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      Cleverly: in good health

      Cobbler: a person seeking to imitate those of superior social standing or wealth; snob

      Dinner: a meal eaten at midday

      Fewmet: (vulgar) droppings of animals hunted for prey

      Filcher: thief

      Midden: rubbish heap

      Pottage: stew

      Ruffler: man

      Rum dubber: a thief who preys upon taverns and their guests

      Sturdy beggar: an able-bodied person who is capable of work but begs for alms instead

      Supper: a meal eaten in the evening
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      In the year 1777 the Revolutionary War was raging in the American colonies, and particularly in New Jersey, New York, and Pennsylvania. The county of Cape May only saw one battle during the Revolutionary War; however, British aggression, foraging parties, and the possibility of military campaigns originating across the Delaware Bay and traveling through the county and on to Philadelphia were common threats.

      The residents of Cape May County were, in general, fierce patriots. There were British sympathizers in New Jersey, of course, but although some counties had large populations of Loyalists (those who opposed independence), Cape May County’s Loyalists were few and far between. Those who remained vocally loyal to the English crown were often targets of anger and retribution by Cape May County officials.

      Many counties in colonial America set up revolutionary committees to provide a network that would organize activities, enforce the laws made by provincial assemblies, and communicate with citizens. Cape May County was no exception. The Committee of Safety was one such committee, and it was tasked with providing executive authority in the county and organizing the local militia. To be asked to join the Committee of Safety was a prestigious honor.

      Women played an important role in Cape May County during the American Revolution, as they did in every other county, in every other colony. The women of Cape May County organized a relief society, part of the New Jersey Women’s Relief Society, that provided clothing and other assistance to the men in the Continental Army and corresponded with other such societies in the New Jersey colony.

      The Cape May County of the eighteenth century was divided into three main precincts: Upper, Middle, and Lower. Each precinct was comprised of a handful of settlements and villages. As a general rule, Upper Precinct was largely Quaker (Society of Friends), Middle Precinct was largely Baptist, and Lower Precinct was largely Presbyterian. It was not until 1798 that the Precincts were referred to as “Townships.” The family in the story you are about to read are Quaker, and as such they subscribe to the tenets of simplicity, peace and nonviolence, truth, humility, and integrity, among others. It was common for Quakers to refer to a stranger as “Friend,” to avoid most honorifics (such as “Madam” or “Mister”), and to refer to elders, friends, teachers, and others by their first names. (If one was not on familiar terms, the first and last names were typically used, but for the sake of reading ease, I have used first names as a form of address in this novel.)

      At the northern tip of Cape May County, on the shore of Great Egg Harbor Bay, was a tiny hamlet known as Stites Point (also known at various times throughout its history as Goldin’s Point, Willet’s Point, and now Beesley’s Point). A ferry would transport travelers across the bay between Somers Point and Stites Point, and there was a way station, or hostelry, adjacent to the ferry crossing in Stites Point as early as 1736; interestingly, there has been an inn or tavern on that spot ever since.

      A Traitor Among Us is a work of fiction that takes place in and around that hostelry at a crucial and volatile time in American history.
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          SEPTEMBER 24, 1777

        

      

    

    
      It was long before dawn and I had not yet slept. There were so many thoughts tumbling through my anxious mind. I did not want to wake my sister with my tossing and turning, so I rose to start my chores for the day. I dressed quickly without the aid of the oil lamp, closed the bedroom door behind me with a soft thud, and hurried to the kitchen. I reached for my apron where it hung on a hook next to the back door and tied it over my skirts as I slipped outside.

      I stood near the door for several moments, listening. The only sound was the occasional far-above rustling of bird wings as they flew toward the south in great flocks. Cold weather would be here soon. The bird songs I enjoyed in the daylight were absent, lending an unsettling hush to the darkness.

      It was not unusual for me to be out-of-doors in the early morning, but this time was different. This time, not far away, I knew a stranger shared the darkness with me. A stranger who did not belong here. I hoped he was still asleep and that I could retrieve my washing tub without waking him. Something in my abdomen flipped over and twisted, reminding me to be quick and silent.

      Fog swirled low above the ground. I hurried past the storehouse, which we were filling every day now with more bounty from the late summer’s crop of fruits and vegetables, and on toward the barn. The fog shifted, its wisps pulling apart and forming again as my shoes padded along the damp ground. I held my lantern aloft to dispel both the darkness and my relentless worries as I approached the barn that stood nestled against the woods that separated our home from the waters of the bay.

      I set my lantern down to retrieve the heavy iron key from my pocket, before realizing with a start that the door was slightly ajar. I whirled around and peered into the darkness that had crept behind and surrounded me, but I heard nothing. Saw nothing.

      I shook my head, chiding myself for my silly fears. Of course my brother, Jesse, had forgotten to lock the door.

      It was Jesse’s job to take the animals out every morning and return them to the barn every evening. It was also his job to make sure the door was locked when the animals were inside the barn. I would not tell Mother or Father of this carelessness, but I would have to mention it to Jesse. For all we knew, a party of British soldiers might come foraging for supplies and livestock in the barn. I wondered if the stranger—Oliver Doolittle was his name, though speaking it left a sour taste in my mouth—was inside. I presumed he was. He was lazy, so he was unlikely to be awake and moving about at such an early hour.

      I placed the key back into my pocket and stooped to pick up the lantern again. I stepped gingerly into the gloom of the barn, taking care to be as quiet as possible. I listened for the snufflings and snortings of the animals and was relieved to hear their comforting murmurings. I approached the stalls and small pens, trying to count the animals in the darkness to make sure they were all there, but I abandoned my task after just a few moments. The animals, annoyed that I had awakened them, were making known their displeasure with a series of loud grunts, clucking, and lowing. I moved away as quickly as I dared, hoping their sounds had not awakened Oliver, whom I suspected—I hoped—was still asleep toward the rear of the barn.

      I did not relish being alone in the barn in daylight, let alone in the grim darkness of predawn and with the knowledge that Oliver slept nearby, so I made haste, as quietly as possible, to retrieve the washtub I had come for. It hung on the back wall. As I made my way toward it my skirts swished against rough-hewn boards, tendrils of hay that protruded from wooden mangers, and the large crates of corn husks that Prissy and I would soon use to make floor mats and stuff the mattresses in the guest rooms of the inn.

      I stumbled as I reached the back wall. My lantern swung wildly in my hand and cast long, grotesque shadows on everything the dim light touched. I very nearly exclaimed aloud, but I caught myself in time and pressed my lips closed.

      I reached for the washtub and set it down on the ground with a hushed thump as the lantern flame stabilized. I knew there was no hope that Oliver would remain asleep now.

      Whatever had tripped me needed to be put away, since I knew I would be blamed if Mother came out and tripped, too. I picked up my skirts and looked down, then gasped.

      A man lay at my feet.

      When I saw his head cocked at a strange angle, his shirt front slashed in several places, and his eyes staring at me with a glassy emptiness, my horrified scream broke the morning stillness, reaching through the woods and echoing over the waters of Great Egg Harbor Bay.
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          SEPTEMBER 17, 1777

        

      

    

    
      I could hear Mother muttering to herself even before she stormed into the kitchen. She stood inside the doorway, her hands on her hips and a dour look on her face. “Etta, I thought I told you to put the extra pewter candlestick in the cupboard in the front hall.”

      “That’s where I put it.”

      “It isn’t there.”

      “I put it there early this morning, just as you asked.”

      Mother clenched her jaw and I pondered what it would be like to be in a constant state of vexation. Quaker families like mine believed the light of God was in every person, but Mother seemed to forget that on occasion.

      “Prissy, did you take it?” she asked, wheeling on my sister.

      Prissy shook her head. The blond curls which had escaped her cap swung gently around her face.

      Mother let out an exasperated sigh and turned around, exclaiming behind her as she moved toward the front of the inn, “Etta, you will have some explaining to do when I find it. That candlestick was costly.”

      Prissy looked at me, her eyes round with anxiety. “Don’t worry, Pris,” I said. “She’ll find the candlestick. And Father’s missing shirt, and the utensils, and everything else that she cannot find right now.” Prissy looked doubtful.

      Jesse, who was only two years older than I, sauntered into the kitchen as I was speaking to Prissy. He took up an apple from the sack on the floor near the back door.

      “What’s the matter?” he asked, seeing our faces.

      “Mother is angry because she cannot find the candlestick she bought in Romney Marsh.”

      “Where is it?”

      I faced Jesse with my hands on my hips, looking, I supposed with a frown, rather like Mother. “If I knew where it was, do you think I would not tell her?”

      Jesse shrugged and grinned. “It might be amusing to keep it a secret for a little while. Anyway, I’m off to help Father with the oats. He’ll already have been out there for an hour.”

      “Be off with you, then.” I shooed him away with my apron. He smiled at us again and left, the door closing with a loud thwack behind him. Prissy hunched her shoulders at the sound.

      Mother came back into the kitchen several minutes later. “I cannot find the thing. Perhaps one of the guests took it upstairs before leaving this morning.”

      There were currently three guests in residence at our family’s inn. I had found them to be unobtrusive, quiet, and little trouble. If any of the men had taken the candlestick upstairs, each would surely have returned it before leaving for the day on his personal business. I suggested as much to Mother.

      “Just the same, go look in the rooms.”

      I bustled up the steep, narrow stairs to the second floor, where all the guests’ rooms were located.

      I knocked on the first door just in case the guest was still inside. Hearing no voice, I used my key to open the door. Glancing around, I didn’t see the missing pewter candlestick.

      I did the same thing with the other rooms. None of the guests had left a candlestick behind in his room, and it was not in any of the unoccupied rooms. I returned to the parlor. “The candlestick is not upstairs, Mother.”

      “Upon my word, Antoinetta, you and your sister have done nothing but provoke me this morning. I will find the candlestick myself. Go help Priscilla prepare the noonday meal. Heaven knows she won’t have finished the soup yet.”

      I hurried to the kitchen, where Prissy was slicing potatoes. She gave me a sidelong glance, her cheeks flushed from the fire’s heat. I hoped she had not heard Mother’s words, but if she had, she gave no sign of it. Despite her being eighteen, only a year younger than I, I felt the need to shield her from such biting comments.

      “I can’t imagine where that candlestick has got to,” I said in a whisper. I wiped my hands on my apron and took up a potato. “Would you like me to help you with the potatoes?”

      Prissy shook her head and smiled. I set the potato down on the wooden board she was using and fetched a large measure of salted beef which I had brought in from the storehouse earlier. I placed it on another wooden board and sliced it into small chunks. When I had finished that tedious task, I placed the pieces of meat into the large kettle of soup already bubbling gently over the fire.

      “It will smell good in here before long. Have you cut the squash yet, Prissy?” My sister shook her head and pointed to the squash lying on the floor near the back door. I hefted the large fruits onto the board and began slicing them next.

      Prissy and I worked in silence until all the ingredients for the hearty soup were in the kettle. “Pris, would you go out to the storehouse and bring back an armload of madder root? We need to start preparing it for the rose dye today.” Prissy nodded, untied her apron, and hastened out the back door in the direction of the storehouse.

      When Prissy returned, I was not surprised to see Sylvanus, our eldest brother and Prissy’s favorite sibling, following her with an armload of madder. “Sylvanus, Prissy is perfectly capable of carrying the madder.”

      “I know.” He winked at Prissy. “I was passing near the storehouse and saw her, so I thought I would help. I’ve finished chopping the wood and I need something to eat before I go help Father and Jesse with the oats.”

      He set the madder down next to the door and helped himself to a large apple from the sack on the floor.

      “I’ll be back for dinner. Smells good.” Sylvanus waved goodbye and hurried away. I shook my head and Prissy grinned.

      “He and Jesse are insufferable,” I said, though I well understood their desire to coddle our youngest sibling. She had been frail from infancy, and even all these years later, the boys still did not seem to understand that physical work helped to strengthen her. She never asked for help—in fact, she could not ask for help verbally, as she had never in her life spoken a word. Sylvanus and Jesse merely took it upon themselves to help her whenever possible, except, of course, when it came to the womanly tasks of cooking, cleaning, sewing, and mending.

      There could be no doubt that Prissy was the most handsome of the Rutledge children. Everyone thought so. How many times had I wished my hair, thick and unruly and the color of coffee, were as long and soft and golden as hers? How often had I wished my skin, fair and covered with freckles, was as fresh and glowing as hers? It did not help that Prissy was the type of girl who simply looked like she needed a man’s help with anything difficult. And the way Jesse and Sylvanus doted on her—well, one would be forgiven for thinking she was helpless.

      I shook my head, displeased with myself. One could also be forgiven for thinking I was vain and petty with such musings.

      Prissy and I divided the madder roots and got to work grinding them into a clumpy paste. It was hot, arduous work and because we toiled in silence, I spent the time wondering if Mother would allow me to help the Women's Relief Society with the countywide effort to provide Continental soldiers with socks and gloves for the coming winter. I was a passable seamstress and I wanted to help. Quakers might not be permitted to take up arms, but they were allowed to support the army in other ways. Thus far, Mother had not permitted me to help, saying instead that my time was better spent doing chores around the inn and farm.

      By the time we had finished with the madder, the first of the guests had arrived for the noonday meal. Prissy and I cleaned our faces and arms of the dark pink droplets that had splashed from the madder paste, donned our aprons, and spooned large ladlefuls of steaming soup into a ceramic tureen. While Prissy placed bread into a large basket, I carried the soup into the dining room. Two men were already there, waiting for their food, and by the time I had carefully set the tureen down on the wooden table in the corner, Father, Jesse, and Sylvanus had also come into the room, hungry and ready to eat. Father smiled at Prissy and me; he was a tall man, but thin and slight, so one would be surprised to learn how much food he consumed.

      Mother came into the dining room and sat down at our family’s table. Prissy and I sat across from her.

      “Have you finished preparing the roots?” Mother asked.

      “No, but we started it this morning.”

      She sighed. “Make haste. We need to prepare the dye solution and dye the cloth as soon as possible.”

      After dinner, the diners left and Father and the boys went back outside. Prissy and I spent the next hour cleaning up after them and returning the uneaten soup to the pot for the evening meal. There would be more people for that meal, since the inn guests would be there, too. They had all been returning to the inn every day in time for supper.

      Prissy and I continued to prepare the madder dye that afternoon. As soon as that was done we took two large baskets and went into the woods in search of black walnuts. We would use the meat from the shells in a pie for our guests the following day; we would use the shells to prepare the brown dye for cloth.

      Prissy didn’t often venture into the woods by herself, so I stayed close to her while we looked for walnuts. She had gone behind a tree to relieve herself when I heard a shout.

      “Etta!”

      I turned around to see Sylvanus making his way toward me.

      “Where’s Prissy?” The alarm in his voice was unmistakable.

      I pointed farther into the woods behind me. “Don’t fret. She just needs a moment of privacy.”

      His shoulders relaxed and he nodded. “I was worried when I didn’t see her.”

      “You know I wouldn’t send her into the woods alone.”

      “I know. I can’t help it, Etta.” He was speaking in a whisper, but as soon as Prissy came back into view, his voice grew louder. “Mother sent me to tell you that she needs both of you to come back to help her with the pigs.”

      I turned to Prissy. “Let’s go, Prissy. I don’t want to keep Mother waiting.”

      Prissy nodded and hoisted her basket of walnuts onto her hip.

      “I’ll carry that, Pris.” Though she had shown nary a sign of distress or discomfort, Sylvanus reached for the basket and carried it the rest of the way through the woods and back to the storehouse. I could only shake my head in amusement.
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      After we deposited our walnuts in the storehouse, we went to the pig yard in search of Mother. She was there, shooing one of the sows away with her skirts. The sow was trying to eat the fabric. I barely managed to suppress a grin as I hurried to help.

      “Get away from her, you,” I scolded the enormous animal. She didn’t even look in my direction. I grabbed a thin wooden board that was leaning against the fence and hurried toward her. Pigs could be tricked into thinking they were walking beside a solid wall—I held the board down by my side and used it to guide the sow away from Mother’s skirts and into another enclosed pen.

      “Thank you,” Mother said. She looked down at her skirt in disgust. “Now this will have to laundered again on the next washing day.” She frowned. “Etta, Priscilla, please finish feeding the pigs while I feed the chickens. She left, closing the gate tightly behind her so no pigs would escape, and walked off in the direction of the chicken coop.

      We were, of course, lucky to have so many pigs on our farm. There were many families in Upper Precinct and in Stites Point who could not enjoy the luxury of pork as often as we did. But it was easy to forget our good fortune when it came time to feed the gigantic, dirty things, as neither Prissy nor I relished the task.

      Neither did Mother, of course, which was why she was feeding the chickens.

      Sylvanus had disappeared after leaving the walnuts in the storehouse. He probably would have preferred to feed the pigs so Prissy didn’t have to do it, but I knew he would be expected to return to the fields to help Father. He did not have time to do both and Father would be angry if Sylvanus didn’t help him.

      After a short while we finished feeding and watering the pigs. Prissy and I had to clean up so we could start preparing supper for the inn guests and any travelers who might be hungry.

      It was nearly time to serve the meal when a man appeared in the kitchen doorway. He held himself up against the wooden door frame with one hand and made a croaking sound.

      I hurried over to him, noticing with alarm how pale he was. His lips were pinched and white from being pressed together so hard.

      “Friend, are you ill?”

      He nodded and Prissy ran around me to get a chair from the dining room. She pushed it to where he was standing and he slumped into it.

      “Pris, run and get Mother.”

      Prissy ran across the dining room and was gone in an instant. She returned just a few moments later, with Mother in tow.

      “Upon my word! What has happened, Etta? Who is this?” Mother bent down to look closely at the man’s face. “Are you ill?” she asked.

      I hadn’t wanted to leave the man alone while Prissy fetched Mother, but now I left to pour a mug of cider for him. I carried it to him and he was able to lift his hand to accept it.

      With shaking hands he lifted the mug to his lips. He took a long draught and leaned his head against the ladder back of the chair, breathing heavily.

      Mother and Prissy and I looked at each other and back at the man. “Friend?” Mother asked.

      After several seconds the man opened his eyes. “Thank you,” he said with a cough. “I am feeling quite uncleverly.”

      “Where are you from?” Mother asked.

      The man was silent for a moment, then replied in a raspy voice, “I have just left Cape May. I am traveling to Philadelphia, but I suddenly fell ill a ways down the road. It has taken me some time to get here.” He stopped and steadied his breath. “I was to take the ferry from this side to the other side of Great Egg Harbor Bay, but I fear I am in no condition to travel.”

      “I will send a message to your family in Cape May so they may fetch you and take you home,” Mother said.

      The man shook his head weakly. “I have no family in Cape May. I was visiting the town on business. Do you have a room here where I may stay?”

      Mother cast a wary look in my direction. I knew what she was thinking: if the man were to stay in our inn, we would be responsible for taking care of him and nursing him back to health.

      But if the man had no family nearby, how could we possibly refuse him lodging? It was clear he could travel no further. Before Mother could object, I answered him. “Yes, we have a room available. You may stay here.” I didn’t need to look at Mother to know she was glaring at me.

      The man addressed himself to Mother, not me. “Thank you, good woman. I can assure you I will recompense you well.”

      “Can you climb the stairs?” I asked him.

      “I shall attempt it.” The man stood up shakily and put his hand on the wall to steady himself. He moved slowly toward the staircase in the center hall of the inn. I followed him closely and Mother followed both of us. She asked Prissy to tether the man’s horse to the railing in front of the tavern and fetch his traveling sack. Prissy disappeared through the front door.

      The man made excruciatingly slow progress up the stairs, while I followed with my arms ready to support him if necessary. Mother moved around us at the top of the stairs and opened the door to one of the empty rooms. She pushed the door inward and stood in the hallway as the man made his way to the bedstead. He lay down with a loud sigh and closed his eyes, as if they pained him to remain open.

      “What is your name?” Mother asked, stepping into the room.

      “My name is Isaac Taylor.”

      “Etta, please fetch Isaac another mug of cider and leave it with him. I shall need you to keep watch over him while he is here.” Mother left the room a moment before Prissy entered with two large, heavy-looking sacks in her arms.

      “Prissy, you can place the sacks there on the floor,” I directed her. I turned to Isaac. “I will return shortly with cider. Do you need anything else?” He shook his head in response.

      Prissy and I left the room and I closed the door quietly.

      “Mother told me it will be my job to take care of him,” I whispered. Prissy’s eyes widened. “No matter,” I assured her. “I will make sure he has plenty of food and cider and I am sure that will help him feel better.” In truth, I rather fancied the thought of nursing one of our inn guests. It would help break the monotony of chores and household tasks.

      After I took the cider to Isaac I hurried to help Prissy serve supper to our guests. There was soup, of course, and bread. There was also a meat pie I had made with salted pork and nutmeats and Pippin apples.

      I checked on Isaac again soon after supper was over and found him sleeping fitfully. I decided against waking him.

      It was growing late and quite dark when Prissy and I finished cleaning the kitchen that evening. Mother, Father, Jesse, and Sylvanus had gone into the tavern directly after eating. The tavern was attached to the inn, but had a separate entrance. I always thought it a bit funny that neither Jesse nor Sylvanus thought cleaning up from a meal would be too taxing for Prissy. They, of course, were interested in the news of the day, and particularly now that fighting that had been predicted as near as Philadelphia. They always hurried into the tavern as soon as they were done with supper.

      Mother and Father usually served up ale and cider as the guests requested, though Prissy and I helped, too. Men from neighboring farms would visit the tavern of an evening to discuss the news and talk among themselves. I rather liked the atmosphere, but I knew Prissy oftentimes found it intimidating. She and I went to the tavern together after our kitchen chores were complete.

      The tavern was full of men that night. A good number of the neighboring farmers and their sons had come and the talk was noisy and boisterous.

      I stood behind the counter helping Mother and Father serve while Jesse and Sylvanus spoke to the men in attendance. Prissy stayed behind Father and Mother and I, helping only when asked, not keen to take part in the din.

      Even Thomas, our new farm hand, was there. Father had taken him on a week previously, but Thomas had only visited the tavern on one other occasion since then. The poor man walked with a pronounced limp and preferred to remain in his cabin when he finished work for the day.

      Thomas stood by the counter as Mother poured him a measure of rum, his beverage of choice. Ben Drake, one of our closest neighbors, walked up to Thomas and introduced himself.

      “The name is Benjamin Drake,” he said, holding out his hand to Thomas. Thomas shook his hand heartily.

      “It is good to know you,” he replied.

      Father noticed the exchange and joined the two men. “Ben, this is Thomas Blackwell. I have just hired him to help on the farm. The oat and rye harvest will be bigger than usual, so the boys and I decided we needed an extra hand.”

      “Is this your first day on the farm?” Ben asked.

      “No, sir. I have been here for a week,” Thomas said.

      Ben’s bushy eyebrows arched. “I am surprised that I have not seen you in here before now.”

      “My leg is lame, sir. The Rutledges were kind enough to give me a cabin to live in, so I cook my own meals mostly and I rest my leg in the evening so I can work the next day.”

      “You know the cabin, Ben,” Father said. “The one just to the southwest of here.”

      Ben nodded and his eyes dropped to Thomas’s leg. He very likely had not meant to be inquisitive, but Thomas noticed the glance and spoke calmly.

      “I was injured in a fall from a horse.”

      Jesse came up behind Thomas and patted his shoulder. Thomas turned and smiled at him.

      “Thomas here is a hard worker, Ben. We were lucky he came calling,” Jesse said. Thomas smiled at the compliment.

      “Come over here, Thomas. I’ll introduce you to the other men here tonight,” Ben offered. He led Thomas to a group of rowdy men, all neighbors of ours, and pulled a stool from a nearby table so Thomas could sit down. He seemed to be enjoying the company and was soon caught up in the conversation.
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      I was bending down to lift another jug of cider from the floor when Prissy tapped my shoulder. I straightened up and looked at her. Her eyes were alight and smiling. She nodded her head toward the center of the room, where one of the men, Thaddeus Marshall, was leaning down and opening a case next to him on the floor. He had brought his fiddle, and soon the tavern would be filled with music and singing voices. He played a few notes, then launched into “Planxty Browne,” accompanied by the enthusiastic clapping of many of the men in the tavern. Next he played “Flowers of Edinburgh” and it wasn’t long before Jesse grabbed Prissy’s arm and whirled her around the tavern floor, laughing and enjoying the wild claps of everyone watching, with the exception of Mother and Father. Prissy seemed to be enjoying herself, despite her profound shyness.

      Father allowed music in the tavern because he knew that some of our patrons loved music and were fond of singing and dancing, but as strict Quakers, we were supposed to frown upon music and other forms of lively entertainment. I suspected Jesse and Prissy would be subjected to one of Father’s stern lectures about hedonism and sin before the evening’s end. I wished we could enjoy music freely, since it was so much fun listening to Thaddeus play. Oftentimes one of the other men would join him with a fife or a cittern. The honeyed woods of the instruments were as beautiful to look at as they were to hear.

      But I was right about Father. After the music ended and the tavern emptied of patrons and neighbors, he kept us all in the large room to discuss with us the sins of merry-making and music. It seemed we were all to be required to hear the lecture, even though only Jesse and Prissy had joined in the dancing.

      “It is a frivolous and undignified pursuit,” Father told us. Mother stood behind him, stony faced. “Dancing and listening to music like that which Thaddeus Marshall plays on his fiddle are useless and indiscreet amusements. I know we must listen to the music because that is an enjoyment some of our patrons indulge, but we do not need to encourage the behavior with ridiculous and silly activities which are displeasing to God.”

      We all nodded solemnly at Father’s words. Jesse’s lips were pressed together in a tight line, as if he were trying to keep words from escaping his mouth, but Father did not seem to notice.

      Jesse and I were the last ones in the tavern after Mother, Father, Prissy, and Sylvanus had made their way back into the inn and to our family’s small rooms behind our private parlor. Jesse extinguished the last candle and I hung back in the large room to wait for him.

      “Are you angry about something?” I asked him in a low voice.

      He made a soft scoffing noise with his nose. “The rules Father sets for us, the rules we’re required to follow as Friends, they make no sense to me. I do not understand why dancing is wrong and why such joyful sounds like cittern and fiddle music are wrong.”

      “Well, I suppose for the reasons Father stated,” I said. “They’re undignified and frivolous.”

      “But why are they undignified and frivolous? Do you think Thaddeus looks undignified when he plays the fiddle? I don’t think so. He looks happy. He looks like he’s intent on playing well. Do you think Prissy and I look undignified when we take a turn around the tavern?”

      I wanted to say yes, but I knew that would only serve to provoke Jesse. “The music is very pretty, I agree.”

      But Jesse knew me too well to ignore my remark. “So you do think we look undignified?” he asked with a sudden grin. “Is that so bad? Is it so bad that Prissy be happy for a few minutes of her day?”

      “I think Prissy is happy more often than you realize,” I said. We had stopped walking, but I touched his arm to get him to continue toward the front door of the inn with me, lest our parents wonder what was taking us so long. “She and I both enjoy being outdoors and I know she enjoys feeding some of the animals. She is certainly more content when she cleans than I am, and I know she likes to bake.”

      “Very well. I take your point. But I ask again, is it so bad for one to enjoy oneself sometimes? I just don’t agree with Father that dancing is wrong.”

      I said nothing in response, knowing it would be futile to continue the discussion. But what Jesse said next took me by surprise.

      “Etta, I don’t want to be a Quaker anymore.”

      I had been walking in front of Jesse, but at hearing his words I wheeled around to face him.

      “Jesse, you can’t say such a thing! What if Father hears you?” I kept my voice as low as I could.

      “I think the time may be coming when Father and I have to have a discussion about me continuing to be a member of the Society of Friends.”

      “You can’t do that, Jesse. He’ll disown you! You won’t be allowed to live here anymore.” My voice was becoming more urgent. The sudden thought of life without Jesse was too sad to contemplate.

      “I’m not sure I want to live here anymore, Etta.”

      “But...but...” I was spluttering, but I could not form words. Jesse’s announcement had shocked me into confusion and distress.

      “It’s time, Etta.”

      “Can’t you—”

      The door opened and Mother stuck her head out onto the porch, holding a lantern above her head. “What are you two doing out here? Come inside. It’s time I locked the door.”

      Jesse and I did as we were told. I followed him into the house under Mother’s suspicious gaze. “What’s going on out there?” She addressed herself to Jesse.

      “Nothing, Mother. Etta and I were just talking.”

      Mother grimaced and asked no more questions. She locked the door behind us and made a motion to shoo us through the family parlor and into our rooms. I didn’t get another chance to talk to Jesse that evening.
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      The next morning I took a tray of porridge, a bit of salt pork, and a mug of cider to Isaac. I knocked on his door and heard a strangled sound from inside the room. I stepped through the doorway and was met with a grim sight: his skin was white against the homespun bedding and he was shivering. There was a bright sheen of sweat on his forehead and his eyes wore an empty look. I hurried to his bedside.

      “Isaac, what can I do to help you?”

      He managed to lift his hand slightly from where it lay on the bed, though I did not know what he was trying to tell me. I placed the tray on the floor, pulled a small table from its spot against the wall, and placed the tray on the table within his reach. He made no move to touch the food or drink, so I held the mug to his lips while he took a small sip of the cider, then lay back against the bed as if the effort had exhausted him.

      “Shall I send for the doctor?”

      He nodded weakly.

      “I’ll do that immediately. Can you eat some porridge? I can help you if you wish.” The shrunken man before me shook his head from side to side almost imperceptibly.

      “I’ll send for the doctor now.” I left the food behind in case he was able to eat, though I suspected he would have a difficult time
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