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			Introduction

			Is it weird to say that a horror book gave me Little House on the Prairie vibes while reading it? This had all the atmosphere and nostalgia of my favorite childhood book series, but with hair-raising horror.

			Hester Stokely is a capable young orphan who lives with her aunt and uncle, tending to the Stokelys’ modest home and farmland in 1821 New England. I can’t stress enough how indulgently delicious this book is in its setting and atmosphere. I was fully immersed in this world and invested in the citizens of Wickstead. McGregor does an amazing job of developing characters with meaningful interactions and setting up small-town drama for readers to truly get a sense of authenticity.

			The more I felt myself caring for the lives of these fictional people, the more vulnerable I felt to the ominous dread building behind the scenes.

			What was Tim McGregor going to unleash on these lovely people? At first, it’s a disease. Later, it’s something far more evil and insidious.

			I urge readers to succumb to McGregor’s deliberate setup-a sweet, slow burn-and enjoy his carefully plotted story, well-developed characters, and masterful storytelling.

			—101 Horror Books to Read Before You’re Murdered 

			    by Sadie Hartmann (2023)

			So many people have asked me about the “Little House on the Prairie vibes” comp for Hearts Strange and Dreadful and I love to explain it.

			First, let me make it clear that one book is pastoral historical fiction and the other is folk horror. Also, I don’t believe Tim McGregor was intentional about these vibes; I’m sure it’s just me, a GenXer obsessed with Little House and Michael Landon, bringing my context to this book while I was reading it. 

			However, there is some obvious overlap that I feel needs to be examined. Both books rely heavily on a rural, country setting and the day-to-day survival of folks homesteading in a small farming community. The Ingalls Family of Little House and the Stokely family of Hearts, tend to the daily activities required of them to maintain their settlement. There are a lot of descriptions of chores, food preparation and other farming tasks. It gives the reader an excellent sense of place and offers some stability and consistency before the conflict of the story is introduced.

			Both books give a child’s point of view to adult hardships and struggles. This was probably what fascinated me the most about reading the Little House series and also watching the show on TV. The children are required to be so grownup because of the way the adults count on many hands to make light work around the farm. It’s the perfect setup for horror, actually. Young people are not told to leave the room when adults are discussing or dealing with all the dangers people face on the frontier. They have a front row seat to all the real-life drama that unfolds around them and they are often required to participate in helping the adults take care of things in a crisis. McGregor takes the Little House model of rural girlhood and mashes it up with the gothic and decaying atmosphere of folk horror. Hester Stokely must push aside the normal thoughts and concerns of a girl her age and focus on the overwhelming disaster threatening her way of life.

			It’s difficult for me to express how effective all of this is—the historical homesteading setting and way of life disrupted by some kind of deadly plague and later, the townspeople of Wickstead turning on one another when superstition and fear begin to take root. 

			The reader cannot help but emotionally invest in Hester’s fight to restore order to the growing chaos building up around her. Every stability and consistency in her life comes under threat and attack. While young people of the same age here in our modern world would look to the adults to save everyone, Hester and a few of her friends can only count on themselves as reliable people are difficult to come by.

			In some ways, it reminded me of other, favorite childhood movies where young people witness something unexplainable (Goonies, Flight of the Navigator, Back to the Future) and they are not believed by the adults in their life so it is up to them to solve big problems with the limited resources available to them. 

			

			Tim McGregor did an excellent job appealing to his audience with this slow burn, historical, coming-of-age horror story. It’s endearing, emotional, heartwarming, and terrifying. It hits all the right notes for me and I feel honored that I was given the opportunity to introduce it to you now.

			I hope you enjoy this as much as I have.

			Sadie Hartmann

			November 18th, 2025

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Rhode Island

			April, 1821

			THE LAMB HAD been slaughtered, but the butchering had yet to begin. Neither brother Samuel nor brother Jacob were up for the task, and the two of them stood quarreling about whose role it was to eviscerate our Sunday feast. 

			“I did the killing,” Samuel said, the ax still red in his hand. “And that is the hard part. That leaves you to do the butchering, Jacob.” 

			“And a fine job you did,” rebuffed his brother, who, at thirteen years old, considered himself a man. Samuel was seventeen. As was I. My name is Hester Ervin Stokely. 

			“You bludgeoned the poor thing,” Jacob complained. He was right. The lamb’s head lay cleaved open in a clumsy manner upon the spring clover. Poor aim and shoddy work on Samuel’s part. “Father wanted the brains, but he won’t get his head cheese now, will he? Smeared all over the ground like that.” 

			Samuel unsheathed the large carving knife from his belt and thrust the haft into his brother’s hands. It was an immense instrument, more than a foot in length. More of a cutlass than a knife really. “Don’t shirk your role now, Jacob. Slit the belly and remove the victuals. Daylight is wasting.”

			More bickering ensued. Jacob and Sam often quarreled, the way brothers do. Sometimes it was good-naturedly and sometimes it grew hot and the two fell to blows until their father, Pardon Stokely, stormed in and tossed each to a corner of the room like pugilists awaiting the bell. Boys will be boys, but they will also be brutes when they want to be. They were not all bad. 

			I should clarify a few points here. Samuel and Jacob Stokely were not my brothers in the true sense. They were my cousins, but I think of them as brothers as I have been sheltered in their home since the age of twelve when my own parents passed. My uncle, Pardon Stokely, father to Sam and Jacob, took me in and he and his wife Katherine raised me as their own. Or, almost as their own. 

			The quarreling grew tiresome. I stood waiting with my baskets and bowls to collect the offal and the head cheese, which was now spoiled. Piqued, young Jacob finally took the great knife and bent to the task, but despite his puffed-up bravado, he had no stomach for it. He made one pass with the blade and when the gore rumbled out onto his scuffed shoes, he paled and retreated. 

			“I can’t,” he said, wiping the sweat from his brow. With defeated eyes, he looked to his brother, but Samuel shook his head. Then, as was often the way, the brother-cousins turned to me. 

			“Hester? Please.”

			So it went. The lowlier the task, the more it fell into my lap. Pardon, my uncle and head of our household, was fond of saying that God molded all men from the same clay and were thus equal in all things. But this was not equivocally so, as the weaker sex were remaindered from that equation. And for the orphaned cousin in a busy household of siblings, there was a caste rank in place, although no one would admit to it. We all choose our own blinders.

			The lamb lay in the clover, its skull broken and the blowflies already gathering over the dashed brains. I took the leather apron from Jacob and cinched it tight round my waist. Butchering was a messy business and I worried over ruining my boots; hand-me-downs from my sister-cousin, Prudence, they were the only pair I owned. I unlaced them and kicked them off, along with the stockings, which were also secondhand and mended many times with course thread. The blood I could wash from my feet later. 

			Taking the large knife from Jacob, I completed the incision he had started, opening the belly all the way to the groin. The steaming intestines were set aside in the basket, to be cleaned and used. The other victuals, like the heart, liver, and spleen I separated and placed in a ceramic bowl. The sweetbreads were trimmed out and placed in another receptacle. My cousins looked on, sometimes turning their heads from the smell of the gore. The inside of an animal is often more pungent than its hide. Butchering was not a new task to my hands, calloused and rough as they are. My mother taught me the skill at an early age. That task fell to her to perform as my father disliked it so. This was the way of it, and who was I to question its practice? Still, I often wondered in my own impertinent way if perhaps there was something a touch too frail about the Stokely men that they shied from tasks such as butchering an animal. They had their other qualities.

			With the offal collected and removed from the hot sun, Samuel and Jacob stepped forward to lash the hind legs of the lamb and hoist it up in the block tackle. I cut through the hide to open the jugular and a geyser of blood ran forth onto the milkweed below. We waited as the carcass swayed on its hemp and fountained its life force onto the earth. Within a week’s time, the ground where the blood had spilled would turn lush and verdant with new growth, as nothing revives like blood. I reflected on Abraham and his offering, and of the ancient Hebrews pouring blood onto their altar before the Romans destroyed their temple. I thought also of the blood of our Lord and Savior splashed onto the dusty rock of Golgotha, spilled for our sins and the Redemption thereof. I felt unworthy. 

			It was impossible not to step onto the blood-slaked ground as I began trimming the hide away. My mother was a deft hand at this, carving through the layer of fat without ruining the meat. I was clumsier but got the job done. With the hide peeled back like some strange garment, I looked down at my blood-stained feet. My toes were crimson, not unlike the manner in which the trollops of Paris are said to wear them. I disliked it and felt ashamed. My hands were slathered to the elbows with scarlet gloves. Red is not a color to be worn lightly and it unsettled me to be stained thus. My skirts and petticoats are gray or a dull brown. Color does not suit me, I have been told.

			The hide was folded away to be delivered to the tannery later. Samuel and Jacob ferried the carcass to the barn where it would hang to age for a few days before further trimming. By then the blowflies were boiling around it in a buzzing, vile mass. I took the basket to the pump and washed my hands and feet before settling down to the noxious business of squeezing the unguents from the intestines and washing the casings in clean, cold water. I was famished.  The sun was going down and Mother Stokely would soon be calling her brood in for the supper hour. 

		


		
			

			Chapter 2 

			THE KITCHEN IN my uncle’s house was a chaotic place, especially in the early evening, but it was not without warmth and sometimes laughter. Mother Stokely hovered over the large hearth, feeding another birch log onto the flames or stirring the cauldron. She was my aunt, as I have said, but she wished me to call her mother just as her own children did. For reasons that are difficult to articulate, I found this presumptuous, so I met her halfway and called her Mother Stokely or, in intimate moments, Mother Katherine. Mother Stokely was a handsome woman with a kind heart although I have heard others refer to her as stony. Gossips are so tiresome. I have had more than my fair share of tittering, given the scar that mars my face. Mother Stokely bore a few scars herself in the pitted aftermath of smallpox that had left a smattering of divots on an otherwise flawless brow. Her eyes were gray and they sparkled when she laughed, which was not often. She was mindful and judicious in the upbringing of her children; myself included. She had strong hands. 

			“Do you have the victuals?” she asked, her eyes dropping to the bowl I carried into the kitchen. 

			I handed it to her. “A smallish amount of it. The lamb seemed underfed to my eye.”

			Mother Stokely picked through the soft flesh of the tenders. “And the sweetbreads? They need a delicate hand to extract.”

			“The pancreas is there, the throat gland also. The casings I wrapped in muslin and put in the icehouse.” 

			A smile eased the puckered stitching around her mouth. “Then our Lord’s bounty shall enliven this night’s supper,” she said. Mother Stokely and her husband shared a fondness for the sweetbreads. I did not. 

			I scratched a curlicue of dried blood from under a fingernail and moved to the sideboard where the pail of beer sat. I ladled a cup’s worth, and a cup only as Samuel and Jacob would want their share when they came in from the day’s toil. Gluttons were not tolerated under this roof. Prudence stood at the table kneading dough, although it wasn’t baking day. Her slender hands were chalked with flour and more of it dabbed the pert end of her pretty nose. Prudence was the eldest of the Stokely children and my sister-cousin. She had a knack for baking bread that I envied, for my own attempts produced loaves that were either too hard or prone to falling. Pru was two years older and more experienced in her hands, and I took pleasure in watching her pound and roll the dough on the wooden board. She was graceful even in this, but she talked overly much. Her singing was lovely. 

			Slapping the mound to the wood again, Prudence looked up and saw me observing her. The smile on her pretty face dimmed when she looked down at my feet. 

			“Hester,” she said, rubbing her forearm against her nose, “do put your boots on before entering the kitchen. It’s so unladylike.”

			I had forgotten the boots and stockings in the yard. One of my failings, this absentmindedness. “Glory be,” I said, too tired to think of any other response. 

			Prudence’s demeanor shifted immediately, flitting about like a bee from petal to petal. “Do you know who I saw at the merchant’s today?” 

			I knew, of course. As did Mother Stokely. And Pardon, Samuel, Jacob, Hiram and little Polly. His name was James Corwin, and he was Prudence’s sweetheart. Nothing had been stated formally, but it was certain that Pru and James were to be wed at some future point. She spoke of little else these days, which led me to believe that a formal announcement was imminent. My sister-cousin was nineteen years old, a grown woman, and too old to be living under her mother’s wing. High time to fly from the nest as Mother Katherine whispered to me once as we sat darning at the end of a long day. 

			“Was it the ghost of Cotton Mather?” I replied. Mother Stokely aimed a withering eye in my direction. 

			“James, silly,” announced Prudence. The apples of her cheeks bloomed. “He’s escorting me to the meetinghouse this coming Saturday. Isn’t that wonderful?” 

			“Hallelujah,” I replied, too exhausted to elide the sarcasm from my tone. That earned a second harsh look from Mother Stokely. 

			“Prudence,” my aunt said to her eldest daughter, “lay the dough to rise already and gather the younger ones for supper.” 

			My cousin protested. “It’s not ready to rise yet, mother. Send Hester.” 

			Mother Stokely puffed out her cheeks. She disliked back talk, but she settled her gaze on me. “Hester, would you? There’s a dear.”

			I looked down into my empty tin cup. I wanted more but did not want to steal any from the shares of my brother-cousins. I rose and padded back out the low-framed door, remembering to collect my boots from the yard as I did so. There was a drop of blood, baked black from the sun, on the toe of one of them. 

			My uncle’s property was goodly sized and as prosperous as he could render it. Our veranda faced the main road into town, but the property widened behind it to include the barn, a paddock, an orchard, and the fields beyond. A small creek formed the western border and when the weather warmed up, we would bathe in its cold water and enjoy a picnic on the bank. It was a fine place to explore and daydream and skip stones when time allowed, which was not often. 

			I found the remaining cousins situated under the shade of an apple tree. The youngest of Pardon and Katherine’s brood were Hiram and Polly. Polly was nine and as sweet as a blind kitten. Hiram was a year younger and also sweet, but sulky and occasionally destructive. Boys can be savages. Both of them sat quiet as their older sister read to them from the Bible. 

			Faith was a curious one. Studious and literate, Faith Stokely was also very pious. She spent hours in prayer or reading about the lives of the saints. Her parents must have had some inclination to her character as her name attested, but I sometimes wonder if one grows to become the name we are given. I do not know the meaning behind my own name. I don’t know if I wish to know it. I dislike the fact that Hester rhymes with pester, which Jacob often teases me with. Hiram will follow suit, which I will not tolerate. It is meant in good fun, I know, but I get enough teasing and tattling as it is on account of my deformity. 

			Faith was sixteen, three years younger than Prudence and forever stranded in the shadow of her older sister. Where Prudence was comely, Faith was plain. Where Pru could be haughty and quick to argue, Faith could be sullen to the point of morose. She held grudges. I don’t mean to paint a poor picture of my sister-cousin. Faith was generous in all things, foregoing her own happiness to please others. Coupled with her piety, I often thought Faith would do well in a convent but, of course, our sort held no truck with the rustic Catholics. Faith was also a capable teacher, which came in handy as our village was often without a schoolmaster. Faith was teaching Hiram and Polly at the moment, and her lessons usually ended with a reading from the Bible. Or, if the children had done well with their lessons, Faith would read from The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, which had quickly become a favorite in our household. 

			With the Bible balanced on her knees, Faith placed a finger to a certain verse on the page and held aloft the opposite hand as if to testify before the smaller children. “When Lot entered into Zoar,” she recited, her voice solemn and terrible, “the Lord rained upon Sodom and Gomorrah brimstone and fire out of Heaven. And he overthrew those cities and all the plain and all the inhabitants of the cities.”

			I stood listening for a moment, curious to what lesson my sister-cousin was teaching the babes. Faith’s fondness for biblical tales often ran to the harrowing or inexplicable aspects of the holy book. This afternoon was no different. 

			“Time to wash up for supper,” I said, startling young Polly who sat enraptured. Her gray eyes, inherited from her mother, flashed at me before returning to her older sister. 

			Faith disliked being interrupted. “One moment, Hester,” she said, and resumed her lesson. “But his wife looked back and became a pillar of salt. And Abraham got—”

			

			“Salt?” Hiram piped up, his mouth gaping open. 

			“Hush, Hiram.”

			Faith rumbled along. “Abraham got up in the morning and went to the place where he stood before the Lord. And he looked toward Sodom and Gomorrah, and to all the land in the plain, and beheld, and lo, the smoke of the country went up as the smoke of a furnace.” 

			Questions were lobbed from the children at her feet.

			“Why did she turn into salt?”

			“Because she disobeyed. She looked back when she was told not to.”

			“Did the Lord burn up the whole city?”

			“Every house, every stone.”

			“But why?”

			Here, Faith closed the book, ending the lessons. “Because the people were mired in sin and horrors and filth of all kind. Their nature brought about their own destruction. That is clear enough if you’d been paying attention.” 

			Hiram raised his hand. “How tall was the pillar of salt?” 

			“Come along,” I interjected, returning a harsh eye to Faith. I never understood some of her teachings. They seemed designed to frighten rather than instruct. “Mother will have our hides if we’re not at the table in time for grace.” 

			The children bolted away chattering as they raced to the pump. Faith brushed the chaff from her hem and came alongside me as we stepped out into the waning rays of the sun. 

			“Why do you frighten them with these stories, Faith?”

			My sister-cousin held the good book to her chest as if to protect it from the elements. “To guide them morally,” she said. “Otherwise they will turn into little beasts.” 

			It wasn’t my place to question my cousin’s instruction. Or to question any of them if I were to be honest. I had shelter. I should be grateful. Still. “Aren’t you worried they’ll have night terrors? You know how skittish they can be. Hiram, especially so.”

			Faith slid her hand through my arm, linking us at the elbows as we walked. “There are two kinds of fear, Hester. Childish fears of the thing under the bed and the goblin at the window. And there is true fear of damnation and the ruination of our souls through our own ignorance. Fearing God is not only the right frame of mind, it is the only way to conduct one’s self in the day-to-day. Don’t you agree?” 

			I stated that I did, but that was an untruth. Where Faith’s instruction frightened the children, it left me baffled. My own failings, really, in not having the brains to understand. I would try harder. 

		


		
			

			Chapter 3 

			SUPPER WAS LAID on the long table with all of us seated at our places, hands in our laps. The chair at the head of the table sat unoccupied. There was a banging at the door as my uncle knocked his boots against the frame before entering. Scooping his pewter stein into the pail of beer, he settled into his place and looked out at the faces of his assembled family. 

			Pardon Stokely was a tall man with long arms on a stout frame. Dressed in black as he always was, he could be mistaken for a well-fed pastor or, worse, a Jesuit, but there was often a smile on his face, which ran counter to most men of the cloth that I knew. There was a strong resemblance between my uncle and my father, God rest his soul, as the two were brothers. The long face, the protruding ears, and the dimpled chin, but it was the smile that was mostly the trait they shared. Pardon told me once that they both inherited that from their mother, and each counted it as a blessing. Their father, according to Pardon, never smiled. If that was true, then I am not sorry to have never met the man. But that smile of Pardon’s was something I cherished, for it reminded me so much of my papa. His name was Steadfast. 

			Pardon and Steadfast. Irregular names, I know, but the Stokely men were originally of Puritan stock and the tradition of virtuous names was stamped on them although they had long fled that pack of rigid religionists. Pardon had maintained the tradition with Prudence and Faith, but I suppose Mother Stokely had had enough when their sons were born, electing to christen them with the regular nomenclature of Samuel, Jacob, and Hiram. Polly’s true name was Margaret, but no one called her by it. Hester, as far as I know, has no meaning to it. 

			Pardon bowed his head. Around the table, hands were clasped in fellowship and thanksgiving. His voice rumbled, deep and rocky. “For the tender mercies of our Lord and Father, let us be truly grateful. Amen.” He looked up and added: “Now pass the head cheese, if you will.” 

			Silence around the table. I saw Samuel and Jacob both stiffen in their seats. I’ll admit, my stomach dropped a notch when I recalled the image of the lamb’s brains spilled in the clover. 

			Samuel cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, father. It was lost.” 

			

			“Lost how? Did the crows snatch it away?” 

			Samuel let his gaze fall to his untouched plate. “An errant blow with the ax. My blunder.” 

			“Mine also,” said Jacob. “We both misjudged the thing’s skull.”

			The look on my uncle’s face turned tart. “Both of you took a whack at it? And what about you, Hester? Did you all take turns cudgeling the poor beast?” 

			“No, sir,” I said. “But the thing was skittish, which made a killing blow difficult.” 

			Pardon laid his large hand flat on the table. “I had so looked forward to having head cheese.” 

			“As did I,” spoke Mother Stokely. She slid the platter of tenders to her husband. “There are the sweetbreads, though. We shall content ourselves with these.” 

			His mood shifted instantly, and he pilfered a portion of the seared pancreas onto his plate. “Ah! Glory be, the tenders escaped the savagery.” His focus darted from one boy to the next and back again. “Did you hang the carcass like I told you?”

			“Yes, Father,” Samuel replied, eager to redeem himself. “The lamb was butchered and dressed correctly. It’s suspended in the barn.” 

			No mention was made of the fact that neither lad wanted to eviscerate the thing, nor was my involvement in it brought to light. I said nothing but Jacob and I shared a glance, him offering a sly wink. I had no wish to embarrass either of them. Their father’s disappointment was enough. 

			All tucked into their meal. The sliver of lamb’s heart that graced my plate was chewy, but under-salted to my taste. I devoured it. 

			Prudence straightened up, dabbing her cloth to her lips. “I saw James today. He had news.”

			Faith rolled her eyes. Jacob sneered. “Here we go about James again.” 

			“Don’t be crude, Jacob,” Prudence scolded. 

			Little Polly looked confused. “But Pru loves Master Corwin.” She always defended her big sister. 

			“And he loves her,” added Hiram. The two of them were like a chorus, often stating the obvious in our domestic catastrophe. 

			The bickering started, followed by the teasing. Prudence spoke constantly of James Corwin, but who could blame her? An announcement was expected any day now. Or at least the request from James to Pardon for his daughter’s hand. It was her favorite topic of conversation and sometimes it grated on her siblings. 

			Mine also, I confess. Love can be quiet, too, can’t it? It doesn’t have to be cried out from every watchtower. It can run silent and unobserved by all but the two people concerned. That was my assumption at any rate. I knew little of the subject. 

			

			Mother Stokely silenced the teasing and addressed her eldest child. “James had news?” 

			“From a traveler. His horse had thrown a shoe,” Prudence confirmed. James was apprentice to his blacksmith father. “There was a rash of cholera in Boston, resulting in a number of deaths. Over a hundred by this traveler’s count.”

			“That’s dreadful,” declared her mother, waving a hand before her face as if to ward off a miasma. 

			“According to this man, it’s made its way to Providence also.”

			My uncle’s brow furrowed into deep trench lines. “That is too close for comfort. I’ll speak to the selectmen, see if anyone else has news of this.” 

			Prudence perked up in her chair. “We could pay the Corwins a visit? You could speak to James directly.” 

			Jacob laid a cruel glance at his sister. “And you could see young James and bat your eyes, all kissey-kissey!” 

			“Manners, Jacob,” scolded Mother Stokely. “Leave the vulgar talk in the barn where it belongs.” 

			“Yes, Mother.”

			Cholera. The mere word conjured terror. My own mother called it the night thief, for it would steal inside the house under invisible means to poison one’s home. Plague and illness were something we lived in constant fear of. The camp fever after the war, the waves of cholera and fevers both yellow and scarlet. The mysterious consumption and the constant dread of smallpox, which Katherine Stokely herself bore witness to in the scars on her face. 

			Mother Stokely endured her deformities with dignity, paying them no fuss if anyone was impolite enough to mention them. Polly had once asked her about them. Not with malice but with the simple curiosity of a child. Katherine made light of the question at the time, dismissing them as the puckered scars left by a ticklish rose bush, but later that evening I observed my aunt pondering her reflection in the glass in her room. Tipping a cloth against a bottle, she dabbed at the scars with what I came to learn later was a tincture of mercury. By morning it had blazoned her skin to an angry rash, and she shelved the ampule forever. Alone before the glass, I saw her head drop in frustration but never did a tear fall for her misfortune. She has, through her conduct, acted as a guide and teacher for dealing with my own disfigurement. Shed no tear on how the Almighty has destined for you to appear and carry on. 

			I try. I often fail. 

			While I woolgathered, the conversation continued to churn around the table. The topic had spun back around to Prudence and her beau, the handsome James Corwin.  Jacob, as usual, was trying to take his big sister down a peg or two, but Prudence was having none of it. 

			“Scoff away,” Prudence rebuffed. “Scorn is the tool of the ignorant, especially in matters of the heart. Or is there a mistress in your wings that you haven’t told of yet?” Jacob’s face flushed red, called out as he was. Pru put a pin through it, adding: “I thought not.” 

			Young Polly piped up, always defending her sisters against her brothers. “You’re just being cruel, Jacob. Everyone will find their sweetheart, just as Mother and Father have. And as Pru has done with master James. Even you, Jacob, will find someone to love you.” 

			“I don’t want a sweetheart,” Jacob gruffed, sawing angrily at his dinner. 

			“But you will,” Polly said. She was all of nine years old, yet absurdly rigid in her convictions. Puritan roots, I suppose. “Everyone will find their mate.” 

			Hiram was a year younger than Polly, and in many ways he was a toddler. As the baby of the family, he was Katherine’s favorite. Unswayed by the argument, he shot a glance in my direction before replying to his sister. 

			“Even Hester?” 

			Pardon and Katherine turned to stone; forks frozen halfway to their open mouths. Prudence and Samuel reached for a cloth and Faith kept her head bowed, eyes fixed on her plate. Even Jacob seemed at a loss for words. 

			Mother Stokely spoke, breaking the spell. “Polly, will you pass the turnips? There’s a dear.” 

			My gaze floated down onto my plate. It was half finished but my appetite had fled.  

			*

			My uncle’s house was modestly appointed and befitting a man of his stature, if at times cramped for a family of nine. Especially in winter when the frigid winds trapped us indoors for too long. The house was not the largest in Wickstead, nor was it the cottage or sod hut that some of our townsfolk dwelt in. Our home had a dining hall and a parlor with an enormous hearth and a kitchen that took up the rear half of the ground floor. There was a proper foyer and even a study for Pardon with French doors that he could use to shut out the ever-present clamor of his large family. He often complained of young Jacob who seemed unable to speak in a volume below a roar and stomped the floorboards like some great ape. There was an icehouse in the yard next to the coop, steps from the rear kitchen door and a root cellar stocked with hanging vegetables and preserves that were accessible through a trapdoor. 

			

			The second floor held four bedrooms along with a small sewing nook under the south gable end. The largest bedroom was situated at the back of the house where its mullioned windows overlooked the glen and the creek. This bed chamber belonged to the patriarch and his wife. The boys were situated in the west bedroom and the two older girls and myself occupied the smaller eastern bedroom. Prudence often argued with her father for the girls to switch rooms with the boys, but to no avail. Having made the poor decision to be born female, the girls were told to be content with their lot and not to grouse so. When the room became too cramped, I often slept on the floor of the nursery with Polly and Hiram. Faith, who was silent much of the time, snored like a drunken bear. 

			Bedtime was often chaotic for the daughters of the house. Being not of the inner familial circle, it was my duty to help the others unlace their corsets and free themselves of shifts and crinolines. The girls all braided their hair before bed, but Faith chose to do it herself where Prudence preferred to be pampered. We all took turns combing and plaiting Polly’s long tresses. Reading bedtime tales often fell to me, with little Polly curling up in my lap as I read by the tallow light. Prudence was a chatterbox and would prattle on about her dear James Corwin or her plans for a wedding and a home of her own. She could be a silly girl, but she was not brainless. Prudence was well read, and the most educated of all the children, even more than Samuel, and Pru would sometimes read poems to us or speak of faraway places such as London or Paris or Vienna. Faith preferred to study her Bible or to pray in silent meditation. I would often catch Faith glowering at her older sister for chattering on so. Faith and Pru shared the one proper bedstead in the room, a four-poster with a headboard and generous mattress of horsehair. I reposed on a cot under the eave. It was comfortable enough, cushioned on a mattress of dry corn husks and straw. 

			When my head met the pillow, my hand involuntarily found its way to the scar on my face. This happened when I was tired or careless. It is a rivulet of twisted flesh that extends from the corner of my mouth and across the left cheek to the ear. In appearance it resembles molten wax, pitted and lumpen in spots with variations of crimson and pink. My left ear is practically gone, leaving only a twisted nub of flesh in its place. Although it is unsightly for a woman to let her hair down in disarray, I often leave the tresses loose on that side in a vain attempt to cover the unsightly business. 

			The burned flesh was the result of a fire that had consumed my childhood home. I know not what started the blaze, for I was asleep at the time. I woke to the sound of screaming and saw the room was rippling with flame and heat. I heard the cries of my mother and the shrieks of my father in another part of the house. I ran for the door, but a sprite of flame knocked me down and I felt the fire eat at my face and hair. After that, darkness. I awoke a day later in the most excruciating torment I had ever known. I was told that my home was burned to cinders and both my parents lost in the fire. I was twelve years old. I shrieked and thrashed about, from both the pain and the tragic news until someone forced a spoonful of laudanum down my throat and oblivion came on. 
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