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Author’s Note

The 1869 Shaker Tavern, in southern Kentucky, served the traveling public for about thirty years. The South Union Shakers owned the building but did not run the tavern, which was located at a railroad stop a few miles from their village. The Shakers also owned and leased out the Shaker Store across the street from the tavern. South Union Shakertown closed its doors forever in 1922, but the Shaker Tavern still operates today as a bed-and-breakfast hotel. The building retains its unique combination of Shaker simplicity and Victorian elegance. In addition to the tavern, several other original South Union Shakertown buildings have been restored and are open to the public. However, North Homage Shaker Village, located somewhere in northern Kentucky, and its own Shaker Hostel are entirely fictional, as are all the characters who live there.
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Languor County Courier

Languor County, Kentucky,
April 22, 1938

The Haunting of Shaker Village

If you are out for a midnight stroll in quiet North Homage Shaker Village, take care. You might find yourself sharing the path with a ghost. Recently folks visiting the village have reported spotting the form of a young girl, dressed in a loose gown and long cloak, floating inches above the ground. They say she passes right through the thick walls of Shaker buildings. She appears at windows and spins like a slender cyclone, then reappears seconds later on the grass. No one has seen the face of this restless shade or heard her utter a word.

Why has she come? What does she seek? We think we have found the answer. The following story is drawn from Memories from the Life of a Shaker Brother During the Era of Manifestations, penned during the period between 1834 and 1840, by a Shaker known only as Brother Joshua. Presumably, the brother left the North Homage Shakers in 1840, taking his journal with him. Brother Joshua’s writings were only recently discovered and published by a descendant, who chooses to remain anonymous for fear of retaliation.

As the story goes, it was on April 16, 1838, one hundred years ago, that a lovely and desperate young woman ended her own life. We believe that the Shakers of North Homage, right here in Languor County, have conspired for a century to keep this tragedy a secret. But now the story can—indeed, must—be told, for the shade of this sad girl has chosen to return to her place of death.

Her name was Sarina Hastings. She had lived with the Shakers from the age of six, and she had just become a Shaker sister. At the time of her death, she was a mere eighteen years of age, slender and fragile, with bright gold hair and clear blue eyes. She set many a man’s heart to racing, whether they were Shaker brothers or men of the world. But Sarina was of a pious nature—or so it was thought.

One day in the autumn of 1837, Sarina met someone who stirred her own heart. The man’s name is lost to history. Perhaps he was a brother, perhaps not. Whoever he was, he urged Sarina to leave the Shakers and follow him. Brother Joshua wrote that this temptation sealed her fate.

A century ago was a time of great activity among the Shakers. They believed that Mother Ann, their dead foundress, was working among them, through “instruments” who received “gifts of the spirit.” Sarina was one such instrument. She could twirl for hours without rest, speak in tongues, and pull beautiful songs from the air. She heard the voices of dead Shakers whispering in her ear as she whirled in a trance.

These voices, wrote Brother Joshua, turned against Sarina. They told her that her worldly love was evil and must be killed. The poor girl whirled and twirled until her mind was incapable of reason, hoping to cure herself of her worldly passion. But to no avail. Sometimes the whispering urged her to kill the man she loved; other times, to kill herself. The more she danced, the greater her confusion, until she heard a voice that said she must purge her body with fresh herbs. The muddled child wandered through the Shaker garden early one morning, eating whatever was beginning to poke above ground. Brother Joshua wrote that she ate the new leaves of the rhubarb plant. Indeed, the poison killed her worldly love, for weak as she was from fasting and dancing, it also killed her body.

Recent reports from an anonymous source in North Homage indicate that the ill-starred Sarina has reappeared to roam the village where she died. She has been seen spinning through the gardens at early dawn, and her form floats about at night, carrying a lantern through abandoned buildings. Perhaps she seeks her lover and will never rest until she has found him. Or perhaps her shade has been trapped forever in a dance of death.





One

MINA DUNMORE WONDERED IF IT MIGHT BE TIME TO give up her widow’s black. She had long ago ceased to mourn, if indeed she ever had, and her outfit made her look too much like a Shaker sister. Someone might notice the resemblance before it was time. The hat was especially troubling. It was an old, black, bonnet-shaped thing her mother had worn after her husband, Mina’s father, had packed his bags and abandoned them. Her mother had worn widow’s weeds until her death.

Mina, who was only seven at the time, had been forbidden to tell anyone that her father had left. She was to say he had died in a train wreck. Being a quick and imaginative child, Mina embellished the story each time she told it, filling in details she picked up from peeking in the lending library’s more lurid novels, until she nearly believed it herself. The accident, she would tell her entranced schoolmates, had happened on an icy winter night in the mountains of Pennsylvania. Snow clogged the tracks and ferocious winds buffeted the cars. Her father was on his way to a very important meeting with the governor, that’s why he had to travel during such dreadful weather. Sometimes she’d say he was racing to an emergency meeting with the President of the United States, or perhaps His Holiness the Pope, depending on the gullibility of her audience. Just at the stroke of midnight, the train derailed and tumbled down the mountainside, killing everyone on board. If you found the right mountain and were foolhardy enough to be there at midnight, you could still hear the screams and the crack of metal against rock.

By the age of eight, Mina had become an accomplished liar.

She sighed with exasperation as she tried to get a view of herself in the small, cloudy mirror hanging from some pegs in her room. These Shakers might have given more thought to appropriate furnishings before they’d opened up their hostel. Maybe the sisters didn’t want to see themselves, but Mina did. And she couldn’t afford to just go out and buy a mirror. Not yet, anyway. The reminder of her lifelong poverty fired the smoldering resentment in Mina’s heart. She took several moments to compose herself. It was essential, for now, that she not draw attention to herself, and losing her temper would set her apart.

The hat must go, she decided. Though she had just turned forty, her hair was still a thick, rich brown, and she had cut it herself to just below her ears. If she waved it, she’d look more like a modern woman of the world. She was still fairly slim—just a shade thick around the waist, but the black dress helped hide that, so perhaps she could pretend to be younger. She glanced at the small clock the Shakers had placed on her bedside table. There was just enough time to dampen her hair and crimp it with some pins before dinner.

Mina smiled into the mirror. She now felt almost peaceful. Soon it would be her turn. Very soon.

 

What a stroke of luck! Saul Halvardson straightened his bow tie so that it was perfectly centered between the lapels of his dinner jacket. He leaned toward his shaving mirror and straightened the part in his dark hair, noting with approval the silver streaks. He’d always been successful at his job, even throughout this pesky Depression, but business had improved markedly since he started going gray. He believed it made him look boyish and distinguished at the same time. Ladies were far more inclined to buy silk stockings and toiletries from a handsome man than from a plain one.

He’d had especially good luck with the ladies recently. There were two staying at the hostel now; he might just give them a try. They were old enough to be flattered. They didn’t look particularly wealthy, but in Saul’s experience, a woman could usually be induced to retrieve a dollar or two from the flour canister for a pair of stockings or a small vial of eau de toilette. Besides, it was a diversion. Then there was that young thing with the red-brown curls, Gennie something or other. She’d been quiet at meals. Saul had noticed her engagement ring, and he had the impression she was a friend of the Shakers. He’d keep his distance from her, pretty though she was.

The real luck had been finding out about the Shakers opening this hostel in one of their old buildings. He’d been staying here since it opened, just a couple days earlier. He saw an opportunity, and he jumped on it. Just in time, too; the place had filled up fast. He considered this his smartest move in a lifetime of smart moves—starting at age twelve, when he had run off to live with his colorful grandfather, rather than stay with his Bible-thumping, belt-wielding father. It was his grandfather who’d taught Saul to use flattering words and a smile to sell anything to anybody. Granddad was something—he could sell snake oil to a quack, and he’d taught Saul all his tricks. Granddad had warned him he was too cocksure, and, yeah, he’d had a few troubles lately. Nothing that couldn’t be cured with a bit of clever effort. No better place to do it than here, either.

He’d even managed to get the room that most perfectly suited his needs. That quiet woman, Miss Prescott, had wanted a more secluded view and asked to trade her room at the top of the stairs for his at the west end of the building. Just another example of his incredible luck.

It was still a while till dinner, so he relaxed in his rocking chair and gazed with appreciation around his room. The North Homage Shakers might be just scraping by, but they had a wealth of finely made furniture. The desk was pine, of simple design but sanded to a satiny smoothness. They’d left a maple box, oval with swallowtail joints and a snug-fitting lid, lying on the desk. He supposed it was to hold his loose change, his pocket watch, and so forth. He’d take it along when he left. It would impress future customers. Yep, he thought, call something Shaker and folks will figure it’s got to be quality.

Saul loved possibilities, and North Homage was teeming with them. Meanwhile, the weekly rent was cheap, the food was good, and with attentiveness and his usual luck, he could turn near disaster into a windfall.

 

Daisy Prescott twisted her honey-blond hair into a bun and secured it with pins at the nape of her neck. She studied her image in the large mirror she had propped up on the plain desk in her room. It didn’t provide the elegance she preferred, but it would have to serve as a dressing table. She leaned forward and tilted her head this way and that as she examined every inch of her face and hair. Nothing seemed out of place, yet somehow . . . By her right hand was a large rosewood box with leaves carved into its sides. Daisy smoothed the tips of her fingers over the lid, lightly tracing the ivory inlays that pieced together into the shape of a rose. She opened the lid and selected a pair of wire spectacles. Spinster secretary was the look she was aiming for, and she was certain that squinting all day at the tiny words emerging from a typewriter would have her wearing spectacles in no time. Such a foolish pursuit, reading. Not only did it ruin one’s eyes, it distracted one’s mind from more lucrative activities.

She examined her makeup critically, then wiped off a layer of rouge. Pale was better. Easier to overlook. Granted she had an exquisite figure, tall yet small-boned and willowy, but she must take more care to disguise it. Her face and her body were valuable assets in her work; she knew how to use them, and when. Now was not the time.

Daisy thickened her painted eyebrows by a fraction of an inch, then smiled shyly at her reflection. She tried gazing up through her pale lashes. Yes, much better. She gathered up her toiletries and her rosewood box and put them, with a number of other objects, inside the cupboard built into the wall of her room. There was no lock on the cupboard door, which was unfortunate, but adding one herself would draw too much attention. At least there was a solid, new lock on the door to her room. She pushed the items far to the back of the cupboard and stacked some folded lingerie in front until nothing showed. It would have to do. The room and its furnishings were so carefully constructed, she had yet to find so much as a loose floorboard under which she could hide anything.

 

Gennie Malone rocked slowly and stared out the window of her second-floor room in the new North Homage Shaker Hostel. Supper would be soon, but for once she had no appetite. All she wanted was to rock and stare and think what to do about her engagement to Grady O’Neal. She had grown up in North Homage, under the loving care of the sisters, and it was here that she was drawn when she was troubled. Grady had given her a blue roadster as an engagement gift, and she’d used it to travel the eight miles from her boardinghouse in Languor to North Homage. She felt a little guilty using the car, under the circumstances, but she’d have felt worse about asking Grady for a ride. At least she had some savings from her job in the Languor Flower Shop, enough so she could pay for about three weeks in the Shaker Hostel. That was important. She needed to feel she wasn’t depending on Grady.

Gennie had been seventeen, sheltered and unworldly, when Grady came into her life. Seven years older and from a well-to-do family, he now served as Languor County sheriff. She had fallen madly, deeply in love. She was still in love, if it came to that. But now she was a woman of twenty. She had lived in the world, held a job, even traveled all the way to Massachusetts with Sister Rose. She had found in herself a love of adventure and an independent mind. Sister Rose, her friend and North Homage’s eldress, and the other sisters had taught her about devotion, compassion, and the equality of all people. Gennie had been shocked to find that as a wife she would be expected to grant her husband the final say in nearly all matters. Growing up in North Homage, she had been taught to obey the sisters and brothers, naturally. Rose and Sister Charlotte, who taught and cared for the orphans being raised by the Shakers, had been strict with her. And she had always followed their instructions—well, nearly always. She was a child, and they were her parents. Marriage, though, that was supposed to be different, wasn’t it?

In so many ways, Grady’s childhood had been the opposite of hers. He’d been a privileged child, the only son in a wealthy, tobacco-growing family. Though surrounded by poverty, he had never known hunger, never lost a parent. On the other hand, he had learned compassion, and he served as a low-paid county sheriff because he felt a duty to protect those less fortunate. Gennie loved him for that. Yet that sense of duty . . . well, it just didn’t seem the same as the deep compassion she had witnessed in Rose and the other Shakers. Grady’s people, their friends, even Grady himself, they were good folks, but they all put themselves a bit higher than the hardscrabble farmers around them. It rankled when Grady treated her the same way, as if she couldn’t survive without his guidance and protection.

Gennie squirmed and inched her rocker closer to the window so she could get a view of parts of the kitchen and medic gardens and, beyond them to the north, the herb fields, where oregano, thyme, and other perennials were unfolding their first tender spring leaves. By leaning, Gennie could just see the corner of the white clapboard Herb House. After she’d finished Shaker school at fourteen, she had spent much of her time working with Rose on the herb industry. Her mood perked up a bit at her memories of busy, happy days spent harvesting, drying, and packaging herbs for sale to the world. She closed her eyes and could still smell the burst of flowery sweetness as she stripped dried lavender buds from their stalks and pressed them into round tins. Her mouth watered at the remembered scent of pickles when she brushed against long bunches of dill weed hanging from the rafters in the second-floor drying room.

Shaker brothers and sisters began to emerge from buildings and walk toward the Center Family Dwelling House, and Gennie realized the bell must have rung for the evening meal. It was unusually cool for April, and she’d had her window closed. Next time she’d open it, even if it meant wrapping up in a blanket. She loved to hear the bell again. The hostel had no bell. Everyone was expected to gather at five-thirty or they missed supper. According to her clock, she had just enough time to clean up. Suddenly she was very hungry. It happened every time she remembered the smell of herbs.





Two

SISTER ROSE CALLAHAN, ELDRESS OF THE NORTH Homage Shaker Village, straightened her aching back, wiped her dust-covered hands on her apron, and pushed some wisps of curly red hair back under her white indoor cap. So much dust, as if fog had settled inside the Ministry House library. It shouldn’t be this way, Rose thought, not without some guilt. Their foundress, Mother Ann, had warned her early followers that good spirits would not live where there was dirt. In days past, when the North Homage Shaker community was filled to bursting with converts, there would have been many hands available to keep each corner clean enough for an angel to visit. But now the Believers were so few. Their hearts still reached to God, and their hands to work, but much less got accomplished these days.

Rose gazed around the small room with a sadness she hadn’t expected. She would miss it. Some of the pegs lining the walls were worn and needed replacing, the mustard paint on the trim could use refreshing, and the pine floor was scuffed, but in the short time she had lived in the Ministry House, this room had become her favorite. As eldress, she had met friends and visitors from the world here, kept her daily journal and written letters at the desk, and studied the devotional and historic works that had lined the bookshelves.

However, it was she who had wanted to move. Brother Wilhelm Lundel, the village’s elder, was not above reneging on his reluctant promise to close the Ministry House and move into the Center Family Dwelling House, where the rest of the village lived. When Rose had first become eldress, only a couple of years earlier, she’d had difficulty standing up to Wilhelm. He was a powerful personality, in his early sixties, while she was still in her late thirties and far less experienced. Wilhelm had pressured her into moving to the Ministry House and remaining separate from the community. She had moved against her better judgment and her deepest desire, which was to be with her Family.

She and Wilhelm must provide spiritual guidance for the Believers of North Homage, with that they both agreed. Beyond that, they held opposing views on nearly everything. Wilhelm believed they should live apart from other Believers to preserve distance and authority. Rose believed they could light the way best if they lived among their Children. Somehow, she had prevailed upon Wilhelm to move with her back to the dwelling house. With their dwindling membership, she had argued, it was wasteful to keep an entire extra building open just for two people. Besides, they’d had more than their share of tragedies in the last few years, and the brothers and sisters needed the presence of their elder and eldress. Wilhelm had relented when she reminded him that their own Parents, the Ministry at Mount Lebanon, New York, had grown increasingly concerned about North Homage’s stability. It was a major concession on Wilhelm’s part, but he’d been sure to place a price on it. Rose must accomplish the move herself. Everyone else, Wilhelm had asserted, was needed for spring planting.

Wilhelm had made her life difficult for so long, she almost wondered what she would do without him. Almost. His ferocious will cleaved to the notion that the Society must go back a hundred years to a time of strength and growth, and he spent every minute of every day thinking of ways to do that. He had adopted an archaic form of speech, which made a simple request to pass the peas sound like a homily. Before she had become eldress, he’d forced the North Homage Believers to exchange their simple but modern clothing for the old-fashioned loose dresses and brethren’s work clothes worn at least a century earlier. The sisters had spent weeks sewing, working far into the night to cut, fit, and stitch, using the old patterns. So unnecessary, when they had so few hands.

There I go again, wallowing in uncharitable thoughts. Rose dusted another pile of books and packed them in a cart, to be transported to the dwelling house. She had gotten what she’d prayed for, so she would be wise not to complain—at least not in Wilhelm’s hearing. Though perhaps, since she had convinced Wilhelm to move, she might try her hand at returning the North Homage wardrobe to a more modern condition. Now I’ve added hubris to my lack of charity. Best to choose her struggles carefully, out of spirit, not pride.

The front door of the Ministry House opened and closed, so Rose busied herself with another stack of books. It would not do for Wilhelm to find her wasting time. She felt eyes watching her from the doorway and concentrated all the harder on her dusting.

“You shouldn’t be doing this all alone, Sister.”

The voice was not Wilhelm’s, and Rose lifted her face with a welcoming smile. Brother Andrew Clark, North Homage’s trustee, grinned back at her. “I suppose this is your penance for convincing Wilhelm to move?” He grabbed a nearby rag and a pile of books. “I’ll cart these over to the dwelling house when you’re ready. Yea, I know what you are about to say, you are strong enough to do it yourself, and I am busy closing up the retiring rooms in the Trustees’ Office, but nevertheless, let me help. The task will be done all the more quickly, and you can return to more important work.”

“You’ve convinced me,” Rose said. Andrew had been sent to them only about a year earlier, from another village, but she felt they had been brother and sister forever. At times, other feelings stirred, but she struggled to release them and asked for assistance from Holy Mother Wisdom. It was her profound belief—and Andrew’s, she knew, as well—that by doing so, she strengthened her love for God and for all others. But it wasn’t always easy.

They worked in companionable silence for a time, interrupted by the occasional sneeze. Rose began to notice something odd—each time she crossed from the cart back to the shelves, she passed the library window, and she saw a surprising number of strangers pass by. At first she simply felt irritated because they were walking in the grass, rather than using the paths. Then she caught a man and woman staring through the window right at her. They gazed around the room, shook their heads, and turned away.

“Andrew, what on earth is going on out there? Are we having a public auction and no one told me?”

“Nay, they are just curious,” Andrew answered, without glancing up.

“Curious about what?”

“Oh, the ghost, of course. They will become bored and leave when they realize it’s just nonsense.”

“Andrew, I have no idea what you’re talking about. What ghost?” Another man peeked in the window and looked Rose up and down as if assessing her qualifications as a specter. He squinted as if trying to see through her.

Andrew frowned at the man, and he retreated. “I’m so sorry, Rose, I thought you knew, but of course you’ve been too busy with this move. The Courier printed an article this morning about a ghost supposedly roaming about North Homage at night. It’s idiotic, the sort of thing I usually expect closer to Halloween.” He related the contents of the article to Rose.

Rose picked up a book, dusted it, then put it back on the shelf. Then she did the same with a second book.

“Rose?”

“Yea?”

“What are you doing?”

Rose looked at the clean row of books she’d begun to replace on the shelf. “Apparently, I am moving back in,” she said, with a laugh that died quickly. “I don’t like this, Andrew. Why would someone write such an elaborate lie just now as we are opening a new business?”

“Well, if it is meant to destroy the Shaker Hostel, it seems to be having the opposite effect. We’d filled all the rooms before we opened, and in the past couple of days I’ve had numerous calls and letters from folks who want to stay here. So the story has boosted business.” Andrew looked sharply at Rose. “You can’t suspect that one of us planted the story—to lure people here?”

“I don’t know what to think,” Rose said. “I’ll wait and see.”

The cart was filled with books, and Andrew said, “The supper bell will ring soon, so I might as well take this over to the dwelling house. Where shall I leave it?”

“In the smaller meeting room. We’ll save the larger one for worship when the weather is bad.”

“We won’t be closing up the Meetinghouse, will we?”

“Not if I can help it, and I know Wilhelm is equally determined. I was so saddened to see the Meetinghouse in Hancock Village empty and deteriorating.” Abandoned buildings were not the only sadnesses Rose had witnessed during her recent stay in Hancock Shaker Village, in Massachusetts, but she had no wish to speak of them again. Andrew merely nodded. He began to push the cart toward the library door, then stopped and turned to face Rose.

“I was wondering,” he began. Dark brown waves grazed his forehead as he frowned at the floor.

“Is something worrying you?”

“Yea, but it is my problem, and you have your hands full.”

“Tell me,” Rose said. “If I can help, I will. Is it to do with the new hostel?” She hadn’t spent much energy on the hostel’s development, apart from throwing her support toward Andrew and away from Wilhelm, who had opposed the project.

“Yea, the hostel worries me. Or perhaps it is Wilhelm who worries me.” Wilhelm had made clear his conviction that the hostel provided an opening through which the world could invade the Shakers. He watched it carefully for any hint of evil, while Andrew guarded it like an infant. “Nothing I can put my finger on, just . . . Something doesn’t feel right. I ate supper with the guests yesterday evening, and it was a bit uncomfortable. I found myself longing for a quick, silent Shaker meal. Perhaps I’ve forgotten what it’s like to be in the world, among the world’s people, but everyone seemed, well . . . cross.” Andrew met Rose’s eyes, and the furrow down his forehead deepened. “There were harsh words, and even my presence did not stop them from being spoken.” He shook his head and shrugged. “I’m just an herbalist,” he said. His thin face relaxed. “I can search out the hidden possibilities in plant life, but I’m stymied by human motivations, especially worldly ones. You are much better at that sort of thing.”

Rose laughed. “And yet, as our trustee, you do business daily with the world, and you do it well.”

“That’s different.”

“Yea, I suppose it is. Is one particular guest causing discord, perhaps making critical or unkind remarks that set tempers on edge?”

Andrew ran his hand through hair that was just a shade longer than Wilhelm preferred. “I would have to say that none of the guests has mastered the art of pleasant conversation—none except Gennie, of course. Even Gennie doesn’t seem her normal sunny self.”

“Nay, she is not. I believe she is in need of rest, so she might be unusually quiet while she is here. She is always observant, though. Shall I speak with her? She may be able to put into words what you perceived.” Gennie had moved to the hostel from her boardinghouse in town to, as she’d put it, “give the place a boost.” She had confided her real reason to Rose alone.

Rose had been pleased with Gennie’s decision, mostly because it meant having her back in North Homage. Rose never gave up hope that someday Gennie’s heart would bring her back to live in the village, to sign the Covenant and become a Shaker sister. In the meantime, their friendship endured.

“Yea, perhaps consulting with Gennie would help,” Andrew said, “but I would appreciate it greatly if you would have supper in the hostel this evening. Then you could judge for yourself. I’m probably worried for nothing, but . . .”

“It’s nearly time for supper now,” Rose said. “I doubt the food will stretch to include another person.”

“I know. That’s why I took the liberty of telling Mrs. Berg to expect you.”

Rose couldn’t help laughing. “Truly, Andrew, you should be an elder.”

 

“Supper’ll be on the table in a minute, if nothin’ gets in my way.” Beatrice Berg stared hard at the invader to her kitchen. The man just smirked in that silly way he had and kept his fat behind on the stool. She wanted to be ruder, usually couldn’t stop herself, but she really was in a hurry. Horace von Oswald was a guest at the Shaker Hostel, and so was she, but only by grace of her willingness to work for it. The housekeeping was tedious, though she enjoyed seeing what all folks had in their rooms—especially the things they tried to hide away. And she did love the cooking. If Sister Rose or Brother Andrew got wind of her being lax in her duties, she’d be thrown out, no doubt about it.

“Anything else I can help with?” Brother Linus Eckhoff put the last thin piece of aged wood in a box by the kitchen door and brushed off his hands on his work pants. Brother Linus was a slight man with a kind face. Beatrice liked him, even though he had a strike against him for being a man. At least he was respectful.

“Come back in an hour,” Beatrice said, as she squinted at a handwritten recipe. “Does that say ‘dill’ or ‘fill’?” She held out the paper to Brother Linus. “Gotta be dill. Don’t make no sense otherwise.”

Brother Linus took the paper, being careful not to touch Beatrice’s hand. He held it at arm’s length. “I don’t have my spectacles, but I’d say it’s dill.”

“Shall I read it?” Horace asked, extending his hand.

Beatrice ignored him. “Come back after supper, like always,” she said to Brother Linus. “I’ll have a passel of victuals for you to cart back.” She wished she could ask him to stay and keep Horace out of her hair. At least Linus was willing to work. He didn’t sit around on his behind asking fool questions.

“So tell me, how do you like working for these Shakers?” Horace asked, when Linus had left. Horace had a pasty, round face and one of those little button noses, so when he smiled he reminded Beatrice of an unbaked gingerbread man. No one should be that well-fed; it wasn’t right. What was he getting at with these questions? Was he testing her?

“They’re fair to me,” she said.

“Yes, they certainly have that reputation, but . . .” Horace cocked his head at her. He had messy, uneven hair, as if he hacked at it himself and then never combed it. His clothes looked secondhand and stretched tight across his round body, as if they’d been made for someone thinner. And, mercy, those eyes—they could scare the bejabbers out of a person. Small, round, and black, like clumps of dirt.

Beatrice plunked a serving platter on the table a little too hard. She wasn’t going to say another word, and that was that. Horace could hint till he shriveled up and died; she wasn’t going to fall for it. If he wanted to know about the Shakers, he could go and ask them.

“You’d best get to the dining room,” she said. She figured he wouldn’t budge, and he didn’t. She leaned over to read the next item on the recipe that the Kitchen Deaconess, Sister Gertrude, had given her to try out—another potato soup, the third since the hostel had opened. Each time it was different. Gertrude was trying out various combinations of herbs and vegetables. Beatrice had been instructed to follow each recipe exactly and to save a portion for Gertrude, Rose, and Andrew to taste. Beatrice didn’t like being told how to cook. Sometimes she would add a little something extra and have a good laugh to herself. She probably shouldn’t tonight, though, what with the eldress coming to supper.

Beatrice heard Horace take a breath like he was going to open his fool mouth again, so she turned her back on him and pretended to be searching the kitchen for an ingredient. The kitchen was small; she couldn’t go very far.

“What do you think of this story we’ve been hearing about a ghost in North Homage?”

“What ghost?” Beatrice asked, turning around in spite of herself.

“Oh, you haven’t heard,” Horace said, with that irritating grin. “There was an article in the paper about it, just this morning. Someone is supposed to be roaming around the empty buildings at night, someone who died unjustly.”

Beatrice felt a sudden chill as if ectoplasm had passed right through her. Some people were afraid of snakes or mice or of catching influenza, but not Beatrice. Nothing scared her—nothing except ghosts. Ghosts terrified her. If there was a ghost around here, she’d have to skedaddle. She’d wait and see, though. This was the best place for her to be, all things considered. Safe and out of the way. She’d have to find out more about this ghost, but not now. If she didn’t get this food on the table lickety-split, she wouldn’t be worrying about no ghost. She’d be out on her ear.

Ignoring Horace, Beatrice lifted the heavy pot of potato soup from the old wood-burning stove. One of the reasons she’d gotten this job was that she’d grown up cooking on one of these old things, and the Shakers couldn’t afford to buy new kitchen equipment. They’d raided the old stuff from kitchens they no longer used.

“You’d best find yourself a place,” Beatrice said to Horace. “Get the victuals while they’re hot.” She sloshed some soup into a tureen and put the pot back on the stove to keep warm. When she turned around, Horace was gone. The kitchen felt safe and cozy again, as if Horace himself had been the unquiet shade seeking vengeance. Maybe he was. Maybe he’d been sent right to her, which meant there was no place for her to hide, not on this earth. Beatrice clucked impatiently at herself as she lifted the heavy tureen and headed for the dining room. No ghost could do anything to her, she told herself, except maybe scare the bejabbers out of her, and that was only if she let it. From now on, she’d keep an eye out.





Three

ROSE ARRIVED A FEW MINUTES BEFORE THE OTHERS AND took a seat at one end of the old trestle table Andrew had moved into the Shaker Hostel dining room. She wanted a clear view of everyone present, while keeping her distance from the men. She suspected the hostel guests would skip saying grace before eating, so she bowed her head and gave silent thanks for the coming meal. If the smells wafting from the kitchen in the next room were any indication, supper would be well worth her gratitude.

Andrew had done a good job with the room. He had struck a subtle balance between traditional Shaker simplicity and the more elaborate decoration of the world. Blue cords with silky tassels gathered sheer white curtains into graceful curves. Instead of wooden pegs, hooks encircled the pale blue walls, and framed photos and small bookshelves hung from some of them. Another hook held an old Shaker candleholder on which Andrew had placed a red glass vase, which a grateful visitor had once given the community. Since Wilhelm wanted them to follow the old rules, the village grew no tulips or daffodils for spring bouquets. Flowers, he reminded them, should be useful, not decorative. Andrew had bent the rules, as he often did, and a basket of dried calendula and sage served as a centerpiece.

The table itself had been used decades earlier in this very building, previously named the West Dwelling House. The building had once housed the outside family—folks who weren’t quite ready to make the commitment to sign the Covenant and live the Shaker life. Hence, the former dwelling house had only one entrance and one stairway, instead of the two normally provided so brothers and sisters would not accidentally brush against one another. Rose thought the building a perfect choice for worldly visitors, and she was glad to see it in use again.

A large man with an unhealthy pallor entered the dining room from the kitchen. He stared at Rose a moment longer than was polite, then dragged a ladder-back chair from the side of the table over to the end opposite Rose, so that he faced her. The action felt like a challenge, perhaps to her authority, yet his perpetual smile seemed friendly enough. Andrew had briefly described the guests to her, and she was certain this man must be Horace von Oswald. Horace had been vague about his profession, but he had paid for his room two weeks in advance, so he clearly had funds.

“So,” said the man, “you must be Sister Rose. You are eldress, are you not?”

“Yea, I am.”

“How long?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“How long have you been eldress?”

The bluntness of his question startled her, and she hesitated. Never before had a stranger from the world expressed any curiosity about her tenure as eldress. Horace’s black eyes never left her face. She was saved from answering when a middle-aged woman dressed in black entered from the hallway.

“Well, aren’t we honored. The eldress has come to have supper with us.” The words might be construed as welcoming; the tone could not. Rose felt her stomach clench.

Horace’s attention diverted to the woman. “Mina, you’re here,” was all he said. So this was Mina Dunmore, Rose thought. A widow living on a small inheritance, Andrew had told her. Not the cheeriest of women, but she was, after all, a widow.

“Can’t think where else I’d be,” Mina said. She took a seat to Rose’s left and as far from Horace as she could get.

“I haven’t seen you all day,” Horace said. “What have you been doing?”

“Don’t see it’s any of your business,” Mina said. She spread her white linen napkin on her lap and smoothed out wrinkles that weren’t there. “I went shopping in Languor,” she said finally. North Homage used a roomy 1936 Plymouth for its own needs, but they still owned its predecessor, an old black Buick. Brother Linus had gotten it cleaned up and running smoothly, so the hostel residents could borrow it for trips into Languor. “It’s certainly a poor excuse for a town,” Mina said, “but I did find a place to have my hair done.” She patted her crimped curls. “Not that there’s any reason to dress up around here. There’s no place to go. When my husband was alive, we were always off somewhere—dinner parties, dances, the theater.”

“Ah,” said Horace. He turned again to Rose with the smile she felt sure she would come to dread.

A boisterous male voice, coming from the hallway, provided a welcome distraction. A man and woman walked together through the wide doorway into the dining room. Since Beatrice must be in the kitchen, Rose assumed these two were Saul Halvardson and Daisy Prescott. Saul wore a dark blue, double-breasted jacket and matching pants with a crisp, straight crease down the front of each leg—the latest of worldly styles, as far as Rose could remember. Andrew had said he was a traveling salesman who sold ladies’ lingerie. If it had been Wilhelm telling her, rather than Andrew, Rose never would have known about the ladies’ lingerie. Andrew and Wilhelm had both lived to adulthood in the world, but Wilhelm was repulsed by it. Andrew, though he preferred life as a Shaker, accepted the world as it was, sometimes with pity.

With a flourish, Saul pulled out Daisy’s chair for her and eased it forward as she sat down. Daisy settled at the table without acknowledging Saul’s gesture. She spread her napkin on her lap, then entwined her fingers in a prayerful position on the edge of the table. She fixed her gaze on the dried flowers in front of her, and her eyes did not waver when Saul appropriated the seat next to her, placing him at Rose’s right. Rose was fairly certain Daisy was not actually praying; her silence had a calculated air to it. Rose was intrigued. Daisy was slender and fine-boned, a bit taller than average. Her dress was a dowdy brown, with a waist down around her narrow hips. Rose was woefully behind on women’s fashions, but the style seemed out-of-date; she’d never seen Gennie wear anything like it.

As if on cue, Gennie entered the dining room. Saul leaped up and helped her with her chair. She rewarded him with a wan smile. Rose noticed that Gennie, despite her withdrawn mood, had taken the time to dress for dinner. Grady’s family had been training her, and she had become very much a woman of the world. Still, Rose told herself, miracles do occur. Maybe Gennie would come back someday, and if she did, she would bring so much to the Society.

A clattering from the kitchen attracted everyone’s attention. The door swung open, and the fragrance of dill and onion wafted into the room, along with the solid figure of Beatrice Berg. She thumped a tureen on the table and gave Horace a hard stare. He had taken the cook’s place at the end of the table, nearest the kitchen. He appeared not to notice her irritation.

“Eat it while it’s hot,” Beatrice said, and she disappeared back into the kitchen. Horace began serving himself at once, without offering to serve the women first. He filled his bowl to the top and picked up his soupspoon, as Beatrice reentered with two plates of bread. She took one look at Horace and carried the bread down to Rose.

“Somethin’ wrong with your eyes?” she asked Horace. He stared at her, his spoon hovering just beyond his lips. “There’s other folks at this table. Maybe they want to eat, too.” She reached over for Daisy’s soup bowl, which she filled with soup and returned. “See?” she said, again to Horace. “Don’t take no strength at all.”

Gennie was struggling mightily to suppress a giggle. It emerged as a little chirp.

“Why don’t we pass our plates down?” Rose suggested. “We can eat when we’ve all been served.” She felt a bit like a sister in charge of the Children’s Dwelling House, teaching manners to orphans who’d had no chance to learn them before. Horace didn’t change expression, but his eyes seemed to grow smaller and darker.

Beatrice returned bearing plates of butter. Saul half rose from his chair, but Beatrice didn’t wait for him. She scraped her chair away from the table, plunked down, and scooted it close again. Though she was seated just in front of the soup tureen, she held her bowl out to Horace. He hesitated a moment, then deposited one ladleful in her bowl. Beatrice didn’t move. With clear reluctance, Horace added another ladleful.

The diners ate their soup and bread in silence. Beatrice cleared away the empty bowls and brought in a baked ham and tender buttered asparagus. Rose’s jittery stomach began to relax. The Believers in the Center Family dining room would be eating plainer food, but these were people of the world, and Andrew knew they expected more. She felt only the slightest guilt since, after all, Andrew had engineered her attendance here. She was working.

Horace finished his portion well before the others and made the mistake of reaching across Beatrice’s plate for the platter of ham. Beatrice whacked him with the flat of her fork.

“We ain’t eatin’ slop in a pigsty,” she said. “Did your mama teach you to reach like that? I swear, you do this every meal. Next meal comes around, and danged if you don’t do the same thing all over again.”

Horace lowered his head, but Rose was certain she saw him smiling. Daisy and Mina continued their meals, looking straight ahead as if nothing had happened. Gennie poked at her food.

Before the drama could reach its next scene, Rose turned to Mina and asked, “Are you enjoying your stay here? Is your room comfortable?”

Mina hesitated as if she had to translate the questions into another language, or perhaps she was looking for some hidden meaning behind the words. “It’s okay, I guess,” she said finally. “Room’s a little barren, not quite what I’m used to, but it’ll do for now.”

“What are you used to, Mina?” Horace asked her.
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