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Washington County, Mississippi, 1865

Ella Whitaker braced herself for another of the woman’s screams. Swallowing her fear lest it show in her eyes, she bathed Cynthia’s sweat-soaked brow. “There, now. That one is passing.” Cynthia panted and turned her head to the side, letting out a soft moan. Grasping for any measure of comfort to offer the woman, Ella forced a cheerful smile. “The midwife will be here soon, and she will be able to help ease the pain.”

Cynthia let out another wail as the next contraction gripped her. Ella couldn’t be sure, but she thought the pains were getting closer together. She dipped the cloth again and moved to wipe Cynthia’s rouge-smeared face once more, but the woman seized her wrist.

“Ain’t no midwife coming for me, girl.” She closed her eyes and sucked air through her stained lips. “Not a one wants to be known for helping the likes of me.”

Ella shook her head and crossed the bare floor. She had to take only two steps to cover the cramped quarters before grasping the welcoming cool of the knob. “I’ll go down and check. If she cannot come, then surely one of the wives down below can help. I really shouldn’t be here for a birthing, being unwed and all.”

Cynthia’s next scream sent a shiver down Ella’s spine. “Get it out!”

Her heart beating furiously, Ella snatched open the door and scrambled down the Buckhorn Inn’s creaking stairs. Below, the stale air thick with the smells of travelers—horses, dirt, and unwashed bodies—made her cough. Several coaches had arrived this morning, dumping out scores of volunteer troops for a respite before continuing their journeys to their homes. Men huddled in groups and gathered at the long tables gulping their ale and laughing over cards like they hadn’t just lost a war. It wasn’t even high noon, yet already some of them laughed too loudly and stumbled when they stood. Two weeks now she’d had to work here, but she didn’t think she’d ever grow used to this dank environment.

Ella scrunched her nose. Whether she liked it or not, she must grow accustomed to her new home, for it seemed this was her only future now that she had to face the world alone. Smoothing her frown and resisting the urge to cover her nose, Ella burst into the kitchen. At least it smelled like overcooked meat and burned grease in here.

“Mrs. Hatch, I need your—”

The older woman spun away from the crowded prep space with a loaded tray in her hands and a scowl on her wrinkled face. “There you are! I told you not to disappear on me again. We need more girls servin’ the men. You’re out of the kitchen today. We have a score more of them than we did yesterday.”

A new pang of fear gripped her. Ella bunched her stained apron in her fists. The innkeeper’s wife shoved the tray into her stomach, forcing the air to flee Ella’s lungs.

“No arguing from you, girl,” she said before scooping up a pitcher and scurrying for the door. “Get going.”

Ella found her breath. “Wait!”

Mrs. Hatch turned back to look at her before pushing the kitchen door open. “What? I got men out there that needs more drink to soothe their wounds.”

“This is more important.”

The woman hesitated and Ella seized her chance. “The woman upstairs is in the throes of childbirth and needs help.”

The other woman’s face contorted.

“There’s no midwife but…but… you’ve birthed children,” Ella blurted before Mrs. Hatch could respond.

Mrs. Hatch’s thin upper lip twitched. “I ain’t going up there with that trollop. She’s got the French Disease. It’s enough I even let her in.”

Ella’s jaw tightened. Mrs. Hatch had only let the woman in yesterday because Cynthia had paid twice the normal amount for a few nights of lodging. That… and she had Federal currency.

“She’s diseased.” Mrs. Hatch softened slightly. “Don’t you see? It’s best you stay away from her, lest you get it too and ruin any chance you got of snagging a man.”

Whether or not the sickness could be passed along to another person during childbirth, Ella had no idea. She’d heard that it could only be passed by way of the secret things that happened between men and women, but who was she to say? Ella hesitated. Mrs. Hatch could be right, but even so, Ella would still help Cynthia. She opened her mouth to say so, but the other woman spoke first.

“Besides, she deserves her lot.” Mrs. Hatch wagged her finger. “You have duties here.”

Ella lowered her eyes, speaking softly. “But…I think something is wrong. Someone must help her.”

“Look here. There’s plenty of waifs on the streets looking for work. You ain’t the only scullery maid to be had.”

Fear bubbled in her empty stomach, and Ella lifted her eyes back to Mrs. Hatch’s scowling face. True, she needed her work. How else would she keep a roof overhead and at least something once a day to fill her belly?

Mrs. Hatch lifted her bushy eyebrows. “So, then, either you get that food to the patrons or you get out of my inn.”

Ella gulped and opened her mouth to reply, but the other woman had already pushed through the door and disappeared. Wavering slightly, Ella numbly followed her employer out the door, mumbling to herself about her cowardice.

If she must serve or leave, then she would serve quickly and be done with it. She couldn’t go back out there alone again…unprotected. She shoved the memories aside.

Ella dropped plates of boiled ham and lumpy potatoes down in front of men still dressed in an array of grays and butternut that had passed for the ragged uniforms of the Confederacy and tried to finish the task as soon as possible. After placing the final chipped plate from the tray, Ella hurried away before any of the men could grab her as they had done the last time Mrs. Hatch made her come to the dining room.

She breathed a sigh of relief at not being manhandled just as a scream cut through the rafters and pierced through the clangor of the dining area. The room fell into a lull, and Ella held her breath.

Mrs. Hatch cut a glance to Ella then back over the frowns of those gathered for their meal and a glint came into her muddy brown eyes. “Looks like one of the gents done found him a strumpet from Miss Lissy’s.”

A wave of raucous laughter rolled over Ella, filling her with indignation. She thrust her chin out at Mrs. Hatch and whirled around, hurrying for the kitchen. No one should be left alone in such agony, most especially with the heartless laughter of careless fools behind their back.

Ella tossed the serving tray on the brick floor and gathered a pot of water and two drying cloths. Then she straightened her spine and headed for the stairs.

As she opened the door to Cynthia’s quarters, Ella feared for both the mother and babe. No matter the woman’s reputation or sins, someone must help her. Gathering her strength, Ella stepped into the room and set the pot of water and the cloths on the small table beside the bed, removing the nearly dry basin. Taking up the washing cloth again and securing a smile on her face, Ella turned back to the struggling woman.

“You…came back,” Cynthia said, gasping.

“Of course I did.”

Cynthia mustered a weak smile before succumbing to another moan. “Not many would. Do you know what to do?”

Ella shook her head. “I’m sorry. None of the married women could get away and….”

“No need to lie. I know the truth of it.” Another pain wracked her body, and she bit down on a wad of the bedding to contain her scream. When it passed, her shoulders slumped. “Ain’t going to make it.”

Ella bathed the woman’s head with the tepid water. “Hush, now. You’ll be fine. And the babe, too.” Before the woman could protest, Ella bowed her head. “Lord, we ask that you would spare this mother and her child. Let the birthing come easier…and, please, help me know what to do.”

When she opened her eyes Cynthia was staring at her. “Nobody ever prays for me.” Tears fell from her faded blue eyes and made tracks down her reddened cheeks. “Not since that Remington woman took pity on my sister and me last year. Good folks, them.”

Suddenly she clutched Ella’s hand. “The baby is coming.” Her face contorted. “Quick now, you’ll have… to catch him.”

Ella hesitated for only an instant before throwing back the bedclothes and revealing the woman’s legs. Sending up another request for strength, Ella prepared to grow up beyond her maiden years. As soon as she glimpsed the messy truth of the miracle of birth, Ella knew why such things were shielded from girls. But she was twenty-two now, and hardly a girl. Already an old maid. What could it matter now?

Cynthia leaned forward on her elbows and began to push. Ella grabbed the clean cloths she’d brought upstairs with her, and after a moment of Cynthia’s grunts, a sodden mop of dark hair appeared on a tiny head.

Another push and cry of agony and the head came free. Ella frowned. She’d never seen a child fresh from the womb, but she didn’t think they were supposed to be that color. The babe looked nearly purple, and it didn’t move. Panic clawed at Ella’s gut, and she glanced up at Cynthia just as the woman’s eyes rolled back into her head and she collapsed onto the pillow.

“Cynthia! The child is almost here. Come now, bring it on!”

Please, Lord, we need you!

The words, or perhaps the prayer, roused the exhausted woman a moment later and she positioned herself to push again. The head came fully free, followed partial by its shoulders. Ella prepared to catch the child, but then it seemed to catch. Peering closer at the discolored flesh, Ella notice that something had entangled the infant’s neck. “Cynthia! Something seems to have wrapped around the baby’s throat.”

The woman groaned. “It’s…the…cord. You’ll have to cut it free.”

Ella’s eyes widened. “Surely that cannot be good!”

“You must! You must or…or… it will die!”

Startled, Ella thrust her bloodied hands into her pocket and pulled free the tiny knife she’d stolen from her father one night when he’d been too inebriated to notice. She flipped the blade free and then stood motionless. She couldn’t possibly cut flesh, could she?

Cynthia’s next scream of agony startled Ella’s mind out of her shock. She would do what she must. Working carefully to lift the band of flesh from the baby’s neck, Ella sawed through the bloody mess with tears blurring her vision. Just as she thought she could no longer stand the feel of the flesh in her hands, the cord came free and she unwound if from the baby’s throat.

Relieved, she slipped her fingers under the tiny head and gently pulled, but the child would not slip free. Ella looked up at Cynthia, who panted heavily. “You must push again.”

She shook her head. “It’s dead.”

“Now!” Ella snapped.

Cynthia pushed back to her elbows and gave one final heave, and the wee one came free into Ella’s arms. “A son, Cynthia!”

The woman turned her head away. Ella looked back down at the still form, and her elation slipped away. He didn’t move. Didn’t cry. And his skin looked so waxy and blue…

Oh, Father, save this little one.

Not knowing what else to do, Ella turned the wee boy over and began rubbing on his back, patting gently. Just as she’d nearly released all hope, a sudden tremor came through the infant, and then a strangled cry. Ella kept patting and began to jiggle him just a bit until the cry strengthened.

Thrilled, she turned back to Cynthia. “He lives!”

Cynthia gave only a slight nod. Ella wrapped the child in the clean cloths. “Here, now.” She stretched him toward his mother. “See your son.”

“It is not my son.”

The soft words hung on the air, and Ella frowned. “Of course, he is. Here, look at him. A fine child to be sure.”

The woman sobbed but still kept her head turned. Ella pulled the child back against her. The baby squirmed, then opened two little eyes. Dark pools of wonder stared up at her, and something within Ella lurched. “Cynthia,” Ella said, her voice barely a whisper. “Look at this beautiful child.”

The woman refused to turn her head, and so Ella placed him on his mother’s chest. “He must eat, Cynthia. That much I know. Won’t you at least let him eat?”

As though to confirm Ella’s request, the child’s face scrunched and a wail filled the room. “See now, he’s hungry.”

Cynthia looked at Ella, and finally relented. Pulling aside her ragged gown, she wrapped her arm around the baby and lifted him. In a few moments, he began to suckle. Relieved, Ella collapsed on the side of the bed. “There, see? Our prayers have been answered.”

Cynthia didn’t respond. She closed her eyes and let her head fall back against the pillow.

Poor woman must be exhausted. Ella came to her feet. She’d want a new gown, and some clean linens for certain. Ella could probably take the ones from the pallet she had in the storeroom. As long as she could slip them past Mrs. Hatch without the woman taking notice of her. Best to busy her hands and be sure the new family had what they needed.

Ella glanced down at the bed to see how to best remove the bedclothes and halted her thoughts. A crimson stain spread across the bottom of Cynthia’s gown and onto the sheets. “Cynthia! Is the bleeding normal?”

She looked up to find the other woman gazing down at her child. “No. I will not make it.”

The words held more strength than she expected. Ella drew a sharp breath. “Don’t say such things. I will go and fetch a doctor.” She clenched her fists. “Whatever it takes, I will see that someone comes to help.”

Cynthia gently laughed as she drew the baby closer. “You are a good girl. So kind to care for one like me.” She looked up at Ella with something sparking in her eyes. “Promise me something.”

Ella dropped back down on the bed, but said nothing.

“Promise me you will find him a good home when I am gone.”

Ella struggled to withhold tears. “Don’t say that. You’ll be fine.”

“No, dear girl. I feel the life slipping from me.” She patted Ella’s hand. “Tell me, do you think…do you think the God you prayed to would have me, even as I am?”

Ella bobbed her head and clutched the woman’s hand. “I am sure of it. You need only ask.” At least, that is what her mother had always taught her.

Cynthia gave a small smile. “I did, a bit ago whilst you were turning pale looking at the bed.”

Ella’s brows rose.

“Don’t fret. I am…thankful that my torment has at long last come to an end. Perhaps the next place will be clean and beautiful.” A smile played on her lips, contrasting with the pain in her eyes. “Maybe then…maybe I can be clean and beautiful again too.”

A tear slid down Ella’s cheek, and she swiped it away. “Yes, it will be very beautiful there.”

Cynthia gazed down at the child, then looked up at Ella with concern. “Please.” Her face puckered. “I’ve not much time….”

“Yes. Yes, I will find him a home.” Somehow….

“Take him to the Remington place. They are good, God-fearing people there. Took care of me once. They had a wet nurse. Take him there. Mrs. Remington will find him a home.”

Ella choked down a sob. “I will. I promise.”

Cynthia placed a gentle kiss on the baby’s brow. “Goodbye, little one.” She settled back against the pillow. Then, before Ella could react, the light left her eyes.

Choking on sobs, Ella picked up the child from his dead mother’s arms and snuggled him against her chest. “There now, wee one. Don’t you worry. We will have you a home by morning’s light.”

Then she kissed his downy hair and prayed she hadn’t just spoken a lie.
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Major Westley Remington III heard voices somewhere in the distance. They danced about somewhere just out of his ability to decipher them, tempting him to break free of the cloak of indistinct shadows that hung over him. He attempted to rouse himself but found the task nigh impossible. Caught between the lands of dream and reality, he drifted about like a man caught in a current without a raft.

Forcing himself to focus, Westley attempted to open his eyes, but they remained firmly closed despite his best efforts. He gave a grunt, but somehow could not find the energy to move his limbs. The mere effort seemed to steal something from him, and he began to sink back into a slumber. But not allowing himself to do so, Westley focused on the world outside the inky recesses of his mind. Noises flittered to him, but he could not find their meaning. Content to lie still lest he slumber once more, he listened purposefully.

Light shifted across his eyelids, making them little red veils over his world. He found a measure of comfort in that. It meant he wasn’t blind. Merely…immobile. The second thought undid the peace of the first. What if he were somewhere on the field of battle, his body frozen and unable to shield itself from trampling hooves and the enemy’s sabers?

Fear began to worm into his belly and he stiffened. No. The ground beneath him felt much too soft and the din of voices could not be the fearsome sounds of armies clashing. He listened closer. Unable to stand the unknown, he mustered his strength and pried open his crusted eyes, blinking against the sudden light.

“Oh! Captain!” A female voice pierced through the swarming pain gathering in his head, and Westley turned his face toward it.

“Here, take a drink, sir.” Cool hands slipped under and lifted his head and then metal pressed against his lips. He tried to get them to function, but they felt cracked and stiff. Half of what he attempted to consume dribbled down into his beard. He coughed and, though still thirsty, fell back with exhaustion.

“Well, it seems that he lived after all. Looks like I owe Major Carlson dinner.”

Westley tilted his head and blinked his eyes into focus. Before him stood a squat man in a dark blue uniform who peered down at him with bespectacled eyes. “Where…?” he croaked.

The man rocked back on his heels. “You’re at the Hillsman Farm, fellow. Been here since Sayler’s Creek.”

Westley tried to clear his throat but succeeded in little more than a weak cough. “How…?”

“How did you end up here, or how did the battle go?”

Westley nodded.

“We got them right good. Cavalry set up blockades against Anderson’s advance and cut through Ewell and Anderson’s lines. We hedged those Rebs in with nowhere to go. Got three corps of Lee’s army that day. Yes, sir. And three days later he had no option but to surrender.”

“Lee surrendered?” Westley croaked. Blast his voice. Why couldn’t he speak?

The man scratched his russet beard, and Westley couldn’t be sure if the man had understood him or not. “You’ve been racked with the fever for a long time. At one point one of the orderlies almost sent you out with the dead until one of the nurses realized you were still breathing—nearly too shallow to see, mind you—and she had you brought back in.”

He opened his mouth to inquire how long ago that might have been, but darkness edged in on his vision and his mind began to cloud. The last thing he heard before slipping into the darkness once more was the voice of the man standing over him. “Perhaps I conceded to Major Carlson’s victory a mite too soon.”

[image: * * *]

The next time Westley awoke, he had a clear head and a gnawing sense of unease. He blinked away the discomfort of bright daylight until his eyes adjusted enough for him to see clearly. Frowning, he managed to get himself up on his elbows.

He glanced down, unnerved to discover he wore nothing but a linen shirt as he sat on a sturdy bed. A patched quilt covered his bare legs and rested against his waist. Westley lifted his eyes to survey the room in which he found himself. Hewn plank walls and a squat structure indicated an old, common home of some kind. A farmhouse, perhaps? But whose?

Thrusting back the cover, Westley struggled to sit up and swing his legs over the side of the bed. The sudden movement caused a surge of pain, his head to swim, and an unwelcome revolt in his stomach. He had to close his eyes a moment, lest he tumble off the bed, or worse, retch.

“Oh, no, you don’t! You get yourself right back in that bed, young man.”

Westley’s eyes snapped open. A portly woman in a starched white cap stood in the doorway, one hand on her rounded waist and the other holding a bowl. The smell of something hearty drifted to him and his stomach rumbled. They stared at one another for an instant. Then, remembering that his legs were exposed, Westley looked down at his feet and tried to shift the quilt to cover his embarrassment.

“You’re right blessed those toes of yours aren’t green.” She huffed. “Or there at all, for that matter.”

Westley looked up at the woman in confusion, and her face softened. She crossed the plank floor in a swish of yellow gingham skirts and placed the steaming bowl on the rustic table beside the bed. Westley’s eyes followed the food before returning to the woman’s ruddy face.

“That doctor wanted to take your leg, you know. He was downright determined that you were getting the gangrene and that amputation was the only way to stop it.”

Fear constricted in Westley’s chest, but he wouldn’t let it show. If he had lost a limb…he didn’t even want to think it. He wiggled his toes just for the comfort of knowing he still had them. He regretted the move, as searing pain shot up his left leg. He flinched, instinctively reaching down to massage his thigh.

“You broke that one right good. They set it, and we all thought you’d wake up fine, but then the fever came.”

His manners came back to him in a flood—a torrent bursting through a dam of forgetfulness—and he suddenly loathed his indecency. What kind of gentleman sat about in nightclothes with his extremities exposed? His mother would have been aghast. Westley shifted his weight despite the pain and put his legs back under the bedclothes, cutting his eyes to the woman, who didn’t even possess the wherewithal to avert her steady gaze.

The woman chuckled. “Boy, there’s no need for modesty around me. I’ve cared for seven boys of my own, not to mention all those who came through my house.” She turned serious. “That battle was a bad one, that’s for sure. But it finally brought this terror to an end.”

She drew a breath and plastered on a smile as she scooped up the bowl. “Here. I brought you some broth.” She tugged a straight-backed chair with a cloth-woven seat over to the bed and settled herself on it.

Westley could only focus on her previous words. “The war…” His raspy voice sounded strange to his ears, and he tried to clear his throat.

“Hush. Take a few sips of this to ease your throat. Then you can talk.”

Westley gave a brief nod and let the woman feed him like an infant. He suspected that if he dared to try the task himself, this stern nurse would only put up a fight. It was not a battle he cared to engage in at the moment. Besides, the liquid tasted too good for him to argue. He hadn’t had chicken broth this good since Sibby’s back home. The thought of home sent a pang through his chest, and he pushed the sentiment away.

“Besides,” the woman continued as she spooned liquid between his unkempt whiskers, “I’m sure I already know the things you are likely going to ask.”

He grunted his reply.

The woman smirked as she lifted the spoon to his mouth again. “The battle went well, and the Federal Army gained the victory.”

Westley smiled. Good news, indeed.

“We don’t know what happened to you, but we guess that you took some kind of tumble because you snapped your leg just above the knee.”

Murky memories of his horse rearing clouded his mind. There had been blood. So much blood. Then the horse fell over on him….

His countenance must have darkened, because the woman shifted the subject. “I’m Mrs. Preston, by the way. We’ve been a mite curious over who you are.”

Westley swallowed three more spoons of the warm broth before attempting a reply. “You mean you don’t know?” As promised, the warm liquid did wonders for his throat. His voice was still raspy, but functioning.

She handed him the bowl and spoon, and along with them a measure of his dignity. “We saw a scrap of paper pinned inside your jacket, but the words were smeared. Federal Major, by what was left of your uniform was the best we could tell.”

Westley took the bowl from her and lifted the spoon for another sip. “Major Westley Remington, ma’am, of the Third West Virginia Cavalry Regiment, Third Brigade, Army of the Shenandoah.”

“Good then.” She patted his hand as though he were a child who had correctly recited his lesson. “Well, Major Remington, I am pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“Likewise, ma’am.” Though Westley had to wonder if the term acquaintance applied to someone who had likely already known him in intimate ways brought about by caring for one out of his wits.

She folded her hands in her lap. “Do you have any idea how long you have been here?”

Apprehension buzzed within him. “No, ma’am.”

“It’s May the second, Major.”

Westley paused with the spoon almost to his mouth. That would make… He frowned. When was that battle? His frown deepened. Why couldn’t he remember?

“You came here with the other wounded after the battle at Sayler’s Creek…”

Ah, yes. He vaguely remembered a doctor. Bristly fellow. He’d said the same.

“That was on the sixth of April.”

Westley swallowed, allowing himself a moment. “I’ve been here for a month?”

“Yes, sir. In and out of consciousness so much that I had a hard time keeping enough food and water in you to keep you alive. Didn’t think you’d make it. They even started hedging bets. Never seen a man so eat up with the fever hang on the way you did. As the weeks passed, we started to think you would sleep for all eternity.”

“Where are my men?” Westley resumed eating again, scraping his spoon against the side of the chipped porcelain so as not to miss a drop.

The woman shrugged. “They mustered out, I suppose, now that the war’s over.”

Westley nearly choked. “Over, you say?”

“You missed much.” She turned to look out the window, but Westley kept his focus on the sadness that filled her eyes.

His chest constricted. Such a reaction could mean only one thing. “We…lost?”

She snapped her honey-brown eyes back to him. “Oh, no. The United States obtained victory and succeeded in restoring our country. Three days after you fell, Lee surrendered at the McLean family house out in Appomattox.” She cocked her head, her cap sitting precariously on the mound of gray curls. “Don’t you remember the doctor telling you?”

Westley shook his head.

“Ah, well. You were a bit feverish.” She offered him a smile. “Well, Lee surrendered, but then Lincoln was shot—”

Westley dropped his spoon. “What!”

She fanned her face with her hand. “That scoundrel J. Wilkes Booth shot him in Ford’s Theatre. Took them what seemed forever to find the cur.”

“And justice?” The words came out as nearly a growl.

“He was killed when they attempted to capture him, and a trial was held for the conspirators. Hung four of them, sent the others to jail.”

Westley let this information settle. “Johnson is president then?”

“Yes. And emancipation is being enforced. The South has been taken back into the Union.”

Relief washed over him. These years of horror, blood, death, and the loss of his family and dearest friends had at long last come to an end. “That’s good.”

Mrs. Preston slapped her knee. “Good, indeed! I thought this bloody mess would never end.”

Westley had to agree. He’d felt the same. A military man from a line of military men, he’d thought himself prepared for war. Welcomed it, even, in the naïve way of a young man yearning to earn his glory on the battlefield. Turned out he had no idea how much it would truly steal from him.

Mrs. Preston rose and reached for the now empty bowl in his hands. “Now, best you get some rest. You’re still a long way from being ready to leave.”

Westley surrendered the bowl. “I thank you for your kindness.”

“You are very welcome. It is my duty to care for you poor boys as best as I can.” Her eyes misted, and she gave him a nod as she slipped out of the door.

Westley wondered how many of her sons had survived these tumultuous years. He didn’t have long to contemplate it, though, because as soon as he settled back down in the warm blankets, exhaustion once more overtook him, and he drifted back into the quiet peace of sleep.


[image: Chapter Three]


Ella pulled the babe closer and tried to ready herself for the task before her. Night would be falling soon enough, and if she didn’t hurry, she’d be caught out in the unrelenting shadows. Breathing a request for forgiveness, she plucked Cynthia’s cloak and shawl from atop the valise on the floor, then glanced back at the body in the bed. She’d covered the woman’s form but had not been able to clean her up.

Forgive me.

She grabbed the valise as well and headed for the door. Surely the woman wouldn’t need these things and wouldn’t begrudge Ella taking them. She would need something in the days ahead as she tried to secure the child’s future.

That’s what she told herself, but the guilt niggled anyway. The babe squirmed, drawing her attention back down to him. How long would it be before he would want another meal? She didn’t know much about children, but she did know that newborns ate every few hours. She wouldn’t be able to wait until morning to find the place Cynthia had told her about. It had to be midway through the afternoon by now, and she must hurry. Hopefully, the Remington home would be nearby.

Ella still hesitated in the room. She hated to leave Cynthia like this. All alone with no one to care for her body properly. Where would they bury her? Would any marker be left to indicate who she’d been?

Ella nuzzled her nose into the baby’s hair. Would that be what happened to her? With no family and no security, would she also wind up dead and alone somewhere with nary a soul to mourn her? Tears threatened, but she forced them back. No time to have pity on herself. This sweet babe needed her, and she would not leave him to starve. She tried to position him in her arm and put on the cloak but found the task difficult. And how would she carry the valise in one hand and the babe in the other without growing too weary?

The shawl. She dropped the cloak and spread the shawl on the floor, positioning the child in the middle. Then she scooped both up and settled the babe against her small bosom, wrapped the two ends around herself and then back to the front, and knotted the ends behind the baby’s back. Ella slowly removed her hands. The baby remained comfortably positioned against her, and she had the use of both hands.

Thrilled with her accomplishment, Ella swung the cloak over her shoulders and fastened the clasp at her neck, then picked up the valise. She cast one final glance at the child’s mother, then set her jaw and descended the steps.

Mrs. Hatch stood at the bottom of the stairs, a scowl etched in her angular face. “You defied me, girl.”

Had the woman been waiting on her? “You were wrong. Someone had to help or they both would have died.”

The woman’s eyes flitted to the baby hanging at Ella’s chest and took a step back. “What are you doing?”

“Cynthia is dead. I must take the babe to a wet nurse.”

Mrs. Hatch fingered the cloth at her neck and eyed the child as though it were some kind of wild animal Ella clutched. “A dead trollop? In my inn?”

“Yes. And a baby who needs to be cared for.”

Mrs. Hatch’s eyes darted to the stairs and back to Ella. “That child is diseased, girl. Best you leave it up there with her.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “I’ll have some of the boys dispose of them.”

Outrage swelled in Ella, and she grasped the baby tighter. “You’ll do no such thing!”

Mrs. Hatch’s eyes hardened. “It’s what’s best.”

“I think not. I am going to find him a home.”

“Do what you like, girl. But all you’ll do is prolong the inevitable and make that child suffer. Ain’t no one going to want him, and even if they did, not many are left in these parts that could feed another mouth.”

Ella pressed her lips into a line. Was the woman right? She glanced down at the boy. Even so, she could not live with herself if she didn’t at least try. “I must take him.”

Mrs. Hatch pointed a bony finger at her. “Then you best gather what belongs to you and be out. And don’t even think of coming back. Not only are you too daft to listen to reason, you likely contracted what she had.”

Ella wrinkled her nose. “I wouldn’t dream of it.” Yet, even as the angry words spurted from her lips, regret clawed at her. Where else would she go? She’d had just enough funds to take a train from Woodville after her home had burned and Papa died. She’d ridden the train as far north as she could go, then took work here in the lackluster town of Parsonville, situated just north of the ravished town of Greenville. She’d hoped to catch a boat up the river, but as Greenville had been left in ruins by a Yankee gunboat and she had no funds to carry her anywhere else, here is where her foolish hope had abandoned her. She’d scrubbed the kitchen at the Buckhorn Inn for meals and lodging alone.

Mrs. Hatch’s beady eyes landed on the valise and Ella clutched it tighter. “Stealing from the tart, eh?”

Ella set her shoulders. “I don’t think she would mind me having this.”

Her employer opened her thin lips, and Ella could guess the greedy words that would come next. She held out the valise. “But you can take it. I’m certain the disease won’t carry to clothing…right?”

The older woman stepped back, and fear sprang into her eyes just as Ella expected. She waved her hand. “No, no. You go on and take it. Lord knows you have little enough in this world.”

Ella smiled at the false kindness and gave a nod before passing the woman and heading for the kitchen. In the storeroom she shoved her only other dress and a few underclothes into the valise on top of whatever else was in there. She would have to look through it all later, lest Mrs. Hatch change her mind and come for it before Ella could make it out of the inn. Not giving the place one final glance, Ella exited the kitchen, passed the defeated soldiers, and stepped out into a warm May afternoon. Now, how to find where she needed to go?

She looked down the street. Just past the general store stood her best hope—the livery. Lifting her work dress, lest she fray the hem any more, Ella stepped out into the street and walked as briskly as she could without drawing attention. Thankfully, the baby seemed to be content, and if she drew the cloak close, his tiny form was nearly hidden. It was a bit warm for such a wrap during the day, but wearing it seemed preferable to carrying it.

In the livery she found an elderly man mucking stalls for three scraggly-looking horses. Not many decent animals had survived the war and the army’s commandeering. They’d lost all of their good stock back home. That’s what had set Papa’s drinking aflame, even worse than when he’d first begun after Mama died.

Ella lifted a hand. “Sir? Excuse me, sir?”

The man turned. “Eh?” He straightened. “Oh, sorry, miss. Didn’t hear you come in.”

“That’s quite all right. I wondered if I might ask you a question.”

He leaned against the shovel. “Certainly. Could use a rest for my back anyhow.”

Ella couldn’t help but smile at the man’s good humor. Solid for a man of his years, Ella guessed he had once been quite a bull of a man. Wispy white hair sprouted from around his large ears but left the top of his head untouched. He smiled at her, and Ella was surprised to see he still had all of his teeth.

“I am looking for the Remington house. Might you know where that is?”

His gaze dropped down to the baby tied to the front of her dress and something lit in his eyes. “Belmont. Ah, yes…um, well, I hate to be the one to tell you, miss, but Mr. and Mrs. Remington both died this past winter. No one is left there to take in the…” He rubbed the back of his neck and averted his eyes. “The, uh, unfortunate girls anymore.”

She blinked in surprise before she gathered his meaning. He thought her one like Cynthia. She could feel her cheeks redden. “Oh! No, sir. I am not looking for that kind of help.”

The man’s eyes widened. “My sincerest apologies. I just haven’t seen you before and, well…” He looked down at the baby.

Ella stood taller. “The child is in need of a wet nurse. And soon. I was told one resided at the Remington place…?”

The man brightened. “Certainly.” He scratched the back of his balding head. “I could give you a ride. Make up for the embarrassing misunderstanding.”

Ella hesitated only for an instant. “I would be most grateful, sir. Thank you.”

A quarter of an hour later, Ella sat on a bench seat of a buckboard next to the old man as they jostled their way out of Parsonville. Ella held the baby as best she could, lest he bounce too hard. Amazing that he could sleep like that. Perhaps he would be an easy babe. Or perhaps he was still too weak after having nearly suffocated.

Such a sweet thing. His little dark lashes splayed across rounded cheeks. A pang constricted her chest. She would hate to give him up. Oh, it was what he needed, of course, but… Looking down at that angelic little face clenched her heart. Perhaps there would be work for her at—what had the livery master called it? Belmont?—and she wouldn’t really have to be separated from him just yet.

She buried the hope down in her heart and tried not to let it sprout too quickly. There were far more people around these days who needed work than places that provided it. But Ella was willing to work for nothing more than a roof and a bit to eat. Perchance that would be enough.

As the sun began to drift closer to the tops of the trees, they rolled into the crumbling ruins of Greenville. Another town of burned homes and ruined lives. Just like back home. Had the Remington home even survived?

She turned to look at the man beside her. He had spoken nary a word since they’d left from Parsonville, and Ella had been content to be left to her own thoughts, but now something bothered her. “Sir?”

He didn’t respond. Ella raised her voice and leaned a bit nearer. “Sir?”

He startled and turned to look at her. “Oh. Yes?”

She jutted her chin at the scorched ruins they passed. “Are you certain the home still stands?”

The man looked back at her. “I reckon so. No Yanks have been burning through here in some time.”

He turned his focus ahead again, as though he were none too interested in conversations. She likely wouldn’t get anything more. He hadn’t even given her his name. Not that she had told him hers either. Perhaps it was better that way. She merely needed the ride. Nothing more.

They rode about a quarter hour more out past the southern outskirts of Greenville before the livery master pulled up on the reins and brought his two gaunt mules to a halt. He indicated a stretch of water just up ahead. “Follow the river road there a bit more. You’ll pass by Willoughby by the river, then see another road on your left. Follow that ’un for a bit and you’ll see Belmont. Big brick house. You won’t miss it.”

Ella shifted uncomfortably. “You’ll not take me on to the house?”

He refused to look at her. “Bit rough on the wagon, see.”

Ella looked at the dry road without any patches of mud and wondered what he could possibly mean. He shifted in his seat. “I best be getting on back now.”

Understanding dawned. Of course. He didn’t wish for anyone to see him delivering a girl to the Remington house, a place that obviously had a reputation for seeing to fallen women. Ella mustered her best smile. “Thank you, sir, for your great kindness. I would have had a time toting this babe on my own.”

He returned her smile and then climbed down from the wagon and rounded to the other side to assist her. Valise in hand and the baby secured, Ella lifted a hand to wave goodbye, but the fellow kept his head down and didn’t send a glance back over his shoulder.

Ella squared her shoulders and marched forward, grateful she didn’t have to make the entire walk. Why, it would probably have been well past nightfall by the time she’d made it on foot.

She followed the road that snaked along the Mississippi as instructed, and after she rounded the bend she saw a long drive lined with fields. Through a handful of large magnolias stood a massive brick house. Her breath caught. A mansion for certain! Why, the people there would surely have the ability to care for one small child. Relief washed over her, and she clutched the little one close.

“Here, now, sweet one. See? I promised you would have a good home. And, my, I don’t suppose there is any finer than this one.”

The baby squirmed and let out a bit of a cry, and Ella paused to rock him a moment. He opened his eyes and watched her as she smiled and cooed at him, and then his lids drifted closed once more. She continued toward the house. He would want to be fed soon. That was the first time he had opened his eyes since right before Cynthia had nursed him. He squirmed once more, and she quickened her pace.

As Ella neared the house, she noticed four fine horses held by a young man in a dark blue uniform. Without thinking, she ducked behind the large flat leaves of one of the magnolias, dropping her valise to the soft earth with a muffled plop. Her heart thudded. Had he seen her?

She peeked out, but the Yank kept his focus on the house. Ella shifted to see past him. Belmont stood proud, boasting fine red brick and a sprawling porch not only for the bottom floor but for the top one as well. Ella counted eight windows across the front that looked like they might be taller than she, and no fewer than six chimneys. But she didn’t have much time to admire the babe’s new home, as the three Blue Bellies standing at the front door drew her attention.

The one with a sash about his waist and a saber hanging from his side pounded on the door. They waited, and Ella held her position. After a few moments, the man pounded once more. If there was anyone inside, they must have heard it. Her chest constricted. Had the home been abandoned?

She was about to decide that was, indeed, the case when the large front door swung open. She couldn’t quite see who stood on the other side, since the soldiers blocked her view. The man with the sash, who apparently led this group, spoke loudly enough that Ella had no trouble hearing him.

“We are here to speak to Mr. Remington about the compliance of these lands with the Freedmen’s Bureau.”

The men shifted enough for Ella to see a dark-skinned woman at the door. She stood about middle height, with a trim figure and a straight spine. The woman exited the house and closed the door behind her, regarding the men with concern etched on her features. Ella placed her fingers to her lips. Could she be the wet nurse? Ella eased up to a nearer magnolia, this one just out from the porch. No one seemed to notice.

“I’s sorry, suh, but the elder Mr. Remington died this past winter. Him and the missus both.”

“Then who controls these lands?”

Her gaze darted back to the house. “There ain’t no slaves here, mister.”

Ella couldn’t see the man well enough to be sure, but she guessed he wasn’t convinced. Many slaves would have been told to lie about such things. Ella wondered about the truth of the words herself.

“All the same, we will speak to someone in charge here to be certain United States laws are being carried out.”

The woman began to wring her hands and a sinking feeling gathered in Ella’s stomach. If the owners were dead and no one else had claim to the house, then the Yanks would surely seize it and claim some kind of outstanding taxes or make up a violation to one of their ordinances. She’d heard the like plenty of times before. Her jaw tightened. Then what would happen to the people living there? Would they be dispersed? What would that mean for her babe?

Her mind froze. The babe. Not hers. No. He wasn’t, couldn’t be, hers. She clutched him tighter all the same. She had made a promise.

“Mister Remington the elder has gone, but these lands were given to his son.” She bobbed her head, sending tight, dark curls shaking. “He was in the Federal cavalry. Yes, suh. Went all the way to that military school, just like his papa and grandpapa did.”

The men seemed interested in this. The leader stroked the blond hair on his chin. “West Point, you mean?”

She bobbed her head again. “Yes, suh. That’s the one.”

The man glanced at the men around him. “Well, that is good to know. We would like to speak to him.”

The woman shifted her weight. “Well, he ain’t here…”

“Then when shall he return?”

Ella watched the scene before her and a wild, maddening plan began to form. She had to be out of her head even to think such things, but intuition told her that if she did not do something, then all hope for the boy would be lost. She straightened her shoulders and did her best to put on a confident air.

Still, she hesitated.

“Well, we don’t rightly know. They sent a fella sayin’ he was missing…” The man stiffened and the woman hurried on. “But we don’t know anything for sure. He could be back any moment and…”

Her words trailed off as all of a sudden the child at Ella’s chest let out a shrill wail. Ella startled. Knowing she had but one opportunity, she stepped from behind the tree and did her best to look as though she were just walking up the drive and had not been hiding.

She caught the look of surprise on all the faces on the porch before looking down at the babe and cooing to him, partly to calm him and partly to simply avoid the stares of those at the house.

Calm. Be calm. Oh, Lord, help me. I’ve lost my mind.

Ella lifted her gaze and planted confusion on her face, her eyes sliding over the men and landing on the woman on the porch. She glanced down at the child, who continued to whimper, and let as much pleading as she dared show in her eyes. The other woman’s brow puckered, and her gaze darted between Ella and the child.

If this doesn’t work…

She ground the thought beneath sheer determination and put on her best haughty look. “Cindy, what is going on? Do we have guests?”

The other woman’s mouth worked as Ella ascended the steps and tried to position herself so that only the woman could see her face.

Please, she mouthed.

The woman’s surprise disappeared beneath controlled features. She indicated to the three Federal men by the door. “These here soldiers done come to be sure Belmont is doing right with the freeman stuff…” Her voice trailed off.

Ella gave her best reassuring look before turning to face the men. The baby squirmed and let out a piercing wail again. She looked back at the woman she’d called Cindy after the child’s mother and smiled sweetly. “It seems I took too long in my walk, and he is dreadfully hungry. Perhaps you could feed him…?”

Something sparked in the woman’s eyes and they flew wide, revealing the whites around her black pupils. “Oh, yes, ma’am. I reckon he sure is! I’s going to take him inside to nurse.”

Relief washed over Ella so strongly that her knees nearly buckled. She untied the shawl, keeping her back to the soldiers and wrapped the ends around the screaming child. She passed him to the other woman’s waiting arms. “Thank you.”

The woman seemed to catch the sincerity in Ella’s words and offered a tight smile. “Of course, ma’am. We be in the nursery when you finish talkin’ with these here soldiers.”

Ella watched the woman disappear inside, trying to ignore the ache that settled on her as soon as the little bundle slipped from sight. She forced herself to remain composed and turned to the men staring at her, pulling the fine cloak around her to hide the scullery maid’s clothing beneath. Thank goodness she’d worn it.

“May I help you, gentlemen?”

“Your maid said that all of the Remingtons are dead?”

Ella’s heart pounded, but she simply arched a brow. “Did she? My husband’s parents have passed on, but I am certain my husband will return soon.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “He promised me he would return to see our child.”

The officer glanced at the others at his side and they shifted their weight, clearly uncomfortable. “Do you speak for these holdings in your husband’s absence then?”

“I do.”

“And you understand freedmen’s laws?”

Ella tilted her head. “If you are referring to the abolition of slavery, I certainly do. We have never owned another person here, sir. To do so is against our faith in the Lord, who loves all men as he created them.” At least that part wasn’t a lie. Papa had been too poor to own a slave, and Ella didn’t think it was right. Besides, the wet nurse had said there were no slaves here, and Cynthia had claimed that the Remingtons were Christian folks. It seemed to be near enough to the truth.

“Very well,” the officer replied after an extended pause that had sent Ella’s stomach to fluttering.

She almost opened her mouth to wish them good day and hurry inside to check on the baby when his next words stalled her.

“And I presume you know that they must be paid a wage, not just given the same amenities they have always been afforded. Such things do not make life any different.”

Ella blinked. “Of course.”

“So your people are paid?”

Ella fidgeted, searching her mind for any bit of information she had picked up that could help her. She seized on something that might avert this man’s scrutiny. “The house servants are paid from my husband’s earnings, of course. We have plans of letting out the land
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