells carrots for six cents a bunch, his customers tell him they can come out here and get the same amount for four cents.”

“We sell carrots to Floyd Foster for three cents! If he is so foolish as to double the price he paid, naturally he takes the risk that someone will sell for a lower price. It seems to me that this problem stops at Mr. Foster’s door, not ours.” Rose clenched her teeth to control her rising temper. It didn’t work.

“Furthermore, we Believers are not driven by unbridled greed, as some are. We strive for perfection in our work for the glory of God, and you know that, Richard Worthington.”

Worthington’s thin, aristocratic face showed only the faintest pink, but Rose knew she had hit a nerve. “Unbridled greed?” he said, too quietly. “You accuse us of unbridled greed? Everyone knows how you are able to undercut our prices. Slave labor, that’s how. You use your people like workhorses. You get them up in the middle of the night, you keep them working till they drop, and you don’t pay them wages.”

“Nonsense! All our needs are met. We are a community of Believers.”

“A community of slaves, you mean. And don’t forget, I was one of them. I know.”

“I don’t forget,” Rose murmured.

“Oh, I know full well your reputation in business,” Worthington said. “You Shakers are a shrewd lot. Everyone says how good Shaker products are. But they don’t know you like I do. You don’t give a damn about anyone but yourselves.”

He composed his face and rose from his chair with elegant ease. His trouser legs fell perfectly into place. “However, I bear no personal grudge against you, Rose,” he said. “Some of you Shakers were kind to me when I was a child, and I have no desire to see you hurt. I’m afraid, though, that this morning’s episode is merely the beginning.” He retrieved his black silk hat from a wall peg and turned back to Rose. “Your neighbors feel you’ve worn out your welcome here. There may come a time when you’ll need to sell some or even all of your land, maybe move on to another state. The Languor Citizens’ Bank will be delighted to work with you when that time comes.” He inclined his head in a faint imitation of a bow. “We’ll talk about this again, I’m sure
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