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Preface
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Have you ever loved someone so much it hurt, but you knew it was not to be? 

This is a tale of unrequited love and heartbreak.

Hundreds of individuals are lured into romance scams every year, their hopes shattered and their bank accounts emptied. This book illustrates some of the deceptive tactics scammers used to exploit people's vulnerability. The details in this story are based on actual events that happened to real people. The victims' identities and information have been altered to ensure their safety. The text messages are genuine messages sent by real romance scammers, providing insight into their tactics. They are not made up.

According to the FBI’s Internet Crime Complaint Center, $1 billion was lost to romance scams in 2021, with approximately 24,000 victims across the United States. Romance scams are responsible for the largest financial losses among Internet-facilitated crimes. 

Romance scams start with scammers creating an online persona, complete with a stolen photo and a fabricated life story, in order to entangle unsuspecting victims in their web of deceit. They pretend to be a devoted and passionate romantic partner. The scammer's primary goal is to establish a connection in order to charm the victim and build trust. They cunningly exploit their victims for personal financial gain, indifferent to the wreckage they cause, often juggling multiple victims simultaneously. Their only aim is to rob innocent individuals of their money. 

Romance scammers are highly trained professionals. They appear sincere and compassionate. They make promises they have no intention of keeping. They lure a victim into a seemingly caring relationship, which can span weeks, months, or even years. Their proposal of marriage is a callous and strategic plot, leaving unsuspecting victims devastated and financially ruined.

If this story saves one person from being scammed, then my work has been done
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Part 1

❖❖

Chapter 1
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Abigail sat on her rocking chair on the veranda opposite her dear mother, Elizabeth, meticulously stitching bright red thread onto the coarse Osnaburg linen to create a delicate pansy. She wanted to make a gift for Elizabeth, who sat in her chair in a trance-like state, gently rocking back and forth. The distant chirping of birds and the gentle rustling of leaves provided a serene backdrop.

Essie stepped through the screen door and onto the porch, carrying a tray of drinks. She put them down on a small table.

“I brought you some of my special tea, Missus Elizabeth.” She picked up a glass and offered it to Elizabeth. “It’s my special blend of herbs from the garden, Missus Elizabeth. You know—the ones you like so well.”

Elizabeth Turnor stared straight ahead.

Essie picked up a palm frond and fanned the woman. “Come on, Missus Elizabeth, you have to eat and drink something. You can’t sit out here all day in the heat. You’ll make yourself sick.”

Elizabeth continued to stare.

Essie nervously tapped her foot and glanced at Abigail. “Miss Abigail, please talk to your mama. All she does is sit here in this rocking chair all day. She don’t eat, she don’t drink. I just don’t know what I’m gonna do?”

Abigail raised her head and smiled. “Ouch!” She dropped her embroidery in her lap and put her forefinger in her mouth.

“Tsk, tsk, tsk. Now what have you done to yourself, child?” Essie put the glass down on the table, wiped her palms on her apron, and shuffled over to Abigail.

“Oh, Essie, it’s nothing, just a little pinprick.” She took her finger out of her mouth and held it up so the motherly woman could see. “See, it’s stopped bleeding already.”

“Humph.” Essie returned to Elizabeth’s side.

From the road came the steady clop, clop of a horse’s hooves. When they stopped, there was a sudden eerie stillness in the air.

Abigail looked up. At the front gate, a man dismounted from his horse.

“Nathan?” Abigail murmured. She stood, and the needle and thread fell to her feet. “Nathan?” she said louder. She clapped her hands, then covered her mouth as she moved to the porch steps.

Essie raised her head and looked at Abigail. “Child, that ain’t no Nathan.” She stared at the stranger leaning on the gate and moved closer to Abigail. “Miss Abigail, you put your bonnet on before entertaining gentlemen callers.” Essie thrust a straw hat into Abigail’s hand.

Abigail absently tied her bonnet around her chin. She smoothed the wrinkles from her calico dress, daintily lifted her skirts, and stepped down the stairs. “Perhaps, Essie, he has news of the return of my darling, Nathan.”

Essie pressed her lips together and tapped her foot. “Miss Abigail, take care. No telling who that stranger might be.” Essie’s gaze shifted toward the gardens beside the house where Henry and Tom were working. Every day, she thanked God for keeping her family together. Essie placed her hand gently on Elizabeth’s shoulder. She spoke softly to the grieving widow in hushed tones. “Missus Elizabeth, I don’t know how we’re going to handle that child of yours. She so ate up inside with grief for her beau. I wishing we knew what became of him.” Essie watched Abigail hurry down the path to the gate. She frowned and gently patted Elizabeth’s shoulder.

With a light touch, Elizabeth’s delicate hand came into contact with the rugged, work-worn hand of the other woman. Her sigh echoed softly, like a gentle breeze rustling through the trees. 

Essie tenderly squeezed her hand.
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Abigail stepped closer to the gate and slowed. Her heart sank. This stranger in dusty, worn clothing was not her Nathan. Her eyes widened and she approached the gate slowly.

The man took off his bowler hat and bowed slightly. His light sandy brown hair hung limp past his dirty ears. “Good day, miss. Would this be the Turnor residence of Bellamy Road?”

Abigail paused. She turned slightly to view the men working in the field. Their hoeing came to a halt as they watched the stranger and Abigail. Essie held her head high, her hands resting on her broad hips. She glared down from the porch. Suddenly, a murder of crows exploded out of the underbrush, their wings flapping loudly. The sound of their cawing filled the air as they circled overhead.

“Please excuse the intrusion, miss.” The man placed the bowler against his chest. “I mean you no harm.” His face, covered in dirt, shone with a radiant smile. His eyes were sparkly orbs of iridescent green: bright and mysterious at the same time. “A kind traveler informed me you offer rooms to rent.”

Abigail’s eyes grew wider, and she raised a hand to her mouth, stifling a gasp. She slid her other hand into her apron pocket, feeling the crumpled edges of the last letter from Nathan clinging to his memory. “Nathan,” she whispered through pursed lips. The Confederate jasmine entwining the fence came alive, rustling and swaying, as a strong breeze swept through. Abigail placed her hand on her bonnet to keep it in place as the breeze ruffled the ribbon.

The stranger smiled and bowed with a flourish and a twist of his bowler hat. “Where are my manners? The name is John Dalton, at your service.”

Abigail lowered her eyes demurely and curtsied. “It is a pleasure, Mr. Dalton. I am Abigail Turnor.” She looked into his sparkling eyes and smiled. “Please come in.” She showed him to the gate and called out, “Tom, would you take Mr. Dalton’s mount and attend to its needs.”

Tom took the reins from John. He removed the personal gear and led the horse to the barn.

“This way, Mr. Dalton, if you please.” Abigail led John Dalton to the house and introduced him to her mother and Essie. “Mother, Essie, this is Mr. John Dalton. He will be staying with us.”

The rocking chair moved quicker. Elizabeth remained silent. She focused her gaze on John Dalton and felt a flutter in her stomach.

John removed his bowler hat. “I am honored to make your acquaintance, ma’am,” he said with a slight bow. “I am truly grateful for the opportunity to be a guest in your home.” 

“Yankee,” Elizabeth murmured.

Essie stepped forward and gently touched Elizabeth’s shoulder. Essie glared at the man. “How long will Mr. Dalton be staying with us?”

Abigail fiddled with the ribbon on her bonnet. She looked expectantly at John.

He coughed slightly, stood up straight, and pushed back his coat to reveal a gold pocket watch. He took it out and fiddled with it as if it would give him answers. “I can’t say for sure. It could be a day or a week or a month. It would depend...” 

“Carpetbagger,” Elizabeth hissed under her breath. Her eyes were fixed on the worn bag in his hand. Her eyes narrowed in suspicion. The Civil War had ended, the South was in ruins both politically and economically. Southerners held a burning hatred towards Northerners, dubbing them carpetbaggers for the suitcases they carried made from old carpets.

She shrieked and sprang out of the rocker toward John.

Startled, Abigail stepped back, her heart racing. She nearly lost her balance on the porch and fell down the stairs. John reached out and grasped her elbow, providing support. He extended his other hand to keep Elizabeth at a safe distance. She stumbled toward him, her strength waning, until she finally succumbed to exhaustion and crumpled onto the porch, her black mourning gown billowing around her like a shroud.

“Henry!” Essie screamed as she rushed forward to help Elizabeth. “Take your hand off that child!” Essie snarled. She bent down to attend to Elizabeth.

Elizabeth’s voice trembled with fury. “Those are my William’s watch and boots, Yankee grave robber!” Her hands fumbled through the layers of black crinoline skirt in her attempt to get up. “Do you doubt my ability to recognize the watch and boots I presented to my husband before he went off to defend the South?”

“Now, now, Missus Elizabeth, don’t you get yourself all upset,” Essie crooned. She looked for her husband, who was loping across the field. 

"Where did you get them?" Elizabeth pointed a finger at John Dalton.

He maintained a frosty glare and responded icily, “Madam, I am sure I do not know what you are referring to. I bought these items from a gentleman in Georgia.”

Elizabeth's piercing scream filled the air before she succumbed to a dizzy spell and collapsed. Henry leaped up the steps to the porch, the wooden planks creaking beneath his weight. He scooped Elizabeth up in his strong muscular arms. A gentle breeze rustled through the air, softly carrying a piece of paper until it gracefully settled on the porch.

Essie shepherded Henry into the house. He carried Elizabeth carefully, as if she were a porcelain doll. Essie looked back and saw how pale Abigail was and that John Dalton was still touching her arm. She prayed Abigail did not swoon as well. 

“Mother.” Abigail’s voice quivered as she steadied herself and forcefully pushed away from John. She approached the spot where her mother had lain on the porch and gently picked up the letter that had fallen from her grasp. The sight of it brought tears to her eyes. She choked back tears, her throat tightening with the effort. The letter, penned by a cherished friend of her father, arrived through dispatch. It was her father’s death notification. It stated that during the Battle of Chickamauga, he had fought with unwavering courage and determination. He made the ultimate sacrifice in the fight for the cause. She held it close to her chest, finding solace in the memories it evoked. Since the letter’s arrival, her mother had clutched it tightly, her fingers unwilling to release their grip, as if it would summon her husband back.

John Dalton approached her from behind. He stood a little too close for polite society. He whispered, “Are you all right, Miss Abigail?”

Abigail spun on him, dropping her hand so he could not read the letter. “Sir, do they not teach manners in the North?” She stepped back, glaring at him. “Mr. Dalton, the cost of the room is two dollars a week, which includes meals, and a dollar additional to stable your horse, payable in advance.” She thrust out her hand.

“Is that Confederate or Union currency?” he remarked with a sneer.

Abigail placed her hands resolutely on her hips, her narrowed eyes fixed on the stranger. “And what part of the North are you from where manners are optional, Mr. Dalton?” She stood tapping her foot as he reached into his waistcoat and counted out six half-dollar coins. 

He gave her the coins with a grin on his face. “New York City.”

Abigail snatched them from his hand, spun on her heel, and entered the house. She removed her bonnet and placed it on a hook by the door and met his gaze head-on. “I suggest, Mr. Dalton, you practice proper etiquette while residing in this house.”

John chuckled, removed his hat, and followed Abigail inside.

Abigail frowned until she saw Essie and Henry positioned on the staircase. She spun with a swish of calico. “Pardon my manners, Mr. Dalton. Let me show you the house and to your room.” She paused and half turned. “Mother suffers from melancholia. I suggest you keep your distance so as not to upset her, Mr. Dalton.”

“Of course.” He grinned as he followed Abigail down a narrow hallway.

“This is the parlor where we entertain in the evening.” She pointed to a door to the left. “This is the dining room.” She indicated a room on the right. “The kitchen is at the opposite end of the hall. Your room is upstairs, the last door on the right.”

As Essie and Henry came down the stairs, Abigail turned and gave him a thorough once-over. “If you wish for Essie to wash your clothes, it is five cents.” She glanced at Essie, who nodded back. “Should you desire a bath, we have a tub. Henry can draw water from the well, otherwise there is a washbasin in your room. If you want hot water, Essie can heat it up. The cost is five cents.”

John bowed and smiled. “Thank you for your graciousness, Miss Abigail. I think I can find my way to my room.” He pulled out coins from his waistcoat and placed them in Abigail’s hand. “A bath and clean clothes sound delightful.” He bowed and walked up the stairs.

Henry kept his head down and left, the sound of running water filling the room as he filled the bathtub. Essie placed her hands firmly on her hips and narrowed her eyes, fixing her gaze on Abigail. “Child, what were you thinking, letting that man stay in this house, especially knowing your mama’s condition? That man is evil, nothing but pure evil. I can see it in his eyes. He’s up to no good.”

Abigail sighed deeply. “Essie,” she implored, “with father gone, we mustn’t overlook any chance to make money.”

Essie turned to go back up the stairs to get his clothes. She wagged a finger at Abigail. “Mark my words, child, nothing good will come of that man staying in this house.” With her hand on the banister, Essie paused for a moment. “Miss Abigail, you listen to me. That man ain’t no good. I can feel it in my bones. Even your mama can see that.” She hauled herself up the stairs, muttering under her breath.

Abigail sighed, felt the letter in her pocket, and took it upstairs to her mother’s room. She set it on the dresser. She approached her mother, who lay in her bed, and kissed her on the forehead before heading downstairs to collect herbs from the garden for the evening meal.
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Day turned to night, days to weeks, and still no word from Nathan. William’s remains were delivered by military caisson, the sound of hooves echoing through the air. He was buried in the family plot, beneath the sheltering branches of an ancient oak. Despite Essie’s best efforts and special tonic, Elizabeth sank deeper into melancholia. 

Abigail stood from gathering herbs in the garden and shaded her eyes. She watched John Dalton mount his horse. He rode off toward the gate with a tip of his hat and a smile. Even from afar, Abigail could see the radiant glow of his smile and the sparkle in his eyes. Tentatively, she waved back. Heat tinged her cheeks. She ducked back down to collect herbs.

Essie stood behind the clothesline, her hands resting solidly on her hips as she watched with apprehension. Wherever he traveled, a menacing dark cloud loomed over John Dalton. Essie saw him for what he was. Through her innate ability, she could penetrate the external facade of human flesh and bones, perceiving him as the very essence of the devil. He had appeared on their doorstep during their time of deepest vulnerability, when they were grieving the loss of their loved ones. His presence meant nothing but soul-stealing and utter destruction for them. Essie was determined to protect her family. She glanced briefly over at Elizabeth, who was sitting in a rocking chair on the porch. Essie frowned and released a heavy breath. The moment had arrived for her to take action. Her family had endured enough pain and suffering.

Essie made her way to the herb garden and firmly grasped Abigail’s arm. “Miss Abigail, you pay that man no mind.” She held onto her arm and guided her to the shade of an oak tree, sat her down, clucking like a mother hen. “Miss Abigail, I know you missing your Nathan, but, child, I don’t think he ever comin’ back. But that Yankee ain’t no replacement for him. So you just get your mind off him.”

Abigail put her head down.

“Abigail, listen to me. Your mama needs you to be strong now.”

Abigail looked up toward the porch.

“I’m going to teach you something my mama taught me and I taught your poor mother.” 

Abigail inclined her head and listened.

“Now child, we got the ways of the woods, the air, and the water. I’m going to teach you how to take all these flowers and plants growing around you and use them to protect yourself and those around you.”

Abigail nodded, and as their eyes met, they exchanged a silent understanding. She clasped Essie’s hand tightly. They walked toward the small cabin, hidden amid the lush trees, where Essie lived with her husband, Henry, and their son, Tom.
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The scorching muggy days of summer were suffocating. Elizabeth sat in her rocker, sinking deeper into melancholia. Essie fanned her with a large palm frond. “Now Missus Elizabeth, it’s time you removed that mourning gown and put on a summer frock. It is just too hot for you to be wearing that heavy black dress.” She continued to fan her and placed a drink filled with her special herbs. “Now you drink this, Missus Elizabeth. It’ll make you feel better.”

Essie held the glass to the woman’s dry, chapped lips. She gently poured the amber liquid into her mouth, which dribbled down her chin onto her dress. Essie wiped it with a rag and looked up when she heard laughter. She squinted her eyes in the bright sunlight, looking for the source of the sound. The summer sun’s brightness intensified the scorching heat of the season. Through the blinding light, the source became apparent. Dear naïve Abigail staring at John Dalton with that telltale twinkle in her eye. Dread seized her and she dropped the glass, wincing as it shattered into pieces on the porch. Brown liquid dripped through the kinks in the floorboard. Elizabeth jerked her head.

Sunlight filtered through the branches, casting long shadows beneath the trees. Abigail gathered an assortment of roots and herbs, which she placed in a wicker basket. Beside her, John Dalton picked a posy and placed it in her hair beneath her straw bonnet. Essie had a bad feeling about John as soon as he arrived, but Abigail was oblivious. If Abigail wasn’t careful, he would steal her heart or worse, her soul, and Essie would not let that happen. 

“Now, Mr. Dalton, modesty begs you to request an escort in my presence.” She giggled and looked into his iridescent green eyes. A stray lock of his golden-brown hair had fallen on his face. She quickly lowered her eyes.

He offered his hand and took the heavy woven basket from her. He smiled. “Miss Abigail, you are the most beautiful woman I have ever laid eyes on.” He gently stroked her cheek.

Her cheeks flushed. She pulled away and stumbled. “Mr. Dalton!”

He reached out a hand to steady her. She flinched ever so slightly.

“Miss Abigail, I am accustomed to speaking plainly and know little of the niceties of etiquette. Do not think the worse of me for opening my heart to you so abruptly, with no preliminary flourishes. There cannot be anything offensive, I hope, in the candid declaration that I love you. If you will give me the opportunity, I will endeavor to prove my affection by devoting my whole life to your happiness. I should regard the pleasure of calling you my wife as the greatest gift that earth could afford.”

She gasped, and her hand quickly went to her breast. “Mr. Dalton, the impropriety! I am betrothed to Mr. Nathan Davis!”

“Yet he has not returned from battle.” He spoke softly. “If he should not return, I will take your hand in marriage.”

Abigail hastily raised her hand toward her mouth. She stared wide-eyed into the radiance of his sparkling green eyes. She stepped backward and fell into a patch of clover with a thump.

“Abigail, my beloved.” He reached out a hand and helped her to her feet. “My love for you goes beyond any other love I have known. You are so good, kind, and dedicated. I desire to make you my wife and our home to be filled with the laughter of children.”

Before she could speak, Essie pushed them apart. “Mr. Dalton, keep your hands off Miss Abigail.” She glared at John Dalton. “And you, Miss Abigail, into the house with you.” She nodded in frustration and mumbled as she looked after Abigail. “I don’t know what I’m going to do with that girl. This heat has addled her brain.” 

She turned to John Dalton and looked him squarely in his cold black eyes. He stood there with a smirk on his face. 

“Mr. Dalton, you are a boarder in this house. I suggest you leave the young Miss Abigail alone before I tell her who you really are—the devil, whose only intention is to steal her soul. This family has seen enough tragedy.”

“Step aside, negress.” He shoved her with his arm. “I don’t need you telling me what to do.”

Essie watched him go to the barn, get his horse, and ride away. She went back to the house to check on Elizabeth and Abigail and pulled Abigail aside. “Miss Abigail, you keep your distance from that man. He is the devil.”

Abigail giggled and laughed. “Oh, Essie, you worry too much. Mr. Dalton, he is an honorable man. Look at the beautiful letter he wrote to me. He proposed marriage.” She took out a freshly penned note from the pocket where Nathan’s letter used to be and gave it to Essie.

Essie stared at it, thankful Missus Elizabeth had taught her how to read.

My Dearest Abigail—you will, perhaps, be surprised at receiving a letter from me. But as I have written it with the most honorable motives, I trust I may expect your pardon should the contents not be agreeable. However, I have every reason to conclude that in making you a proposal consistent with the passion I bear you, that I am not trespassing on a heart already given elsewhere. I therefore flatter myself that you might welcome that which I ardently desire. My circumstances and station of life you are fully aware of, and although there may be a disparity in point of fortune, the very endearing qualities of your heart and accomplishments of person, have truly riveted me. With that preface, my dear Abigail, permit me to entreat from you your favor, which will make me the happiest of men. On the contrary, madam, a refusal will render me the most miserable of beings. And I feel confident that a heart so truly amiable will never give a moment’s pain to one who is truly fascinated with your charms. Anxiously expecting an answer, which may allay the unsettled feelings which at present agitate a heart wholly yours. I am, dear Abigail, Your sincere and affectionate admirer, yours always and forever. John Dalton

Essie let out a heavy groan and shot Abigail a disapproving glare. “Oh child, keep your distance from that man. He ain’t nothing but trouble.” She glanced at Elizabeth, who softly moaned. “Look what you doin’ to your mama.” She shuffled over to comfort the elder woman.

Abigail snatched the letter from Essie, feeling the crisp paper between her fingertips, and sashayed into the house. Over her shoulder, her laughter rang out, filling the space with a delightful melody. “Oh, Essie,” she said, shaking her head, “you couldn’t be more mistaken about Mr. Dalton. He is enamored with me and soon will be my husband.”

Essie looked after her, shaking her head disapprovingly. She gently patted Elizabeth on the shoulder. “It’s all right, Missus Elizabeth,” she reassured her. “I’ll keep a close eye on that girl. I won’t let nothing happen to her. I just wish you’d shake off your melancholia,” she quietly murmured to herself.

Like a flowing river, time slipped through their fingers, transforming weeks into months. Nathan's absence hung in the air, filling the house with a heavy silence. They couldn't help but fear that he, like William, had fallen in the battle for Southern independence. Essie accepted the reality that Elizabeth would never come out of her melancholia, leaving it up to her to look after the Turnor family. Abigail's statement was proven true as they found themselves desperately dependent on the financial support from John Dalton, their tenant. Essie couldn't shake off the unease that settled in their home due to his eerie presence. Filled with anxiety, she desperately attempted to convince Abigail to oust him.

It was an extra warm early morning in late summer, with the sun already blazing in the sky when Essie stood behind the house, enjoying the sun’s comforting warmth on her skin as she hung laundry on the clothesline. When she heard her name, she looked up to see who had called her. On the back porch, Elizabeth sat motionless, her stare focused on the distance. 

“Essie!” 

Essie cast her eyes upon the side field, where the vibrant colors of herbs and plants danced in the breeze. Abigail was hurrying across the field, her face contorted in pain, clutching her abdomen. As she stumbled on the grass, her face, pale under her broad-brimmed straw bonnet, reflected her exhaustion.

Essie called out to her husband, Henry, who was working in the barnyard. “Henry, come quickly.” She rushed toward Abigail just as she collapsed on the ground.

“Essie.” Abigail reached out to the woman. “I can’t find John.” She clutched her hand as Henry and Tom strode up.

“He took Sugar,” Henry said flatly. “Left that worn-out nag he rode in on.” 

Tom nodded his head. Tom didn’t speak much, simply did what he was told.

“It’s all right, child.” Essie patted her hand. “Let’s get you in out of this scorching sun.” She turned to her husband, Henry, who scooped her up gently in his arms. “Tom, you go get my healing herbs.” She shooed him off. He sprinted toward their cabin nestled under the majestic oaks.

Essie hurried after Henry. She had to do something. The master of the house was dead and buried. Elizabeth, his widow, had sunk deep into melancholia, and now their only child had the vapors. There was no way the townsfolk would allow coloreds to stay on the farm without a white overseer.

Elizabeth lifted her eyes as Henry carried Abigail inside and to her bedroom. He gently laid her on her bed. Moments later, Tom tiptoed into the room and handed Essie her herb pouch. “Tom, get me a pitcher of cool water. Henry, you check on Missus Elizabeth on the porch. You two, get, now.”

When Tom returned, he gave his mother the pitcher of water. She took it from him and shooed him from the room. Carefully, she poured cool water into the washbasin. As she wiped Abigail’s forehead, she made soft cooing sounds. “No need to fret, Miss Abigail. Everything’s going to be all right. Essie is here to look after you.”

Clutching her arm, Abigail winced as she experienced a sharp twinge. “He’s gone.”

“Hush, Miss Abigail, I’ve got some herbs that will remedy your ailment.” She looked down at Abigail. She knew exactly what she had to do. “You stay right here. I’m going to prepare a special herbal tea for you with ginger, chamomile, peppermint, and raspberry leaf. That will fix you right up, child.” Essie stood and furrowed her brows, a deep frown etched on her face. Before going downstairs, she looked in the room John Dalton had rented. The room was unmistakably empty. On the dresser, there was a note addressed to Abigail. Essie read it, grimaced, and then tucked it away in her apron pocket. 

Fifteen minutes later, Essie was sitting at the bedside with Abigail, watching her sip the tea she had made. She wiped her face and noticed a rosy glow had returned to her cheeks.

“Don’t you worry, Miss Abigail,” she uttered as sat forward and rubbed Abigail’s arm reassuringly. “We’ll attend to Mr. John Dalton.”

“He said loved me. We were to be wed,” Abigail cried. “Oh, Essie, what’s wrong with me? Why am I so ill?” 

Essie patted her hand and exhaled deeply. “Do you remember what I taught you, Miss Abigail?”

Abigail nodded through her tears.

“He left you this.” She took the note out of her pocket and gave it to Abigail.

Abigail looked at the note, her eyes quickly scanning the words. Her eyes widened as she reread the letter.

To Abigail Turnor -I don’t know how I could have fallen for your wiles. You are a trollop and an unclean woman. You attempted to coerce me into marrying someone like you by using your feminine allure to entice me into your bed and become with child. No man shall ever care for the likes of you. My suggestion is for you and your unholy offspring to drown. I will help you if you are too weak minded to do it yourself.–John Dalton 

Abigail’s cries echoed in the air as she clung tightly to Essie. 

Essie gently patted her back and whispered. “We will take care of Mr. John Dalton.” She comforted the girl. “Keep this letter safe and use it for our purpose.” She took Abigail by the arms and locked eyes with her. “It is essential that you do it. You are the one who has been affronted. You must cast the spell. Do you understand?”

Abigail nodded.

“Come,” Essie murmured, her voice barely audible in the quiet room. She helped Abigail out of bed and down the stairs. “Miss Abigail, you must make him suffer for what he has done to you. He must wander the earth, forever haunted by the echoes of your name and the cries of his child.”

Elizabeth watched from her rocking chair on the porch. A subtle nod indicted her approval.

Abigail walked with Essie to her cabin, which was tucked away among the towering trees. Henry and Tom cautiously peered out from the safety of the barn. The treetops rustled with a refreshing breeze, while a group of crows circled above, filling the air with their piercing calls and beckoning other crows to join the mob.

As the sun slowly disappeared on the horizon, the twilight sky became ablaze with shades of orange and red. The fields were alive with the flickering lights of fireflies and the echoing calls of whippoorwills. Stepping out from the cabin, Abigail could still feel the sun’s warmth caressing her skin. With Essie by her side, she stood in the center of the yard, her gaze fixated on the boundless sky above as shadows lengthened beneath the twilight glow. She unleashed a series of screams that destroyed the tranquility of her surroundings, their echoes lingering. In an instant, the familiar figures of her mother, Henry, Tom, the cow, the chickens, and the horse appeared as apparitions in a swirling haze, before they crumbled into a vortex of dust, leaving only a pile of clothes and bones. Gradually, even those eroded into nothing but a mound of dust. As her screams persisted, her belly expanded, then shrank back to its original size, leaving her breathless. Her hair grew into a tangled mess. The trees stood tall, their branches reaching toward the heavens, while the fields below became overwhelmed by unruly weeds. 
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Part II

❖❖

Chapter 5
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Abigail Turner sat at her laptop, her fingers poised above the keyboard as she reviewed her résumé, making sure every detail was perfect. Once she was certain it was correct, she saved it to her hard drive, closed the Word program, and then opened her email. With two quick clicks of the keyboard, she attached the resume to an email and selected the send option.

She couldn’t help but smile while reading the job description on the paper in her hand. Although she could have read it online, she preferred a hard copy. The job was pro bono, but she didn’t mind. The position was in Ocala, Florida, a quick fifty-minute drive on I-75 from her family homestead on Old Bellamy Road in Alachua, Florida. 

She closed her laptop and walked onto the back porch, gazing at the dappled sunlight peeking through the trees, creating shadows and a haze of humidity. The cicadas buzzed and birds chirped in the treetops. Overhead, a hawk soared. 

Through the generations, her family had carefully preserved and maintained the farm, creating a legacy that spanned decades. Originally, Bellamy Road had been a simple trail, trodden upon by Native Americans who relied on it as a vital trade route. In 1825, the government commissioned John Bellamy to build the road. The road connected the two bustling towns of Pensacola and St. Augustine. Throughout the years, due to lack of use, portions of the road disappeared and nature reclaimed the land. Abigail's family farm
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