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Life hinges around singular moments, words spoken that set the tone for everything that comes after. Some of those moments leave scars on the soul forever.
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​Monday’s Child Is Fair of Face

It was told to me like this. She left the babies in the bed and ran off with a salesman. It was a shocking piece of ancient gossip provided to me with great delight by a distant cousin. When he first divulged the story of our mutual relative, Lydia Ross McGee had been lying dead in an unvisited grave for over a hundred years. Old news indeed, but she was kin and I was intrigued. The women in my family are fierce and outspoken, but never before had I heard of one who was notorious. I set out determined to add flesh and blood to the story of her life and answer the whys in my mind.

What might compel a woman of the 1870s to leave her three young children sleeping in their beds and walk off with a stranger? Why was the husband not mentioned as part of the tale? Where did she go, and how did it work out for her? Who was the handsome drummer who incited her? That whirl of questions propelled me down many a dusty road in Kentucky and through many an hour sequestered and poring over many long out-of-print book. For years an image of Lydia sat constantly in the corner of my mind, her long skirt covering legs that were drawn up to her chest, her head resting wearily upon her knees. Often times she lifted her lovely face and gave me a questioning look, waiting for me to tell her story. Finally I could deny her no longer . . .

* * *
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I WILL START ON THAT chilly November night in 1840 when she was born. It’s as good a place as any, but as you will soon discover, the beginning of a story is very hard to nail down and the end is never quite the finishing point.

A low thin cry broke the silence in the chill November air of a small frame house in the backwoods of western Kentucky. Jacob Ross, startled from a dream state, took a few seconds to remember why he was sitting at the kitchen table instead of warm and comfortable on the feather bed with Matilda. Lifting his head, he met the barely opened eyes of his brother William across the table. They listened for a second to make sure the baby’s cry was not imagined, exchanged relieved half smiles, and quickly found their feet.

“I’ll fetch some more wood. Sounds like we’re going to need it.” William chuckled as he headed for the front door. 

Jacob pulled his grandfather’s watch from his vest pocket and noted the time, 6:15. He then went to the stove and started the process of building up the fire that had burned down to coals during the long night. The kettle of water the doctor had told them to boil still simmered on the back burner. It looked like Ma had refilled it during the night.

A draft of frigid air announced William’s return. The two men busied themselves getting things ready for the women to cook breakfast, both stealing anxious glances toward the steps as they worked. They turned expectantly as they heard the footfall. The care-worn face of their mother betrayed nothing. “Jacob,” she spoke, “It’s a girl. She’s got all her fingers and toes. Your wife wants to see you.” William clapped his brother on the back, stirring him to mobilize his feet.

Jacob took the stair steps two at a time, leaving William and Anne Ross alone in the kitchen.

“What is it, Mom?” William asked, seeing a cloud cross her face.

“Is it Matilda? Is she all right?”

In view of William’s concern Anne quickly replied, “She is fine, Will. Had a rough time of it, but the doctor says she will be up and about in a few weeks.”

“The baby?” William asked.

“Healthy. Pretty little thing too, but . . .” Anne’s voice trailed off.

“What are you leaving out, Ma?” Anne hesitated for a long moment before she spoke.

“Oh, it is likely nothing, but I’ve never seen a new mother react so to a baby. When Dr. Allen handed her to Matilda, she took one look and turned her face away. She said, ‘You take her, Ma Ross.’ I guess it must be hard, her being all on her own. Did you get any word from Margaret?”

“No, Ma. Ed took the team up there to fetch Matilda’s mom as soon as we knew it was her time, but he has not come back yet. He must have spent the night with Margaret and Cornelius after the long ride. I expect we will see them sometime today.” They both looked up expectantly when they heard Jacob’s slow descent down the stairs. He rounded the corner with a tiny bundle held protectively in his arms.

“Look at her, Will, my beautiful firstborn child. Her name will be Lydia after her great-grandmother.” Will pulled back the enfolding blanket to look into the tiny sober face, almost comical in her seriousness. Peeking out of her knitted white cap were wisps of reddish-blonde hair.

“Oh, Jacob, Gram must be looking down from heaven with a smile today. I can just hear Grandpa telling Grandma Lydia she had the temper to match her red hair.” William laughed as he recalled staring at Grandma’s white hair with a puzzled look and both of his grandparents forgetting their ritual argument and smiling at him. Later Grandma had pulled a little bag out from the bottom of an ancient trunk and laid a twist of auburn hair into his hand.

Jacob followed his brother’s thoughts into the treasured memory. “That trunk,” he said. They both sank into their own reminiscences. For Jacob it began with the slightly acid, dusty smell of old paper, leather and fabric, then a vision of the sheen of the faded blue satin ribbon that served to hold the lock of hair together. He felt the softness of his grandma’s cheek against his as she held him close and told him about being teased for her red hair when she was a girl.

Both he and Will stared again at the tiny new baby and prayed that she would grow up with the same fire and passion as her namesake. The noise of an approaching wagon snapped them from their nostalgia. “I’m as surprised saying this as you must be hearing it, but I hope that’s Mrs. Lynn. After all, she is Matilda’s mother and I’m certain she will be able to comfort her.” He paused and then added, “Matilda is not quite herself, but, well, of course that’s to be expected, I’m sure.”

Ed came into the room with a valise in hand followed closely by Mrs. Margaret Cox Lynn, unruffled and in charge as always. The volume of her voice was adequate for a grand hall, and it echoed like a gunshot in the tiny cabin. The previously placid baby commenced to wail. All but Mrs. Lynn looked toward the newborn. “Well!”, intoned Mrs. Lynn, ignoring the baby’s cries. “What are you waiting for, Edward? Sit that bag down and get those horses into the barn.” As she spoke, she removed her bonnet and cloak and handed them to the still-befuddled Edward.

He stood for a moment until she gave him a sharp look. With some difficulty he hung Mrs. Lynn’s items on the already-crowded peg beside the door and hurried outside before they fell. She turned her attention to Jacob who was attempting to sooth the newborn. “Let me have that baby and you men go about your business.” Reluctantly, Jacob passed the precious bundle to his mother-in-law. “Boy or girl?” she barked.

“A little girl.” Jacob beamed with pride.

“Unfortunate,” Mrs. Lynn snapped. “It’s always better to have a boy first.” She stared into the tiny screaming face and gave a disgusted grunt. “And to top it off she’s redheaded! I certainly have my work cut out for me with this one. She’s going to be a challenge every step of the way.”

Although Jacob had only known his mother-in-law for a few years, he had quickly grasped that there was no future in refuting her opinion. Mrs. Cox made no effort to quiet the child. Instead, she turned to the only other woman in the room, Jacob’s mother. “Anne,” she boomed. “When will breakfast be ready? I’ve had no more than coffee and a piece of cold bread this morning and have been bounced about on that horrid wagon since before sunrise.”

Anne turned from the stove where she had been working for the past half hour and had just popped a tray of biscuits into the oven. There was no affection in the look she gave Margaret. Anyone with eyes could read the exasperation on her harried face, but Margaret, the object of her displeasure, was oblivious. Having been up all night with her daughter-in-law and the doctor, Anne was too exhausted from helping to bring her grandchild into the world even to try for sarcasm. She had known Margaret since they were schoolgirls and had learned that to say what one really thought around her was even worse than holding one’s tongue. With a quick prayer to God for her unchristian thoughts, Anne replied, “It will be another twenty minutes until the bread is done, Margaret. You can sit and have a cup of tea or go up and visit with your daughter while you wait.” She somehow managed a cheerful tone with an only slightly grim smile.

The retreating wail of the baby could be heard up the stairs as Margaret huffed off. “Mother is here. Doctor, you are excused,” were the first words out of Margaret’s mouth as she entered the room. The good doctor had no compunction to mince words and so replied with scathing derision as he turned to her with a basin containing bloody cloth and the afterbirth.

“So you’ll be taking care of this and cleaning up the patient?” Margaret gave him a look that would kill lesser men, but the doctor had already turned away, back to checking to make sure the flow of blood had slowed enough for him to be on to the next emergency.

While Margaret flapped about for something nasty to say, the doctor spoke quietly to Matilda telling her she had done a good job and everything appeared normal so he would be heading off. Matilda thanked him as he picked up the bloody basin and his bag and left the room with not even a nod toward Margaret.

Margaret deposited the still-screaming baby in the crib her son-in-law had so painstakingly made and sat down in the chair beside her daughter. Matilda reached weakly for her hand, and Margaret took it briefly and then patted it with her other hand before letting go. “We have serious issues to discuss about this child,” she began. “It is as I feared: a girl and the image of Jacob’s grandmother to boot. I have no doubt that she is a bad seed, and we will have to work together diligently to keep her on the straight and narrow.”

“Yes, Mama,” Matilda replied, “I know, and in spite of all my protests Jacob is determined to name her Lydia after that woman.”

A disgusted grumble was Margaret’s first reply. “Well, it will serve to keep our goal in mind, to keep our guard up at all times.” Baby Lydia’s tiny wails increased in volume and urgency. Both women seemed immune to her distress as they continued to plot out her future. Neither of them heard Anne’s quiet step as she came into the room, but both fell into a guilty silence as Anne lifted the baby out of the crib and made soothing noises.

“Have you tried feeding her, Matilda?” Anne asked. Matilda looked puzzled. Despite having been the oldest daughter and helping her mother through three births, she looked as if she had somehow forgotten that babies required feeding and comfort.

“No, Mother Ross. I am so exhausted. Could it wait until later?” Anne’s sharp look spoke volumes, but her words were carefully even and measured.

“You will both feel better if you let her suckle a bit,” she replied as she put the baby in her mother’s arms. Anne kept her body between Margaret and her daughter-in-law as she helped guide Matilda to touch the baby’s cheek with her nipple. Baby Lydia turned her head frantically and then latched on greedily. The room became silent as the baby calmed and nursed. Anne beamed with love. Margaret harrumphed with spite.

Anne tried for a consolatory tone. “Breakfast is ready, Margaret. Why don’t you go down and help yourself? I’ll find out what Matilda feels like eating and bring her up a tray.”

“No need. I’ll bring up a tray for both of us. I know what my daughter likes,” Margaret replied with coldness. She huffed out of the room, leaving Anne alone with Matilda and the now-content baby.

“I’ll just sit here a bit until you’re finished so I can put the baby back in the crib.”

“Thank you, Mother Ross, but could you put her back now? It hurts my stomach when she sucks.”

“Oh, my dear, I know it’s a bit uncomfortable at first, but it will help you get your figure back quickly. You’ll see. And of course it’s certainly good for the baby.” Anne smiled softly as she looked over the peaceful scene, but made no effort to pick up the child. “She’s going to be a beauty, Matilda, like her mother. Although the hair is why Jacob insisted on naming her after Grandmother Ross.” Matilda bit her tongue to keep from blurting out her mother’s opinion on Jacob’s grandmother.

“As long as she is a good Christian girl, I will be happy,” Matilda responded, trying to keep her tone neutral. “And of course that she marries a respectable, hardworking man like her father.”

Anne smiled and helped Matilda switch the baby to the other breast. They sat in companionable silence while the baby finished and fell off to sleep. Anne was thinking of gathering her up to put her in the cradle as Margaret stormed into the room dictating instructions to her son-in-law who followed with a tray. Jacob deposited the tray on the first empty surface, the corner of the washstand, and then stood in an uncomfortable silence trying to decide what to do next. The baby whimpered at the noise, and seeing Jacob’s hands free, Anne gathered sleepy baby Lydia from her the new mother’s arms and passed her off to her son.

“You want to take her downstairs Jacob so Matilda can get some rest after she eats?” Anne asked. Jacob smiled proudly and took the baby out of the room with Anne close behind. “Let me know when you finish and I’ll come get the tray,” Anne said as she left the room.

***
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THE NEXT FEW WEEKS were a torment to everyone in the family. Margaret, far from being a help to her daughter, treated everyone as if they were her servants. Both the baby and the new mother cried most of the night and often in the day. Jacob gave up on trying to appease his weepy wife and scolding mother-in-law and took to sleeping on a pallet he made on the floor of the cold front parlor. Well-meaning neighbors dropped by at odd hours with homemade pies and contradictory advice. Jacob’s mother Anne, plus his brothers William, and Edward took turns riding over from their neighboring farms to help with chores until Matilda was back on her feet.

In mid-December they awoke to find a light skim of snow on the ground. Jacob came in from the morning milking with exhaustion written on his face. Matilda was up trying to clean up the kitchen while her mother sat complaining in the rocking chair and the baby screamed upstairs. “Mother Lynn,” Jacob announced, “Get your bag packed. I am taking you back home today before we get more snow.”

Margaret gave him her steeliest glare. “I’m sure Matilda will have something to say about that!” They both turned to look at the exhausted new mother. Matilda paused briefly and observed her dog-tired husband and sour-face mother as if seeing for the first time.

“Oh, Mother dear,” she exclaimed, “how selfish I’ve been. Papa must miss you so terribly. Jacob, why did you let me keep Mother here with the weather coming? I’ll go right up and pack for you. Just stay right there. Jacob, come help me, please.”

Margaret sat abashed as they hurried up the steps. She thought she heard a sound like a muffled giggle, but it might have only been Jacob clearing his throat or the final protest note from the now-silent infant, Lydia. Jacob returned twenty minutes later carrying her valise, followed by Matilda holding little Lydia. Jacob set the bag on the floor and went to the wall peg for Margaret’s coat.

“Am I to go off without even a bite of food?” Margaret huffed. Quickly Matilda laid Lydia in the bassinet Jacob had made and wrapped the remains of last night’s corn pone in a towel, then handed it to her mother as she kissed her on the cheek.

“You will never know how much these past few weeks have meant to me, Mother. Have a safe trip home and give Father my love.” Matilda gave Jacob a quick secret smile as he picked up the valise.

When Jacob returned, it was almost dark, but the mules knew their way home. He unhitched, wiped them down, and saw to their feed by lantern light. “Thanks, old boys,” he said. “You’re a good team.” He saw that William and Ed had been over to do chores for him and noted that he owed them something special for the past few weeks. Heading for the house, he saw a flickering light in the window and hoped his bride was still awake. The door opened just as he approached, and the warmth of her arms welcomed him home.

The next morning the soft whimper of the baby woke him at first light. Matilda was up and nursing her before he realized that it was the first time since Lydia’s birth that they had spent a quiet night. “She slept through?” he asked. Matilda nodded and smiled.

A deep sense of contentment settled over Jacob. His patience had been tested these past few weeks, but he and Matilda had weathered the storm. He felt his heart swell with emotion, love for his wife and the new precious child, gratitude for family and friends to help in times of need, and a good crop that was all safely gathered in for winter. He even spent a few moments trying to be thankful for his sharp-tongued mother-in-law. All he could manage without hypocrisy was that she bore the beautiful woman by his side, the mother of his child. Softly he touched the tiny head of his daughter and looked into her bright, clear eyes. “I hope you are half the woman your great-grandmother was, Lydia. You have a lot to live up to.”

Matilda’s heart froze. She knew she should censure her words, but emotion and her mother’s constant criticism for the past few weeks poured out of her mouth. “I let you name her Jacob, but do not think it’s because I admired your abolitionist grandmother. It was to remind me I need to work hard to make sure she does not turn out like that woman.” Jacob’s heart sank. His grandmother was a guiding light in his life, a smart, strong, intense woman who had earned the respect and admiration of most everyone who knew her.

“Those are your mother’s words, Matilda, not yours.” Jacob swung his legs out of the bed, pulled on his clothes, and left to start chores. His tone had a finality that Matilda knew to leave alone, but the grim set of her mouth as she looked down at the baby was easy to read. Her duty was clear. If she could not count on Jacob to help her, she would shape and mold this child alone.

***
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GRADUALLY THE RHYTHM of life on the farm took on its familiar pattern. The less busy winter months gave Matilda and Jacob time to adjust to a baby in the house. Matilda did complain that Lydia was always hungry and demanding, and she seemed to resent the time spent feeding and caring for her. Of course, with little experience being responsible for a little one, Matilda had no idea how fortunate she was to have a happy healthy child who ate greedily, fell asleep peacefully, and only rarely woke her in the night. Matilda gained a new admiration for her husband who never seemed to tire of helping out with Lydia. Many mornings she found him down in the kitchen with the stove already warm, cradling the wee one in his arms, while Matilda got some much-needed sleep.

Christmas brought the nearby family in, but since Matilda’s mother-in-law had been there so recently, she stayed home close with her other grown children. Jacob cut sweet-smelling cedar branches to brighten the mantel, and Matilda made mince pies using the jars she had put up in the summer and stored in the root cellar. William’s wife brought a ham from the pig they had slaughtered and smoked last year, and Ed contributed a roasted turkey he had shot and dressed earlier in the week. Everyone dug into their stores for winter vegetables to roast or boil. Great-uncle Jesse had come over early with surprises, store-bought presents, and a basket of expensive treats to share: oranges, nuts, peppermint sticks, and coffee. Christmas morning Matilda put together a triple batch of biscuits, and everyone sat down in warm companionship to enjoy the feast. 

The afternoon was spent carelessly, as if it would last forever, a luxury for a busy farming family. As shadows outside lengthened, there was a brief pause in the chatter and laughter. William took the opportunity to stand and announce, “Well, as much as I hate to say it, my animals are not taking a holiday. I think it’s time to head home.”

Jesse looked down at the angelic face of his tiny grandniece, who was looking so intently into his eyes as he held her, and wondered why this child spoke so to his heart. Perhaps it was the unwillingness he sensed in Matilda to fully embrace her firstborn daughter. Maybe it was because he felt his mother’s spirit moving behind the clear eyes and serious, unblinking stare of the baby.

“William’s right, Lydia,” Great-uncle Jesse said, addressing his grandniece, “but you can be sure I’ll be back every chance I get.” Jesse made a silent vow in that moment to protect this child as long as he lived. Lydia whimpered for a few seconds as he handed her back to her mother. Everyone bundled up and headed to their homes, Ed road with William and his wife Ginny to the house across the creek they built when the brothers were both bachelors .  Great-uncle Jesse set off in his buggy to the nearby family home that had been built by the man he called his father.

After years of profitable travel Jesse had returned to Kentucky and shared the house with his mother after her husband died. With his wealth he was able to add on to the simple cabin, purchase comfortable furnishings, and fill his mother’s last days with contentment and happiness. He rarely spoke of his early life to the rest of the family, but there was always an undercurrent of sorrow in him that spoke of some past tragedy. Lydia’s birth seemed to have stirred some old memory that brought him both pain and joy.

***
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ONE NIGHT IN EARLY February, while the sky was still pitch-black, Matilda woke with an urgent need to use the chamber pot. Tucking back into the warm bed afterward, she had almost fallen back asleep when the realization came to her that she had been feeling a little unwell lately, with a lot of the same symptoms she’d had when she was first expecting Lydia. The thought refused to be pushed out of her head no matter how hard she tried to tell herself that nursing mothers did not get pregnant and it was normal not to have a cycle for some time after having a baby. Finally she fell back into a fitful sleep and woke with a start when she heard a voice, clear as a bell, say, “So are the girls twins?” It took some time to realize she was all alone in the room and to shake off the scary message of the hallucinatory voice.

Jacob was his usual cheerful self when she got downstairs, but reading his wife’s mood, he made every effort to lighten her spirit. She remained distraught throughout the day. That night when he tried to gather her in his arms, she stiffened and seemed repelled by his touch. Jacob did not press her but lay there puzzled. Both he and Matilda had been quite innocent when they married, but quickly the intimate part of their life had become a source of joy and delight. He had been surprised when she was the one to initiate lovemaking after Lydia was born, in fact on the very night her mother had finally left them on their own. There were the occasional nights when both of them were too tired for anything but sleep, but they still reached for each other and dozed off entangled. Ever-patient Jacob just patted his troubled wife on the back for a minute and said softly, “Good night, Mattie. Sleep well.” Hearing only silence, he rolled over and sank into a fitful sleep.

***
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SPRING CAME SUDDENLY to the rolling farmland of western Kentucky that year. Redbuds bloomed in welcome surprise on the ridgeline above the farm, and the night was filled with the insect-like noise of tree frogs awakened from their winter sleep. Jacob finished the onerous morning chores of feeding and milking the cows, giving mash to the horses and slop to the pigs. He headed back into the house for breakfast and chuckled to see Lydia chewing on her toes in the cradle. She gave him a gummy smile when he bent over to tickle her chin. Matilda had just put plates of eggs, sausage, and cornbread on the table and sat in her usual place. Jacob knew something had been on her mind for weeks, but each time he tried to press her, she turned away. This morning he saw a shift in her as she caught his eyes and looked at him directly. He waited patiently for her to speak.

“Jacob,” Matilda said, louder than was necessary, “I have to tell you something.” Jacob’s mind raced with a dozen possible disastrous announcements his wife might make. Finally she spoke, almost too softly for him to hear. “I think I have another baby in me. I fear it might be a second girl.” Jacob jumped up to embrace her, splashing his coffee across the table.

“What wonderful news, Mattie!” he exclaimed. “Why did you not tell me sooner?” He pulled her close into his arms laughing in relief that none of his fears were realized. “Did you think that I would not welcome another baby, no matter if it might be a girl?”

Matilda had tears in her eyes now. “But Jacob, it’s so soon after Lydia. I just . . . I . . .”

“I have to go tell William and Ed!” Matilda seemed genuinely surprised at Jacob’s joy as she watched him shovel breakfast into his mouth like he was starving. As soon as he was done, he took a minute to talk to the ever-interested baby Lydia. “You are going to have a sister, Lydia, or maybe a brother. Isn’t that exciting!” Such was her father’s animation that Lydia not only smiled, she let out her first real laugh. Jacob put a kiss on each of her plump little cheeks and headed for the door.

***
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MATILDA BECAME MORE and more anxious as her belly swelled through the spring. Her nights were restless, and mornings came early. Lydia seemed to be thriving, but Jacob was concerned about what Matilda would do with two little ones both wanting to nurse. Margaret, Matilda’s mother, had not been feeling well for some time now and could not travel. Because her presence had been so little help during Matilda’s last confinement, it was a relief not to have to ask her to come. Jacob gave it a lot of thought and finally spoke to Uncle Jesse.

It was mid-June when Jesse showed up one day in his carriage with a snip of a girl seated beside him. Matilda was hanging laundry when they arrived. The child wore a threadbare smock and pinafore, her thin stringy hair braided, her expression sad. Jacob came out to greet them with his usual hearty welcome. “Morning, Uncle Jess! Wonderful to see you! And who have we here?” he asked, nodding to the girl, who squirmed uncomfortably and would not meet his eye.

“This is Abby. She’s come to help Matilda with Lydia and the new baby.” Jesse stepped out of the carriage and helped Abby down. He walked over and picked up a sleeping Lydia from the bassinet basket and handed her to the strange girl. Matilda started to protest, but Jesse interrupted, “Abby, why don’t you take Lydia inside the house and get acquainted?” As they walked away, Matilda noticed that Abby’s face took on a happy expression as she talked to Lydia and she seemed to know exactly how to hold and comfort her. Matilda turned to Jesse and Jacob as she watched them walk into the house.

“What is going on? Where did you find that child, and why did you bring her here?”

“It was me,” Jacob said. “I asked Jesse to find me someone to help you out. You know you’re exhausted now, and when the new baby comes, it’s going to be worse. I have too much to do with the crops and the animals to be of much use to you. Please don’t be upset, Matilda.”

Jesse spoke up. “Abby is the second girl in a family of eight. She has helped her mother since she could walk, so she knows babies. Her parents are struggling to feed them all. I am paying her family her wages, and I’ll give you money for her food. You’d be doing her and her family a favor Matilda, and she is just staying until school starts in the fall.” Matilda’s silence dragged out for an awkwardly long moment while the men stood waiting for her to speak.

“Well, if it’s done, I’ll just have to deal with it, won’t I?” Matilda’s words did not match the look of reprieve on her face.

Jacob breathed a sigh of relief and gave his wife a hug. Jesse, reading the conflicting emotions from Matilda, pondered briefly on the state of his nephew’s marriage, then said, “I’ll be heading home, folks.” He climbed back into his rig and raised his voice to a slightly higher pitch. “Gee up!” he said, and the wagon rolled away down the dusty road.

Matilda grumbled and went back to the laundry, but after supper was over, with the house in order, she and Jacob lay together under her the quilt she and her mother made together before her wedding. She reached her hand over to touch her husband’s shoulder. “Thank you, Jacob,” was all she needed to say. He put his strong arm around her and pulled her close.

“So glad you’re happy, sweetheart,” Jacob said.

Matilda went off to sleep with a feeling of contentment she had not felt since Lydia was born.

​The Birthday Girl

Lydia lay in bed for a few minutes with her eyes closed after she woke anticipating the excitement of her long-awaited eighth birthday. It was still dark outside, but the overeager bantam rooster demanded the sun to rise at his command. Soon there would be the noise of people stirring about the house, but for these few minutes Lydia could be alone with her dreams. Great-uncle Jesse had promised her a surprise, so she let her mind wander with delicious anticipation about what it might be. She wondered if her mother would make a special dinner like she did for her brother Jake when he turned seven in August.

Quietly, so as not to wake grumbly Jake or her other dear little brother, Josiah, Lydia washed her face, dressed, and made her bed. She tiptoed down the steps into the dark kitchen and headed to the outhouse while the rest of the family slept. The cool morning made the usual stench a bit more bearable as she sat down to relieve herself. She washed her hands in the ice cold water bucket on the porch and went inside. Her dad came down the stairs just as she closed the door.

“Well, if it isn’t my little Lydia all bright eyed and bushy tailed this morning. Wonder why she’s up so early?” Lydia giggled with delight as her dad scooped her up in his arms for a hug.

“It’s my birthday, Pa!” Lydia giggled again and kissed her daddy’s scratchy cheek.

“Oh my!” Papa responded with a fake tone of surprise. “If that’s the case, we better get done with chores so we can celebrate. I’m heading out to the barn. Why don’t you come with me and help me feed the animals?” Lydia nodded her enthusiasm, happy to do anything to please her father. Taking three steps for every one of his, she scurried to the barn, picked up a bucket, and began to fill it with corn for the chickens. After they were all out in the yard, she slipped into the henhouse to steal eggs from their still-warm nests. She was ever so careful as she put them in the straw-lined basket, but just as she was picking up the last one, the old rooster entered the house and flew up at her in a rage. Terrified as she was of the rooster’s sharp claws and beak, Lydia protected the filled basket by wrapping both arms around it. In doing so she lost her grip on the one egg she was holding, and it landed with a splat on the wooden planks of the henhouse floor.

“Mean old thing! Look what you made me do,” Lydia yelled at the rooster and shooed him away as she headed back out the door, holding carefully onto the egg basket.

By the time she got back to the house, Mother was bustling about the kitchen. “Good morning, Mother. I fed the chicken and gathered the eggs. There are thirty-three of them today. There would have been thirty-four if the mean old rooster hadn’t made me drop one.” Lydia was proud of her math skills, which she had learned from her Uncle Jesse. Because of him she was ahead of all the other students her age in the local school, even though she had only started going a year ago.

Lydia’s mother’s sharp tone brought her back to reality.

Her mother stood with hands on hips and mouth tight as she hissed, “You are a wicked child to blame the rooster for your carelessness. Shame on you!”

Lydia hung her head. “I’m sorry, Mother. It was my fault. I know the rooster is just trying to protect the hens.”

Barely appeased, Matilda gave orders as she turned back to her work. “Put those eggs away, and mind you don’t break any more. I’ll need to use every one of them today.”

A tiny bit of hope soared in Lydia’s heart. Mother was going to make her a cake! She was sure of it, but she dared not ask. She did as she was told and then hurried about helping her mother with breakfast chores. She set the cups, plates, spoons, and forks around for Papa, Mama, Uncle Will, little Jake, and herself, then filled the porridge bowl for baby Josiah so it would have time to cool. Mama finished cooking eggs just before Papa and Uncle Will burst through the door. Jake climbed up to the table, and Lydia hurried to help her baby brother into his chair as Mother put the biscuits in front of Papa’s place. 

“You forgot the jam, Lydia,” said Mama accusingly. Lydia rushed to the cupboard to get a fresh jar of the wonderful blackberry jam her mother had made from the summer’s bounty.

As they all settled in at the table, Papa put a heaping spoonful of jam on her plate. “A special helping for my best blackberry picker,” he announced. Lydia glanced up and saw her mother’s silent disapproval etched in the lines around her mouth.

“Oh, Papa,” Lydia pointed out, “I just picked them. Mama’s the one who did all the work of making the jam. You made it taste like summer in a jar, Mama.”

Papa put jam on Jake’s and Josiah’s
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