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      Peter Good wrapped his arms around his mama in the sweltering dungeon. Little Dorcas clung to their legs, hiding her face in the folds of her mother’s threadbare skirts. “If I could only talk to the judges…” His breath caught in his throat as he rested his head upon her breast for the last time. “Mayhap they’ll find it in their hearts to spare you. They know you have this small child who needs her mother…” But he knew the cruel truth. The hopelessness of his desperate plea sat in his belly like a stone. He choked on a sob. Big boys don’t cry, he chided himself, even when shattered with grief.

      She tweaked his earlobe. “No, Petey, you cannot change twisted minds,” her weary voice rasped. “The Hanging Judge Hathorne didn’t want you when you was born, he won’t want to hear naught from you now.” She slumped, shoulders stooped. “My fate is sealed. My final hour has come.”

      He touched his fingertips to the ugly bruises on her face. Oh, that horrid day the jeering crowd flung rocks at her as the sheriff dragged her through the streets... As if a knife ripped his heart in two, Peter doubled over, dreading the agony his mama faced strangling at the end of a rope. “I must talk sense into those heartless fiends!” Fists clenched, he stomped his foot. “How can those damned judges believe you’re a witch? This is insane!” His voice broke.

      “Shhh, don’t let Dorry hear. No, my son, they will hang you too.” She clasped her little girl’s hand. “You must carry on, learn to face hardship and injustice.” She swept Dorcas up and kissed the grimy cap atop her head. The child’s chains and manacles weighed down her tiny limbs. “But, Petey, I beg you…try to save my baby. She’s far too young to be accused and chained up in this hellhole.”

      Peter rubbed his baby sister’s wrists and ankles, swollen and bruised from the specially made manacles for so small a child, which they’d forced Mama to pay for.

      “Sarah Good!” boomed through the fetid air. Her eyes, wild with resentment and hatred, darted about. A guard unlocked the clanking chains around her ankles and wrenched Dorcas from her arms.

      As he thrust Sarah towards the door, she stumbled over a bucket. Excrement spilled onto the filthy dirt-packed floor.

      “Dear mama,” Peter called after her. “Oh, how I will miss you. I count the days till we meet in heaven.” He wiped hot tears and sweat from his face.

      “No!” Dorcas wailed. “Don’t take Mama!” She scrambled after them. Her chain strained, and she sprawled face first. Peter knelt and gathered his frantic half-sister into his arms. “No, Dorry, you cannot go with them.”

      She wept, gasping baby-girl sobs. “I want Mama, no, they can’t take her!” Her weak protests tore at his heart.

      “You’ll always have me, little one.” Holding her tight, he rocked her back and forth. About to be motherless, brother and sister bore their grief.
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      Dear Readers, Nathaniel insisted we keep our engagement secret for three years. He had his reasons, none of which I agreed with, and still do not. But I knew he’d be worth the wait. At length, we married on July 9, 1842. Deliriously happy, we are Adam and Eve, among other pet names he gave me—I’m his Dove when I’m not his Naughty Sophie. We keep a “honeymoon journal” together, taking turns with the same pen. We express our feelings, our beliefs, our dreams. Yet our worlds are so different: my Concord River is perfectly still and soft, taking all the trees and the heavens captive in its depths, while he sees its ‘torpor, sluggish flow, and lifeless tide’. He’s neither the optimist nor the Transcendentalist I am. But that’s why I adore him. He is reality to my fancy.

      He writes in a journal of his own every eve. I do not violate his privacy for a peek, and he does not offer. Unlike Nathaniel, I’m eager to share this journal I begin today. When its pages are full, I shall place it in my writing desk to be discovered after I die. Where it ends up in centuries to come, I leave to fate. As you now hold it in your hands, you will soon see that ‘Naughty Sophie’ is more than a wife, Transcendentalist, and artist. I’m a savior—on a mission to free my beloved husband from his unbearable burden. Do I succeed? Not yet. But I will. Or die trying.

      When my sister Lizzie showed my Cuba journal to the whole town, I bristled. How dare she expose me so. As if it were a published book. I felt as if the nation were feeling my pulse. If stuck bodily upon a pole and carried about the streets, I couldn’t have felt more exposed—as if everybody got the key to my private cabinet and without leave of the owner. But I need not guard my privacy now. I’m no longer that young sprite gushing about my adventures in Cuba.

      I give you full permission to immerse yourself in my story. Please share it, so others can meet the woman who stood beside—and behind—the gifted and tormented Nathaniel Hawthorne.

      
        
        –Sophia Amelia Peabody Hawthorne
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      “Hanging” Judge John Hathorne stood under the black locust tree—the death tree—and secured the ladder against its trunk. A noose dangled from a sturdy branch.

      Peter Good tapped Hathorne on the shoulder. “Excuse me, Judge …”

      Hathorne turned and recoiled with a scowl.

      “I’ve never addressed you as such, but I do now. Dear father … please spare my mama. Spectral evidence be damned! You of all people should know she is no witch.” He dropped to his knees. “Little Dorcas is too young to be an orphan. Please, I beg you.”

      Hathorne shoved Peter’s head with a meaty hand. “Get ye gone, boy.” Peter fell to the hard earth.

      With a casual wave, Hathorne ordered, “Take her up.” The hangman threw Peter’s mama over his shoulder like a sack of flour. As he climbed each rung, her bare head banged against his back. Her arms dangled. Hoarse moans escaped her lips. Atop the ladder, he flipped her upright. The noose swayed in the breeze and brushed her. Her bruises stood out against her pallid face. Peter trembled, dumbfounded with horror. She glared at the crowd and for an instant their eyes met. He mouthed, “I love you, Mama.”

      Reverend Noyes strode up to the ladder. “You!” He threw his head back to address the condemned. “You are a witch, and you know you are!”

      Her eyes narrowed into hateful slits. “You are a liar, and if you take away my life, God will give you blood to drink!” She then set her eyes on the judge. “And you, John Hathorne, I curse you and your acknowledged heirs for all time on this wicked earth! May the pox ravage your kin wherever they travel! May your crops wither and die. May your fortunes dwindle to naught. May you suffer starvation and abysmal poverty!” She spat into his face.

      Noyes and Hathorne recoiled at her venom and staggered as if the earth trembled beneath their feet. Noyes’s face turned red and blotchy. He gagged and spat upon the ground as if he tasted blood. Hathorne’s lips twisted, as if he’d swallowed poison. Peter swelled with pride. That was Mama—defiant to her last moment. He’d caught the meaning in her words—she cursed Hathorne’s acknowledged heirs.

      The hangman slid the noose around her neck. Her head jerked as he tightened the rope. They denied her the dignity of a hood. Peter read her moving lips as she prayed, “Yea though I walk through the valley of death I shall fear no evil …” In one swift gesture, the hangman shoved her off the ladder. Suspended in midair, she swung to and fro. Gurgles escaped her throat.

      “Please, God, end her suffering,” Peter cried.

      A drifting cloud dulled the sky to the gray of tarnished pewter, enshrouding her in shadow. No longer twitching and swinging, she hung lifeless and still.

      Anger displaced Peter’s grief and consumed him. Teeth clenched, he strode up to Hathorne. “You pathetic excuse for a human being, I am ashamed to be your son, bastard or not! I thank God no one ever found out we’re blood.” He turned his back on the feared hanging judge, his own father, as a long-ago scene tormented him: He and his Mama stood on the judge’s doorstep, shivering in the cold. She knocked and called out, “Please give us something to eat!” The judge opened his door a crack. “Get ye gone, you filthy whore and that little bastard!” He slammed his door on the begging mother and starving child.

      In the dead of night, Peter and his brother returned to Gallows Hill by boat. Their mother lay buried with the other victims, the mass grave so shallow, a hand and a chin protruded from the dirt. They unearthed her and carried her to the boat for a Christian burial at home. “Mama, I promise, if it is with my last breath, he will reap what he sows.” Peter clutched her cold stiff fingers between his sweaty palms.

      By the light of a single candle in the dead of night, his pen scratched across the open page of his journal. “How that hateful wretch, my own father, could murder my mother is beyond rational thought. He condemned her for more reasons than phantom spectral evidence that she was a witch. I was born to them out of wedlock, she begged him to acknowledge me, and he refused. He wanted her out of his way—dead—and this was the perfect excuse.”

      At that same moment, across town, Judge Hathorne’s older son John put quill to parchment. “I do not write this for the ages, but to purge it from my mind lest it torture me till my dying day. This eve my father stumbled through the door blubbering, ‘With her last breath, Goodwife Good cast a witch’s curse on me and all my acknowledged heirs … that means you, Junior.’ As Father spoke, still shaken, he poured ale down his throat till he staggered about insensible and crumbled to the floor.”

      John’s hand shook, his scrawl barely legible.

      “God have mercy on her soul, grant that the evil words of her lips have no power over God’s chosen people.

      I shall do everything in my power to expunge this curse, but if I cannot, you who read this must find a way to remove this black cloud that now hangs over us. Or perish in agony. –John Hathorne Jr.”
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      Reverend Nicholas Noyes choked on his own blood and died.
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        * * *

      

      Every generation after the judge continued to lose Hathorne land and money, prompting the rumor of a family curse. By the time Nathaniel was born, they faced poverty. Nathaniel’s father, a sea captain, died of yellow fever in Suriname when Nathaniel was three years old.
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      MONDAY EVE UNDER A BLUR OF STARS, WARM FOR MID-NOVEMBER

      “Oh, Sophie!” My sister pounded on my bedroom door. My head throbbed with every strike of her fist. “Pull on a frock and come downstairs! Now!”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. “Please, Lizzie, I have one of my headaches. Leave me be.”

      Heedless of my request or of the fierce pain tearing my brain, she shoved the door open. Its rusty hinges screeched. “Oh, dear God.” I covered my ears.

      She stomped up to my bed, nudging me. “Another headache? You poor dear.” Her tone indicated neither sympathy nor sincerity. “Take more hyoscyamus.”

      “I have none left. I took an opium powder,” my muffled voice cracked.

      “You need to be mesmerized again. When is Dr. Fiske’s next visit?” She sat on the bed. The mattress sagged under her weight.

      “Friday. But I know what brought this on. Mr. Allston lent me his edition of Flaxman’s ‘Greek Poets’ and I copied every outline drawing in it. That exhausted me and my head started to rage. Oh, what I won’t do for my art.” I drew my knees to my chest and burrowed under the covers.

      “Then come downstairs. You’ll be cured in an instant. Guess who’s here! Nathaniel Hawthorne! That is, him and his two hooded sisters. At least he took his mantle off. It’s nice to see them out of their house.”

      I lowered the blanket past my chin, opened one eye, and peeked at Lizzie fussing with her cuffs. “What got the sisters out?”

      “My visit to them on Herbert Street.” A smug grin accompanied her air of braggadocio. My ears perked.

      “Nobody calls on them!” I raised my shoulders off the bed. “You went there? Why did you intrude? You know how reclusive they are.”

      “I went to call on Ebe. I used to see her all the time but haven’t chanced upon her in a while. We always recited our lessons together. A brilliant little girl, so poetical with great sense and cultivated by reading. I used to think she looked as if she’d walked out of an old picture as she preserved the ancient costume. Now, such a hermitess. Pity.” She paused, lips pursed. “I read stories in New England Magazine by a Mr. Hawthorne. Naturally, I believed it was Ebe under a pen name. Wanting to help her publish in other magazines, I called at their house. But the other sister, Louisa, answered the door. ‘I believe Ebe to be a genius,’ I told her, and she corrected me presently—‘Oh, my brother, you mean.’ And you know who that is, of course.”

      “Nathaniel.” I nodded. “They only have one brother.”

      “None other. I made it clear that if her brother writes like that, he has no right to be idle. Not long after, he sent me his Twice-Told Tales. It delighted me, so I told him to write for the Democratic Chronicle. But he replied he has no interest in journalism. And now he sits on our chesterfield directly below you!” She grinned at her accomplishment, beaming in the dim gaslight from the hallway. “My newly discovered genius with both his sisters.”

      “They have no interest in me,” I countered. “You, Mary, George, and Welly are the brilliant ones. I have nothing to offer the Hawthornes.”

      She leaned over and swept wisps of hair off my forehead. “But, Sophie, you do. He wants to meet you. You were too young, but I remember him as a broad-shouldered little boy with clustering locks, springing about the yard. And now . . .” She fanned her face with her hand. “You never saw anything so splendid. He is handsomer than Lord Byron.”

      Her gushing eased my pain. “Lord Byron? You don’t say.” I chuckled. “I think it rather ridiculous to get up. If he has come once, he will come again.”

      Lizzie shook her head. “Nuh-uh-uh. He specially asked for you.” Her tone carried a hint of resentment.

      I opened both eyes wide, intrigued, but not enough to dress up and drag myself downstairs. “Why me? Does he not know you want him all to yourself?”

      She blinked, pressing her palm to Grandmother Palmer’s pearl necklace nestled above her bosom. “Of course not. I wouldn’t even hint at such a thing. I don’t want him all to myself. Not all the time.” She released a wistful sigh. “When I see him round town, we chat about his writing, news of the day, the latest with Mr. Emerson, Margaret Fuller, Susan Burley and the crew . . . idle chitchat. But he wants to talk with you about your Cuba journal. I gave it to him and he devoured it in two days.”

      I sat up, shading my eyes from the gaslight, however weak. “That’s why he wants to meet me? I didn’t know you gave him that. Why didn’t you ask me first?” Always direct with Lizzie, I played up the annoyance in my tone.

      She shrugged, tracing a pattern on my cover with her forefinger. “Everyone else read it.”

      “Lizzie, will you stop trying to run my life?” I snapped. My muscles quivered as familiar outrage rose in me. “I know everybody read it. Without my consent. And you gave it to Nathaniel Hawthorne? Someone I’ve never met?”

      “All your chiding was for naught then, and it is now. Everybody I gave it to devoured it, and now he’s fascinated with it.” Her voice lilted. “Says he feels he’s known you all his life and has become—” She cleared her throat. “intimately acquainted with your spirit and inner character.”

      I narrowed my eyes, but not to block out light. “He read between the lines, then, if he thinks he knows me . . . intimately.” The word sent heat surging to my cheeks.

      She flicked her wrist, her standard pooh-poohing gesture. “Well, it is sensual. He heard about it from others who’ve read it and begged me to see it.”

      “Did he beg to see me?” Picturing the Byron lookalike perched on the sofa, eyes fixed on the staircase, awaiting my appearance, I almost forgot my head whirled like a top.

      Lizzie raised her double chin and shook her head. Her chestnut curls bobbed. “He doesn’t beg. But he did request your presence, and so politely. ‘Please fetch Miss Sophia for me, I most wish to make her acquaintance.’” She dropped her pitch to imitate his. “You’ll find endless topics to bandy about when he’s finished raving about your journal.” Resentment crept back into her tone, confusing me.

      “Why play messenger for Mr. Hawthorne when you fancy him yourself? You never made a secret of that.” Mary and I teased her about it no end.

      She let out a haughty whoosh. “Look, are you coming down or not?” She stood and stared me down, fists on hips.

      I snuggled back under the covers. “Tell him thank you. I’ll come down next time, when I have no headache. But he needn’t know that. Give him my regrets. I’m bedridden for now.”

      “He knows why you’re bedridden,” she retorted. “I told him of your invalidism—that is, your headaches.”

      I opened an eye and glared. “Why did you feel the need to divulge that? Did you also share my toilette ritual with him?”

      “Huffiness does not become you, Sophie.” That chiding quality of hers always gnawed at me and sent flames of irritation racing through my veins. “I qualified that by adding how your pain doesn’t embitter or even sadden the unspoiled imagination of your heart.”

      “No, it just sends me abed when I’d rather be out walking, riding, flitting, flirting . . .” I mumbled into the pillow. Then inspiration struck. I lifted my head. “Lizzie, go to my center table there, take the Greek Poets book to them so they can look through it.”

      She fetched the book and backed out, her figure filling the doorway. “Very well, but I have him all to myself for now . . . who knows what can happen?” she taunted with a playful lilt.

      “Oh, yeah, with the two hooded figures flanking him,” I harrumphed.

      “I daresay next time he calls he will be alone,” Lizzie predicted from my doorway.

      “Then next time he calls—alone—I shall come down.” I bunched the pillow under my head.

      “If you’re home and not out gallivanting. Feel better soon.” She shut the door with a click. As her footsteps receded, the room fell dead silent.

      Curiosity gnawed at me. I craved a peek at him. Rubbing my hands together with mischief, I slipped from bed, opened the door, and tiptoed out to the hall. I crept to the banister and peered over. There he sat, his imposing presence poised in profile. He chatted with Mary and Lizzie, his enshrouded sisters flanking him. They sat in shadow, but he glowed. His voice, most musical thunder, eased my pain, soothing me. “O’Sullivan asked me to write for his new magazine so I penned The Toll-Gatherer’s Day in a single night when I couldn’t sleep.”

      Staring as if entranced, I placed my hand over my dancing heart. Oh, handsomer than Lord Byron, alright. But why did he want to meet poor, miserable, maimed, nerve-twisted, trembling me, with pasty face and ash gray eyes, disciplined and defined by chronic headache? He had free access to Lizzie’s company, flattery, and engaging discourse. Had my breezy Cuba journal sparked that much interest? As I focused on him, unblinking, my head ceased pounding. I drew a sigh, luxuriated in the absence of pain and mentally rehearsed our first meeting.

      Lizzie chirped, “Waldo’s fiancée looks refined, but neither beautiful nor elegant, and very frail, as if her mind were out of her body. We talked of intellectual and spiritual things.”

      The sisters replied in monosyllabic tandem, “Hmm . . . yes . . . right.”

      “Sophia’s impressions of Cuba are so descriptive,” Nathaniel’s voice floated up the stairs, his tone of longing mixed with wonder. “All I need to do is close my eyes, and she transports me to that tropical lushness. I inhale the exotic fragrances of the flowers, the turquoise water bathes me, the rattling, crashing, claps of thunder that seem the voice of God booming in my ears.” He folded his hands over his knees and went on, “She portrays such colorful and stirring pictures, as if she paints vibrant colors on a canvas. I experience her bursts and enthusiasms as if I stand beside her. I feel as if she speaks directly to me, the singing birds in the orangery, the jewel that hangs at the tip of every leaf, how every green thing looks polished and new. Never have I connected with someone on so many levels by reading their words. I could obtain many ideas for stories from those works.” His voice grew softer as he bowed his head. “I have great difficulty, in the lack of materials, for I have seen so little of the world, that I have nothing but thin air to concoct my stories from.” He paused.

      No one uttered a word. My breath caught in my throat. Dear heavens, he memorized and recited lines directly from my journal! “I’m so sorry she feels poorly this evening. But we will meet on my next visit. She is my destiny,” he proclaimed as if reciting a vow.

      I turned and dashed back to bed on tiptoe. From that moment, Nathaniel Hawthorne became my destiny.

      But it wasn’t just because I found him dramatically handsome and knew we’d be a delightful fit, in every way. The Hawthorne family shared a peculiar problem for many generations—and it involved one of my ancestors. It gave me chills, yet I pitied them for it. But in order to entwine our destinies, I needed to venture into that dark forbidden realm.

      After breakfast the next morn, pain-free, I joined Lizzie and Mary in the parlor. Sunlight struggled to brighten our woven rug, worn threadbare from years of traffic. I sat in the exact spot he’d taken on the chesterfield. His presence lingered, lightening my heart.

      “You had a gentleman caller,” Mary teased, her smirk matching Lizzie’s as their eyes met. “And you refused him. We delighted in him. He’s lived the life of a perfect recluse till lately—but he has a temple of a head and an eye full of sparkle, glisten, and intelligence.”

      I didn’t mention that I’d glimpsed that temple through the balustrades but wished I’d feasted on the eye full of sparkle. “I had one of my headaches.”

      “He promised to come again, and if he can get fairly acquainted, I think we shall find much pleasure in him,” Mary mused, her eyes a-twinkle. A master of the art of subtle hints, her ‘we’ meant the rightful recipient of Mr. Hawthorne’s pleasure—me.

      I returned her twinkle with a smile that told her I knew exactly what she’d implied. “I’ll meet him next time, but—” Our maid busy in the kitchen, I poured myself a cup of tea and sat back down. “You know about that family,” I voiced the thought I’d entertained upon awakening, mulling it over and over. “He has a troubled past—due to his great-great-grandfather.”

      “Of course, Judge Hathorne condemned all those innocents to horrid deaths during the witch trials. That’s why Nathaniel added the ‘w’ to his name,” Lizzie told me what I already knew.

      “Did you ever discuss that with him or his sisters when we were neighbors?” I sipped the tepid tea, bitter from over-steeping. “He must know the judge condemned Sarah Good to hang. But does he know we’re descended from Sarah, or that we’re related to him?”

      Lizzie sat forward. “No, they never raised it, and I certainly didn’t. I understand why he won’t dredge up the past—he’s ashamed of it. I’m surprised he didn’t change his entire name, not just add a ‘w’. His family history haunts him. After acquainting himself with Salem’s ancient history, and especially with the witchcraft era, he began to write stories. They all involve witches, devils, evil...” She shuddered. “But he never talks about it.”

      “If he wants to meet me so fervently, that will come up,” I informed her. “We will delve deep into our family histories, and I’ll learn how he feels about that common thread.”

      Mary’s brows shot up. “Salem’s barely shaken off that horrid episode, and you want to bring it to the forefront? With a direct descendant of the hanging judge? Why torment him so?”

      “It needs to be at the forefront,” I chided my middle sister, who always sought entrée into a debate. “Talking it out will help him. Imagine if we had to change our name to distance ourselves from a family disgrace. Look how the poor man leads his life. Morbid stories are his only outlet—that’s hardly a remedy. Can’t you empathize and understand his suffering?”

      “I wouldn’t let a two-hundred-year-old ‘disgrace’ affect me,” Lizzie huffed. “And perhaps his stories are cathartic for him. But what makes you think he wants to talk about it? When you meet, for pity’s sake, Sophie, don’t exhume ancient skeletons.”

      “You’re not very perceptive, Lizzie. Of course, he wants to talk about it—no one else has offered before—no one cared before. You of all people should understand, you’re the one who fancies him.” I tilted my head and cast her an unblinking look with a raised brow.

      She blustered, very un-Lizzie-like. She knew I’d got to her. “That’s where you’re wrong. But even if I did, I wouldn’t assume he needs saving. It has nothing to do with caring for him.”

      “We all need caring and saving, Lizzie. Some need more than others.” My sister well knew this, for our family wasn’t scandal-free.

      “You pity him, then,” she deduced in her schoolmistress tone, as she’d presumed many a pupil’s innermost motives.

      “Yes, I grant you that. But that’s not the half of it. I see a kindred soul, I with headaches that disable me, though I do not pity myself. I know they go away, but his affliction will never go away unless,” I paused for breath. “I know why I, the one with the headaches that enable me to reach the otherworld, am destined to meet him. And that is only the beginning.”

      “I don’t see the connection.” Lizzie shook her head. Mary sat, lips shut tight.

      “You will,” I assured her. “I have confidence that you’ll see it without me needing to tell you. Also, he’ll come out of his shell when I tell him what we have in common. Ancestry. And that curse they believe our Sarah put on their family. It’s no wonder they’re reclusive. The family has suffered more misfortunes than anyone deserves, all the way up to the father’s death at sea. They have every reason to believe they’re cursed.”

      They nodded as I went on, “I’ll qualify that by saying every family suffers misfortunes and sudden deaths. But they’ve had far more than their share.”

      “We’ve heard it bothers them,” Mary said. “But I still don’t believe you have any business interfering.”

      “It’s hardly interfering. If I’m going to meet him, and if he’s as interested in me as he seems to be, it is my business.” I gave them a resolute nod. “Why do you think they keep to themselves? This has haunted them for four generations. It’s in their blood. It’s common knowledge around town that they have Judge Hathorne’s son’s journal, just as we have Peter Good’s. Oh, to pore over those brittle pages of such anguish.” I shut my eyes and shivered as if an icy blast hit me.

      Mary strolled to the window and looked out. The historic Burying Point with its leafless trees abutted our house. The slate gravestones leaned almost within arm’s reach of the windows, Judge Hathorne’s grave footsteps away. Several Peabodys rested nearby. “We do feel sorry for them, but they’ve kept us at a distance for the most part.”

      “But when he begged to read Sophie’s Cuba journal, I couldn’t refuse,” Lizzie admitted. “We’ve known them so long. Father worked on Nathaniel’s foot as a child. Mother taught Ebe. And do you remember, about five years ago, my door was open and who came out of your room, but Ebe herself, going to walk with you?”

      Mary threw her head back and laughed. “Oh, yes, indeed. You asked her into your studio, but I was in haste to be walking. We had a delightful ramble.”

      “And do you remember what she sent me?” I wrinkled my nose remembering how our brother George reacted. “A clump of seaweed fastened to a rock!”

      We shared a giggle. “George declared it hideous, but I was delighted by her thinking to send it to me.” Mirth faded as I returned to the subject at hand. “Meeting Mr. Hawthorne for the first time might be awkward for him.” I laced my fingers around the cup. “Is he still so...” I searched for some gentle words. “...shy and retiring? Can he hold up his end of a conversation for more than a few sentences?”

      “Can he ever! He’s even more articulate than Ebe,” Lizzie shot to his defense. “We passed a very pleasant evening last night. Ebe is full of wit and keenness, her frequent low laugh is contagious, and there’s nothing peculiar about Louisa.” She breathed deep and exhaled. “Now Mr. Hawthorne... he was very nicely dressed, his trousers pressed, his shoes shined, but he looked, at first, almost fierce in his determination not to betray his shyness.”

      I couldn’t tell her I’d already glimpsed those pressed trousers and shined shoes—and a bit more. “I prefer chatty people, like myself.”

      “Oh, don’t hold that against him.” Lizzie waved away my protest. “He recognizes it as a weakness. He’s a joy to be with once he’s out of his shell. When engaged in conversation, his nervousness passes, and the beauty of the outline of his features...” Her eyes slid shut, and she recited, as from vivid reverie, “the pure complexion, the wonderful eyes, like mountain lakes reflecting the sky.”

      Mary and I exchanged amused glances. “My goodness me, Lizzie, are you describing a Salem writer or a Michelangelo statue?”

      “Don’t scoff, Sophie,” she chided in a singsong voice. “If you don’t want him for yourself...” She paused for effect. “Someone else will snap him up. And sooner than you think.”

      “But he’s courting Mary Silsbee, is he not?” I loathed gossip, but this came from a reliable source—Lizzie herself.

      “Not anymore.” Lizzie shook her head and helped herself to another biscuit. “He ended it. Not her.” A smug grin curled her lips—and mine. Good riddance, Miss Silsbee, I secretly bade her with glee.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TUESDAY, ONLY HALF PAST FOUR, THE DAY SURRENDERS TO DUSK
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      My head hasn’t taken to whirling for days. I bounced around, strolled the common, filled my sketchbook with likenesses of Mother and other folks, copied my friend George’s Harvard College scene Contentment, painted cigar boxes and baskets.

      “Please let me buy this!” My friend, art connoisseur Susan Burley, held up my basket adorned with a Lake Como scene and admired it as if Michelangelo had sculpted it.

      “Oh, you may have it. I don’t feel right taking money from you.” I waved off her offer but relented when she insisted on paying me twenty dollars and asked for two more. I obliged her out of duty, for she always invited my sisters and me to her “Hurley Burley” salons on Saturday nights. I reveled in the discussions about contemporary art, frequently chiming in.

      Dr. Fiske visited for a routine mesmerizing session, but I happily turned him away. “You are dismissed, sir!” I twirled on tippy-toes. “I am pain-free and have not felt a tweak in nigh on three weeks.”

      I awaited Nathaniel, my heart lurching in anticipation of his coming through the door. Without his sisters.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MONDAY, BLUSTERY, THE WIND SHREDDING THE CLOUDS TO RAGS
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      He did call yesterday—sans sisters. Butterflies aflutter in my belly, I quickly curled my hair with Mary’s tongs and pinched my cheeks to bring forth color, donned a white wrapper—my own, not one of my sisters’ castoffs—and floated down the stairs. He leapt to his feet. His eyes met mine and held fast. I barely heard Lizzie say, “My sister, Sophia.”

      I gazed at him. Surely, he didn’t realize how intently. He cast me a few furtive glances but would not look me in the eye, his lids down. I took a step closer in an attempt to make eye contact. I wanted to discern the color of his eyes. Blue? Green? A mixture, flecked with gold? I grew warm and warmer. The man radiated heat. I took the overture of holding out my hand. He clasped it and bowed from the waist.

      “Miss Sophia, so enchanted to finally meet,” were his first words to me, his voice buttery and melodic. His piercing, indrawing gaze intensified. I kept my eyes on his, forcing them not to roam up and down, but I hungered to feast on all of him. He stood so much taller than I. Oh, what a portrait I could paint of him. But how to apply the precise shading to that wavy hair framing the broad forehead, the thick brows, the expressive mouth with full lower lip, the pallid cheeks, the sharp jawline? And those eyes. I’d need to mix my entire palette of paints to match those deepest, clearest lakes with swaying bamboos on their margins, a mysterious light raying up from their inner fountains. He stood before me, a living breathing work of art.

      “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Hawthorne.” I withheld my hand this time. I sat upon the chesterfield but he remained standing for an instant.

      With an embarrassed chuckle, he sat as if he’d forgotten he still stood. “And I am Nathaniel to you, now and always.”

      “Nathaniel said he knows you already from your Cuba journal.” Lizzie buzzed about like a housefly. I appreciated her ice-breaking attempt but didn’t have the heart to tell her she wasn’t needed here.

      “Yes, I’m glad you enjoyed it.” I forced a smile, still bristling over Lizzie’s audacity in exposing my journal yet again. But it was easy to overcome as I looked into his eyes. “They were originally letters to my mother.”

      When his lips curved in response, I melted. His smile lightened the shadows cast by the gaslights over the mantel. “I didn’t write it for public consumption, but... you’re hardly public. We’re well acquainted, however indirectly.” Did he know our acquaintance extended to common blood in our veins? I’d soon find out.

      Lizzie followed our dialogue, her head snapping to and fro. His presence exercised so strong a magnetic attraction upon me, that instinctively, and in self-defense as it were, I drew back and repelled him. The power I felt in him alarmed me as if experiencing a thunderstorm for the first time. I did not understand what it meant and was only able to feel that I must resist.

      When he revealed, “My reading your Cuba journal made my squalid chamber more bearable,” I recall not what we chatted about; naught as intense or profound as our common ancestry or connection to the witch trials. I’d save that for a future meeting. I wanted to discuss the Dickens novels I’d started to read. Did he have musical talent? What were his political leanings? Did he indulge in that immoral dance, the waltz, which our minister and many other moralists condemned as an abomination? But with a sidelong glance at our mantel clock, he stood. “I must return home, I’ve a busy day tomorrow.”

      He bade us good-eve, and this time he reached for my hand, but didn’t kiss it. That relieved me, especially with Lizzie running watchdog over us. “I should come for you next evening to call on my sisters,” he addressed Lizzie, then turned to me. “Miss Sophia, will you come too?”

      “I never go out in the evening, Mr. Hawthorne.” It pained me to refuse, but I needed to stay coy for now. Then I realized our hands remained clasped.

      He tightened his grip on my fingers. I strengthened my own grip on his.

      “I wish you would.” His urgent tone further unnerved me. “And remember, it’s Nathaniel to you.”

      I smiled and shook my head. Let him come back to me.

      Lizzie saw him out. Dizzy with the effects of our encounter, I flopped on the chesterfield and released a dreamy sigh. Can I ever forget when I first looked into the abyss of suns which were his eyes!

      “You silly fool, why not come out with us? You never go out in the evening? Since when?” Lizzie stood over me, fists on hips.

      “Pardon?” Still aglow, I waved my hand. “Oh, that. His sisters don’t need my company. I’d rather he call on me alone.”

      She nodded with a smirk. “Oh, so that’s it. You need to be more subtle than that, lil sis. Besides, as he tells me, Madame Hawthorne, Ebe, and Louisa now live so completely out of the world they hardly know its customs. They can use the company. Be social, for their sakes.”

      “We have nothing in common,” I confessed.

      “Yes, you do.” Lizzie sat beside me. “Ebe is witty and original, and knows the world in one sense, remarkably well, only through books. But Nathaniel told me she stays in her den and he in his. After tea, Madame and Louisa come down and sit with him in the parlor but Ebe and Madame take their meals in their rooms. Madame has eaten alone ever since their father’s death.”

      “How sad.” I sympathized, knowing the agony of solitude, although thankfully mine was always temporary. When fierce pains ceased tearing my brain and freed me from inexpressible agonies, I bounded out of bed, and returned to my painting room, my friends, my outings, my horseback riding. Picturing that poor widow cooped up day and night, year after year, chased my coyness away. “Very well, I’ll go if they invite me.” I galloped upstairs, heart thrumming.

      But they didn’t invite me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SATURDAY, COLD DRIZZLE, A GLOOMY DAY, AN INKY NIGHT
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      I ironed my mauve striped frock with white collar and cuffs. Jitters and butterflies pulsated and fluttered through me as I rehearsed our next meeting. My turn to wear Grandmother Palmer’s pearls, I unlocked the cedar chest of cherished family heirlooms. After slipping the strand of pearls over my head, I retrieved Peter Good’s 1692 journal and unwrapped it from its protective cloth. As I held it to my breast, a familiar sadness enshrouded me.

      Branches scraped the windows like restless spirits clamoring for entry, the gravestones a pallid blue in the cold moonlight. Wind howled through the shadowy graveyard and rattled the windowpanes. I snuggled up and opened Peter’s journal. As I read his words, his anguish became mine. Hearing his voice as he witnessed his mother’s hanging, his grief stirred me so that I shed tears, careful not to wet the pages and smear the ink.

      My thoughts returned to Judge Hathorne’s son John writing in his journal, which the Hawthornes now held. Closing my eyes, I shuddered with the same horror he bore on that long-ago morn as Sarah Good cursed the judge and his heirs. The poor soul went to his grave believing Sarah’s dying words condemned him and his to lifetimes of agony. Neither a Puritan nor a Calvinist as they, I believed Sarah had no power to truly curse anyone.

      Could I free Nathaniel from his torment? As a descendant of Sarah Good, our destinies now entwined, I made it my mission to save him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WEDNESDAY, HERRINGBONE CLOUDS SAILING ACROSS A SEA OF BLUE GLASS
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      All day my head raged. For a few hours, I nearly lost the governance of intellect and felt that if such sensations lasted in full power much longer, I should surely go mad. Always I occupy myself with trying to penetrate the mystery of pain. Doctors know not what pain’s origins are. Belief in curses and God’s wrath is passé now. My headaches are no mystery. They’re a part of me and my art efforts. Aside from my artistic abilities, God gave me an otherworldly gift. With that gift comes dizziness and pounding to the extent that clattering utensils cause a syncope of the brain. Before I black out, I must excuse myself from the table, my meals half-eaten. My gift allows me to connect and empathize with folks departed from this life, and they speak through me. Why did He give me this gift? I know not and I am not entitled to know. But never have I played with it for amusement. I call on it sparingly, to help those who need assurance. I’m no soothsayer like the Fox sisters or Nettie Coburn Maynard who produce raps and taps for large fees to provide stylish comfort.

      The message from beyond is usually hazy and misty, and I must seek further, through meditation.

      Towards night the pounding in my head eased to a subtle throb, but it was as if I had fought a fight all day and got through. After tea, I lay down; but scarcely touched my cheek to the pillow, when the bell rang. My heart fluttered, and I was as sure it was Mr. Hawthorne as if I had seen him. I leapt from bed, scrubbed my face, pinched my cheeks, donned my lavender woolen frock, and dressed my hair at the mirror.

      I descended, armed with an odorous violet, its vibrant hue accenting the shade of my frock. At the bottom step, his warmth reached me. I swayed. Oh, that inviting smile!

      Dressed all in black, a loose black mantle cascading from his shoulders, he crooked his elbow and I linked my arm with his, presenting the violet. As his fingers grazed mine, tingles raced up my arm. “I knew you’d call tonight.” I spoke the truth.

      Thank goodness he didn’t ask how I knew. “And I trust you’re headache-free?” Pinpoints of light reflected in his eyes.

      I released a sigh of relief. “Entirely. May I take your mantle?” I gestured to the chesterfield, but he stood rooted to the spot.

      He shook his head. “This time it’s a headache I have, and an engagement.” He rubbed his temples to prove his claim.

      “I’m sorry, I know what that is like,” I offered sympathy as sincerely as I could, but delight fluttered through me, knowing he’d gone out of his way to see me. I showed him a little temple mosaic I had begun to make. He thought it pretty, and we exchanged more small talk.

      “I go to Boston next week,” he informed me on the way out.

      “Till your return, then?” As he nodded, I boldly added, “And I’d like you to stay longer next time, to talk about more than Dickens and reading German with Mary.” I refrained from hinting at more than that. I knew my underlying message reached him.

      And it did. “Yes, it’s time to put into words what we know about each other but hold inside.”

      Cryptic, yet so obvious.

      As we bade adieu and he stepped into the chilly night, I stood at the threshold, watching mist consume his receding figure. Oh, how I needed to assure him that his troubles would soon be over. But I knew Lizzie had designs on him, even as she denied it. If he caught on and returned her ardor, I wouldn’t stand in the way. I never intended to have a husband. Rather, I should say, I never intended anyone shall have me for a wife.

      But every moment I thought about him, I longed for him. Would I lose a sister over this? Lizzie was strong-willed enough to turn a cold shoulder to me should I encroach on her territory. I was certain he had no inkling of her interest. He appeared so—my pen halted—oblivious to women—perhaps the same way about men, too. I’d only ever seen him with women—my mother and sisters and his mother and sisters. I’d never seen him in the presence of another male. But he didn’t bask in adulation or sop up flattery—he didn’t even acknowledge our flattery. Could he be that modest and innocent?

      I soon found out.

      Days grew shorter and colder, and after dinner this eve whilst I reclined in a siesta in dishabille, Nathaniel came. When it was him at the door, I knew, just as sure it was him as if I had seen him. I was provoked that I should have to arrange myself, smooth my hair and dress, while he was being wasted downstairs. He looked extremely handsome, with sufficient sweetness in his face to supply the rest of the world and still leave the ordinary share of himself. He wore a modest brooch made from a forget-me-not I’d given him. It delighted me that he had the courage to wear it and told him so.

      “Are you comfortable wearing it?” I straightened it to line up with his lapel, for it had slipped and lay askew.

      Looking neither pleased nor vexed, his expression neutral, he nodded with a noncommittal, “I’ve never worn one before. It was too overpowering to start, but now I find it sweet enough.”

      Lizzie sat between us and dominated the conversation, so we couldn’t discuss anything in depth.

      As they bantered about Poe’s latest skin-crawling tale, I gazed at Nathaniel. What would his lips feel like upon mine? Improper and forbidden thoughts, but oh, so delicious. I shivered, chasing goosebumps from my arms.

      I’d had one suitor, Fernando Zayas in Cuba, and a few at home. But my reactions to Nathaniel’s person, the soft rumble of his voice, the sight of his eyes rendered my Cuba dalliance childlike and superficial.

      I let my fancy roam free and wondered, when will I get him alone?
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