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PROLOGUE

I was born
knowing.

Answers and the warmth that only comes from
true wisdom filled my heart close to bursting. And common sense.
When the good Lord was handing out level heads, he put mine atop
two of the squarest shoulders he had ever made. Pettiness and
jealousy only serve to eat up what time we do have. I’ve always
known the important pieces that make up a lifetime.

Mother’s favorite story, concerning her
middle child, serves as an example of how I have always conducted
myself. She takes great pride not only in her three offspring, but
also in her ability to remember and recount our family history.
It’s always the same: she starts off by including everyone seated
around the table where she has inevitably settled after a holiday
meal. The big dining room is warmed by all the bodies gathered as
well as heat from the fire in the kitchen. We’re usually so full of
ham or turkey or mincemeat pie that we haven’t got the energy to
move.

“Remember?” she asks. Then polls random faces
for verification. “You remember, don’t you Harold? Remember,
Margaret?” Two nods are all the steam she needs to continue. “When
Mae would come over to visit Abigail, how she goaded little Abby to
play her game.”

“Aunt Martha . . .” Mae smiles and nudges the
nearest person. She’s past being embarrassed and is known for
having a wonderful sense of humor. “. . . now you know that we’ve
all heard this story hundreds of times. Maybe you could think of
another tale to entertain us with?”

But I always intercede on Mother’s behalf.
“Oh, no, Mae; we want to hear it again. Especially the ending. Stop
interrupting.”

Mother continues, “Mae would sit out on the
porch and ask ‘Why is the sun so bright? When will the rain water
the flowers again? Why do flowers need rain anyway? Don’t you
wonder about all these things, Abigail? Aren’t you the least bit
curious?’ Every question found its way to her tongue and she buzzed
all day long asking her whys and whens. I dare say she drove us all
frantic with her constant asking.

“But Abigail would just rock in that little
chair of hers, out on the lawn. Never answered when she was asked,
over and over, if she was curious or why she was not curious about
anything Mae chose to wonder about. No, she just rocked, back and
forth, while Mae chattered on. You were always a tranquil child,
Abigail. Nothing ever seemed to agitate you.

“Well, about the time Mae asked her twentieth
question, I believe it was, ‘Do you think God knows how many leaves
are on that tree?’ Abby stood up and slowly started toward Mae. She
walked with such purpose, all the while her little feet kept
catching in her skirts. She would fall to her knees, straighten up,
walk a few more steps, get caught again. I remember watching from
the parlor window.

“When she finally had climbed all ten of the
steps, she sat herself down, straightened her skirt and calmly,
with great deliberation, struck Mae. Not a playful slap. No, she
made a fist and brought it squarely down on poor Mae’s head.

“I waited for my niece to let out with a cry
of some sort. But Mae just sat staring at Abby with an expression
of shock on her face.”

The room always fills with laughter when
Mother comes to this part of the story. My elder brother, Robert,
adds his commentary.

“And still she maintains her ladylike
demeanor, our Abigail. But one well-placed fist, most times as not,
gets her point across more efficiently than volumes of words.”

“Now wait,” Mother continues, “she did add a
few words after Mae made quite sure she wasn’t hurt and wailed,
‘What ever possessed you to hit me?’ Abby looked straight ahead and
replied, ‘You are a silly girl and I am tired of your silly
questions.’ Then she stood again, marched back to her chair, and
sat herself down as pretty as you please.”

Each time Mother finishes her story, all the
relatives laugh at my spunk and I am again reminded of my
five-year-old frustration. For I always thought of myself as being
caught in quite a predicament. My soul yearning to impart its
wisdom, express itself, all the while surrounded by a family
subscribing to the doctrine that a child was to be seen and not
heard. Patted on the head, tickled under the chin, talked
at, but never with.

Father was the only grown-up who seemed to
sense my uneasiness. But he hasn’t been home in years. Right after
Charles suffered his second bout with influenza and was displaying
early symptoms of consumption, Father gained employment with a
large import firm abroad. My parents’ marriage seemed to have
improved with each mile that separated them. But still, I often
wonder if having a father in residence would have helped me feel
less peculiar.

By the time I was ten, I understood that if I
stayed to myself, relied on my good sense and divine knowledge, I
found contentment. It was my experience, however, that a wise child
made for a sullen child. And while I appreciated each new day, I
appeared distant. Mother called Robert, my elder brother, her
charming man. My younger brother, Charles, was Mother’s sickly boy.
And I, Abigail Lavinia, was Mrs. Belshaw’s quiet child.

When I turned sixteen, it was enough that I
knew the quiet demeanor housed a wise soul. There was no longer the
need to fight to be heard. Wisdom I had been born with was not only
there to guide and comfort me but was my very fabric.

I have known all of this without
question.

 



PART ONE

BALTIMORE: 1847

 



CHAPTER
ONE

The women in my
family, as far back as I can recall, have always chosen practical
men.

Father’s mother, Granny Sarah, was a
seamstress. She specialized in outfitting members of touring dance
and circus troupes. Her spangled costumes and feathered flounces
made her as popular as the entertainers themselves. Where one row
of lace sufficed, Granny stitched in three. She worked and dreamed
on an exaggerated scale. Red was her preferred color not only for
her famous costumes but for her own clothing as well.

New work required that she order yards of
silks and satins. And it was during one of her trips to a specialty
shop in New York that she met the new clerk, Ezra Belshaw, a young
man of sixteen. Ezra had just arrived in town to learn the business
of shop keeping. His parents, recently killed in a terrible fire,
had left him not only freshly orphaned but without home or
sustenance.

Ezra was a sad, withdrawn boy. Until he met
the vivacious Sarah. With each order she came to place or pick up,
the boy fell more in love.

Coincidentally, the very day that young Mr.
Belshaw gathered courage enough to ask Miss Sarah to dinner, the
petite woman arrived quite upset having just fended off the
advances of a drunken actor during one of his fittings. So you can
imagine how charming the naive clerk seemed in comparison when he
stuttered an invitation.

And it was at that precise moment, Granny
explained, “That I saw Ezra for the true gentleman he was. I
realized I had been blinded by all the glitter. Before me stood the
genuine article.”

They were married on Grandpa’s seventeenth
birthday and my father, their only son, was born a year later.

Granny Mary, my mother’s mother, studied at a
conservatory in England. First the violin then the cello then the
harp. She practiced the classics until her fingers bled. Born into
a family of musicians, she grew up knowing and caring solely about
her precious music.

But when it came time to choose a husband,
she married Thomas Meeker, the owner of the theater in which she
gave her farewell performance. A man seventeen years her senior who
filled in her life with the “real world.” Thomas took his new bride
on her first picnic, he taught her to manage the household money,
bake bread and put up preserves.

They had three children, all girls: Wilma,
Frieda and Martha. Thomas taught, the gifted yet inept, Mary, how
to bathe, feed and diaper her babies. She gained ten pounds with
each child and when she wedged her dusty violin under her double
chin, she smiled at what a wonderful life the practical,
hardworking theater owner had given her.

Aunt Wilma, the eldest sister, married into a
family of blacksmiths. Conversations around the table in their
large kitchen were set to the rhythm of Chalmer’s hammering out
back. Metal beating metal kept time almost like a primitive
clock.

And while it was gossiped among the cousins
that Wilma kept a tintype of a world renowned thespian beneath her
quilts, she never conveyed her discontentment to a soul.

The middle sister, Aunt Frieda, married Uncle
Harold because he was an inspector for the railroad. While it’s a
known truth in our ancestral history that Frieda was smitten with
Wilfred Johnson, a charming piano teacher who gave lessons from his
parlor, it would have been unthinkable for Frieda to marry an
artist of any caliber when a reliable suitor waited just around the
tracks in Maryland.

The baby sister, my mother, Martha, possessed
the highest degree of artistic temperament. While Frieda played the
piano and Wilma molded little statues from clay, Mother set up her
easel and mixed jars of colors. Her still life paintings and
seascapes filled every closet in grandmother’s house. Her most
recent family portraits line the hallways in her own home. She
writes poetry as well as short stories. Several have appeared in
the “Ladies’ Home Companion.” She designs our clothes and does all
the stitching herself. But she, like her sisters before her, chose
a practical man.

I am told my father was an enterprising boy.
He set his sights on becoming a wealthy man by the time he was
twenty-five. His cradle was set up in the smallest room in the
white house attached to Grandpa Ezra’s store. Father’s playground
was the worn wooden planks of the store and his playmates were the
salesmen who called daily to sell Grandpa new merchandise. While
other children were learning their ABCs, Father was learning
credits and debits. He was an eager learner and born of such an
outgoing mother as Grandma Sarah that he won over many friends due
mostly to his affable personality. And those who were not
susceptible to his wit and charm were won over by his handsome
looks. He had it all. His plan was right on schedule . . . until he
met my mother.

Martha Meeker was an aspiring writer and
artist when she met and fell instantly in love with Dalton Belshaw.
It had been her great desire to travel abroad, to live among other
artists. But the desire to be with her new-found love suddenly
became the only thing she wanted.

It was immediate for the both of them. He had
to have her. She had to be his. They were married a week after that
initial meeting.

The men in my family talk often of the
balance within their households. “Find yourselves creative, lively
women,” Uncle Harold constantly advises my brothers. “They fill
your heart with passion and your life with excitement. It’s the man
who must make a solid and sturdy home, but it’s the woman who fills
it with beauty and music.”

My brothers listen and agree. Everyone
happily agrees. Except me.

For over the years I have sensed the
discontentment deep within the females surrounding me. It seems
only reasonable, I suppose, that such a creative bunch would tire,
occasionally, of their uncreative husbands. When I hear Aunt Frieda
play a waltz, I wonder if she secretly plays it for her absent
teacher. And I also wonder, would it have been so terrible if my
aunts, or mother, or even grandmothers had trusted more in their
own talents?

Therefore, due mainly to my inborn wisdom, I
have grown, deliberately, into a practical woman. And, due to my
observation, I have chosen a husband with similar interests and
ideals. And these instincts and insights have left me, like the
other women surrounding me, married to a practical man.

 



CHAPTER
TWO

My husband, Samuel,
was born on the twentieth day of April, in the year eighteen
hundred twenty-seven. His entrance into the world brought
exceptional joy to his parents. Lenore Gray had been told by
several doctors that she was unable to have children due to her
delicate nature. And her husband, George, feared that if the
doctors were correct, Baltimore would be minus a master ship
builder produced by the Gray family for the first time in
seventy-five years.

But fate not only smiled at the anxious
couple, it laughed. Four children, two boys and two girls, followed
their older brother, Samuel, in four consecutive years.

Even before any of the youngsters were old
enough to understand, their father introduced them to the sea. It
was the belief of the senior Mister Gray that respect and love of
the water should be considered more important than walking or
speaking. This introduction was followed by lessons in navigation
and sailing. As each child graduated from playthings to primers,
they were educated in the reading of building plans. When
coordination matured, tools were handed out along with warnings on
the use and care of each piece. I must admire Mr. Gray’s
progressive thinking, for his girls were equally instructed with
his boys.

How often Samuel has reminisced about his
unique childhood:

“The shipyard was the best place for a boy to
be. Excitement hung in the air and clung to our clothes. Father’s
office in front of the warehouse always smelled of fresh wood. I
can’t remember a time when he was free of the shavings or sawdust:
in his hair, on his lapels. His whiskers were spiced with sunshine
and bay water.

“Outside, the air was filled with the
pungency of fish and oysters being loaded on great ships along with
bales of tobacco. Voices laced with foreign accents shouted to be
heard above peddlers and bells and ships’ horns. It was a noisy
playground for my brothers and sisters and me.

“My father knew
everyone. From the builders, to the captains, to the merchants. He
remembered each name. They all respected him and, in turn,
respected his wife and children. Our house overran with their gifts
from distant ports of call.”

Now, it was my
mother’s habit to walk along the shore in search of the perfect
subject and lighting for one of her masterpieces. She would study
and stare, impressed by the many shades of blue the water offered
up. Recalling a specific wave or cloud later when she brought it to
life on canvas. How I begged to accompany her. For although our
walks were leisurely and we were not far from the house, it felt as
though we roamed a foreign land.

It was on one of these trips that I saw the
five Gray children scampering, playing hide and go seek amongst the
great ropes and carts and commotion that the seaport held. I had
never seen any of these faces in my schoolroom for we lived within
the city while they lived on the edge.

I remember peeking at the tallest boy, who
appeared to be close to my age, and thinking he had the most
wonderful grin. Mother later teased that I would grow up to be a
terrible flirt if I did not watch myself. Of course I denied being
guilty of any such thing. But my pulse still quickens when I
remember Samuel with my ten-year-old heart.

My Uncle Harold traveled our state
extensively. His duties for the railroad necessitated that he ride
the lines and inspect the great engines. He was hard working and
dedicated to a profession he loved. At the groundbreaking ceremony
for the Baltimore and Ohio, he had even given a short but eloquent
speech.

It was due to these travels that Uncle Harold
became acquainted with George Gray. And it was my gentle uncle who
brought the news to our table that the entire Gray family had been
lost at sea.

I remember Mother served stew that night. I
was passing the bread to Aunt Frieda. She took the bottom slice
then nudged her husband. “Tell what you heard today.”

Uncle Harold looked down at his plate. “It’s
so sad. Such a sad, sad shame.”

“What is?” Father put down his cup. “Tell
us.”

“The Gray family. You’ve heard of them?”

“The ship builders? The ones with a shop down
on Lancaster Street?” Father stroked his beard.

“Yes, they’ve been there for years. I’ve had
several conversations with George, myself. Very nice man.” Uncle
Harold had a difficult time getting to the point.

I continued eating my dinner. This was
grown-up talk.

“They have five children. Well-behaved,
bright youngsters. Maybe you’ve seen them by the docks? They’re
always helping their father.” Aunt Frieda touched the pearl button
at her throat as she spoke.

Mother smiled, remembering my infatuation.
“Abby and I have seen them on occasion.”

Uncle Harold still couldn’t bring himself to
tell us the story; he was a soft-hearted man, so Aunt Frieda
continued.

“They decided to take the children to
England. Mr. Gray thought it would be a great adventure, having the
whole family on the maiden voyage of one of his very own
designs.”

Uncle Harold set down his fork and folded his
hands together above his plate. “They are lost. No sight of the
ship or its passengers. Families of the crew are waiting for word.
They are three weeks late in their arrival.”

“What if they encountered a storm? Or somehow
got off course?” Father raised his heavy eyebrows in question.
“Things like that are common, aren’t they?”

“I would think so. But still there is concern
for their safety. Up and down the line, I hear stories.”

My heart and spirit dropped thinking I had
lost my love without ever having really known him.

Before another three weeks passed, however,
our family was to learn that wreckage of the Baltimore Lady
had been spotted and several bodies recovered from the sea.

When I accompanied Mother on her next
excursion to the docks, that wise old voice inside my head
counseled my sorrow. I held my mother’s hand tightly and allowed
myself to be guided through the streets. The same streets that had
once felt his footsteps. But I could not bring myself to look at
the cold water.

We finally came to a quiet spot. As I lifted
my face to the sun, I caught sight of Samuel Gray sitting on a
large rock, bare feet dangling in the wetness. You can imagine what
shock we experienced at the sight of the sad boy. I half thought we
were watching a ghost. Mother waved as we approached.

After a few minutes of awkward introductions,
Samuel told us that he had been left behind by his family due to
his propensity toward sea sickness. His father had grudgingly left
his eldest son in the care of a family friend.

As he told us his story, my mother knelt to
touch his shoulder. He seemed grateful for the sign of affection
and smiled up at her kindness. I was too overcome to offer any
sympathy. The very idea of being left on my own, with no family,
was a devastating notion I did not care to consider.

 



CHAPTER
THREE

I can still remember
the memorial service for Samuel’s family. Two large wreaths of
greenery tied in black ribbons were tossed into the sea. Then four
small bouquets were thrown into the choppy water and left to trail
behind the wreaths as the dark water swirled. A prayer was said by
Reverend Turner, and we all sang our grief in a hymn. It was a
chilly day in late autumn.

Things were solemn around the shipyard for
several months afterwards. The loss of the children set a more
sedate mood. Laughter and adventure seemed to be missing when I
next walked the docks with Mother. The men discussed business and
the ladies kept their heads bowed as if not wanting to disturb the
sacred ground. I heard the comment made, often, around our table as
well as in the streets, that George Gray would be greatly missed.
Mrs. Gray was also commended for her gentle manner. And the
children. Tongues were clicked and eyes lowered to study the
pattern of stitching on the tablecloth whenever the poor little
ones were mentioned.

The large building that had once housed the
Gray Family Ship Building business was now abandoned and locked.
Outstanding debts owed by the firm were paid off from the public
sale of inventory and the family home. Too young to manage on his
own, Samuel was sent north to live with his godfather, also in the
business of building great ships. The few dollars remaining after
the sale of all his worldly effects were put in a trust to cover
the youngster’s food, clothing and education.

Three years passed without so much as a
glimpse of the orphan. Of course, I wondered about him daily. But
the distance of more than thirty miles and the fact that my family
had no occasion to travel to Havre de Grace, meant that Samuel and
I were not destined to meet again until I was almost fourteen.

Just as he had appeared that day on the rocks
dipping his feet in the water, Samuel appeared on the porch of the
Allan house. A black monstrosity, the edifice had stood in our
neighborhood for too many years.

“Hello,” he called from the widow’s walk,
three stories above me.

“Hello,” I answered, sure I was seeing an
apparition. “What are you doing up there?”

“My godfather’s thinking of buying the
place.”

“You’ll be moving back from Havre de Grace
then?” The sun shone so brightly that day. I like to think it
helped burn that precious memory deep into my brain. I held my
hands like a visor protecting my eyes from the brilliant glare.

Samuel stopped his pacing and leaned over so
far I thought he would fall. “Yes. Will you be glad?”

What an odd question for him to ask me. And
yet, without one moment’s hesitation I shouted, “Yes!”

“We shall be neighbors then as well as
classmates. Provided my godfather decides to buy.”

“It’s a very . . . old house,” I said, trying
to be kind.

“And ugly, too. So ugly, I can’t help but
like it.” He seemed happy, filled with anticipation. I wondered if
his disposition was always so positive.

Suddenly I wanted to see the world from the
top of that big old house. It had always seemed like a sort of
looming monster. Now it was very important
that I conquer my small fear. “Can I come up there? Have a look? Do
you think it would be all right with your godfather?”

Samuel shrugged. “I don’t see why not. He’s
downstairs talking with the bank man. Just come inside, I’ll meet
you on the big staircase.” Before I could answer, he
disappeared.

I raced up the steep steps and pulled opened
the heavy door. The foyer smelled of damp wood and dust. There was
no one in sight and I walked, pretty as you please, across the
wooden floor, up the grand staircase and found Samuel waiting for
me on the landing. He grabbed my hand and yanked me after him for
the rest of the climb and into a small bedroom. We stepped through
an open window and I found myself on top of the house.

The wind blew a greeting and some errant
leaves fluttered across my shoe tops. I suddenly realized I had
never been so high before. I held tightly to the wrought-iron
railing. Samuel skipped across the gritty surface while I stared
straight ahead, afraid to look down or upward.

I could hear his shoes scuff as he shouted to
me. “Look, over there. You can see the water and the ships. I can
even see my father’s old warehouse. Look!”

“I can’t. I feel as though I’m going to
topple right over the edge.”

He didn’t laugh or snicker as I expected. He
just spoke to me in a calm voice. “You’re not going to fall. I
won’t let you.” Stopping abruptly, he stood by me. Just stood by my
side for a few minutes until I regained my balance. Even at that
young age I remember wanting to hug him. The wind blew his scent
into my face and I was immediately aware of a sparrow in an oak,
close enough to touch.

My eyes slowly lowered their gaze and I could
see the great ships as well as a few smaller boats sitting on top
of the glistening water. Seagulls glided by as if suspended on
silver strings. And clouds drifted so close to the water it looked
as though they were sailing too.

“It’s beautiful.” I could not offer any other
words.

“Isn’t it.” He stood for one peaceful moment
and then ran in the opposite direction and started to climb over
the railing. Horrified, I screamed, “What are you doing?”

“There’s something stuck on the gable. I saw
it before you came up. Looks like a kite; no telling how long it’s
been there.” He struggled, lowering himself over the ironwork, onto
the slope. One hand gripped the rusty metal for support while the
other reached for the tattered square of paper.

Fear for my own safety drained as a new
terror made me race across the roof and lean over the edge to cover
Samuel’s hand with my own. My knees shook as I tried screaming my
fear but even stronger than my fear, was my surprise at how
thrilling I found his daringness. My lips froze open in silence as
I watched his progress. I distinctly remember my toes growing cold
and then completely numb as I stood frozen there. I also remember
how anger battled with the excitement that slowly gained ground
within the pit of my stomach.

“Maybe, if you reach over and lean down, I
can hold onto you instead of the railing. Maybe then . . .”

I was edging up, tight against the wrought
iron, in spite of the terror and anger and excitement. His
instructions came from a place I believed instinctively. My skirt,
my favorite skirt, the one I begged Mother to stitch with green
thread, was getting soiled as I ground it into the dirty railing
and grabbed Samuel’s hand.

He grunted and reached and for that moment,
retrieving the broken toy was all we thought of. The most important
thing to both of us had become the challenge rather than the kite
itself. The sun warmed my face and I knew I was smiling.

Then the silence that accompanied our
concentration was suddenly broken.

“Young man! What are you doing up there?” It
was my mother’s voice and she yelled up to Samuel as he reached.
“Get down from there this instant before you break your neck!”

I ducked down, just enough to obscure my
mother’s view. Still holding tight to Samuel, I whispered, “Hurry
up!”

Making one last attempt, he caught the kite
with his free hand and held it up for me to see.

Heavy footsteps sounded from behind me.

“You! Little girl! What in the world do you
think you’re doing?”

Unable to turn around, I continued helping
Samuel over the wrought iron. When he was standing safe and
brushing the dirt from his trousers, I still kept my back to the
grown-up for fear of the scolding I would receive.

“Uncle Nathan!” Samuel held up his tattered
treasure. “Look what I . . .”

“You risk your life for a piece of trash?
What were you thinking, Samuel? How many times have we talked about
you being more responsible?”

It was as if the words never found their
target. Samuel just smiled and inspected the kite. His godfather
slapped his leg in annoyance and tension hung over the three of us
like a black cloud ready to explode with thunder.

Finally, realizing that Samuel had no
intention of introducing me, I slowly turned. “I’m Abigail. I live
next door.”

“Then that was your mother? The woman
screaming from the yard?”

“It was all my fault, Uncle. I brought
Abigail up here and then I saw the kite and decided to retrieve it
and . . .”

The grown-up in the black suit smiled, just
slightly. “I’m sorry our first meeting has been so uncomfortable,
Abigail. It was very kind of you to keep my godson company while I
attended to business.”

“My pleasure.” I offered a smile in
return.

“Are you going to buy the house? Are we going
to live here?” Samuel had dropped the kite, his interest now
shifted. “Are we?”

“I’m afraid so,” Uncle Nathan laughed.

The boy ran toward his godfather who caught
him up in his thin arms. The two hugged playfully and I felt like
an intruder watching the affection that came so easily.

 



CHAPTER
FOUR

The first thread had
now been strung. And each day wove another string into the pattern
that was to become familiar where my relationship with Samuel was
concerned: Samuel always reaching for something beyond his grasp
and I continually bending and stretching to help him get what he
desperately desired. Only, after the struggle, Samuel lost interest
almost instantly. I, on the other hand, would cry with fear and
frustration along the way, only to later discover I had enjoyed the
adventure.

Mr. Miller, Samuel’s godfather, or Uncle
Nathan as he preferred to be called, bought the Allan house. Within
a week’s time the bachelor and his charge were settled inside the
oppressive fortress. My mother often took pity upon the two and
invited them to share a meal with us.

Samuel never complained about the dreary
house or his uncle’s preoccupation with women and the business of
setting up shop in the shipyard as well as within his own home.
Instead he held the gentleman in great regard and spoke often of
wanting to grow up in his image. As Miller Ship Building Ltd.
flourished, Samuel absorbed details and techniques taught by his
uncle, handed down from his father.

Samuel quickly reacquainted himself with old
friends as well as making new ones. He was, on most occasions, a
well-liked, charming, intelligent young man. But he could be so
serious my mother often remarked that, “the poor child assumes the
demeanor of an adult three times his age.” And spoiled. Not that he
got into any serious trouble, just accustomed to having his own way
without encountering contradiction in any form.

I remember well one particular winter, two
years after Samuel’s return. Each time that the sun dared to melt
away a few inches of crusty snow, the sky would turn gray and lay
down another layer upon the earth. Week after week each house and
yard was blanketed in white. And the more the flakes accumulated,
the more resolute Samuel became to navigate the hills outside of
town. It was all he talked of for days.

“Come on, Abby,” he begged. “It’ll be fun.
Just you and me and Johnny Pengra and Lizzy.” Lizzy Hopkins was my
best friend; we’d known each other since the first grade. Johnny
was Samuel’s best friend. Their fondness for one another existed
before and thrived after the death of Samuel’s family.

“I don’t know.” I did know that my mother
would have a fit if I traipsed out into the woods at night as
Samuel planned. The nighttime always held particular fascination
for the boy as did daring into unknown territory.

“It must get very tiring being so perfect all
the time. Is there no adventure alive in your heart? I thought you
were my . . . girl. Come on, it will be our special secret.” Within
a minute’s time he had made me re-evaluate my character, my spirit
and my devotion. Then while I took another minute to recuperate, he
smiled and held my hand. He should have sought a patent for that
technique. It never failed.

“I’ll ask Lizzy after class later.”

“Now. Ask her now.
I’ll go with you.” He hummed as he pulled me along.

The night was so
still. The kind of stillness that causes the inside of your ears to
vibrate. The moon was brighter than a hundred candles. The four of
us took turns pulling the sled, a row boat-looking affair Samuel
had fashioned from scraps in his uncle’s shop.

How brave we were. There in the cold night,
the moon reflecting our childish smiles and hundreds of stars
guiding us deeper into the patchy woods. Samuel held my hand and I
could feel his warmth through my mitten. My toes tingled from the
cold but I never let on that I was uncomfortable.

One minute we were laughing and the very next
we were standing on top of a steep drop off. Coming from the sloped
side, along the path, the climb hadn’t registered as being a high
one. As I gazed over the sparkling snow, I rubbed my ears then
hugged myself to chase away the chill and fear.

“You get on first, Abby. Then Lizzy, then
you, Johnny. I’ll hold it steady then push off and jump on back
last.”

“But,” I interrupted, “the trail bends to the
left. If we go over here, we’ll run smack into that tree.”

“No, we won’t. Get on, come on, it’s cold out
here.” Samuel patiently held the sled and waited for me to climb
inside.

“Lizzy, what do you think?” I grabbed her
sleeve. Pointing to the bottom of the slope, I asked again, “Don’t
you think we’ll end up over there?”

Lizzy was a whiner and wailed, “Look, Samuel
says we’ll be okay, he should know, he . . . builds things. Now
come on, my nose feels like it’s going to fall right off.”

“Johnny,” I crunched through the snow to ask
his opinion. “Can’t you see that the path will lead us right into
the base of that huge tree?”

“I guess so.” Johnny wasn’t a whiner, he was
an agreer.

“John! You don’t trust me?” Samuel raised his
voice.

“Sure I do.”

“Then come on, all of you, get in the
sled.”

It was three to one. I was out-voted,
out-numbered and more than anything else, hated being a spoilsport.
Silently I climbed inside the home-made sled and held onto its
rough edges. Lizzy climbed in back of me and put her legs on either
side of mine. Johnny jumped in next and hugged onto Lizzy. Samuel
pushed us off then leapt in behind Johnny.

All I could feel was the frigid air blast
across my face and all I could hear was the wooosh of the sled
across the snow. We sailed past the trees and over the cold
ground.

I had been wrong. We were going to land
safely at the bottom and as Samuel yelled for us to lean to the
right, the sled maneuvered itself beautifully. The snow shimmered
while my excitement came out in cloudy streams from my mouth and
nose.

But abruptly the sled and its four passengers
jerked to the left. Abruptly we were whisking along a collision
course. The ancient oak waited at the bottom of the hill to hug us
and hold on tight. I turned to yell at our navigator, craning my
neck to look at him.

The space behind Johnny was vacant. Samuel
lay on his back, in a pile of snow, waving his arms.

“Jump! Get off!” he screamed from a
distance.

Lizzy stood up and dove over the side,
causing the sled to tip over. All Johnny and I could do was roll
and watch the sled crash into the tree.

“I knew it!” I yelled. Anger flushed my face
as I brushed snow and dirt from my coat. “I knew it!”

“You certainly did.” Samuel’s voice was soft.
He shrugged a little and then smiled.

“We could have been killed,” Lizzy
whined.

“Then why didn’t you listen to me?” I asked
her.

“I just thought that Samuel knew what was
best. He is a boy and boys know about things like this.”

“But you can see for yourself that the ground
is uneven and sways to the left. You can see it with your own eyes,
Lizzy.”

“Sure can,” Johnny agreed.

“Well, we better get home before my uncle
misses me. Want me to get into trouble?”

I couldn’t believe he was serious. “You were
the one who insisted we come out here. And you were the one who
said we’d be fine in the sled. And you were the only one who wanted
to come out here in the dark at night.”

“If none of you wanted to come with me, then
why are you here?”

I stared into his confused face for a long
moment. And then I turned and started for home.

“Aren’t you going to wait for us?” Samuel
shouted to my back.

“No.”

Later that night I realized he’d done it
again. He’d woven another intricate pattern into our history.

I started to laugh at the thought of us all
heading for that tree. I shook with fear and then laughed some
more. I vowed Samuel Gray would never con me into doing something I
felt in my heart was wrong. I promised myself to be true to my own
dreams and not borrow his.

And half-way between his twentieth and my
nineteenth birthday, I married Samuel and vowed to love, honor and
obey him forever.

 



CHAPTER
FIVE

Before my wedding
took place, the issue of where Samuel and I should reside became
the main topic of conversation around my table, as well as
throughout the entire town of Baltimore. My brother Robert was the
most vocal, echoing the town’s sentiments on a daily basis.

“First of all that house is too big for one
woman to care for, let alone a young, inexperienced girl. I know
Mrs. Carlson comes in twice a week, but I also happen to know that
she plans to give her notice by month’s end. Once she leaves, what
will you do then? Secondly, should you be able to keep up with the
house and your new husband, there is the matter of a full-grown
man—Mr. Miller, living under the same roof. Thirdly, the talk.
People say Nathan Miller brings his women home. For dinner and . .
. breakfast. If you live in that house, with all sorts of women
coming and going at ungodly hours, people will think you’re a part
of it, that you condone such behavior. Do you want them to think
such things about you? Do you?” Then slowly and ever so
deliberately, he would cross his arms, stare down at me and tap his
foot.

I focused on the Adam’s apple bobbing as he
swallowed down his vexation. It made his appearance even more
reminiscent of Washington Irving’s gawky schoolmaster, Ichabod
Crane. I knew the girls that patronized our store whispered about
his good
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