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      Truth can indeed be stranger than fiction. This novel, mostly fiction, is based upon snatches of facts unearthed during research into Quakers in the 1700s. There’s more about that in my author’s note at the end.

      But fair warning: as you read and think a plot line is implausible, remember that history - as it so often does - has proven that, yes, it’s possible. Enjoy your journey to the New World, a time of dramatic change, controversial practices, and the possibility of everlasting hope.

      Welcome to Green Valley.
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      1722, Milhous, Pennsylvania

      He was beautiful. That word wasn’t normally used to describe a man, but it was the perfect word.

      Beautiful.

      Needing a better view, she shoved up the wide brim of her bonnet and pushed aside the leafy branch of the bush she crouched behind. There he was, in all his glory, bathing in the river. He faced away from her with the water reaching the tops of his thighs, leaving his tight bum, muscled back, and broad shoulders gleaming in the early morning sunlight. As he splashed water onto his torso, droplets sprayed out to glitter like diamonds, as if he were a sacred mythological hero being anointed by the gods themselves.

      “Oh dear Lord, save my soul from my lascivious thoughts,” Willow whispered to no one but herself. She consoled herself that God had, after all, made man, and therefore it was God’s own fault that this particular man ignited such sinful urges in her.

      Her Quaker Friends would take her to task on that.

      He dove into deeper water, his bum cresting then disappearing with the rest of him. The beguiling shadow of his long body skimmed through the water beneath the surface.

      Willow sighed. Why did he have to do that, causing even more desire to stir within her?

      Of course, she could simply leave. That was the right thing to do.

      She gathered her long skirt in one hand, secured her basket over her other arm, and quickly scurried to a bush closer to the water. Peeking between its branches, she had an even better view as the man arose from the river and slowly walked toward the shore, exposing his glistening body inch by inch. Head, shoulders, chest, belly, privy parts …

      “Holy mother of God!” she gasped quietly. Was it possible for a woman to survive that?

      Her body begged her to find out.

      He picked up a cloth and nonchalantly dried himself off before striding over to the tree where he’d left his clothes hanging on a branch. She couldn’t see him as well now, and her heart sunk with disappointment.

      Yet, this had been the most exciting thing she’d ever witnessed in her life. She’d never seen a naked man, not even at twenty-four years of age and after having been married for eight. She’d had no desire to see her husband in his birthday suit. It would not have been a pleasant sight. He’d always kept his nightshirt on during their once-a-month coupling, a duty fulfilled only as an obligation to God, who wanted his flock to go forth and multiply. God forbid they should ever like it, according to her husband. They hadn’t even multiplied, so there hadn’t been much point to it all.

      She knew she should add, “God rest his soul,” when thinking of Gordon Witherspoon, her dead spouse who had left this earth three months earlier. But she didn’t want his soul to rest. She wanted the brute to shriek in agony as he slowly burned in the fire and brimstone of Hell.

      The man at the river came back into view, now fully clothed in a white shirt, black breeches, and shiny black knee boots. She needed to sneak away fast, lest he catch her spying. She stepped backward and a twig snapped underfoot. It may as well have been a pistol shot giving up her position. Peering through the branches, it seemed he was looking right into her eyes.

      “Who’s there?” His deep, melodious voice rang out in the stillness as he wiped his hands on the cloth, momentarily drowning out the gurgle of the gently flowing river and the chirping birds. He tossed the cloth over his shoulder and walked closer.

      There was no escape now. Willow knew what she had to do. She came out from behind the bush.

      “Oh!” She feigned surprise, innocently shoving a wayward strand of her blond hair behind her ear. “Hello, Moses. Fancy meeting you here. I just got here, picking blueberries for breakfast.” She held up her basket as proof.

      He looked at her suspiciously for a moment longer than necessary. “I see,” he finally said. Glancing inside the basket, he added, “There’s nary a berry in there. Not a very fruitful morning?”

      She couldn’t help but snicker. It had indeed been a most fruitful morning so far. “Well, I, um, just started.”

      “Missus Witherspoon, I believe the berry bushes are over that knoll.” He pointed.

      His dark brown eyes seared into her pale blue ones, his merry and kind as she gawked at him in wonder. “I know,” she admitted.

      Their gaze held. This was wrong and they both knew it.

      After all, Moses’s skin was as dark as tilled earth. He was a slave.

      But dear God, he was beautiful.
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        * * *

      

      8 Months Later

      “Missus Witherspoon, we now come to the question of your …” Basil Rayburn paused, unsure of how to proceed, “… condition. It is clear to all of us that your husband perished, God rest his soul, too soon to be the father of this child you carry. We need to know who fathered your child.” He leaned forward on the bench, gesturing at her in broad strokes.

      Until then, Willow had been bored, as usual, throughout the solemn drone of the long meeting. They’d already discussed the corn, beet, and wheat crops that were coming along nicely, the need to fill a hole in Main Street, and their satisfaction with the new constable they’d hired to protect their small burgh from roving vandals who might try to take advantage of the fact they were a peace-loving society who did not believe in fighting. It turned out they did believe, however, in hiring someone else to do the fighting if need be.

      These discussions had gone on for so long her mind had wandered, distracted by the new, blue damask dress Missus Rayburn had on. Willow would give anything to have one like that, rather than the black flax one with its pinned linen apron she wore now. Black was expected when one was in mourning for their dead spouse, but she merely wore it because it was one of only two dresses she owned. When her name was mentioned, she’d had to drag her attention back to the meeting at hand. She’d hoped they’d forgotten about her. Alas, Basil Rayburn, at least, had not.

      “Why?” Willow queried from where she sat opposite him.

      “Why what?”

      “Why do you need to know who fathered my child? It’s my child and my business.” She felt surly and out-of-sorts. She’d wanted to move away and have this baby without any of these people ever being the wiser. But nothing she tried had worked out for her.

      The gathering of twenty Quaker Friends took place in their log meetinghouse in the center of town. One long bench, slightly raised, held the elders, with two rows of benches facing it. Candles and lanterns flickered around the edges of the room, casting about shadows on this gloomy night.

      Willow had learned a lot about this religious group since marrying into it eight years earlier. Quakers did not believe that an intermediary, like a preacher or priest, was necessary to talk to God. They believed that the spiritual light of God could be found within each of them. These meetings didn’t have official leaders because they were deemed unnecessary. Men and women were spiritually equal, and decisions should be made jointly amongst the “Friends,” as they called their members.

      However, that practice didn’t always prove to be practical. So, Basil Rayburn, the rotund town manager, solicitor, and businessman, usually assumed the role of leader when necessary.

      Willow did not consider his present line of questioning to be necessary.

      “Basil,” Lavinia Rayburn interrupted, “it is indeed her decision whether to disclose that information.”

      Willow had long admired Lavinia, who did not fear crossing her husband. For Willow, that had always meant a beating behind closed doors. In her heart of hearts, she confessed to herself that while she was once spirited and smart, she had been beaten into submission. Over her eight years of marriage, she’d come to acquiesce to Gordon Witherspoon’s every demand. If she didn’t, she’d paid with physical, not to mention emotional, pain.

      “I daresay, however,” Lavinia went on, turning to Willow, “we need to give you assistance in this most trying of times. It is most unfortunate that your husband left his property to his son from his first marriage and not you. Tell us, child, do you have any place to go?”

      Willow had studied Lavinia Rayburn many times during these gatherings. Rather than acting as a surly testament to old age, as with most women, the lines on Lavinia’s face only added to her pleasant expression. Her snow-white hair, pulled back into a bun with wisps escaping around her face, served as a radiant halo that seemed appropriate for the good woman.

      Willow paused before answering the thoughtful question. “No. I have no one and no place.” The truth hurt, but it was the truth, nonetheless. She and her soon-to-be-born child were doomed. The Friends had already discussed where she might live after being evicted from her home in one week’s time. A few had offered a room in their homes, but that had been before they knew she was with child. Her illegitimate pregnancy made her an unwelcome guest to most, even these most generous of people.

      Moses appeared out of the darkness. As a house slave, he often lingered in the shadows, waiting to be summoned to fetch something or fulfill a request. Quakers believed in treating their slaves well, as they believed in treating all people well. Still, as he came to stand between the rows of gatherers, this mighty slave’s boldness startled some of the Friends. In the low light of the candles, his tall frame cast a shadow over Basil Rayburn, who sat with the elders on their bench.

      Willow flushed, not in embarrassment but in fear of what this development might mean. “Moses,” she whispered, shaking her head as tears welled in her eyes.

      Lavinia, always astute, was the first to comprehend, her features softening as she took in the glance between the white woman and the black man. The others merely appeared to be befuddled, Basil most of all.

      “What is it, Moses?” Flustered, Basil sputtered, and stood up to face his slave, only to land a foot short. He had to look up considerably so their eyes could meet.

      Moses eyed the much smaller man, then unabashedly looked at each person in the room. When his gaze came back to Willow, his mellifluous voice rang out assuredly. “I am the father of her child.”

      Willow jumped up out of her seat. “It was entirely consensual. He did not harm me in any way.”

      “I want to marry her.” It was a simple enough statement, but it struck as if Moses had proposed treason, a hanging offense, even for peace-loving Quakers.

      Stammering in shock, Basil blathered, “Why, why, that’s impossible! Slaves cannot marry, and a slave certainly cannot marry a gentlewoman.” Generally rosy-cheeked, the color had drained from Basil’s face, leaving him the whitest white person Willow had ever seen.

      “Perhaps we cannot marry according to a church,” Moses pressed on, “but we can live together here with you who claim that all people are equals.”

      Willow’s heart sank. Yes, the Friends believed in equality and some even freed their slaves, but a white woman and black man coupling went too far.

      Moses, she’d realized in the months she’d come to know and love him, was a romantic. He fantasized a life with the two of them together. She knew that would never come to be. There was no place they could run off to where that would be accepted. They wouldn’t belong in a white community or a black community. They and their child, perhaps children, would forever live as outcasts.

      He’d reminded her, however, that they were already outcasts. She cherished him for his innocence, his sense of hope that the world would change. So much had been stolen from him – his former master had sold his beloved common-law wife and three children to a plantation owner in New York, the neighboring colony that may as well have been a world away. Despite his desolate fate, the big manly man retained a gentle nature and dreams of a loving family, something Willow had always craved, too.

      “Moses, how dare you?” Basil spat. “For six years, you’ve been a trusted bondsman in my home, and you bring this kind of disaster to our community? I’ll be sending you away as soon as I can arrange the sale.”

      “No!” Willow wailed. “He doesn’t deserve that. Let him stay!” She knew that, despite this turn of events, Moses was far safer here with Quakers than anywhere else. Other masters treated their slaves like chattel or worse, beating and torturing them. Willow knew all too well what it felt like to be beaten for simply existing. She couldn’t stand the thought of her sweet Moses being treated by a master the way her husband had treated her. “I’ll leave. I’ll go … I’ll go …” she entreated.

      Lavinia
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