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Sheriff Daniel Praeger dusted off his shovel and set it beside the door as the first winter snowflakes fell. It wasn’t exactly his favorite time of year, but that wasn’t why he was in such a bad mood. His mother was coming for a visit. 

Naturally, she wanted to see her grandson, and little Matthew was all bubbly at the thought of her arrival, asking every five minutes if his Mammaw was here. But she’d never met Cephea. In truth, he hadn’t even mentioned her yet. Their relationship was still new, and he didn’t want to jinx it by spilling the beans to the same mother who hadn’t even approved of his marriage to his late wife.

So when the doorbell finally chimed, he had to force himself to answer it. His mother breezed in with her usual flair, her arms full of packages. What he didn’t expect was that she wouldn’t be alone. Trailing close behind her like a groundhog’s shadow was Adelynn Hull.

The two women had gotten to know each other well when Daniel dated Adelynn two years ago, and they had “bonded.” But how did she know his mother was coming, unless . . . unless Adelynn was the one who’d arranged his mother’s visit? The thought turned his already-dark mood into a tarry pool of resentment.

As grandmother and grandson met and melded into one giant bearhug, Adelynn reached up to kiss Daniel on the cheek. Then she casually offered to help Matthew open his new toys while Daniel and his mother got caught up. Daniel didn’t like the look the two women exchanged as Adelynn left with Matthew. 

Getting “caught up” with his mother turned out to be exactly what he’d feared the most, when she started in on his personal life right away. “Adelynn tells me you’ve got a new assistant, a young woman by the name of Cephea Collins. A Melungeon.” The way she said it sounded like she’d just uttered a curse word.

“Cephea’s been a big help to me and the people of this county, Mother. Her knowledge of medicine and things like bodily decay come in handy.”

“And there you go. It’s not natural for a woman to know that much about bodily decay.”

“You’re one to talk, since you’re a nurse.”

“A trained nurse, my dear. It’s hardly the same thing. This Cephea person didn’t even graduate from high school.”

Apparently, Adelynn had been quite thorough in her briefing. Something else to put on his list of the things about Adelynn that irritated him. 

His mother forged ahead. “Adelynn says you and this Collins woman have become quite close. Perhaps too close.”

“Too close?”

“People will talk, Daniel. Think of how it would look to have my son get involved with a Melungeon. You know what folks say about them. Half-breeds. African, Indian, Portugese. Who knows? Adelynn says this woman’s got you bewitched.”

Daniel counted to ten and took some deep breaths. “Adelynn should mind her own business.”

“But darling, you and Adelynn make such a wonderful couple. She’s perfect for you. Beautiful, polished, successful.”

“You mean rich.”

“Now don’t you start sneering at money, young man. Your father and I never had much money between us, and we had to work our fingers to the bone to make ends meet.”

“But you were happy, weren’t you?”

His mother’s voice softened. “I loved him and he loved me. Of course we were happy.”

Daniel was so relieved by the ringing of the door chime again, he almost knocked over a lamp as he jumped out of his seat. The new visitor was Sam Jensen, a neighbor of Doc Baile’s, who’d sent him to fetch Daniel. Jensen didn’t have much in the way of details, and all Daniel got out of him was something about an “attack on a woman.”

Happy to leave his mother and Adelynn behind, Daniel followed the man’s shiny-new Model T in his older version until they pulled up in front of a building that made Daniel’s heart sink.  

It was the Bannerman Boarding House for Women. The same boarding house where he’d set up Cephea to stay during the winter, since he didn’t want her to be up on that mountain all by herself. Especially since he wasn’t sure his Model T could make it up the twisty mountain roads to her cabin in the snow.

Was she the woman who was attacked?

Daniel rushed inside but was stopped when a young man in his 20s cut him off. The fellow wasn’t wearing a hat or a coat despite the cold, his trousers had specks of mud on them, and his tousled hair looked like it had lost a fight with a comb. “Tell them to let me see her. Doc Baile won’t let me inside. I’m going crazy not knowing what’s happened. You gotta get me in there.”

“Look, Mister—”

“My name doesn’t matter. Nothing matters. Except her. Except Sueanne.” 

“I can’t promise anything. Especially not until I scope out the situation first.” Daniel pulled himself out of the man’s grasp and followed Jensen up the central staircase to a room on the second floor. 

What he found was Doc Baile bending over a young woman lying in a bed, with Cephea hovering close by. After allowing himself a quick prayer of thanks that Cephea was okay, he studied the woman in the bed. She had long, straw-colored hair and cinnamon-brown eyes, and appeared to be around nine months pregnant. 

But that wasn’t what drew his attention the most—it was the bruises covering her face that were so extensive, one of her eyes was almost swollen shut. Just below that eye was an unusual mark, which almost looked like the outline of a bird.

He said, “What can you tell me, Doc?”

“This is Miss Sueanne Duggan. Another resident of the boarding house found her lying by the road a few blocks down from here. She’d been attacked by a person or persons unknown.” The Doc stopped to frown at his patient. “At least unknown to me.”

“How is she? And the baby?”

“They’ll both be fine, no thanks to this attacker of hers. He hit her abdomen, too. Almost like he wanted to do that baby harm. I’m mighty glad to have Cephea staying here. She’ll be able to keep an eye on Sueanne for me.”

Daniel smiled at Cephea, then asked Doc Baile, “Would you excuse Cephea and me for a moment, Doc? I promise I’ll have her back soon.”

* * *
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Baile waved them off, and Cephea followed Daniel to a small alcove where they could talk in private. She was so glad to see him. His face might be clouded with worry, but he was still a sight for sore eyes. The kind of handsome that came from having a good heart, not like those pouty actor men on the posters down at the Nickelodeon.

He turned that clouded face to her and asked, “You okay?”

She wrapped her arms around him in a quick hug. “As fine as frog’s hair. Cain’t say the same for poor Sueanne.”

“Have you had a chance to talk to her? She’d be more likely to open up to you than Doc Baile.”

Cephea thought back to when they first brought Sueanne inside, with her face as purple and yellow as a squashed grape. She was crying and moaning so hard, it was hard to get a coherent word out of her. “Maybe when Doc Baile’s done tending her wounds. A woman don’t snap out of something like that so quick-like.”

“I’ll leave her to your tender mercies, then. Just see what you can find out, when she’s ready to talk. Without a name to go on or any witnesses to the attack, there’s not a whole heap I can do.”

“I aim to help that poor woman best I can, Daniel.”

“I know. And if anyone can charm those details out of her, it’d be you.”

Cephea touched his cheek. “I appreciate those lovely words. But you got something else preying on you. Your eyes are dark and haunted.”

He nodded. “It’s my mother.”

Cephea grabbed his hand in alarm. “Has something bad happened?”

“No, she’s here for a visit. And that’s bad for me. For us.”

Cephea was getting pretty good at reading Daniel’s face like tea leaves in a cup, and she had an idea of what was bothering him. “She heerd about us and don’t cotton to the idea. Is that it?”

“That’s it, pretty much. Except for the fact I think Adelynn arranged this little visit.”

Cephea chewed on her lip. She knew Adelynn wasn’t ready to give Daniel up. But she hadn’t expected the woman to try and sabotage Cephea’s relationship with him through his own mother. If Cephea was half the kind of witch folks accused her of being, she’d put a hex on that Adelynn right here and now. 

Cephea touched her crystal necklace that once belonged to his grandmother. “If’n she sees this, don’t reckon it’ll set too easy on her.”

Daniel placed his hands on Cephea’s shoulders and gave her a gentle squeeze. “I love my mother, but she has to learn she can’t control my life. And if she can’t honor that . . . well then, she won’t be welcome anymore.”

“Oh, Daniel. I don’t want to come twixt you and your own kin.”

“It’ll work out somehow, Cephea. Don’t you worry your pretty head about it.”

He bent down to give her a quick kiss, which suddenly made everything seem a lot brighter. She even thought she felt the crystal necklace vibrate and hum. “I should mosey back to our patient. What you fixin’ to do next?”

“There was an agitated young man I bumped into in the lobby who seemed upset about Sueanne. I’d like to question him. Also see if I can find any witnesses to that attack. Any willing to talk to me, that is.”

Cephea reluctantly watched him go, then returned to check on Sueanne. Doc Baile welcomed her back warmly, and Cephea went to Sueanne’s side to smooth her hair and re-arrange the blankets.

Sueanne tried to smile her thanks, but winced at the effort. Cephea said, “I needta whip up a batch of sassafras tea. To take some of the pain out of that sore mouth.”

Doc Baile placed his hands on his hips. “Anybody who’d attack a young woman like yourself has to have the devil in him, Sueanne. You really should tell us his name, my dear. Otherwise, he might do this to some other innocent girl.”

Sueanne looked from the Doc to Cephea and blinked away the tears from her eyes. Finally, she said in a small voice, “It was a married man. And that’s all I can tell you.”

Baile growled, “So you know who it is, then?”

Sueanne looked down at her hands and picked her fingernails. Baile shifted his feet and waited, but she didn’t add anything more. So he sighed and picked up his medicine bag. “Wish I had a truth serum in here. But I guess you have your reasons for keeping the man’s identity a secret.”

He turned to Cephea. “I’ve gotta get back to the clinic. Let me know if she takes a turn for the worse.”

Cephea waited until he’d left. “This married man of yours. Is he the daddy of your unborn child?”

Sueanne nodded and kept picking at her nails, what was left of
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