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Description

	 

	Lord Martin Melbourne’s elaborate plan to ‘sneak back in time’ and right a wrong had met a snag. Now that he made it back to the 18th century, how could he make it back to the 21st century and to the woman he loved and should have married? Would his new acquaintance, Chief Red Shirt, help him or had he become a prisoner to the small Cherokee tribe?
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Preface

	 

	Fairies. The Cherokee called them Nûñnë’hĩ—The Eternal Ones. They traveled to wherever they wanted without being seen. And to whenever, too.  They were invisible unless they wanted to be seen, were small, barely the height of a full-grown man’s knee, and had long, black hair. They were friendly and helpful and, if you were nice to them, they’d be nice to you and even bring you food. This crazy white man, Dances Naked, was all this, but he was easy to see, very tall, had curly silver hair and a beard. He couldn’t be a fairy. Or could he?

	***

	20th century born Lord Martin Melbourne had received his master’s degree from Oxford, but was also well-learned in folklore and the Tuatha De’ Danann legends. He knew that fairies weren’t pastel-colored, exaggerated flying insects—they were real entities with remarkable skills. They could move from one place to another easily—or from one time to another. He had studied The Letters, the centuries-old epistles written by the time traveler Evie to her 21st century daughter, Leah. From these he learned that a human, too, could move through time. He had done it himself, travelled back to 1781, and saved the life of his sons’ ancestor. Now he wanted to go back home to 2013. But he was lost in the wilds of North Carolina. He needed his new Cherokee friend to show him the way back to The Trees, the magnetic time portal between the centuries. But first, he’d have to wait until Red Shirt was done with him.

	***

	 


Prologue

	 

	Sarah Pomeroy is a time traveler from the 20th century who has been living in the backwoods of North Carolina for nearly a decade. Her friend for the last year and a half – and now her daughter-in-law – Evie is also a time traveler but from the 21st century. Both women have adapted to their new environment and are happy with their 18th century lives in Early America. 

	A month earlier, Evie’s family grew beyond her infant triplets when she and her husband, Wallace, adopted the young orphan Jenny. The pre-pubescent girl’s only family left – two brothers – had been killed in an altercation with Captain Atholl McLeod, a British officer impersonator. 

	One hot and sultry day, many lives were about to get more interesting and challenging. Evie the rejuvenated accidental time traveler shares the story.

	 


Chapter 1: Strangers on the Road

	 

	Pomeroy’s Place, North Carolina

	August 12, 1781, late morning

	 

	Sarah Pomeroy tensed at the footfalls. Redcoats? No, not this time. She watched the odd procession thread its way down the road. The scrawny, stringy-haired girl overloaded with babies – one infant over her shoulder, the other in her belly – straggled behind the dirty and disheveled man who marched five steps ahead of her, his nose in the air, an overstuffed satchel slung over his shoulder. The mother had only her baby to carry, but Sarah, her back twinging in sympathy, remembered the fatigue and discomfort of an advanced pregnancy. 

	The woman-child shuffled behind him then stopped, shifted the fussy baby to her other shoulder, and continued her trudge. The scruffy man halted, snorted indignantly, and waited for her to catch up. Well, almost catch up. As soon as she was five steps behind him, he resumed his long stride.

	Sarah set down her root-grubbing stick and rubbed her wrist. Ginseng roots were so much easier to dig with a cushioned grip ergonomic weeder, but all she had left of her 20th century herb harvesting tools were the memories. She stepped away from her woven basket loaded with comfrey leaves and the six precious roots and waited until the travelers were near enough to converse. Maybe they had news of the war.  

	The lanky man looked up and saw her but didn’t acknowledge her presence. He acted as if he had seen a crow or maybe a butterfly – she was a part of the landscape and of no importance to him.

	“Hallo,” Sarah hollered. The man looked toward her – actually, right through her, as if she didn’t exist – and then continued his trek.

	“I say, hallo,” she repeated with an insistence hard to ignore. She waited for a reply then began anew, gulping down her irritation at his rudeness, sweetening her words, “Is there any news of the fighting?”

	“Nope,” he said without missing a step.

	 “Hold on there a minute.” Sarah rushed to the lady in waiting who was wavering, about to collapse. If they stopped to speak to her, at least the woman could rest for a few moments. 

	“Would you like a drink? I have fresh water,” she offered in desperation.

	Sarah could tell by the man’s stance that he was going to turn her down, and the swollen, downtrodden woman wasn’t going to speak up for herself. It was time to bring back her head surgeon’s attitude. “Hey, I think this woman needs a break,” she declared. She changed her focus to the overheated young woman. “Why don’t you come and sit in the shade for a while? Here, I’ll take the child.” She extracted the snot-faced baby’s fists from the mother’s hair, not giving her a chance to refuse.

	The very young woman, more a child than an adult, reluctantly relinquished her hold, and then stepped away from Sarah, cautious of the well-meaning but domineering woman. She sighed in relief at losing her burden, arched her spine, and then rubbed her lower back with both hands, never taking her eyes from her child. 

	The baby was not big. He was actually scrawny, and Sarah could tell why. The woman was most likely trying to nurse the child while in the advanced stages of pregnancy. Mother, youngster, and in utero infant were all suffering as a result. 

	“Would you care to share my lunch?” Sarah asked, offering her a hand to help sit down in the shade.

	The woman-child accepted the assistance and settled in, her back propped against the maple tree. She nodded, allowing Sarah to see her smile of gratitude, but kept her head bowed low, avoiding eye contact.

	Sarah gave her a cloth parcel containing an Evie special – a cheese-filled tortilla wrap sandwich – and poured a cup of water from her canteen. She settled beside her new acquaintance and laid out the baby, placing it on the skirts of her dress. She pulled her kerchief from her pocket, wet it with water from the canteen, and used it as a washcloth to wipe the baby’s mucous-matted face and eyes. The baby’s clout was soaked and stinking, but there was nothing Sarah could do about it here and now. She didn’t have a dry one with her, although there were plenty at the house. She briefly thought of inviting the little family to her home but knew she should find out more about them first. The woman seemed safe enough, but even though the man didn’t carry a weapon, he had an aura of evil about him.

	“Where are you headed?” Sarah asked nonchalantly as she pulled the baby’s sticky and sweaty gown away from her – or was it his? – body which was covered with a radish-red, bumpy rash.

	“None of yer business,” the man’s voice boomed. Obviously angry, he had stealthily come over to investigate their little picnic site. Sarah had expected as much from him by his appearance, but it still took her by surprise when the rude words came out so loud and with such disdain. She turned to see the woman’s reaction. Apparently, she didn’t care what he said. All she cared about was finishing the cheese burrito and gulping the last of the water in her cup, sneaking glances at the canteen. Sarah took the hint and poured the woman’s cup half full, reserving the rest for the long trip home. 

	The man remained where he was, lording over the women with his stance and tone. He sneered at them then brought out his own canteen and guzzled heartily. It wasn’t water; Sarah recognized the distinctive smell of raw alcohol.

	“How about you – when are you due?” Sarah asked. Hopefully, the woman was just tired from the walk and not really as dense as she appeared. 

	The only answer she gave was a minimal shrug. She either didn’t know or was afraid to answer. 

	“Soon enough,” the man answered for her. “Come on, let’s go. There’s no reason to laze about while the sun’s still shinin’.”

	Sarah pitied the bloated mother as she struggled to get to her feet. She ignored her own better judgment and asked compulsively, “Would you two like to come to our place for dinner? You could sleep the night in the barn on clean straw and get a fresh start in the morning.” 

	Sarah saw the man was getting ready to say no, so played her trump card. “We have meat…and fresh milk. It would be good for your wife.”

	The woman glanced quickly at the man and then returned to watching the ground. Sarah could tell she wanted to go, but he was a hard case. “I could pack some food for the road trip tomorrow, too,” she added, trying not to beg.

	The man looked toward the sun then down the road they still had to travel. “I guess we could take a break. We still have a couple of days to go, and I could do with some meat. Do you have whisky?” he asked greedily.

	Sarah didn’t know how to answer. The lure of having meat should have been enough of an enticement. She shook her head slowly and then looked away. He could probably tell she was lying if he saw her face. “I think my husband traded the last of the whisky for some wheat.” 

	She turned to face him. “We do have ale, though,” she added, letting him see that she was being honest, at least with her last remark.

	He sighed and hiked up his satchel. “Lead the way then.” He smiled to himself – maybe there were other things worth stopping for at her house.

	




Chapter 2: Rachel MacLeod


	 

	Near Pomeroy’s Place

	Later that day

	 

	Sarah walked home with the ragged pair in tow. She had carried the baby for the first half mile, giving the young mother a break, until the man stepped in front of her and stopped, his feet planted firmly apart, his arms crossed in defiance. “Give the babe back to her,” he growled. “It’s hers to take care of.”

	Sarah didn’t think it wise to challenge him, so handed the sleeping baby to the mother. The woman-child looked a little better for having the break but still appeared worn out. Hopefully, a hearty meal, a good night’s sleep, and someone to help care for the baby for a few hours would help her further. She wished she could do more, but there was only so much an interfering bystander could do.

	***

	Prince Charles the jackass brayed to announce that someone was nearing the house. I saw a rag-tag trio led by Sarah coming up the road. Apparently, she had rounded up a few strays – one of them very small – and brought them home to graze. 

	“Here, let me take the baby,” I suggested as I reached for the dirty and stinky bundle of rags. A red, pimply face poked out from beneath the threadbare cap, the eyes vacant and staring. The mother didn’t like my gesture and clutched her child tighter, reluctant to relinquish her charge. She paused, shot a panicked glance at Sarah, and then returned to her head bowed down position.

	“Let her take the child,” Sarah said as she gently laid her hand on her shoulder. The disheveled and tired girl loosened her grip on the baby, lifted the mass of cloth away from her chest, and tentatively handed him or her to me. The two women followed as I led the way into the house. The man remained in the yard, squinting thoughtfully, appraising his surroundings, then sauntered toward the barn, swiping his hand across the top of the fence, as if claiming it as his own.

	Sarah guided the very pregnant girl to my chaise and helped her settle, lifting her feet shod with tattered shoes to the end of the couch to relieve the burden on her lower back and swollen ankles. 

	I would guess that the girl – she could hardly be called a woman, although she was very pregnant, and the baby she was toting appeared to be hers – was only fifteen or so. I didn’t know who stank worse: her or the child. Either way, I was glad there were two of us to take care of the pathetic pair. They were definitely going to be a clean-up challenge.

	Sarah helped the girl peel off her sweaty shawl. The stink almost made me heave. I grabbed the wooden tray next to the cupboard and used it as a makeshift fan to move the air. We didn’t need me to add to the reek by losing my lunch. 

	“What’s your name?” Sarah asked, both as a way to distract her from my impromptu air-freshening antics and to make her, and us, more comfortable. 

	“They call me Rachel,” she said softly, her head bowed down as if shamed. Sarah looked over at me and raised one eyebrow. I could tell that even in the course of guiding the girl and the man on their long walk to the house, she had never seen the girl’s eyes. Those four words were probably the first ones Sarah had heard her utter. Her body language was loud and clear, though. She was a beaten woman. Whether it was by whip or by words, it made no difference. She was a meek and totally subservient creature.

	“I’m Evie, and Sarah here is a healer,” I offered as a further introduction and also as an attempt to warm up the chilly atmosphere in the otherwise sweltering room. “Would you let her listen to your belly and see if the baby is all right?” I started to add that she didn’t look too good and that we were both concerned about her, but bit back the words. They wouldn’t have helped her or the situation anyway. I wasn’t a doctor, nurse, or midwife, but her gray pallor could only be bad news. 

	She gave the briefest of nods – go ahead. 

	Sarah moved in with her paper tube, her jaw set with concern. She, too, could see what my untrained eyes had observed – a pregnancy in distress.

	Sarah had everything under control, so I decided to distract myself with the now sleeping child. His clothes were stuck to his body with his mother’s sweat.  I hated to waken a baby to change a dirty diaper, but this one was too rank not to take care of right away. Besides, it would only get ranker with time and the heat of the day. I looked around for something to place on top of the table before starting the bath. I settled for my old blue patchwork skirt as a drop cloth. I spread it out, set the basin and towels on top of it, and then walked to the window to take one last deep breath of fresh air. This was going to be tough.

	The baby’s cap was stuck on with a mixture of mother’s milk, sweat, and baby vomit. I used a small, sopping wet cloth as a means of soaking off the cap from his/her head. I got a memory flash of the last time I had had to soak off disturbing fabric from someone’s skull: Ian’s bandage on the first day of our acquaintance. I shook my head and mumbled, “Not now,” and proceeded south with the disrobing.

	Sarah looked up from her ministrations. I guess I’d been talking to myself louder than I thought. “It’s nothing,” I explained lamely, knowing she would understand. 

	I held my breath as I unbound the layers of cloth on the child. I finally had to gasp. I couldn’t leave the child and run back and forth to the window for fresh air as if I was performing a task underwater. I knew I could get this done only if I breathed through my mouth. I loosened my grimace, gulped air, and realized the stench was so strong that I could actually taste it. I turned my head into my shoulder and breathed in my own body odor: warm, moist, and musky, but preferable to the baby poop and puke stench, and then turned back to my task, once again holding my breath.

	The baby awoke halfway through the unwrapping but just lay there, staring at the ceiling. I didn’t know whether to be happy or sad that he or she was holding still and not kicking. I still needed to get the crap-encrusted diaper off so I could clean up the source of the stink. His/her lethargy made my task easier, but it also indicated that he/she wasn’t healthy.

	I pulled gently and most of the clout came away with a squishy ‘plop.’ His legs just lay there: slack and leaden, his little penis bright red, and his balls huge. I knew baby boys’ scrotums looked big in relationship to their bodies, but this was ridiculous. “Sarah,” I called gently, trying not to show the panic I felt.

	Sarah stood up straight from her bent over position. She had been listening with her improvised stethoscope for the heartbeat of the unborn baby in Rachel’s belly. She didn’t ask what but knew I needed her to see something. She followed my gaze and gasped. “Good God. Wipe the soft stuff off as best you can, and then soak his little bottom in the basin. I don’t want you to rub. Let the water do the work on all the stuck-on pieces of…” she looked me in the eye, and ended her sentence with the silent, mouth-formed word, “shit.” She shook her head then nodded toward Rachel, reclined with eyes closed. She didn’t look too good, either.

	Sarah sat back down at her side but without the makeshift stethoscope. “When was the last time you felt the baby move?” she asked with compassion, as if this was her own daughter who was pregnant.

	Rachel shrugged and replied, “I don’t know. I can’t remember, but it was days ago.” A tear raced down the dust on her cheek. She knew the baby she carried was dead. “What do we do now?” she asked, her head tilted up, finally brave enough to look Sarah in the eye.

	“Well, there are herbs I can brew that will make the uterus expel its contents, but the pains will feel just the same as when you delivered your son here. It’s still going to hurt, but Evie knows a few tricks, so it won’t be quite so bad. Just let me know when you’re ready. I have to tell you, though, the sooner we get this done, the better your chance of survival.”

	Rachel’s face skewed up as she listened. It was obvious she didn’t understand Sarah’s explanation. I translated it for her into plain and simple childspeak, “Sarah is going to give you a special tea so the baby will come out, but we have to do it right away or you could die.”

	“Oh,” she said dejectedly but with total understanding. “Should I feed the boy first?”

	I looked at Sarah and saw she wanted me to help. “I can do it,” I offered willingly. “You’re going to need all of your strength for the delivery.” I looked over and saw the sweaty shawl in a heap on the floor. I didn’t want to touch it with my hands, much less drape it across my shoulders as a scent diversion so the baby would nurse. Inspiration came to me with the sight of the stack of fresh clouts. “Just a minute. Sarah, watch him and make sure he doesn’t fall off the table,” I said, although we both knew he probably didn’t have enough energy to roll over.

	I rushed out to the well, refilled the ewer, and came back in. I held a clean clout over the basin and poured water over it. I approached Rachel with it and said, “Here, this is an old trick I learned a long time ago.” I swiped down her cheek and neck with the damp cloth to capture her aroma. She pulled back in shock at being bathed. I doubt she did it herself much less let anyone else touch her is such a familiar manner. 

	“I’m going to nurse your son, but I need your body’s, um, scent so he thinks that he’s getting milk from you. I don’t know if you saw them outside in the pen under the tree, but I have three babies I’m nursing right now. One more shouldn’t be a problem.”

	Rachel’s eyes got huge. “Three?” she asked, “All at the same time? No, that couldn’t be.” She hung her head again and resumed her beaten down woman posture. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t talk so much.” 

	“No, you’re fine,” Sarah said. “But I need to get the tea brewing. Evie, can you finish up here?” she asked and glanced at the lethargic and still feces-encrusted baby boy.

	I tossed the clout with the eau d’ Rachel over my shoulder and started soaking the boy’s bottom. “What’s his name?” I asked. I didn’t want her to feel as if she shouldn’t speak, especially around other women.

	“Atholl Grant MacLeod, Junior,” she replied, almost apologetically. “His father insisted the name be the same as his.” She looked at Sarah, then me, and stuck her chin out in defiance. “But I don’t think he’ll need to use the Junior part of the name. I’m pretty sure his father is dead,” she said, then spat on the ground next to the bed, making both Sarah and me jump, “so he’ll be the only one.”

	I squeezed my eyes shut – my hand still on Little Atholl’s belly – and panted, trying to control the overwhelming urge to vomit. This was the son of the man who had robbed me, shot me, attacked Sarah and my little Jenny, killed her two biological brothers, and then was beaten to a bloody pulp by my husband after a grand confrontation involving Julian, Jody, Master Simon, and many Redcoat soldiers. If Captain Atholl ‘Asshole’ MacLeod was dead – and I was pretty sure he was at least sentenced to die – I couldn’t feel sorry for him. But I really did feel compassion for his widow and son.

	Sarah understood my shock and asked, “Then who’s the other man? I thought he was your husband?”

	Rachel shook her head quickly, as if trying to erase the image of him being her husband. Maybe he had tried taking husbandly privileges, and she didn’t want his attentions. Or maybe he was just a thug who she was with against her will. Either way, it was obvious she didn’t care for him. 

	“He’s my brother and,” she started to say more, but quickly bit her lip and repeated, “He’s my brother.”

	Sarah took out her box of medicines from the cupboard. She rummaged through it and found the little packets of herbs she needed, took the smallest pot from the hook on the wall, nodded to excuse herself, and went outside to finish her task. 

	Our hearth fire was out – we left it cold in the summer. We cooked outdoors when the nights stayed warm. I craned my neck to look through the doorway, watching as Sarah stoked the cooking fire. She brought the kettle to the well, filled it anew, and placed it on the hook of the iron framework above the flame. 

	I bundled up the baby boy. He still stank but was as fresh as possible with soaking longer. He couldn’t help who his father was – and I held him no animosity – but I couldn’t bring myself to think of him as anything but ‘baby boy.’ 

	I settled back on the porch bench, the damp ‘Rachel’ cloth still draped over my shoulder, bared my breast, and urged the little tyke to nurse. He started fussing, which I took as a good sign. A motionless baby was not a healthy baby unless he was asleep. This baby felt too warm, too. He probably had a low-grade fever, and I knew why. He had an infection in his little – well, not too little because of the swelling – male genitals. We’d have to see what we could do about that later, but right now, he needed fluids. I pinched the skin on his forearm and saw it didn’t fall back right away but stayed raised as a little ridge of flesh. Yes, he was definitely dehydrated.

	His little mouth opened wide as if to cry, but no sound came out, no tears. He gnawed on his fist and tossed his head back and forth. I didn’t know if it was because I was not his mother or something else, but Rachel spoke up and explained. 

	“He hasn’t wanted to suckle for a few days now. I didn’t know if it was because,” she halted and looked down at her still swollen belly, “because the baby inside of me was dead, or not. Maybe it made my milk bad.”

	I looked up at her as she held onto the doorframe, looking out at the playpen under the tree where my three healthy babies were. They were all asleep at the same time, which was rare. I considered it a blessing taking into account the current situation. Sarah could use my help with this one. 

	Rachel was – or soon would be – a widow and had a dead baby in her womb. Her one living child didn’t look to be in such great shape, either. She was still young and probably could have more children, but she already seemed worn out. “How old are you?” I asked, noticing the look of amazement on her face when she saw that all three of my babies were the same size.

	“Um,” she halted, biting her bottom lip as if she didn’t know if she should share the truth. “I’m fifteen come winter.” She walked over to the playpen, holding onto the porch as she neared the babies. “These are all yours? And you had them all at the same time? And they all lived, or were there more?”

	I shook the cloth with the eau de Rachel on it in front of the baby’s face and replaced it just above my breast, but his face was turned away, searching for his mother. “Rachel, could you come over her, and I’ll tell you all about it. Your son is attracted to your voice, so if you could talk over here next to me, maybe he’ll nurse.”

	Rachel eased her way over to the bench beside me. I wafted the cloth again and answered, “Yes, all at the same time, and there were only the three. They’ve all been very healthy, too, thank You, Lord. Are these your only two?” I asked, not only curious but wanting her to speak again so the baby would hear her voice.

	“No, the first one didn’t make it. She was a girl. I thought she was fine, but then, well she died. Then I had him,” she nodded to her son, “and then got pregnant again right away. I didn’t know babies could come so close together.”

	Baby boy started nursing when he heard her voice. She grinned at the sight. “You seem to have lots of milk. I hardly had any the last few months. He tried real hard on the suckin’ for a while, but it hurt real bad, even made the nipples bleed. There was hardly any left. And then he stopped suckin’ at all, so I tried givin’ him some porritch. He did eat just a little, but then my brother told me he was too young for it, that I had to keep nursin’. He didn’t want to believe me and got real mad when I said the milk was all gone.”

	Just then, Sarah came up with her brew. “It needs to steep for a bit longer, but I want you to get cleaned up a little and change your clothes.” Sarah looked over at me and the baby. “It looks like your baby is nursing well. He’ll be fine, I’m sure. After, um, uh…” Sarah squeezed her eyes shut in thought. How could she phrase it without hurting the young mother’s feelings?

	I saved her from faltering in her explanation by interrupting her, which was either rude or gracious, depending on your point of view. “After,” I continued, “you deliver this baby,” I nodded to her belly, “you’ll get more milk. As long as you get plenty of rest, food, and fluids, you’ll have enough new milk to get him back on track, er, um, rather he’ll grow to be a big, healthy boy. Now, do you have a home to go to, someone you can stay with after this is over?”

	“We were on our way to a cousin’s place in New Bern. He said he’d let me and the babies stay with him if I’d do the cookin’ and cleanin’. My brother said he wasn’t too happy about there bein’ two babies, so maybe it’s better that this one,” she looked down at her belly and said softly, “isn’t going to make it.”

	“That is – was – not your decision to make. Maybe God just wanted this baby up there with Him. Did you ever think about that?”

	“No,” she sighed. She sat quietly, thinking about what I had just said. “I think you’re right, though. Right now, God could take better care of him or her than I could.” She started twitching in discomfort, as if the bench was covered in sharp pebbles. “How much longer? I want to get this over with,” and got up from the bench with the awkward difficulty of a very pregnant woman.

	Sarah came close to speak with me. “I’d better get her set up. It’s going to be a long night. I want to put a little something together for our supper before the real action starts. It’s a good thing I didn’t cut up both of those hospital gowns. She can wear the one while I get her clothes washed.”

	Just then, Wren woke up and let me know it was time for her supper. Jenny ran out from wherever it was she had been, picked up her little sister, and peeked down her clout to see how wet she was. “I got her for you, Mommy,” she crowed and brought her to me. She saw I already had a baby and exclaimed, “Who’s that!” and did a double take, looking back to make sure her two brothers were still in the playpen.

	“Oh, he’s just visiting along with his mother and uncle. Now, Grannie is going to be very busy doctorin’ tonight, so you and Grandpa Jody and Daddy are probably going to be spending the evening outside or in the barn, okay?” I saw the sad look on her face. “And I’ll join you every chance I get, but I have to give Grannie a hand. I’ll need you to help with all of the babies, though. Maybe this little boy can stay in the playpen with the others for a while. Would that be okay?”

	“Three boys!” she shouted, bouncing around with Wren in her arms. “This family just keeps getting bigger and bigger and…”

	I cut her off, “No, they’re just visiting for a few days, then they’ll go stay with their own family. Here, let me have Wren. Would you go tell your Daddy that I want to talk to him?”

	I switched out babies, put Wren to my breast, and handed over Baby Boy to his eager, smiling mother. She really did love him, even if she wasn’t the most demonstrative woman in the world. I think she had just realized there was hope for the two of them. I interrupted her reverie with an offer. “I’d like to get you all fixed up before we get started with the labor. Have you ever had the full salon treatment?”

	She frowned at what must have sounded like a type of torture. I knew she didn’t know what I was talking about, but I didn’t want to be in close quarters with a laboring woman who hadn’t bathed in Lord only knows how long. “Just trust me, all right? It’ll just be us. All you have to do is sit or maybe stand a little.” I looked around for my number one helper but didn’t see her anywhere. Her radar was keen, though, so I just called out, “Jenny, would you get me my little wash basin and bar of sweet-smelling soap, please?”

	“Okay, Mommy,” she shouted from behind the house somewhere. Seconds later, a green calico flash streaked past us and quickly reappeared with a bundle. “I brought the pink towels, too. Do you want me to heat some water for you? I can do that. Are you going to wash her hair? I’ll go get the comb and brush if you want me to.”

	Jenny was spouting off her suggestions rapid fire, like always. Rachel smiled at her. I could practically see her visualizing the daughter she had lost when she looked at her. 

	“Yes, dear, that would be fine,” I answered. At least it didn’t look like I was going to meet the resistance I had feared. The way Rachel had pulled away from me when I wiped her face earlier, I thought I might have to resort to strong-armed means for the bathing.

	Sarah briefly joined our party, bringing with her a cup, and a little pot with the labor-inducing brew. “Now this isn’t going to taste very good. I put some honey in it, but I’m not sure that will help. I want you to drink it all within the next ten minutes. Come back in the house for more instructions when you’ve finished getting cleaned up.” 

	Sarah saw the frown furrowing the young woman’s brow and offered the only comfort she could. “This um, delivery was going to happen with or without our assistance. At least this way, you’re not going through it by yourself, and your other baby’s needs will be seen to. He has an infection, but if you keep his bottom clean, it should take care of the rash. Now, let Evie pamper you. When you’re done, put this gown on, and come inside.”

	Rachel pulled her lips taut and tried to smile, but only managed a grimace. What a time to be selected as queen for a day! She had never received so much attention in her life. Now these women were being nice to her, and it was for the gruesome event of the birth of her dead baby.

	***

	While Sarah gave her instructions, I multitasked, nursing my daughter and picking up bits and pieces to clear an area for us. I set up our little day spa on the side of the house, so it would be out of view of the road and the barn. The newly washed quilts were still on the line and afforded us extra privacy. I brought out a kitchen chair and Jenny toted water. I returned Wren to the box of baby boys and began my queen of clean chore. 

	I started at the top of Rachel’s head, shampooing her hair twice to cut through the built-up oil and crud. After her hair was clean, she relaxed. Jenny busied herself scrubbing feet while I did the best I could with a sponge bath, letting her cover herself with bits of cloth as I worked my way from her neck down to her ankles where I ran into Jenny’s domain.

	“Could you stand up so I can get the back of you?” I asked. 

	Rachel looked down at Jenny then over at me. “Can she leave for a minute? I, um, think I heard my baby cry,” she said softly.

	“Jenny, you heard her. Please leave us alone for a bit, all right?”

	Jenny opened her mouth to protest. We all knew that no baby had cried. But my sweet little girl saw the look in my eye and obeyed without complaining. “Yes, Mommy, but I’ll be real close if you need me.”

	“Yes, dear, that’ll be fine.” I turned back to my task. Rachel stood up slowly, grabbing the back of the chair to steady herself. She turned around and presented her back to me, the pink towel clutched to her chest. I let out an unintentional gasp. She was scarred from her shoulders to her buttocks. She had been whipped repeatedly, and the scars were in various stages of fading. My eyes went lower, and then I couldn’t help but gasp, “Dear, Lord.” She had fresh, red slashes on the back of her legs. Someone had whipped her in the last day or two. “Why?” escaped my lips as I wet the rag and gently started washing her back and shoulders.

	“I wasn’t moving fast enough, at least that’s why he whipped my legs. He said it was the only place he could get to that wouldn’t ruin my dress. He couldn’t punch me in the face like he used to do. He was afraid that someone would come up and see me.”

	I’m sure she saw the horror in my face. But, instead of clamming up like she would have done earlier, she grinned, happy to have someone to tell the story to. 

	“You see, that’s what happened a long time ago, when I was a couple years younger than Jenny. A fur trapper had just come up to the house to see if we had any cornmeal to trade. He was a pretty white man but dressed like an Indian. He saw my face all red and puffy and asked what happened. I wouldn’t tell him, but then he heard Grant tell me to shut up when he asked me about it. Well, the trapper sent me inside to pack up some of the cornmeal, and then I heard the fussin’ out by the barn. He beat the tar right out of Grant. Well, not exactly tar, but close enough.” Rachel was grinning with the memory. “Yup, Grant never beat me in the face again. It’s a good thing, too, or I wouldn’t have any teeth left. See, he knocked that one out,” Rachel said and opened her mouth, showing me where a bottom tooth was missing.
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