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			​Chapter 1

			Tuesday, September 20th 1695

			The Black Wood Forest

			New Haven Harbor, Massachusetts

			Night of the Waxing Gibbous Moon

			I didn’t realize how long we had been out in the clearing of the woods until Tansy’s screaming snapped me back into reality. It was almost like a dream—when you fall asleep into that dream world and your story just picks up in the middle of a scene, yet you have all the memory and knowledge of the world that your mind has temporarily created for you. One moment we were walking out into the forest in the purest daylight to gather fresh flowers for the chapel, and in the next instance, it was pitch black and Tansy was pulling hard on my pinafore dress and howling at the top of her lungs for us to run. 

			“Run, Barbara! Run! Go!” she commanded as I twirled at the edge of the clearing, awestruck at the sight that lay before me—strewn in a circle lay twisted animal parts covered in leaves, muck, and blood. Symbols arranged neatly with twigs, flower heads drenched in the crimson sticky blood, and black candles burned to their nubs protruded from the ground. Something about it enthralled me, bewitched me, and I stared hard at the tableau—unafraid and somewhat curious at the peculiarity of it all. 

			With one final tug of my dress and a shake to my shoulder, I locked eyes with my sister. Her words finally registered in my head, and her urgency struck deep into my soul: Run. Go. Now. We both took off running, my legs swiftly carrying me to presumed safety, my hands still clutching tightly to the cluster of Bellflowers I had previously picked (with no recollection of doing so). When we finally made it to the edge of the Black Wood, the both of us slumped forward, hands on knees, panting hard for air to fill our lungs back up.

			“Did you see it? Did you see it?” Tansy struggled to force the words out.

			“Yes, Tansy, I saw!” I answered.

			“I… I… I thought we were done with all of that! I thought that was past us! I thought…”

			“As did I. As did I.”

			Tansy’s upper body shot up with a sense of awareness. Her torso tensed and stiffened, and her face grew dark and contemplative. She furrowed her brow as if trying to piece some wild puzzle together or connect the dots to some great revelation. I saw it glittering in her soft hazel eyes, like words and images dancing in her mind, yet they were too fast for her to catch and put together. When it dawned on her, it was like a candle flame flickering to life. “Today’s the 20th, isn’t it?” she asked. 

			“Yes, why?”

			She stepped closer to me and lowered her voice. “It’s been almost three years, Barbara. Almost three years to the day that Martha Corey and the others were hanged in Salem. You know, the last of the trial judgments. Do you think it’s happening again? Do you think what happened over there is now happening here?”

			“Hush your mouth, Tansy Wilkins!” I snapped back. “We are God-fearing women of our community. Peace-loving. We reject Satan and all his minions.” I paused after those words. For some reason, it didn’t feel right for me to say them. A creeping feeling of doubt entered my heart, but I pushed it aside. “Don’t you be putting that energy out into the universe,” I continued my admonition. “And for God’s sake, don’t go saying that around anyone else. You know how on edge everyone has been since all that business over there.”

			“But Barbara, I’ve heard stories. Been hearing stories…”

			“And stories they just are. The same ones I’ve been hearing too. Nothing but silly ghost tales and monsters under the bed. Now shush, and don’t go putting wood on someone’s fire. Because the last thing we surely need is what happened there to infect us here. It’s still fresh. It’s going to take a little while for that wound to heal.” That much was true! I knew our town of New Haven Harbor would never be able to survive the horrors of Salem. 

			Her face darkened again at my words. It was obvious she wasn’t fully convinced by what I told her. I knew I wasn’t convinced myself, but I had to say the words to quell my sister’s suspicions. It would be a shame if she had opened herself to the hysteria of our neighboring town. Who knows what influence or bogeymen she might allow in? Like a pinprick in the back of my mind, I could feel the scene in the clearing calling me—beckoning me to go and investigate. But I ignored it, and instead, I tried to convince my sister nothing nefarious was afoot. 

			“Winnie Gordon told me that two young children went missing over in Salem just last week. They were playing at the bottom of the ledge where the witches were hanged, and no one has seen them since. Winnie says those little kids must have awakened something because strange things have been happening since then.”

			“You know I can’t stand that Winnie Gordon. Never could,” I barked.

			Tansy’s eyes went wild. “Barbara, stop that! How could you say that! Winnie has been my best friend since grammar school!”

			“And pray tell, why is it that she needed to repeat her studies multiple times? Winnie Gordon is not the smartest of women, now is she? There are at least four, maybe five children in this town who bear the face of her sweet husband Jedidiah Gordon yet do not belong to Winnie herself…”

			With a swift shot to the shoulder, Tansy huffed, “Barbara!”

			I smirked from the corner of my mouth. “I speak nothing but truth, dear sister. And as for Winnie Gordon, I don’t think she could recognize truth if it slithered its way from between…”

			She gasped again at my seeming vulgarity. “Barbara! Enough!” 

			I must admit, I too, was taken aback by the images in my mind and the words that formed on my lips. It was no secret that Winnie’s husband was a fine catch for her. A brokered deal between their families to afford the best financial possible outcome for all parties involved. And it was no secret that Jedidiah Gordon was the desire of many of the women in New Haven Harbor, to which he heartily obliged. I envisioned all types of women in our town lying on their backs, receiving the full weight and girth of Jedidiah at once in a passionate ceremony, as if he were a shapeshifter who could penetrate them at the very same time, all at once, thrusting, pulsating, rising and…

			I shook my head to rid myself of the thought, but the pinprick sensation was still needling its edge in the back of my head, sending electric waves down my spine. I gave Tansy the bouquet of bluebells and instructed her: “Take these back to the chapel. Someone will probably be wondering where we are and why we’re taking so long. Not a word of this though. To anyone. Not even Winnie Gordon, you understand me. Someone is clearly playing a cruel joke, trying to get everyone excited and spooked for the upcoming anniversary. I’m going to go back to the clearing to tidy up so no one else sees it. I’ll be quick and come back with more flowers. Say I was unhappy with what was out there and wanted prettier ones.”

			Tansy gave a quick nod and went on her way. I turned on my heels and headed straight for the clearing—straight back to the scene of grisly ritualistic murder, straight back to the scene that seemed to call to me, that drew me in. 

			On closer inspection, I realized the twigs were arranged in the shape of a makeshift circle with the five-pointed star in the center. At each point of the star, a black melted candle was stuck into the earth. The waxy pools at their bases held them in place. A squirrel’s severed head was in the center of the star and there was blood—so much blood—adorning the center and outside of the circle. 

			But the blood sings. 

			I knelt at the end of the ground altar, entranced with the precision at which it was constructed and thought: Who could have done this? Why did they do this? What is the meaning behind it all? But my internal questions were drowned out by the song of the blood and replaced with the only thing I could describe the feeling as—knowing. The scene was suddenly beautiful to me, and a wave of guilt tumbled into my soul. I should not feel this way. I should not feel this way…

			Yet something in me did. As I knelt to disassemble the symbol and remove the candles from the ground, I felt guilty. As I tossed the squirrel head into the thick of the trees, I felt guilty. As I wiped the fresh blood on the bottom of my pinafore, I felt guilty. Guilty for disrupting someone’s sacred space. Guilty for disturbing the hallowed ground. Guilty for…

			I shook my head again to stop myself from those thoughts. “What is wrong with you?” I asked myself out loud as if I was expecting some form of a response but knew one would never come. I pressed my hands into the grass to hoist myself up and get back to my sister at the chapel, and as I did, my left palm caught its flesh on a vine of thorns I had overlooked. I winced and withdrew, and in the light of the almost full moon, watched as three little dark red bubbles bloomed across the gentle area between my forefinger and thumb. I pulled it to my lips to instinctively suckle and nurse the wound, and that’s when I heard it more clearly, more distinctly. A rustle at first, low and steady in the distance of the wood, that slowly grew to a harmonious crescendo in my head. Music. A melody. A song. An orchestral hymn that lulled me, comforted me.

			Awakened me.

			I heard it so clearly and distinctly as I gazed beyond the trees of the Black Wood Forest. Its message resonated in my heart and in my head—something is coming. I knew I should be afraid. Under normal circumstances, I would have been. But the circle didn’t scare me. The candles didn’t scare me. The blood and the severed head didn’t scare me. It was the thought of being caught out there that scared me. I envisioned poor Martha Corey, Sarah Good, Rebecca Nurse, and Susannah Martin dangling on the ledge with their necks cocked to the side, their eyes sunken in, their cheeks turning pink, to purple, to blue, and I shivered with real fear. 

			Quickly, I made my way back to town using the light of the moon to guide me to the New Haven First Church of God where Tansy and I worked. We took care of the worship center and the Reverend’s quarters—we cleaned, decorated, and occasionally cooked for the larger events when Old Reverend Boone requested. It was a humble yet satisfying calling to be so close to the Lord and to do the Lord’s work. Reverend Boone had been a staple of the community for many, many years. It was said that his generational ties to us stem back all the way to England, through his father and grandfather, who were also reverends in their day. But now, with his shoulders slumped slightly with age and his hair completely bald at the crown, Father Boone was ready to retire the cloth. And with no sons to follow in his footsteps, a new clergyman from a neighboring town was set to take his place. Boone had made it abundantly clear to Tansy and me that the church was to look spectacular for the new pastor’s arrival. 

			When I entered the church doors, Tansy and the reverend were at the altar arranging the bluebells among the other flowers that had already been set out. He spun around when the door slammed shut behind me and clapped his hands together jovially. “Oh look! Barbara made it!”

			“I’m so sorry,” I pleaded as I approached them. “I just wanted to find the perfect bouquet and…”

			“No worries, child!” He smiled. “I know your tendencies to overthink the most menial of tasks. That is what the Lord loves so much about you—your attention to detail!” He ran his hand lovingly down the side of my head and smoothed my chestnut braid over my left shoulder. 

			“Just wanted everything to be perfect,” I mumbled. 

			“I know, my dear. And I am appreciative of your efforts.”

			Tansy stepped down from the raised stage of the altar and approached us in the aisle. Her face screwed up when she took a closer look at me. “Are you alright, Barbara?” she exclaimed. “You look like you were in a fight!” She said the inconspicuous words, but I knew she was still shaken by what we had witnessed in the woods. 

			Quickly, I looked down at my scraped-up hands and blood-stained dress. “Oh, yeah. I’m fine. Fell in the bramble on my way out of the woods. It’s fine.” I nodded tersely at her, silently letting her know there was nothing to worry about. 

			“Ah!” Reverend Boone sighed. “You two have done more than enough for today. Get yourselves home, get some rest, and I will see you bright and early on the morrow. The new chaplain will be here any day now, and I want everything in perfect order for his arrival.”

			By the look in her eye, it was apparent Tansy didn’t believe me, but I ignored her accusatory gaze, held out my right hand to her, and implored, “Sister?” She grabbed on to me and gave me a tight squeeze.

			“Father,” Tansy began before we departed, “it truly is not fair that you will not be marrying John and I next month!” There was an irritating whine in her voice that made me shudder. 

			Boone smiled a closed-mouth smile and folded his hands over his protruding belly like a pregnant woman does when trying to settle down a rambunctious babe in the womb. “Oh, my dear, I promise you, Reverend Gentry will be the perfect officiant for your wedding. He is young and vibrant. You don’t want a silly old man like me to guide the first day of the rest of your life!”

			“Oh, stop that,” she retorted. “You married my mother, Barbara, Winnie Gordon, and…”

			“Temperance, I married all the women in this town.” He laughed. 

			“One month. Please. I beg of you. Or let this Father Gentry man take over, but be the surprise officiant for me. It’s just a month away. Please!” Tansy nearly threw herself at his knees.

			“Temperance Wilkins, John Foster is a lucky man to be betrothed to you. And Reverend Gentry will be the luckiest vicar in all of Massachusetts to have his first duty as chaplain marrying the two of you. Consider it a gift from God. The dawning of a new day. Besides, my child, this will be the first wedding ceremony that I can attend and enjoy! I have waited a long and arduous year for this day to come, and I couldn’t see me celebrating anyone else’s nuptials this way, save yours. Now, ladies, be off. I am weary and desire sleep. ’Til the morning, peace be unto you.”

			“And you as well,” we said in unison and left the church.

			I walked Tansy home to our parents’ house, made sure she was safely inside, then continued my trek to my own home. My husband, Douglas, sat in the parlor, legs spread wide with his head resting on the back of the chair. The lantern lights cast jagged shadows across his rugged face, and from the outside looking in, I couldn’t tell if he was asleep or not. But I could tell it had been a long day at the Jail House. I could just sense it. He exuded stress and bewilderment that was palpable even from where I stood.

			He only turned his head when I entered the front door. “Long day?” I asked. 

			He nodded. “Long day?” he replied.

			I nodded back. “Tansy giving Old Reverend Boone a hard time about not performing her ceremony, the flowers for the new reverend not being proper, the stress of the function to welcome Reverend Gentry…”

			“Gentry?” he cut me off, perking up.

			“Yes, why?” I inquired.

			“Gentry from Mill Cove?”

			“Hmmm… not sure. Why? You know him?”

			Douglas stood up and walked over to me in the foyer. “Not sure. I don’t think so. Something in the name sounds awfully familiar is all.” He wrapped his arms around my waist from behind me and buried his face in the crook of my neck. His hot breath radiated up the side of my ear, filling my head with a whooshing sound. It made me wince. Shudder. In a moment that should have sent a thrill up a dutiful wife’s spine, I felt nothing but vile spiders crawling in my very veins. 

			He must have sensed my apprehension to his touch because he pulled me closer to him, practically jabbing himself against my backside. I felt his passion through the thick fabric of his pants and the flimsy cotton of my pinafore, and the thought of him inside me repulsed me. I tried to block him out, tried to not feel his organ grinding up against me, tried to not hear his advances whispered in my ear. I closed off my mind and tried to mentally escape his grip. I envisioned the forest in the darkness. Black sky illuminated by the brightly light moon. The blood of the squirrel smeared in the grass, a five-pointed star forged with tree branches, and the song—the beautiful melody singing to me, calling to me, beckoning me to dance with it in the moonlight. “Not tonight,” I managed to say.

			He tightened his grip on my waist. “It’ll be our three-year celebration in a few days, and I thought we could…”

			“I’m not feeling well,” I lied, the song still humming in my head.

			Douglas let go of his grip and spun me around to face him. His eyes gleamed with excitement. “Don’t feel well? Maybe this is it? Maybe you’re with child?” 

			The hope on his stubbly face erased when I shook my head. “It’s impossible. I just bled.”

			He turned from me, stormed into the next room, and kicked the leg of the chair. “Three years, Barbara! It’s been three years!” he yelled. “You know after three years, my brother and his wife had two children with a third on the way?”

			I followed him into the room, yelling right back. “That’s not fair, Douglas! I’ve done everything you’re supposed to do! I’ve tried to give you a child from the night of our wedding. I promise you. What else do you want from me?”

			“How can you give me a child if you don’t lie with me?”

			Hot anger surged its way to my throat with venomous rage. “One night? I tell you I can’t on one night?”

			“Maybe you’re just cursed,” he whispered.

			“Me? Maybe we’re cursed. You know the day of our holy union was the day the last of the innocents were executed in Salem, and…”

			“Hold your tongue, woman!” he shouted. “Speak no more of this, lest you dare face the wrath of God and country.” He stalked back into the foyer and snatched his coat from the rack by the door. “I’m going out to clear my head. Don’t wait up for me.” And he slammed the door behind him.

			I didn’t. I went straight up the stairs, changed into my night clothes, and climbed into bed where I dreamt all night of the Black Wood. I drifted to sleep with macabre music in my ears. 

		


		
			​Chapter 2

			Thursday, September 22nd 1695

			New Haven First Church of God

			New Haven Harbor, Massachusetts

			Night of the Full Moon

			Douglas’s words stayed with me over the following days and had me wondering about myself and if there truly was something wrong with me. There had to be something wrong with me; there just had to be. All the other married women in town were plentiful and prosperous in their methods of copulation. Women my age, and even younger than my twenty-one years, who had been wed for even a shorter period, had produced at least one offspring. And he scoffed at me for not lying with him? That was not very nice to hear, for I lay with him whenever it pleased him. One time a fever had raged so fiercely in my body, and he insisted on having me. I resigned myself to the situation because I was taught that’s what good wives do, but I was so very sick and weak that it was difficult to move the slightest of muscles. My long brown hair was loose around my face and shoulders, and I had sweat so profusely, strands of it stuck to my skin. I had not the energy to even pin my locks away from my flesh for relief. Later, he had told me he wished I was sick more often—something about heat, sweat, and submission. And he had laughed that I was unable to move and respond. I remember I had thought there’s a cemetery but one mile from here, you can unlock graves to find girls to fall in love with if that’s what suits you. But dare not I say those words out loud! 

			So, it must be a curse then, because if not, what else? I must be cursed. I always felt it. I always knew something was different about me. As a child, I played by the bluffs of the harbor on the east side of the town. The sea fascinated me. I also loved to roam in the Black Wood on the west side of town—never fearing the woods or the dark or the beasts that lurked within. Mother had called me odd from the moment of my birth. 

			When the folly of Salem began to unravel and it seemed like the whole world was in a tizzy of a witch hunt, I did all I could to know names and dates and any bits of information I could gather. I was supposed to be concentrating on my upcoming marriage to Douglas Flynn, but it was hard to focus on being a wife and mother when there was so much excitement happening practically in our back yard. Mother cautioned me not to speak of my dark interests in public, to not open the doorways and channels of dangerous chatter, which I was very wise to listen to. But in July of 1692, when Susannah Martin was hanged in the Gallows, my dearest friend Sarah Hutchings and I stole away for the day to watch it happen. When the box was kicked out from under her feet, Susannah looked over at me from beyond the crowd and smiled. I held her gaze until the light flickered from her eyes and a black shadow encompassed her face into oblivion. 

			Mother was quite cross as she feared for what would happen to me and made me swear to never tell a living soul of what I’d witnessed. Days after our clandestine trip to Salem, sweet Sarah took ill, and sadly passed. Mother said it was punishment for what we had done, and I was lucky I didn’t suffer a similar fate. 

			But what was my punishment? Douglas and I were supposed to marry on Sunday, September 21st, but Reverend Boone was getting over his own illness and asked if we could move the ceremony by one day. A rather peculiar request, but we obliged all the same because Boone was our officiant and longtime family friend, our community authority and grace. It just so happened that the final trial judgments were being held in Salem on the 22nd. Reverend said that our union would be an offering up to God—while the people of Salem were cleansing their filth, the people of New Haven were celebrating new beginnings. It would prove to be a rather auspicious day, and he assured us that Douglas and I would be blessed.

			Blessed? Or rather cursed? That was the dilemma with which I struggled. A blessing would have surely brought me a family and a happy husband, but this curse has left me trapped between the prying eyes of the suspicious community and the frustration of my angry husband who wants nothing more than to have an heir. Or heirs. 

			A knock on the backroom door brought me back to the present moment. I stood in my undergarments musing about my misfortune when I should have been out front making the final preparations for the reverend’s farewell service. 

			“Barbara,” Tansy whispered from the hallway. “Are you well?”

			“Yes, yes. Just fine,” I answered as I threw my apron over my dress. “Fussing with my hair is all.”

			“Do you need assistance?”

			“No, no, almost done, thank you.”

			“Well, hurry if you will. The whole town appears to be on the lawn!”

			I paused and gave a silent inhale of anticipation. “Has the new chaplain arrived?” I asked.

			Tansy was silent for a moment, and I sensed she too was anxious. “No. And Reverend Boone is nowhere to be found.”

			Another moment of silence passed through the door before I smoothed my hands down the front of my apron and opened it wide. I was met with Tansy’s sad, hazel eyes, pleading with me to tell her everything was fine. “What do you mean, nowhere to be found? Did you try knocking on the rectory door?”

			She nodded, and wisps of her golden hair flitted into her downcast eyes.

			I reached out and touched her shoulder lovingly. “He’s nervous too,” I coaxed.

			“Do you think he’s … dead?” She gulped.

			“Temperance Wilkins, don’t you dare speak of such things! You know the power of your words. Reverend just got the communication that Gentry was on his way. He’s anxious. He doesn’t want to mess this up. This is a big deal for an old man. And think on it—the reverend’s whole life has been all this,” I motioned my hands in a semi-circle as if to indicate the entire world to her, “it must be such a struggle for him to hand it over to someone else. All is well. He’ll appear when he’s ready.”

			She breathed in deeply then exhaled every single puff of air so that her shoulders relaxed, and her body seemed to go limp. “Fine,” she said, calming down. “Let’s go greet everyone outside.” She reached for my hand, and we went down the hallway and out the back door together.

			The bite in the air was barely noticeable, but I felt it all the way through my apron, dress, and undergarments. It was a chill that was normal for this time of year at night, but for some reason, it was different. It stung. And when the wind gusted up at different intervals of time, it caught me in the throat, stole my breath, and made me gasp for a split second. That kind of wind only happens in the dead of winter when the snow piles high on the ground and a person can barely see their hand in front of their face. But no one seemed to mind, so I kept my mouth shut about it, like I did most everything else. 

			Tansy was right—the entire community had gathered in the back yard of the church to pay their respects to Reverend Boone. His eighty-year legacy was one of wisdom and strength, and he was an advisor, spiritually and otherwise, to all. This was surely a momentous occasion. 

			The children played their games of chase while their mothers huddled together and gossiped. When I stepped off the back porch ledge, I felt their staring eyes boring holes throughout my body. Grace Conders raised her hand to cover her mouth as Martha Wiles dipped her head closer, to hear what she had to say. The two giggled as they looked my way again. I turned my body and scanned the crowd for Douglas, but he wasn’t there. He was still perturbed from our quarrel the other night and hadn’t spoken very many words to me since.

			“Goody Flynn! Goody Flynn!” a voice called out to me.

			I looked over my shoulder to see Margaret Fletcher and a group of townswomen calling for me to engage them. Margaret was an older, heavy-set woman. Her pink dress was a little too snug around her middle, making her stomach protrude like two semi-circular rolls of bread. When she waved her thick fingers beckoning me to come over, they resembled four ivory sausages dancing above her palm. I gave a slight chuckle on the inside and trudged over out of respect and a little curiosity of what it was she had to say. I soon realized Winnie Gordon was part of Margaret’s group, and I think I may have rolled my eyes. 

			“Oh dear! It’s so nice to see you!” she exclaimed boisterously so that the entire lawn of townsfolk could hear.

			“Likewise, Goody Fletcher,” I returned with a head nod. 

			“Tell me, child, wherever is Reverend Boone? We’ve been waiting here for ages! You and sweet Temperance take such good care of him and the church, we figured you would have some knowledge of his whereabouts in his absence and…”

			“I don’t know,” I interrupted. “I know the reverend is very emotional at this time, and I suspect he is deep in prayer and reflection.”

			Margaret clutched her hand to her chest and gasped. “Oh, why yes, yes, of course! He is entitled to take all the time in the world. I meant no disrespect.”

			“That’s fine,” I assured her.

			“It’s just that the excitement is at its apex, as we await the transference of power, so to speak. We are all anxious to meet the new reverend.”

			“Likewise,” I said again.

			“Reverend Boone has been a savior to us all. A true gem of our community. From weddings, to births, to baptisms, to funerals… he’s done it all for us. We just want to give him the best sendoff possible.”

			“Yes, understandably,” I said, backing up a few steps to make my exit.

			Winnie craned her long neck over Margaret’s shoulder. “Someone else is missing too, Barbara. I haven’t seen Douglas on the lawn all afternoon.” She gave a small smirk.

			My blood boiled in my veins and an image of her ostrich neck on the end of a thick rope flashed into my mind. I shook my head to rid myself of the image, and it left me just as fast as it appeared. “He wasn’t feeling well,” I lied. 

			Margaret puffed out her lower lip with fake concern and sighed. “Oh. That’s unfortunate. I hope he feels better soon. Isn’t today your wedding anniversary? It would be a shame if he were unable to…”

			Margaret’s words were silenced by chuckling. Winnie and a few others raised their hands to their faces to hide their laughter.

			I wish you would choke on that laughter, I thought, and immediately my face turned bright red with shame for thinking so.

			“Did you hear, Barbara?” one of the other women spoke out. I was so enraged I couldn’t place the voice to a face or a name.

			“Hear what?” I mindlessly and weakly responded. 

			“Winnie bears fruit again!” And all the women clapped and cheered.

			Winnie rubbed her stomach and smiled. “Just a few months along, but we’re happy all the same.”

			“Number three for you, isn’t it?” Margaret said to her. “Come on, Goody Flynn, you must catch up!”

			The women chuckled again. Their condescending tone hung heavy in the air.

			I pursed my lips tightly together and nodded tersely. “That’s wonderful news,” I said, but there was no inflection or emotion behind my words. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to see if Reverend Boone is ready to begin.”

			I turned around and walked briskly away from their circle of derision. I heard their sniggers, laughter, and whispers the entire way as I trotted from the church lawn and the celebration. I needed to escape their hateful, scornful eyes and their evil comments. I needed to go someplace to clear my head and be free from the shackles of their standards.

			Tansy stood at the front gate of the church with her future husband, John Foster, and Winnie’s husband Jedidiah Gordon, talking endlessly about Lord-knows-what. I tried to rush by them inconspicuously, but Tansy grabbed my arm and pulled me into their range. “Barbara, are you well? Where are you going?” 

			“Fine. I’m fine. Going to check on Douglas at home. I’ll be right back.”

			Jedidiah stiffened up and grabbed the corners of his green coat. A gust of wind blew his brown hair about his handsome face, and he smiled like the devil. “Take all the time you need with
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