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			For the 298

			The sum and substance of their lives is an integral part of the fabric of our complex social history. We can learn from them. We simply must summon the courage to go beyond the fence.
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			Beyond the mournful numbers, lie no more grief or fear.
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			Preface 

			Who Are These Forgotten Souls? 

			When I summoned the courage to go beyond the fence, I saw them—row upon row of numbered graves. In that moment, I answered a call I never intended to hear. I simply stumbled upon their ground and could not turn away. 

			Two decades have passed since the 298 souls beckoned, urging me to look between the cracks and shine a light into the darkness, where so many were forgotten. 

			They were not only abandoned in death—their stories were buried with them, diminished to numbers. Even the records, like so many from that era, were lost to fire. 

			“It’s only the paupers,” they said. 

			The questions came in waves. How did one end up in a numbered grave? Who were the paupers? What exactly was a poor farm? It is widely understood that those sentenced to a county poor farm or almshouse were elderly, poor, and destitute—their stories too grim to recall. 

			[image: ]

			There’s More to It 

			Rather than turning away from the puzzle—this quiet, complicated thread woven through generations—I chose to look beyond the shadows. In doing so, I learned that what is deemed taboo does not disappear; it merely settles beneath the surface. 

			Many prefer a softened version of the past—a collection of safe, partial stories. However, the unvarnished truth still waits in the dark. 

			In the midst of this wandering, my instincts sharpened, attuned to what hides in plain sight. This is my purpose. The absence of information—rooted in shame and silence—reveals something deeper: cultural, historical, and ancestral trauma. 

			The original 298 guided this unplanned journey, opening doors I would have otherwise passed by. They led me beyond the veil and finally to this page. There was no turning back. 

			The stories that lie in wait often accompany me, guiding me to the unopened doors. Much like Samuel in his beloved tree, I will stay as long as necessary. Only when the time is right will I come down. 

			This story begins and ends with numbers. I found it increasingly troubling as my research progressed how the system effectively erased the elders, the disabled, paupers, orphans, and even criminals, reducing them to a state of total anonymity. 

			Once detected, the patterns are impossible to ignore. It is no secret that countless children, whose parents were lost to the world, were sentenced to asylums, orphanages, missions, or poor farms. Often instructed to forget their names, they worked in mills and mines or were placed into new families with new identities. Trains carried them far away from where they began. I followed the tracks. These ragamuffins—little wanderers—roamed the countryside and streets, serving as scullery maids and servants, lost from their families and homeland. 

			Time marches on. Before it’s too late, ask the elders about your lineage—where they came from, and what became of them. Take the time to look at the names recorded in the old family Bible. Decipher the scribbles on the back of the faded photos tucked away in a dusty box. 

			Can we change the past? No. But we can bring about transformative healing via simple acknowledgment. When we refuse to look, the trouble begins. These wounds do not heal or vanish; they fester. We inherit intergenerational grief and trauma. It is deeply wired into our bones, waiting to be seen. Recognition is where healing begins—reaching backward and forward through time. Perhaps you are reading this because you are meant to remember. 

			Remembrance brings about light—intentionally dimmed and fragmented.
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			To Heal or Not to Heal? 

			The Book of Numbered Souls takes us on a journey through the eyes of those we have come to know. Through newspapers, journals, and surviving records, I entered the world of the late nineteenth century—a time of movement, industry, and upheaval.

			Ships and trains carried goods—and people. You can’t possibly be present in this moment without a connection to that unknown world. No one stands entirely separate from that history. No matter where you believe you’re from, your ancestors lived within this shifting world. Their silence may hold more than we realize. We are all descendants of yesteryear. 

			The fear and shame associated with these numbers can be softened through acknowledgment. The healing flows throughout the generations—past, present, and future. As Samuel reminds us, in God’s eyes, we are the same, no matter which side of the fence we are on. 
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			Someone They Had Hoped For

			Throughout this story, The Book of Numbered Souls refers to a book hidden in the barn loft at the County Farm. Kept first by Abigail and then passed on to her son Samuel, it was intended to secretly record the names of those buried beneath the numbered graves. They hoped that someday someone would find the book, so the paupers would not be forgotten. 

			The real names were not found in a secret book, but on crumpled papers tucked away in an unsuspecting corner of unrelated archives. I had nearly given up, but I couldn’t. I became the someone they had hoped for. 

			I promised that these souls would be remembered beyond the pages of a novel. They would have a permanent mark on this earth. After months of discussion, it was decided to reclaim a granite portion of the original Poor Farm’s foundation to create a monument. 

			Arthur’s Memorial of Redstone, New Hampshire, crafted a bronze plaque set in the granite bearing a simple inscription. 

			On June 17, 2017, a memorial service was held at the Carroll County Farm Cemetery to honor those who had remained anonymous for over a century. At last, their names were spoken—their memories etched in granite.
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			Chapter 1

			Samuel Hodgdon II

			August 9, 1878

			County Farm, Ossipee, New Hampshire

			Hope and Death—trusted companions—often lingered in the shadows at the County Farm. They usually showed up in the kind of dreams that shook me awake. So, each day, I faced the future with a blurred but unwaverin’ sense of faith. It was the sort of faith that remained steadfast, even in the darkest of nights. For its absence would rob it of its very nature. Like a river’s current, this faith guided me to safety, carryin’ me through it all. 

			I dashed around to the back of the barn to catch up with Caesar. Seein’ his shovel untouched and leanin’ up against the fence was uncommon. I caught sight of the watcher as it cawed and clicked before landin’ on the finely crafted maple handle.

			“Where do you think he is?” I asked.

			After a quick shake of his tail feathers, he turned away, not helpin’ one bit. I knew Aunt Sarah would be by—somethin’ about her baby. It didn’t make much sense, but I thought I’d be ready in case it involved me. I gave an ear to the awful Miss Noyes and Polly talkin’ in the kitchen, but I couldn’t hear it all. And Caesar left our room earlier than usual. It was no time for dilly-dallyin’.

			I was about to collect the eggs when I saw the watcher fly overhead in the other direction. He usually did that when he wanted to help me. At first, I didn’t get it, but I sensed it was an important day, and Caesar would get me through it. 

			I kept the crow in sight. Its friend joined, and together they flew towards the cornfield, landin’ on the twisted hollow tree at the field’s edge. Caesar—shirtless and muscles glistenin’ in the sun—hoed deeply into the rich black earth. I asked God to make me as strong as him when I aged.

			“Caesar, over here!” I shouted.

			He stood tall and straight when he waved. I couldn’t hold back my joy and laughed as I ran towards him. He leaned on the hoe, swattin’ at the horse flies. Some of the other men looked up with their eyes but kept their heads down and continued workin’. The bosses were havin’ a smoke behind the cart, so it didn’t matter anyhow. 

			“I didn’t know where you were this mornin’ and thought I’d check on you,” I said.

			“Gotta’ tend to the corn,” he said.

			“I’m gonna see Rosie first and then collect the eggs.”

			“You’d best hurry. Silas be lookin’ for you. Go on, git!”

			He took a quick look around the field and grabbed the hoe as the bosses had finished their smoke. There was somethin’ ’bout Caesar. He knew when things could turn. I had hoped to learn how to do that when I grew up, or maybe sooner.

			I wanted to run, but I made myself walk. If one were too eager, and the matrons figured it out, they’d find a way to punish you—take away what was worth the rush. Once you knew that, you could hold onto what mattered most.

			The heat of the day poured down on us. I used to like hot days, but all that changed after Dolly was found drowned. I was not ready for a swim. I planned to dip my feet in the pond if all went well. That was safe.

			I took a deep breath and stood on the top step. It was time to pray. If God didn’t show up, I feared Rosie would never come back. I bowed my head, closed my eyes, and silently prayed.

			When it comes to Rosie, Lord, I’m scared. I know that You’re with me. God, it feels like You are so far away, but I know You are with me, right? Please help me through this. I can’t help another soul if I’m afraid. Right? Amen.

			I opened my eyes. Sure enough, the low-spirited Miss Noyes was there, hands on her wide hips, lookin’ as mean as one of those big boars waitin’ in the stall.

			“What are you doin’ here?” She crossed her arms. 

			“Checkin’ on Rosie.”

			“What makes you think you can do that?”

			“I just can.”

			“Oh, you can?”

			“Stop all of this,” Polly said. “He can stop in, but it don’t matter. She ain’t awake.”

			“Still?” I fought back the tears.

			“You ain’t hard of hearin’, are you?” Polly smirked.

			“No. I’ll go quick.”

			She said somethin’, but I was long gone. I made it down the hallway and stopped at the door to collect my wits. I decided that the next time I visited, I’d bring flowers. She might not see them right away, but she’d smell them, and they’d be waitin’ when she woke up.

			When I reached the door to her room, I peeked inside, where Bella was seated beside Rosie, readin’ from the Bible. She looked up.

			“Hello, Samuel.” She closed the book and smiled.

			“Hello. How is Rosie today?”

			“She’s still asleep, but spoke a few words last night. I didn’t understand her, but she’s been tryin’ to awaken. I can tell. Doctor Gilman said that she could wake up at any time or sleep forever.” 

			I stared at Rosie, calm and pretty. It didn’t seem possible that it was the same girl in there. I had only seen her with too much temper. I hoped that when she woke up, she’d have found happiness in her dreams. 

			I reached over, took her cool, limp hand, and whispered, “It’s me, Samuel. When you wake up, I’ll take you to my secret places. We’ll climb trees and go fishin’ for clouds in the pond. We can stay up late, look at the stars, and wish on one or two. Please wake up.” 

			Her eyes remained closed, but her eyelids twitched. Bella said it was a good sign. She could hear me. I needed to know that she had not left to be with God or the angels yet. She was still with us. Death had stayed far enough away, so she had a chance. 

			With no time to spare, I said goodbye and dashed to the chicken coop, where the hens were nervous and the roosters impatient.
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			“Hey, you—boy!” 

			I barely had time to collect all the eggs when Silas shouted from out in the yard. At least he learnt that until he dared to admit to bein’ my father, I’d never answer to son. Even then, it depended upon his actions and reasons why he was on the other side—a boss—while Mamma and I were, as we were, inmates. 

			Besides, after Death stole her, he took to the bottle. I made room for that before, but since he was often drunk, there was little I could do to like him. He refused to be a good man, so I refused to be a part of it.

			I set two of the egg baskets on the shelf. “What?”

			“Your aunt and uncle are comin’ this afternoon.”

			“I know.”

			“We need to get to work.” The whiskey dribbled down his chin and onto his chest when he took a swig. The watcher and his friend perched on the fencepost, heads cocked to listen.

			“I am. I collected the eggs, and then I’m gonna hoe the cornfield.”

			“That ain’t your job.” He hiccuped and laughed. “Leave that for them. Y’ ain’t like them.”

			“Just stop all that and say what you mean.” I turned away.

			“You know, so I ain’t sayin’ nothin’.”

			Like a steam engine with smoke puffin’ about his head, Moses made his way towards us. The sun glowed, outlinin’ his frame as he got closer.

			“I need you to dig,” Moses said. “Charlie and Ben ain’t got time for another hole now.”

			“Ya want it done today?” Silas dropped the jug while tryin’ to hide it behind a feed bucket.

			“We have to do it now. Sarah will be here after lunch.” He toked hard on his pipe, lookin’ away from the whiskey that streamed out onto the dirt.

			“S’cuse me, but a hole?” I asked. No longer part of the conversation, Silas raced to stop the spill. It was too late.

			“It’s only a small hole. It’s for the baby,” Moses said.

			“What baby?” I asked.

			“Oh, nobody told you? Her baby was born and died shortly after. They’re gonna bury it in with your mother,” he said. “I heard it was a girl. In God’s eyes, she was made right by Pastor Leighton, and she could be buried with the upstandin’ folks. But like her sister, Sarah is stubborn. She wants the baby buried with Abigail.”

			Silas stood before us, holdin’ the empty jug in his hand. “Samuel and I will do it, Boss.”

			My face was redder ’an a tomato. How dare he speak for me? But then again, it was my kin. And if that drunken fool was left in charge, he’d do it all wrong. The crow urged me to stand tall.

			“I don’t think Samuel—” Moses started.

			“—I’ll do it. Give me a shovel. I’ll do it.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

			I didn’t wait for an answer and turned to leave, but stopped. I would always defend her if or when I had to. I cleared my throat.

			“Mamma’s kind of stubbornness was good. She had more courage than—”

			The two men waited, but I didn’t give ’em what they wanted. As far as I was concerned, Mamma was better than both of them. She would have frowned upon me sassin’ back, but she wasn’t there to stop me. She would have had to scold me later in a dream. She tended to do that.

			I marched towards the barn, headin’ to the room where all the coffins and stones were stacked up to the ceilin’. Why? Why did Aunt Sarah want the baby buried with the Numbered Souls? I would have to write her name beside Mamma’s in the book. What was her name? And why did she die?

			Silas caught up with me, stinkin’ and staggerin’. I didn’t care. I would dig if Aunt Sarah and Uncle August needed a simple hole in the ground for their baby. I had seen it done enough times. It was just another grave filled with more people than intended. The Farm wasn’t a place where folks were fair, and things seemed right. If that were so, none of us would have been there at all.

			No sooner had I made that offer than Silas hollered for me to jump on the cart. I planned to run down the crows’ path—to the stone garden—but I wanted to keep it a secret for as long as possible. With all that whiskey of his, he wouldn’t remember anyhow.

			I climbed up on the cart and sat beside him on the bench. I cringed when I had to ride down the road that led to the troubled world out there—the other side—but it was for a good cause.
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			I stood before her—my mother—number 188. Chickadees and cardinals united in an unendin’ song from high in the trees that lined the stone garden. A plump, fuzzy bumblebee, merry with pollen, went from one primrose blossom to another, celebratin’ a slight breeze that rushed through the lower leaves, playin’ in the sun, castin’ shadows on her stone.

			Silas stayed on the cart with the recently filled flask hidden behind the bench. I didn’t utter a word when I went for the shovel. So often, I watched them dig holes and then cover ’em back up after plantin’.

			“Hey… wait for me,” he said.

			I did not stop. It was easier to pretend I didn’t hear than to take up words with him. I learned that drunks don’t hear as well as others, and their speakin’ is no more than mumblin’ at best.

			“Jest dig a small hole. It ain’t so hard.” His laughter echoed off the stones.

			Whether or not I dug on one side or the other made no difference. If Moses’s directions were clear, they would have been lost the moment he gave the responsibility to Silas. So, it was up to me to do the right thing.

			It didn’t take long to dig. Because of the recent rain, the earth was moist, not hard-packed. I dug down fairly deep, hittin’ a rock or two, and hoped for the best. Moses would have had to see it through if he wanted it done better. To send a drunkard off with a boy to dig a grave was not what I’d expect from a good Farm boss, the big boss. It was hard to ignore that Moses was all but fallin’ apart.

			When I returned to the cart, the flask was empty, and Silas—muddled and helpless—snored with his mouth open and head thrown back. I nudged him, and he didn’t move. I smacked his cheek hard. It felt good, which worried me a bit. I promised Mamma I would never be a fighter, only to protect myself or others. If she came to me in a dream, I could say it was for protection.

			He finally came to.

			“That’s my boy,” he said, all twisted and too sweet for any man, even him.

			“I’m walkin’ back to the Farm. I don’t want to be in the cart with you.” 

			“Son, wait!”

			I didn’t have to stop or worry about him findin’ the secret path in the woods. He was too drunk to remember a thing. I could leave him there and be done.
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			Relieved that Silas was nowhere near, I ran. A river of crows flew within the openin’ of the treetops, stoppin’ and startin’ as they tended to. I reached the Farm well before Silas and went straight to the cornfield, only to find Caesar at the manure pile.

			Once I caught up to him, my heart slowed, and I could talk.

			“Aunt Sarah had the baby. It was a girl. She died,” I said. “And I had to dig a hole—”

			“Slow down.”

			“I had to dig a hole by Mamma’s stone for the baby.”

			The lunch bell rang, and he put his hand on my shoulder. Together, we walked to the big house. I stood behind him in line, tryin’ to think of what to do next. Ignorin’ Miss Noyes and walkin’ right by Elam, I talked the whole time. But Caesar said nothin’ until we were outside.

			“How do ya feel?” he asked.

			“I don’t know. I think I’m sad. Scared a little…”

			“What would your mamma do if she be standin’ here?”I stopped. I didn’t know. I had never dug a grave before. I never had a cousin who lived and died like that. I never had a cousin.

			“I don’t know.”

			“Yes, you do.”

			“She would ask me to pray or sing or do somethin’ nice, maybe pick flowers—”

			“Whatcha’ gonna do?”

			I didn’t know the answer. But I would have had a better chance if I had climbed the tree. Without a word, I went to the tree. I felt Caesar’s good eye on my back the whole time.

			[image: ]

			Before I reached the heart of the tree, I thought of what to do. I knew, as Caesar said I would. I only had to find a way to do it without gettin’ caught.

			Makin’ sure to stay hidden, Caesar and I followed the crows’ path to the edge of the stone garden. We watched the small group—Sarah, August, the Porters, a man in black whom I’d seen but never met, and Moses puffin’ away in the distance.

			First, they were gathered on the other side of the fence with the righteous ones, but then they went to where the Farm folks were, straight to Mamma’s grave, and stood before the hole I had dug. When the man in black said a few words that I could not hear, Caesar nodded.

			I tucked the fiddle under my chin and played one of Mamma’s favorite songs—“Amazin’ Grace.” The first note was clear and bright, echoin’ over the many stones on both sides of the fence. Even the birds stopped to listen. The more I played, the better it sounded and felt in my heart. After two verses, I thought it best to run and hide in case a mean boss found out.

			I handed the fiddle to Caesar, who wrapped it in the cloth. We ran through the woods without lookin’ back. Farewell, my baby cousin. Say hello to Mamma and the angels.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Caesar Logan

			August 9, 1878

			County Farm, Ossipee, New Hampshire

			With the fiddle under my arm and the boy at my heels, I bolted through the pasture. There was cows and hogs in there most always. But I weren’t never afraid of ’em. Nope. They was usually too busy grazin’ and rootin’ ’round to take notice. Besides, they knew who was friend or foe. I’d always been kind to critters. 

			Samuel and I stopped behind the cow shed, next to the deep piles of rusted cans and rubbish, and waited while folks returned to the launderin’ room, barn, fields, and elders’ circle. Bein’ I had no business goin’ off in the woods, I always had to watch myself. I kept my head down. 

			Besides, since I’d been up North, I’d only got beat a few times, and it weren’t so bad. Nothin’ like the black snake. And it was only ’cause nobody was ’round. Once Moses found out that ole George raised a fist, he threatened to take him out and give him a taste of it. But since he took to the whiskey, t’was no reason to worry ’bout the likes of him.

			I din’t wander—it invited nothin’ but questions and trouble. Some folks ain’t never e’en seen the likes of us before. Oh yeah, some of us was up North, but not many. It’s prolly ’cause winters be too cold. Course, they stop, stare, and point like we was some sort of wonder. I s’posed we was. Only the Lawd knew what He was up to and what might a’happened next. I was findin’ my way and wanted no fuss. 

			I never told the boy ’bout the dark side of things, and I din’t want him to know, but I had trouble sleepin’. Too much time had passed without a word from Tempy. Course, it din’t help that Sarah and Bess wasn’t together no more. Samuel mentioned somethin’ ’bout Sarah not wantin’ a thing to do with Iris or the Lake House. I can’t say that I blamed her. That was where all that evil happened when they was born. Tho’ I did think ’bout sneakin’ off to find Tempy, but somethin’ told me to wait. She’d come around. If she din’t, I’d face it then.

			So, I made up my mind not to worry ’bout anything. Samuel needed me, and that was all there was to it. It was good to be useful. He be like my kin. I ain’t felt like that for an age. 

			It was time. I reached into my pocket and runned my fingers over the pipe I’d made for him. E’en tho’ the corn weren’t ripe for the pickin’, more an a week before, I’d found a nice thick ear and set it in a loft window to dry. 

			I’d thought ’bout the briars behind the tool shed and the long side of the barn, but there weren’t nothin’ like cob. I’d hoped the boy would like it and smoke a good smoke. Other than Moses, there weren’t nobody here like Grandma. I don’t recall ever seein’ her without her cob. She e’en slept with beside her in case she woke up.

			After the cob was ready to hole out, I made the pipe. It weren’t red, but it were as fine as a cob coulda’ been. The t’bacco I got from Billy Peavey had dried some, but it’d be good ’nuff for Samuel’s first smoke. They din’t have the best t’bacco up North, but it weren’t no fault of their own. Back then, we worked the fields, and it was always a plenty.

			The whole of the North belonged to white folks, and there weren’t nothin’ to do ’bout it. They was happy and had answers for everything. As long as we weren’t no trouble, we was good as pork pie. 

			It’d been plenty of time since I heard them bull-whips flyin’ and the cries of my brothers and sisters, but it weren’t somethin’ to ferget. I mostly got through it when I learnt how to pray, and I prayed for freedom. Oh, I prayed for my eye, but the Lawd saw fit to take it. I could see outta’ my good one. That’s all that mattered.

			I shooed away them thoughts. It was time to go. Samuel took off first, and I followed. I’d been gettin’ on in age, so keepin’ up with the boy weren’t so easy. But I did, ’til I tripped on a stump and went right on down to the ground. The only thing I had to worry ’bout was the fiddle. I held it up and kept it safe.

			Once we got closer to the graves, we stopped. We heard voices—first on one side of the fence, and then they moved to where us folks was planted. There was prayers and things said. Then it got quiet. Sarah’s husband put the box in the hole, and I raised my hand, signalin’ the boy to play.

			At first, I thought he was gonna cry, but he din’t. He played that fiddle so fine, I’d never heard the likes of it. E’en Cass weren’t up to playin’ that good, and as far as I knowed, he was the best. Nothin’ stayed the same.
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			The crows followed the path; Samuel followed the crows, and I followed Samuel. We was deep in the woods where few people roamed, when he finally stopped. I pretended I weren’t out of breath, but keepin’ up had got hard.

			“Samuel,” I said.

			He didn’t answer but came right up beside me.

			“I got somethin’ for ya,” I said, fishin’ around in my pocket for the cob.

			“For me?”

			“I reckon ya done good, so it’s time to have this.” I handed the pipe to him.

			The crows, seein’ that the boy weren’t followin’ no more, circled and perched on a branch.

			He took the cob in his hand and rolled it around. His eyes looked like they might e’en fall out. 

			“Is this a pipe?” he asked. “For me?”

			“Yes.” I smiled.

			“Is it real?”

			“Course, it’s real. Caesar wouldn’t give you one that weren’t real.”

			“Do you smoke it? Like Moses does?”

			I laughed. I din’t think of Moses. He weren’t like me when it came to tokin’ on a pipe. He always had smoke comin’ and goin’. I liked to smoke when things was special.

			“Come here and sit, boy.” I pointed to a stump at the edge of the path.

			Once he sat down, I took the pipe and filled it with a lil’ t’bacco. I held a match over it and took a nice, long tug. I coughed some ’cause it’d been a spell since I toked.

			“Are you alright?” Samuel asked.

			“Course I’m alright.” I handed the pipe to him. “Now you try.”

			The t’bacco barely had an orange glow but still had some spark on the dottle left behind. Samuel put the cob up to his mouth and drew a deep breath. At first, nothin’ happened, then he did it again, only he got too much. 

			After a good coughin’ spell, he turned to me. “Can I have more?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Agnes MacKay

			August 12, 1878

			The Mission, Boston, Massachusetts

			Like a beacon adrift, the moonlight poured in through the giant, uncurtained windows, castin’ silver light and shadows in the room. Together we stood—hands folded and hearts beatin’—in anticipation. Mother Superior had not yet come to lead us in our bedtime prayer. 

			It had been far too long since I had heard the song of a fallen star, let alone retrieved one. Perhaps it was quieter amongst the mountains and green rollin’ hills than in Boston. The hustle and bustle of city life, both day and night, did not lend itself to such things.

			How I longed to be at the Farm with Samuel and the grandmothers. Instead, I was imprisoned with countless other girls—accidents at birth, dead to our families and the outside world, and like Mary Magdalene, scorned by all of humanity.

			Little did the sisters know that my hunger and uncertainty served me well. I was sharp and quick on the streets and could take any boy to task. We were told daily that our presence was nothin’ more than a moral stain on society, an uninvited burden, and an expense to the world.

			If I awakened before the bells, I began each day with a silent prayer.

			Dear God, Remember me? I’m Agnes, Agnes MacKay. I will never be a number. Yet I continue to pray and believe that this is not my end. What kind of God would lead us here? Why do You allow the sisters to banish our names and eventually our souls, only to be replaced by numbers, while no one cares? I am not worried about what will become of me, but what will become of a world such as this? And Your servants who, in Your Heavenly name, force children to labor silently for countless hours. Is the root of evil and danger here? In Your House?

			 Lord, I am numb, and all the colors of my world have faded into gray. But I know that You are with me. The Word says that You will draw near those who draw near to You. I need help. Please, pull me in, and give me strength! Amen.

			I had hoped that He heard my prayers. But hope was a funny thing. Unlike faith, when you believe and know, hope carries with it room for doubt. Hope is simply a chance that somethin’ will or will not work out, while faith is absolute.

			If there were lessons to learn, then all was not lost. Of course, it wasn’t always easy. I had to look hard. But I found them. The first week at the Mission offered many lessons: 

			Do not talk out of turn.

			Speak loudly.

			We are numbers, not names.

			We are the irredeemable, fallen ones.

			Friendless.

			Wanderers.

			Use a spoon and never your fingers.

			Eat all of your crusty gruel or thin soup. 

			Never lick the bowl.

			Attract no attention.

			Keep your head bowed.

			Turn your eyes towards the floor.

			Always wear your cap, dress, pinafore, and shoes.

			Continue to search for a way out.

			With each passin’ day, I realized that I couldn’t live in a place like that for too long. Surely, I would have died under such circumstances.

			Lavinia shared the Mission’s dark secrets with me. She lived in a state of endless dread. The worst was about 328 and 216—a scary man hurt them, and then they had babies. After that, she feared goin’ anywhere alone. She said these creatures might not have been humans who roamed the Mission at night and hid in back rooms and closets. 

			I listened carefully to her stories and looked out for these devils. It was time to leave. Before fallin’ asleep, I shared my escape plans with Lavinia, who pretended not to hear me. Fear was her guide. If I stayed afraid, I would not find my way through it. I had to know that my stay there was brief and only the beginnin’ of my journey.

			Throughout the day, in unison, we clip-clopped from one room to another, each with a specific purpose. The third floor is where they housed the elders—women as old as the grandmothers. Some folks at the Farm were senseless. A few were tied to their chairs and sat in the great room. Many did small chores like crushin’ bone meal and snappin’ beans. The elders at the Mission barely uttered a word and tended to gaze about without focus. It was different.

			Tho’ long forgotten by their folks, the grandmothers at the Farm shared their stories, grievin’ what was lost. Sometimes, they were confused, but we were polite and tried our best to listen. Bella reminded us that the elders were wise and should always have our respect. And, of course, Mrs. Taylor could read, which was very nice since Samuel and I wanted to learn. 

			Many books and papers were hidden in the loft. We often needed help figurin’ out the words, and Samuel wanted to write in The Book of Numbered Souls. Abigail said he could not forget to do that and do it right. The future depended on him because folks who didn’t know their roots were lost. How sad it was that so many others didn’t seem to care. I wondered if they purposefully forgot us poor folks so they wouldn’t ever have to talk about our choices and things they might regret later. I would never know.

			I always held out for the good news. Ever since Mrs. Taylor stopped drinkin’ the gin that someone smuggled inside a hollow book, she had settled down and become one of my favorites.

			Then, there were a few grandmothers who acted downright ornery at times. We tried to avoid them, but they always managed to find us.

			But Abigail said that was the way with some folks when they got on in age. She warned us about sassin’. We shouldn’t talk back, but politely find a way out. One day, if God chose, we would live to be old and frail, too. The Methodists said we reaped what we sowed. I believed it to be true.

			I quickly learned which doors and windows at the Mission were best for an escape. When we walked from the kitchen to the nave, I could see the outside world through the long window. If I squinted, I could see my barrel. There were so many wanderers out there, it was hard to tell, but it looked like someone had taken residence there. I hoped that they took proper care of Ginger. I hadn’t known the critter for long, but I felt responsible.
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			The launderin’ room at the Mission was similar to the one at the Farm but much bigger. All things appeared huge because the windows and doors were taller than three full-grown men, maybe more. 

			Unlike the Farm, everything at the Mission centered around the wash. There were more rooms for such chores—sortin’, cleanin’, washin’, hangin’, and in some cases, ironin’, which I avoided until I met the Sisters of the Mission.

			Of course, the Farm was mainly a farm. There was a lot of commotion and upsets. Still, folks tended to the gardens, livestock, and the business of cannin’ and preservin’ when the season called for it.

			My chores were collectin’ eggs, weedin’, bean snappin’, laundry, washin’ pots and pans, and scrubbin’ floors. Bella said that if I stayed with it, I would have been sewin’ bed ticks and linens by the end of the year. But I left before it came true.

			The irons at the Farm—made by Asa himself—were only used now and then. But I avoided goin’ near an iron after a dreadful episode. Miss Noyes purposely burnt Mrs. Lucy’s face because she sassed her back. Polly tried to stop her, but it was too late. Scarred for life, the woman—quite pale and somber—was never the same. 

			That poor, tormented woman. Samuel said he knew I was only bein’ nice when I told her that her scar was pretty and looked like a heart, but she fled the room in tears at the mention of it. I never saw her smile again, and she avoided me.

			Since I was used to the launderin’ chores at the Farm, I was put to work immediately. It was the first time I had seen Sister Judith smile. She said that someday I’d be grateful that I was so good. I liked it because I didn’t have as much time to think of my wretchedness. I remembered how Abigail said that my skills at the Farm would make me wise and strong. She was right. Some of the others, includin’ Lavinia, appeared fragile and adrift.

			Soon, I discovered a place in the back of the Mission where folks from the outside waited in their carriages, lined up, ready to take away the freshly washed linens and clothes. The first time I wandered back there, the stick fell swiftly across my back, and I was warned never to return. It was clear what they wanted to hide—a way out.
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			I was drawn to the elders. Some were aged sisters, while others, like me—captured and held prisoner—had been there for a long time. Lavinia said that unless you ran away, there was no way out. And they usually found you, brought you back, or sent you somewhere else. I was to prove her wrong. I had many questions, but I knew I would not die there. I did not expect to last another week. I didn’t leave the Farm for a place like the Mission. I had to remember that I went off to find Papa.

			Just as I had conjured up the image of him that I had created, Mother Superior entered the room with Sister Clara—the nicest sister of them all—followin’ behind. Except for number 431—the newest, most petite girl other than the infants—the girls quietly came to attention.

			Mother Superior walked around the room, tappin’ her stick lightly on the girls who needed to straighten their postures. I cleared my throat, hopin’ for 431 to lift her sleepy head, but I caught the eye of Sister Judith, who had just entered our quarters.

			She scuffled up behind me and pressed her stick on my shoulder. I did not move, knowin’ that the best way to avoid a strike was to remain silent.

			“Bow your heads,” Mother Superior said.

			Keepin’ my head down, I looked up briefly as a shadowy figure crept by the window—a young man wearin’ a blue hat that reflected the moonlight perfectly.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Samuel

			August 12, 1878

			I didn’t have a chance to talk to Sarah after they buried my little cousin, Mary. I only knew her name because I overheard the minister—the man dressed in black—talkin’ to Moses. He said that it would take time before Sarah would speak of it. He said that she would have a period of mournin’. I didn’t quite understand, but I trusted Bella—a second mother to me—when she said it was the time we spent honorin’ those who went to live with God and the angels. We could thank Death for that.

			I stood by the barn with a handful of yarrow, red clover, and some goldenrod, waitin’ for Silas to go in or out. He stumbled in through the doorway and sat there in a daze. I thought about askin’ him if he needed a hand, but it may have been a trick.

			He finally pulled himself up, ran to the pen, and vomited over the side. In the past, I may have thought it was because he had an unfortunate illness, but I learnt that too much liquor could do that to you. It was easy to rush by him on my way to the big house. I had been bringin’ flowers to Rosie every day. I wanted to play a song, but I had to protect my fiddle.

			Once I got inside, I ran down the hall, past the launderin’ room, and up the stairs. When I entered the room, there was a crowd around the bed.

			“Look, Samuel,” Bella said. “She’s awake.”

			I circled around Miss Noyes, Polly, the doctor, and Moses. Rosie was sittin’ up in her bed. She smiled weakly and blushed. 

			“Rosie!” I cried, rushin’ past everyone with flowers in hand. “I thought you would be asleep forever. I’m so happy you woke up.”

			“She hasn’t said much,” Doc Gilman said. “It will take time.”

			“Hello, Samuel,” she whispered. “The flowers are pretty.”

			I strained to hear her voice—soft and sweet—barely soundin’ like her. The sun streamed in through the cracked window, dancin’ about her head. Somethin’ was diff’rent, but I couldn’t say what it was. 

			“It will take time to know how she’s doing,” Doc Gilman said. “She got trampled and gored pretty good. You can come back later and check on her.”

			I handed the flowers to Bella and turned towards Rosie. “I’m glad you’re awake. I’ve been prayin’ and waitin’.”

			I ran off as fast as I could, leavin’ Rosie in the hands of the doctor, feelin’ a rush of joy. I would remind myself to be patient, somethin’ that Mamma often did. I sensed that Rosie would get better and that she had left the angry part of herself behind.

			I headed for the barn, but the watcher had other ideas and swooped in front of me. Of course, I should have known that he would have led me to the tree. Indeed, it was important to climb up, nestle into its heart, and look out at the world now that Rosie Wallace was awake and smilin’.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Sarah Hodgdon Wood

			August 12, 1878

			County Farm, Ossipee, New Hampshire

			Ever since Moses lied about the deed, I didn’t know where to turn. I knew it wasn’t with the Commissioners because I had it. I carried it with me, hopin’ to find a helper or a way to solve our dilemma. It was time to decide what would follow, and as hard as it would be to hold my tongue, it was up to August where he wanted to work. I knew I couldn’t bear to live in Fall River, yet we couldn’t stay with the Porters forever either. 

			My thoughts circled about my head. Could August build a life in New Hampshire? He was born and bred in the streets. The woods were thick and deep—just as I knew—and I liked it. It was odd how frightenin’ and easy it was to get lost in the city, yet I could wander in the wilderness and never get lost. I was home.

			All of this could have been sorted out if we were willin’ to live with Bess in Boston. It would have pleased her. However, I was unable to come around. She even said that we could bring Samuel. August didn’t mind. He was more easy-goin’ than I was. Bess was too bossy.

			“Sarah, it’d be good for you to get some sun—maybe go for a walk,” August said.

			He was right, but I lacked the energy to rise up and greet the day, let alone get dressed and step outside. That would have meant minglin’ with the Porter sisters, who bickered more at home than when we were in Fall River. And tho’ she tried, Mrs. Porter did not have the upper hand. I had no interest in it. So, I closed my eyes and remained silent.

			“I gotta’ go to the Farm and see Moses. It’s time to tell him we have the deed and then go to the Commissioners to set it straight.”

			“They all lie,” I said. “They won’t help us.”

			“We have to try.”

			“If you want to waste your time, go ahead,” I said.

			Surprised that he didn’t make a fuss, I rolled over and faced the wall. I wasn’t sleepy, but I was tired of what each day had to offer, or not. I didn’t want to face anyone or anything. I wished to be left in solitude.

			I closed my eyes and listened to my husband’s footsteps echo in the dark hallway. He was braver than I was, as he set out to conquer the day. What a task, showin’ up at the Farm, facin’ the fate of good men, women, children, and the despicable gatekeepers—those in charge—with their unworthy lies. I wondered how I could have been so selfish as to let my husband shoulder the burden alone. Tears that had managed to stay hidden rushed to the surface. Should I stop them?

			I had no choice as I cloaked my pillow in tears. Oddly, I didn’t comprehend the depth of my sorrow when I hadn’t even met our baby. Was it the sheer disappointment of not havin’ her accordin’ to plan? Was it due to the death of a dream that the old lady back in Fall River always talked about? I didn’t even know my daughter. Is this what was meant by a mother’s unconditional love? I could not fathom havin’ my child taken away at birth, knowin’ she was alive, yet someone else claimed her because they could. Did the poor and downtrodden have any rights at all? Or were we all just there for the takin’?

			I turned onto my back, dried my tears, and stared at the ceilin’. If I could have found a way to escape without listenin’ to the Porters squabble and fuss, perhaps I would have gotten out of bed. I raced over to the window just in time.

			“August!” I shouted. “Come back!”

			I didn’t wait to see his look of frustration. I slammed the window shut and rushed to the closet to rifle through my meager wardrobe. Of course, I realized I could have dressed like a queen—Queen Bess—should I also wish to become her servant.

			As he burst into the room, I stepped into my skirt. Suddenly, all the excuses that I had to stay home mattered not. It was time to make arrangements to move to New Hampshire, adopt Samuel, and live independently.

			“What happened? Are you alright?” He rushed to my side.

			“Yes, of course I’m alright. I didn’t mean to cause alarm. I am overcome with the desire to solve all of these riddles. I’ll accompany you to visit Moses and the Commissioners. I haven’t seen Samuel of late. It’s time to do somethin’—anything but sit in this wretched room and mourn the loss of everyone and everything.”

			It had been a while since August held me close the way he did that mornin’. I s’posed I had become immersed in my problems, not tendin’ to his needs. Bein’ the kind man he was, he uttered no complaint. He showed me nothin’ but love, enough to sustain me through anything.
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			I rested my head on my husband’s shoulder and smiled. He was right. The ride was brief but welcome. The warmth of the sun did me good. Droplets of mornin’ dew sparkled and clung to the great white pine needles, and the scent of new-mown hay filled the air. The men worked the oxen intently in the field at the Blakes’ farm. 

			It was a miracle to escape the Porters without so much as a word. But I did. Surely, they did not expect me to appear, as I still mourned. They were wrong. Once I decided to do somethin’, there was no turnin’ back. 

			“Do you think Moses will try to find a way around his lie?” I asked.

			“He can’t. If you have the deed, there is nothin’ left to say.”

			“I don’t trust him or anyone else.” I fussed with my bonnet.

			“All you have to do is trust yourself.”

			We turned up the road to the County Farm where the folks were leavin’ the big house, headin’ for the fields and gardens. I shielded my eyes from the sun and looked for Samuel.

			“You’re never gonna find him over there,” said a familiar, sweet voice.

			“Oh, Samuel. You sneaked up on me, but I would have found you.”

			“Samuel, will you help me with the mule?” August asked, hoppin’ down and handin’ him the reins. “Then, I gotta’ find Moses.”

			We didn’t have to look far. He appeared with his pipe in one hand and a match in the other.

			“Someone lookin’ for me?” he asked.

			“Good mornin’,” August said. “We’re here to claim what’s ours.”

			I thought I’d fall off the cart. My husband lacked the skills to converse with the likes of Moses. I held my breath and broke into a sweat.

			“What might that be?” His words came through carefully crafted puffs of smoke.

			“Sarah, show him the deed.”

			I fumbled around in my reticule, pulled out the paper, and handed it to him.

			“Oh, this.” He scratched his head with his pipe stem.

			“You said it was settled—and that they took the land to square Abigail’s debt.” I stood erect.

			“I thought it was all settled,” Moses said, quickly jammin’ his pipe in his mouth.

			“Samuel had the deed. It was in the chest, so you forgot to take it. Mother wished for us to be safe, and Papa provided for us.” I kept an eye on Samuel until he disappeared behind the barn.

			Moses chewed on the end of his pipe, and the paper shook in his hand as he looked it over. I wondered if he could even read. August could not. “Excuse me,” I said. “I don’t wish to be rude, but can you read what you hold in your hand?”

			His mouth dropped open, and he put his pipe in his pocket. August gave me a look the way he did whenever I spoke out of turn.

			I blushed. “I don’t mean to peck, but I’m tired and want answers.”

			“Well—” August crossed his arms and blushed along with me.

			“Never mind, August.” It was the first time I had seen Moses speak without a cloud of smoke around his head. “She’s right. I mean, I can read a word here and there, but there are a few I don’t know.”

			“Then give it back.” I snatched the paper away from him. “I will go to the Commissioners on my own. You are no help to me, as you were not to my sister or my nephew.”

			I took a few steps and stopped. “Come, August. Let’s find Samuel, go to the Commissioners, and straighten this out.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Caesar

			August 12, 1878

			Back when the boss—Gilbert Dale—hurt Elam, and nobody did nothin’ but put me in lock-up, the boy stayed right close to Mrs. Taylor. Yep, she was old and coulda’ been meaner ’an a riled-up rooster, but never to Elam. It was jest what the boy needed. Everybody else was workin’, and she had the time and mind to do it.

			So, I followed Mrs. Taylor and Elam out to the woods behind the water pump, where they set out to pick winta’ green. I was careful not to scare ’em. I watched the two earlier while we ate our gruel. I’d have given her the letter I got when we was inside, but Miss Noyes knew sumthin’ was up and kep’ watch. I din’t trust that woman. 

			It hadn’t got too hot, but I sweat brutal jest the same. When Sir Rupert Buttons handed me the letter, I wasn’t s’pectin’ nothin’. I knew it’d be from Tempy. Nobody else would bother. And the lines looked like the last letter she sent.

			“S’cuse me, Mrs. Taylor.” 

			She turned around quick, ’bout to lose her balance. “Oh, Caesar, it’s you.”

			“I have another letter. It ain’t long. Could you look at it?”

			She put her hands on her hips. “I s’pose so.”

			She snatched it from my hand. I din’t want to get too ’cited, but I ain’t heard from Tempy for an age. I was scared she’d leave, and I’d never see the likes of her again. Or she’d up and die without a word.

			Mrs. Taylor moved her lips while she read it to herself. I woulda’ complained, but that din’t make no sense. I bit my fingernail down too far, like I always did.

			“This is what it says.”

			Caesar. Soon Bess be movin to bosten. You cin come to. Or it is goodby. Weere not getin yunger. Come with me. Davis dont mattir. Rite to me by Tuseday next or I wil acsept it is dun. Tempy.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Caesar

			August 13, 1878

			Tempy,

			No. I cant go. Not now. Im here. I cant go back to that or them folks. You kin come here. Lets live what we have left here. Marrey me. I will waite. I allwayes do. Caesar
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			Thanks to Mrs. Taylor, we wrote a letter to Tempy. ’Stead of runnin’ out in the woods myself and makin’ my way to Wolfbro, she said I should mail it like all the others. She had two stamps from her cousin, and she never wrote to no one. So, she gave ’em to me, and Charles brung my letter to the box by the fence where Ephram Curtis fetched the mail. I weren’t goin’ back to servin’ nobody other than the Lawd, manure, and the fields at the Farm. And I’d ne’er leave the boy.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Sarah

			August 13, 1878

			It wasn’t ’til we were off the cart, inside, and sittin’ in the long hallway that I finally caught my breath. These horrid people sentenced my sister, deemin’ her as nothin’ more than a moral stain on society, an inmate at the Farm. How would they treat me? We were the ones they wanted to be rid of once and for all. I didn’t care about all of that. Somehow, I would get our farm back.

			I snapped out of my daydream when a tall, well-dressed man opened the door—leavin’ it slightly ajar when he walked out. I peered inside at the men seated at a long, shiny table. I knew Alan Peavey and Daniel Stiles from church. Mr. Nichols was the other man, often seen struttin’ ’bout town. When we met him at Mr. Tibbetts’ store, Mother warned us of his bad character.

			Poor Mr. Peavey looked as if he would burst out of the shirt stretched over his belly. Bein’ a hot day, his face and bald head flushed when he spoke. He looked over his spectacles at me and then down at the papers on the table. “M-Mrs. Sarah Wood?”

			I jumped.

			He waved his hand. “Come in. Is that Mr. Wood?”

			“Yes.”

			We entered and sat in the two chairs facin’ the men on the other side of the table.

			“Your sister was an inmate at the C-C-County Farm?” His chin quivered like the wattle of a noble rooster. “C-c-correct?”

			“Yes.”

			“You are Sarah, the survivin’ daughter of S-Samuel and Annie H-Hodgdon?” He leaned back in his chair and continued peerin’ over his spectacles. “All deceased ’cept for you?”

			“Yes.” It was as if I heard the word deceased for the first time. “I mean no… There’s—”

			“W-what is it? S-speak up.”

			“I’m sorry. Yes, they are deceased, except there’s another—”

			“Another?”

			I stopped, unable to tell him or anyone else the complicated and tragic events that plagued us all. Many folks knew from church that there was another Hodgdon girl—Bess—but I couldn’t speak of it then. I would have had to tell the whole tale. I lacked the strength to do so.

			“Abigail was s-s-sentenced to the Carroll C-County Farm because she was with ch-child, and no man c-claimed responsibility. Is that c-c-correct?”

			“Yes.”

			He leaned over and whispered to the other men at the table. They nodded.

			“Mrs. Wood, in November 1872, a certified deed of your parents’ p-property was issued t-to both the county and M-Moses Blake for providin’ r-room and board for your sister, along with the remainder of the estate that went to the C-County Farm. One cow, four pigs, a horse, and t-twelve chickens were brought to the Farm on her behalf.” He smiled. “The debt has been paid.”

			The debt has been paid? I thought of Lizzy and Old Gray Mare.

			“Debt? What debt? She paid her debt to society by wearin’ a yellow dress to display her sin. She worked
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