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An Explanation
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You will note that this book begins with chapter 53—that’s not a mistake. The final four books of the Biscuit McKee Mystery Series began with RED AS A ROOSTER, followed by BLACK AS SOOT. PINK AS A PEONY is the third of the four books, and will be followed by WHITE AS ICE. For your own enjoyment, please read all four in the correct order, as the author makes no attempt to "bring the reader up to speed" with the story so far. 

If you enjoy reading the usual "Author’s Note," you will find an all-inclusive one at the end of RED AS A ROOSTER. Each book contains a list of the original Martin Clan members, a chart showing the town council chairs, a list of the inhabitants of Beechnut House, and a list of who’s in Biscuit and Bob’s house.
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CHAPTER 53
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Saturday 5 December 1741

HUBBARD BRANDT WOKE to unimaginable pain. He knew his brother had dragged him from the coals. He remembered the water dashed onto his head and shoulders. But after that, he could recall no more until this very moment. His belly felt empty, but the pain of hunger was as nothing compared to this other agony. 

He reached toward his head, toward the source of the pain, but something, someone, stayed his hand. “You must not touch my clumsy bandaging, brother. I fear it may fall off if you move too much.”

Ira? The voice sounded like Ira’s, but Hubbard had never heard it so gentle. It could not, therefore, be Ira. Who was it, though?

He tried to open his eyes to see, but all was darkness. He tried to speak, but his pain at the simple act of opening his mouth was almost more than he could bear. He heard someone whimpering, and wondered who it might be. 

That voice—who could it belong to?—cut across the moans.

“Hush now, brother. Hush. I boiled the last of the hare in some water. I know you cannot open your mouth much because of the burns on the side of your face, but if you will allow me to raise your shoulders a bit, I will try to spoon some of the broth into you. Hush. Just open a bit. Just a bit. Damnation! Open your mouth!”

Oh, good. That sounded more like the Ira he knew. Hubbard spread his lips a scant half-inch apart, trying not to move the right side of his face, and was rewarded with a flood of broth that threatened to choke him. 

~ ~ ~
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IRA WATCHED, FEELING helpless, as Hubbard coughed and retched and finally passed out again. Hubbard had been insensible and had eaten nothing for four days. If the burns did not kill him, starvation would. Had Ira not been able to see the labored rise and fall of his brother’s chest, he might have thought Hubbard had died. The bucket of water had put out the fire that had consumed the side of Hubbard’s face and most of his hair, but nothing would extinguish the despair Ira felt.

For the first three days, Ira had done little other than dribble cooling water over the burns. On the third day, he could stand the sight of the charred skin no longer. He sacrificed his one other shirt to make a rough bandage. He almost despaired of cutting it, one-handed, into strips, and he ran through his well-used stock of curses—thrice—before he finally managed to hold the homespun linen in place with his left elbow while he wielded his knife with his right hand. His good hand. His only hand.

It was a poor bandage indeed, but the only one Ira could scrape together. 

Ira dripped more water onto the cloth, hoping that the cooling effect of the water would at least ease Hubbard’s pain a bit. Thanks be that Hubbard had managed to turn his head to one side as he had fallen toward the coals, else his entire face would have been burnt. As it was, almost all Hubbard’s hair had burned off, and despite repeated trips to the well for cooling water—curses on this missing arm of his!—blisters and charring covered Hubbard’s scalp, and one entire side of his face was raw.

Ira felt certain that Hubbard had lost the use of his right eye altogether, for the eyelid was not only scorched, but was fused shut. He spared a moment to consider how they would hunt for their food from now on. What was left of the two enormous hares Hubbard had trapped four days ago even now simmered in the pot of broth on the coals. Once those hares were gone, how would they live? He with only one hand and Hubbard with only one eye. If Hubbard even survived. Their saddlebags contained enough dried and smoked meat for more than a fortnight, meat that Hubbard had insisted they not eat as they traveled after the Martins. “We may have need of it farther along the road,” he had urged. Thank God Ira had been swayed by his brother’s argument.

But Hubbard could not eat dried meat. He could not chew. He could barely open his mouth wide enough to admit a gnat, much less a spoonful of ... of anything.

Damn the Martins. If that first Martin had never come to Brandtburg, none of this would have happened.

Assuming he could care for Hubbard enough to get him back on his feet and onto Star, should they return to Brandtburg? Should they continue to follow the Martin trail? 

Nothing could be decided for the now. Hubbard was his brother, after all. Ira needed to care for his brother. Nothing else mattered. For now.

Awkwardly, he lifted Hubbard’s head and shoulders away from today’s puddle of ash-coated water. Once he was on a drier surface, Ira covered Hubbard with his sleeping blanket as best he could and tucked it in, careful to avoid the burned chin and the few droplets that still dripped from the bandage on Hubbard’s head. Then he added a dense oak log and several smaller pine logs to the fire, stoking them carefully until they caught. 

The oak would last the night. There would be no way to warm themselves or to heat water for more broth if this fire went out, for Ira had not yet been able to strike a flint with just one hand, and his brother was in no condition to do anything. Ira was desperately aware that if the fire went out, they might freeze to death.

He brought in kindling and logs—it took him five trips, for he could not carry much at a time—until there was enough to last through this night and into the morning. 

He unrolled his own blanket and stretched out, as he had each night, on the floor close beside his brother, trying to warm Hubbard with his own body’s heat. He was reminded of when they were small boys, sharing a narrow bed in Brandtburg. Except that then there had been no stench of burnt flesh. Nor had Ira felt afraid, back then, as a child, that he might wake to find his brother dead.

~ ~ ~
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TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 26, 2000

WHAT CLARA SAID to him, what she did to him, how hard she’d pushed him. Hubbard Martin didn’t have much time to think about his wife or anyone else before he hit the ground at the bottom of the sixty-foot cliff. He had never felt such unimaginable pain, mostly about what Clara had said to him just before she pushed him.

When the rain began to fall, he didn’t feel it. Not really. His body shivered, but Hubbard just wasn’t there. Not really.
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CHAPTER 54
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Thursday, December 7, 2000

I IGNORED THE general conversation at the lunch table for a bit and walked to the bay window. The little round breakfast table, which we hadn’t used at all since the hordes descended, held a stack of my TBRs—books I was determined to read, but just hadn’t gotten around to yet.

I’d gathered them from the living room, and here in the kitchen, too, trying to make room on counters and coffee tables for all the stuff—for want of a better word—people always seemed to deposit around themselves. The way Bob and I deposited books.

“I hope they had some good books along the trail,” I said over my shoulder when there was one of those momentary silences.

“Books were still a fairly rare commodity, except among the well-to-do,” Carol said, “but I imagine they had at least a few, and many families had a Bible.”

Bob spoke up. “For somebody who read Shakespeare as avidly as Mary Frances did, I can’t imagine she’d last without books. Has she mentioned any in her journal yet?”

“You’re as up-to-date as we are,” I said. “She hasn’t mentioned a single one.”

“Maybe,” Maddy said, “they were safely packed away at the bottom of their boxes to keep them dry.”

“And to keep mice from gnawing at them,” Ida added.

“It’s probably hard to read on a jouncing wagon seat," Dee said.

"Especially," Carol said, "when she was most likely driving the wagon."

"Why do you say that?"

"Think about it, Biscuit. If Homer led the group, he’d have been out front on his horse, which would leave Mary Frances with the job of driving."

Made sense. But if she was pregnant all that time, it couldn’t have been much fun.

~ ~ ~
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SATURDAY, 5 DECEMBER 1741

MARY FRANCES WOKE that morning with a blinding headache as if every part of her above her neck was on fire. She had felt poorly for the past three—or was it four?—days, an overall sense of malaise, as if she could not throw off—what? She knew not where the feeling came from, for her morning queasiness had ceased to bother her some months before. Other than her despair at having to sleep beside Mister Homer Martin each night, she supposed she was in tolerably good health. Still, her head throbbed. If driving the team had been up to her, she would just as likely have led them off a cliff or into a bog, for she could barely open her eyes against the blinding light of the dawn.

She glanced sideways at Lucius Hastings, who had become the official driver of the Martin wagon.

Almost seven months before, the morning after her supposed wedding, after they buried her dead father, when the company dispersed to their wagons, Lucius had bounced past her, nodding his head respectfully, and began without a murmur to harness Mister Homer Martin’s horses. Even with his broken arm in a sling, he managed a tolerably fine job of it. Silas Martin had come along to help the boy, and Mary Frances had heard his quiet instructions.

You have done well with the team, lad. Will you continue to drive, until Mistress Martin is ready to assume the task?

Mistress Martin. How she abhorred that title. Now, seven months later, with her pregnancy increasingly obvious, she still let the boy do the job he so obviously loved. Would that he would forget some morning and drive off without her.

But no, she had need of the company to protect her babe. Since the babe’s father was nowhere in evidence.

She put a hand to her head, hoping to alleviate the hurt. Why had Hubbard not come for her?

With Silas Martin on Devil riding up and down the line to make sure everyone was in place, or with him forging ahead to inspect the proposed path, and with Mister Martin slouched at the head of the column on his bay mare, she knew there was no one else to drive the Martin wagon. If Myra Sue had lived, she would have driven the team.

If Myra Sue had lived, none of this ... this horror would have happened. Mary Frances would not be here. She would be with her husband. With Hubbard.

Why, oh why did her head hurt her so?

~ ~ ~
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WEDNESDAY, 23 DECEMBER 1741

IT HAD BEEN three endless weeks since Hubbard had fallen into the fire, and Ira was beginning to despair. He knew not what else he could do for his brother, but the hours were interminable, and Ira was sore afraid that what little tending he could do for Hubbard was for naught. His brother still breathed, but little else could be said.

In desperation, Ira rooted through Hubbard’s pack and withdrew the smallest of the books Hubbard had taken from the wooden box beside the trail just a month before. “Advice to a Lady,” he read out loud, “by George Lyttelton, the first Baron Lyttelton.” It was a small book, which suited Ira’s inclinations perfectly. “Shall I read to you, brother? It appears to be poetry.”

The grunt that answered his inquiry could have meant anything from yes to no to something else altogether profane, although Hubbard had never been wont to use profanity.

“I will take that to mean yes.” He opened to a page at random.


Do you, my Fair, endeavour to possess

An elegance of mind as well as dress;

Be that your ornament, ...





Ira lost his place when Hubbard moaned.

“Shall I stop reading?”

“No.”

“Are you in pain?”

“Stupid question.”

Ira noticed that Hubbard’s lips hardly moved at all as he spoke. Little wonder. Not knowing what else to do, he found his place and went back to reading.


Nor make to dang'rous wit a vain pretence,

But wisely rest content with modest sense,

For wit like wine intoxicates the brain,

Too strong for feeble woman to sustain.





He quit when Hubbard drew his index finger across his throat in a cutting motion. That was just as well. Ira was not enjoying the book any more than Hubbard appeared to be. Instead, he spoke of the rabbits he hoped to snare soon. They had subsisted on roast hare for these three weeks, and he was heartily tired of the fare, but it was the only meat he was able to procure. He was rather proud of his ability to set a snare with but one hand. Squirrels were far too canny to approach the snares, but hares, fortunately, were less perceptive. The rabbit meat boiled down to a fine broth, too, something that Hubbard was able to swallow, just barely. 

~ ~ ~
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HUBBARD MAY HAVE BEEN so miserable he could barely think, but he knew enough to recognize the absurdity of what his brother was reading. He would much rather lie here and think of his wife and her ready wit.

Had he been able to claim her, her tender hands could have nursed him. Had he been able to claim her, she would have read to him with great joy, and he would have listened with great pleasure.

Had he been able to claim her, none of this ... this ... he searched for a word but could not find it. None of this would have happened.
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CHAPTER 55
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BOB SPOKE LOUDLY enough for the rest of the conversations to stop. “I wonder if they had many dealings with the Indians back then on their journey.”

“I should think so,” Carol said.

“This all happened before the Trail of Tears, didn’t it? When...?” Pat let her question die away. I couldn’t blame her. The Trail of Tears was such a horrible blot in our country’s history.

“Late 1830s,” Carol said.

“It started in 1839,” Maddy clarified.

“Keep an eye out in those journals,” Bob said. “You might get us some answers.”

“I just hope they had friendly dealings,” Melissa said. “I don’t think I could endure hearing about too much bloodshed.”

Rebecca Jo shivered. “I don’t want to hear about any bloodshed.” 

“You know what you need to do,” Henry said, “is scout around town in everybody else’s attics and see if you can find more diaries.”

“Don’t think we haven’t thought about it already,” Pat said. “We’re one step ahead of you, though. I volunteered my husband to be the one to do the searching.”

“No way in ... uh”—Dave looked at me uncertainly. “No way.”

“Thank you for maintaining such propriety at our formal dining table,” I said in my best countess voice, and we all burst out in various guffaws and giggles.

What is a countiss voice?

Even Marmalade joined in the hilarity.

~ ~ ~
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THURSDAY, 24 DECEMBER 1741

IRA BRANDT HAD lost count of the days recently, but he thought it might be close to Christmastide. There had been a fair amount of snow of late, but the roof of saplings and pine boughs had held fairly tight. What few drips there were did not come from directly above where he and his brother slept at night—what little sleep he got considering how Hubbard cried out throughout the dark hours whenever he with inadvertence turned his head or touched his face or scalp. 

Now, Hubbard slept fitfully through the dawn hours, and Ira knelt beside him, pondering how to proceed. He knew of nothing else he could do for Hubbard. The bandages he had tried to keep on Hubbard’s scalp and forehead appeared to have done more harm than good. He had made the mistake of letting them dry out about a sevenday after the accident, and when he went to remove them, Hubbard screamed in agony as the bandage ripped from his face.

Ira had no weapon close at hand when he heard Blaze whinny a greeting. He reached for his knife, but he had left it sitting just out of reach on the warm hearthstone. Within seconds, before Ira could get his feet under him, a lone Indian opened the door. He held a knife at the ready, but did not advance into the room.

Ira saw at a glance the balance of the man. Sure of himself but wary. 

The Indian nodded toward Hubbard’s ravaged face. “Fie-yer?” The word was awkwardly accented and took up two distinct syllables, but it was understandable.

“Yes.”

“Wait.” With that, the man took a step backward, pulled the door closed, and disappeared from sight.

The exchange had been so brief, Ira might almost have thought he had imagined it, but a footprint of snow from the bottom of the man’s shoe—moccasin?—remained just inside the doorstep.

The snow print had long melted by the time the man returned, this time with an elderly woman so bundled against the cold, Ira wondered whether she had any shape to her at all under the layers.

She said nothing, but studied him with eyes that seemed to take in everything about him. When she shrugged, as if in dismissal, Ira shivered and wondered if somehow he had been rendered invisible.

The woman glided across the floor, leaving no footprints that Ira could see, although the legs of the man standing beside the now-closed door dripped melting snow onto the wooden floor. She held up her hand in a peremptory gesture, and Ira felt like he had been shoved aside. He moved quickly to give her room.

She knelt beside Hubbard, where he lay on his left side, since he could not bear to have the burned portion of his head in contact with anything. His left ear and cheek nestled into a makeshift pillow of dead grasses covered with Ira’s spare breeches. The woman removed the damp cloth Ira had draped over the burn and tossed it aside. It landed with a distinct plop next to Ira’s left foot, and he bent to retrieve it. She paid him no mind, but laid a hand on Hubbard’s shoulder, speaking softly in words Ira did not understand. Hubbard stirred. “Yes,” he said, his lips barely moving.

From some hidden recess of her garments, she withdrew an earthenware jug, plugged with a wad of some sort of greenery, which she removed and set to one side. Tipping it carefully, she poured a few drops into her hand and dribbled them onto the raw surface of Hubbard’s ruined face. He gasped, but then subsided as she blew gently on the oily-looking drops. Her breath seemed to spread them a bit. Finally, she produced a sturdy feather from somewhere or other about her. It was black with white splotches, and she used it to smooth the greenish liquid over the entire surface of the burn—face, eye, forehead, scalp, and ear—what little was left of it. The smell  of the liquid was ... Ira reached for a word, but could not find it. It smelled green, he finally decided. Fresh and green.

The woman laid a hand on Hubbard’s chest, right above his heart. Ira watched as her impassive face seemed to darken, to constrict somehow. Her wrinkled skin, which had seemed simply furrowed before, now resembled nothing so much as a withered pumpkin rind.

She said a few more unintelligible words, stood, and thrust the jug into Ira’s hands. She bent quickly and swished the feather through the water bucket, tapped it on the side, flicked off the excess water with a practiced wrist movement, and handed Ira the feather as well.

She pointed from him to the jug to Hubbard and back at the feather. Ira nodded dumbly. Yes, he felt confident he could repeat her actions.

Next, she pantomimed lifting the bucket to her lips and drinking, then pointed to Hubbard and to Ira.

Yes, he nodded, he would drink of it himself and would give the water to his brother as well.

He recognized, too, her signs for sunrise and sunset. Twice a day he was to dose Hubbard with the green drops, spread them around with the feather, and transfer what was left on the feather to the water bucket. Then they both were to drink it. Drink it all.

Hubbard lay there quietly, seeming to watch the mime show with his one good eye. Ira thought he looked peaceful, for the first time in well more than a fortnight.

The woman spared one more glance at Hubbard, nodded as if in satisfaction, and brushed past Ira. She opened the door and left. The man who had brought her raised his hand in a brief signal of farewell, and it was in that motion that Ira saw the puckered, scarred skin across the man’s palm.

As if in answer to Ira’s start of recognition, the man flexed his hand, transferred the knife to that hand, apparently intending to show that it worked well despite the heavy burn scars, and left as suddenly as he had come.

Hubbard muttered something, and Ira knelt close beside him. “I did not know angels wore doeskin,” Hubbard said, and fell into a sound and peaceful sleep.

~ ~ ~
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THURSDAY, 24 DECEMBER 1741

IT HAD BEEN WEEKS since Mary Frances had been able to sleep through the night. She knew not where her discomfort came from, except that her head had hurt her exceedingly, both day and night. Perhaps that was the cause. Sleep was not forthcoming when one’s head felt so horrible.

This night, though, was different. Mister Homer Martin stayed up late, trading stories beside the fire, and when he finally crawled into the wagon, it was to sleep. Mary Frances, knowing she would not be bothered this night, curled into a ball and found that for the first time in well more than a fortnight, her head was free from the pounding burning misery she had been wont to have.

She slept soundly, deeply, peacefully.

~ ~ ~
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“YOU KNOW,” RALPH SAID a little while later, “we’ve got it pretty good here.” He picked a bit of meat off the chicken leg he’d been gnawing on. “We may not have any power, but as long as we’ve got food, we’re okay.”

“And water,” Ida reminded her husband. “We need that, too.”

“And indoor facilities,” Sadie said. “Those outhouses were cold as the dickens in the winter when I was a girl, and they’d feel even worse now.”

“Let us be thankful,” Henry said, just at the same moment Father John said, “Thank God and the people who invented indoor plumbing.”

“That would be the Romans,” Maddy said.

Sadie looked at her in surprise. “Wait a minute, Maddy. If the Romans invented it, why did we still have outhouses when I was a girl?”

“Blame it on the Middle Ages. We lost a lot of knowledge then.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Ralph said, bringing us back to the current century. “We’ve got toilets and water and”—he patted his middle—“plenty of grub, and that’s all that matters.”

Leave it to a grocer to focus on the food.

~ ~ ~
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JANUARY 1742

IRA BRANDT WRENCHED off the last bit of meat and threw the leg bone back into the pot simmering on the hearth. He was heartily tired of hare for three meals out of every day, but rabbits were easier to snare than squirrels. Thank Providence the squirrels had never discovered a way to warn the rabbits. 

He was tired of wresting pine boughs from trees that seemed to be reluctant to give up their branches, but he had to do it to provide a layer warmer than the bare floor for them to sleep on. He was tired of dragging firewood from the stacks the previous occupants of this desolate cabin had left, but if they had not left so much wood, he did not know how he and his brother could have survived, for he was unable to wield an axe with only the one hand. Thank Providence, as well, that the winter so far had been fairly mild. Blaze and Star could still find enough browse near to the cabin, the creek that ran behind the house served the horses well, and there were rabbits aplenty for Ira and his brother to eat. How grateful he was that the previous inhabitants had dug so dependable a well, too.

He had been pleasantly surprised to find he could balance his rifle on the elbow joint of his left arm and still manage to sight accurately along the barrel, although he had not even tried to shoot one of the deer that had visited the clearing just that morning. He might be able to shoot, but he would be sore pressed to field dress any creature larger than a hare. His store of ammunition had already grown sparse, even before they arrived here, and they would need to move on as soon as spring arrived. By that time, if Hubbard was still alive, he might be better, and might be able to do the butchering. 

Ira watched his brother pull another leg from the roasted hare. Hubbard’s face, if you saw it only from the left side, was not too badly impaired, but it still turned Ira’s stomach to look at the ruined right side. Very little of his hair had regrown, and only in patchy spots. And the tight, mottled red skin of half his face was difficult to view. His right eyelid was fused shut with livid tight scar tissue, and his right ear was horribly misshapen, although the green liquid medicine the Indian woman had left them with had aided Hubbard’s healing immensely. 

Ira dreaded their reception if and when they made it to a town—and who knew how far the next town would be? Maybe he should improvise some sort of mask that Hubbard could wear to cover the immovable expanse of scarred tissue that kept that side of his face from any sort of expression. It was almost worse than the pitting caused by smallpox. At least people were used to seeing pox scars.

Over the months of their imprisonment here, for so Ira thought about this unwilling sojourn, his stump had finally healed completely. He had been using the Indian woman’s green liquid on it, reasoning that if it helped a burn it could surely help an amputation. And had not the end of Ira’s arm been burned as well to stop the bleeding? He had found himself more easy of late with cramping the rope of the well in the crook of his left elbow or of wrapping his half-arm around almost anything that needed to be carried.

Hubbard had recovered enough to be able to get himself to the privy and had, only the day before, managed to bring in an armful—a small armful—of wood. He stumbled frequently when he walked and seemed not to know how far his feet were from any object in his path. Each day he seemed to regain more of his strength, but he seemed as well to wallow in despair. And Ira did not like to see the way Hubbard so often pressed his hand to his chest, as if it pained him somehow.

If Ira had only known beforehand what the result of his irritated shove would be. 

If only the Martins had never come to Brandtburg. 

But in a rare moment of insight and self-examination, Ira realized he could no longer blame every misfortune on the Martin clan. Hubbard had never spoken a word of reproach to him, but Ira knew at his heart’s core that he himself, his ready anger and his unwillingness to curb his impulsive actions, had brought about this great tragedy that had disfigured his brother. 

We will return to Brandtburg, he thought. In the spring, when it is easier to travel, I will leave off my hunt for Homer Martin. I will take my brother home. 
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CHAPTER 56
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REBECCA JO PICKED up one more cookie. “What are we waiting for?”

We whisked the dirty dishes off the table so fast, the men hardly knew what was happening. In no time we had the kitchen clean and everything put away.

“I’m the slowest,” Rebecca Jo said. “I’ll bring up the rear.” 

I will wait and walk with you, BookLady. 

She stood aside and waited for Maddy and Carol to lead the way. I expected Marmalade to walk upstairs beside me the way she usually did, but this time, she lingered behind. Hoping for more food, perhaps?

Mouse droppings!

Oh dear. It sounded like she was swearing at me. I was going to have to rethink all my opinions about what I thought was her constant complaining for food.

I do not complain about food. I am well fed. Sometimes, though, I have to remind you about chicken.

I needed Carol back here in the middle of the line to interpret for me.

~ ~ ~
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SATURDAY, 3 JANUARY 1742 - Somewhere in Pennsylvania, along the Susquehanna River

SILAS MARTIN HELD out his mittened hands toward the roaring central fire. The trouble with such a large fire, he thought, was that the front of a person roasted while the back of that same person froze. He had observed many times when he had come upon groups of Indians, hunting, that their fires were inevitably small, just enough to warm one man who curled himself around  it almost as he slept. One small fire per man. Silas had tried it himself on those times when he had been away from the wagons overnight. He had been unable to convince anyone else of the sense of such a practice, though. They would insist that the bigger the fire, the more the warmth would spread.

The bigger the fire, he thought, the less usable it was, unless you wanted to destroy a building.

“I thought we were traveling to a warmer place.” Charles Hastings pulled his knitted scarf more tightly around his ears and stretched the ends another time around his neck.

“It will be warmer once we are farther south,” Silas assured him. 

As anxious as he was to find a haven where they could finally end their journey, he knew it was imperative that they remain in one place for now. He had convinced Homer only two days before that there was little sense in continuing to try to travel through such a heavy storm. “We will lose some of the stragglers and many of the livestock unless we can bunch all of us together. We have enough meat to sustain us while we rest and gather our strength for the remainder of the journey. Surely this storm cannot last but another day or two.”

Homer had, of course, objected, but Silas continued to reason with him until Homer reached for a bottle. “Be it as you wish,” he had growled. “I care not.”

At Silas’ direction, they had pulled the wagons into a semicircle, with the tail of each wagon pointed into the circle. In the middle was the large fire, ringed with smaller individual cooking fires. The remaining part of the circle was filled in by temporary pens that held the livestock. The smell was intense, but the animals generated a certain amount of warmth, and bunched together like that, they kept each other from freezing.

With the winter winds howling around the wagons, there was little else to do—once the daily chores of tending the stock and gathering firewood were accomplished—except to hunker in to sleep or, as they would be doing this day, attend a wedding.

“At least they will keep each other warm tonight,” Daniel Endicott observed with a decided leer, causing three of his brothers to burst into raucous laughter. Silas did not even bother to smile. The Endicotts needed no encouragement.

He lifted his gaze from the fire and settled it on Colton Shipleigh and his intended, Orra Fountain, who had always seemed to Silas to be polar opposites. Colton, so like a squat loosely strung fiddle without a bow and Orra, the gaunt bow without the fiddle. Hopefully, their marriage would bring the two together to make at least a degree of music. His fingers were too cold to handle a pen—and the ink would most likely freeze should he try—but he itched to put those images to paper, Colton’s paunchy frame that would stand soon in front of Reverend Russell, next to Orra’s stick-thin angularity.

Silas bent his neck and turned to warm his backside. He was not usually prone to such lyrical imaginings, but he indulged himself another moment or two, envisioning himself as the conductor of the numerous instruments around him.

Mary Frances, his brother’s wife, was too heavy with pregnancy to be a violin—never a fiddle, that woman. She was too serious for a fiddle. Her face looked strained, and he wondered if she felt much discomfort. He had always felt something akin to awe at the way in which a woman’s body could create life within. Someday, someday he would marry and have children, but he shuddered to think of the screams he had heard when women were birthing their babes. Did he have the right to inflict that on any woman? Particularly on the woman to whom he was drawn.

Elias Shipleigh, the father of the groom, was a horn of some sort, always honking on and on. Mistress Charlotte Endicott Ellis over there beside her brother Worthy was—what instrument would she be? A high-pitched piccolo, perhaps, strident but—unlike a piccolo—somehow monotonous, unenthusiastic. Charlotte’s brother, Worthy Endicott, was definitely a bass drum, pounding his incessant rhythm without regard to the ears or the cadence of the rest of the group.

Silas longed to get his fingers on paper and ink. These images were too vivid not to record.

He turned around yet again, knowing what he would see. He was so attuned to Louetta Tarkington, he knew instinctively where she stood almost every minute of every day. It was far too early to speak his mind, for she had mourned her dead husband for less than eight months, and he felt fair certain she would not look kindly on any suit of his that came too soon. A cello. That was what instrument she was. Mellow, powerful, soft-spoken but of imminent sense—did a cello have sense? He decided that it did. Those mellifluous strains underlying the sounds produced by any group of musicians, held the entire ensemble together in—

“Silas?” Homer’s insistent bark of irritation cut into the picture Silas had composed. “I need you now for ... for a conference.”

That, Silas knew, meant Homer was going to argue about something—the arrangement of the circle, the need to remain in one place for at least another day, the disposition of the livestock. He left the welcome warmth of the fire and walked aside with his brother. His brother the snare drum.

They had barely reached the edge of the second wagon circle when the voice of Reverend Russell began to call the congregation together for the wedding service. Silas, happy for the reprieve, cocked an eyebrow at Homer. “Later, brother?”

Homer, for once, did not snarl, but merely turned around and headed back from whence he had come. Silas sent up a heartfelt prayer for milder, sunnier weather preferably beginning on the morrow. Homer had ever been a creature who seemed to wither in the dark days of winter. Perhaps going far southward had truly been one of Homer’s better ideas.

~ ~ ~
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HARDLY HAD REVEREND Russell proclaimed, “Those whom God hath joined together, let no man put asunder,” when Mistress Anthina Shipleigh, the mother of the groom, began to gasp and to claw the multiple scarves away from her scrawny throat. 

The women near her instinctively rushed to her side, only to be repulsed when Mistress Shipleigh began the gagging sounds that everyone present knew would result in vomiting. She turned away from her son and his new wife, scorned the help of her neighbors, and clutched with one hand at the wheel of the wagon as she pulled herself off to the side, through the slush of the churned-up snow, away from the recently-concluded wedding ceremony. With her other hand, she held her stomach.

Although the weather warmed somewhat the following day, no one suggested leaving, for Mistress Shipleigh was in dire straits. Even Louetta Tarkington, who had proven to have great healing skills, was unable to alleviate the woman’s extreme pain. 

The next night after the onset of her distress, Silas stood watch near the Shipleigh wagon as the near full moon passed beyond its zenith. Louetta Tarkington ducked from under the canvas cover of the wagon and stepped onto one of the wheel hubs and thence to the ground.

“Is she any better?” Silas kept his voice low. He had not—not truly—intended this, but his near-whisper encouraged Mistress Tarkington to lean closer to hear him. He could smell the fresh herbal scent of her hair overlaid with the rancid smell of Mistress Shipleigh’s stale vomit.

“I cannot believe she will last the night,” Louetta said in just as low a voice. “I find myself surprised that she has survived this long, for I can do naught to stop her puking, and she grows weaker with each breath.” She staggered slightly, and Silas reached out to take hold of her elbow and steady her.

“You are practically asleep on your feet. You must rest. Surely there is another woman who can sit with her.”

“They all fear that it is the plague or the fever. That is why her husband took their children off to other wagons.”

“Is it the fever?” Silas could not help the surge of fear that welled up in him. “Might you be in danger tending her?”

Louetta shook her head wearily. “This is no fever. I am at a loss to tell what has caused it, though. ’Twas almost certainly something she ate, but as far as I can tell, she has eaten nothing that was not eaten by other members of her family, and none of them is poorly.”

“Excuse me, Mistress Tarkington.” 

Silas took a step back and turned to see Charlotte Ellis peering at them in the wavery light of the central fire. “Yes, Mistress?”

Charlotte ignored him. “I fear we women have left too much of the tending to you, Mistress Tarkington. Will you take some rest now and let me sit with poor Anthina?”

“Oh, my thanks, Mistress Ellis. If I could get but a few hours of rest ...” The relief in Louetta’s voice was unmistakable. Silas wished he had been able to provide her with such comfort.

“Think nothing of it. I am happy to be of help. Does she any better, think you? No? Well, it is all in God’s hands, is it not? Get you off to your sleep and I will see if there is aught I can do.” She flapped her hand in a dismissive gesture. 

Silas waited to be sure Louetta was safely inside the Russell’s wagon before he left the side of the Shipleigh wagon. Before he wrapped himself in his sleeping blanket, he glanced back at Charlotte Ellis who stood still, apparently waiting to see him settled before she went about her charitable duty.

There was something about that woman he did not like.

Once she disappeared into the wagon, he reached for his paper and ink.

~ ~ ~
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CHARLOTTE HAULED HERSELF up into the wagon, steeled herself against the revolting smells, and settled as comfortably as she could at Anthina’s side. “Well, now,” she whispered, low enough that no one except the dying woman could possibly hear her, “you thought you could make off with the man who should have been mine. You thought you were the winner. You thought that you were safe with Elias Shipleigh. You did not know how I swore revenge all those years ago, and think you I did not laugh to myself as I knitted those soft stockings as such a special gift for you?” She reached inside the pocket tied at her waist and pulled out a small package of tightly woven and heavily waxed linen. “Death’s cap mushroom, dried and reduced to a powder." She dangled it above Anthina. "Little did you realize that for two weeks your feet have been taking in this poison with each step you took. What good are all your sons to you now?”

I should have come here sooner, Charlotte thought, for Anthina was too far gone to appreciate the irony. She could not even open her eyes in horror, but Charlotte saw the woman’s wasted fingers curl and clench, and knew that Anthina was at least aware that Charlotte had prevailed. Revenge had been a long time in coming, but Charlotte was nothing if not patient.

Mistress Shipleigh died before the morning dawned. When the other women gathered to prepare the body for burial, Charlotte Ellis insisted that Anthina’s long knitted stockings remain on her feet. “I made them for her, the poor dear, and she told me just before she died that she hoped to be buried in them. It was the last thing she said.” She wiped away a tear that was simply a response to the chilly wind—for Charlotte had never mastered the skill of crying on demand, but the other women had no need to know that. “I have known her for so long a time.”

Charlotte excused herself from the onerous task ahead and let the others wipe Anthina Shipleigh’s face clean and wrap her body in a linen shroud. "I sat with her all the night," Charlotte explained, "and I am sore exhausted." 

"You poor dear."

WHEN THE MEN of the company would have dug a grave in the nearby forest, Mistress Sarah Russell informed her husband—with due respect, of course—that Anthina Shipleigh “had a terrible fear of being buried far from a churchyard. Is there not a town nearby where we might lay her to rest in consecrated ground?”

Reverend Russell consulted briefly with Silas Martin, who rode through the bitter wind, following the well-worn trail ahead to a moderate-sized town, where a white church with an ill-proportioned steeple towered over a motley group of houses. The most imposing structure, besides the church, appeared to be the town tavern, which squatted like a fat toad alongside the road near the outskirts of the town, as if waiting to snare any unwary travelers who might come that way.

Before Silas entered the church, he studied some of the markers in the graveyard, which appeared to be near full. Silas had seen the marks of the smallpox on numerous people as he passed through the town. “You have been plagued by the pox, I see,” Silas mentioned to the minister when he found him in the parsonage next door to the church.

“You need have no fear. The last death was more than a year beforehand.”

AFTER SOME NEGOTIATION, during which some of the cash money Robert Hastings carried came into play, the Martin troupe laid Anthina Shipleigh to rest in a corner of the church graveyard and placed thereon a wooden cross, which Silas had carved with her name and the date of her death. Nobody could remember exactly what day or which year she had been born. Anthina’s closest friends were chagrined to find that neither the Surratts nor the Shipleighs had a family Bible in which such details might have been recorded.

As they left the graveyard to return to their wagons, which were strung across a clearing just outside the town, preparatory to the continuance of their journey, Louetta Tarkington turned away from Silas and spoke to Charlotte Ellis. “The Susquehanna River sings a lovely song, does it not? I am glad Anthina will be able to hear the river for eternity.” 

Charlotte made a non-committal sound.

“I am sorry, though, that we have to leave her here alone. I did not know her well, of course, but she was always most pleasant to me and to my son, Brand.”

“Are you wishing that someone else had died as well, to keep her company?”

“You mistake me, Mistress Ellis. That is not what I meant at all.”

Charlotte grunted one more time before she walked away.

Louetta spread her mittened hands, palms upward, once Charlotte Ellis was out of earshot. “Did I say aught to displease her?”

“Not that I could tell,” Silas said. “Do not let her distress you. She has ever been a prickly one.” He revised his mental image of Mistress Ellis. Not a piccolo, but a strident trumpet, blaring her tune at the cost of the ears around her.

~ ~ ~
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“THAT WAS A GOOD LUNCH,” Pat said, “but I almost wish we could eat up here in the attic and keep on looking and reading and such.”

“I know what you mean,” Dee said. “It’s like there’s a whole new world here just waiting for us to open it up.”

Amanda cleared her throat. “The advantage of going downstairs to eat is that it gets our blood moving. All this sitting around isn’t good for us.”

“Spoken like a true therapist,” Rebecca Jo said with a laugh. “But then again, who’s just sitting?” She reached toward an upper shelf of one of the numerous bookcases and pulled down a stack of ratty paperbacks. They looked almost as disreputable as the ones Clara Martin had donated to the library. After one brief look, Rebecca Jo said, “On second thought, I vote that we sit and let Ida read some more Mary Frances.”

“Nope,” I said. “It’s my turn. Hubbard’s turn, that is.”

“I hope Ira gets his act together soon,” Maddy said. “He’s been a pill so far.”

I looked ahead a sentence or two. “They’re on their way. That’s good.”

Monday 23 November 1741. We left Brandtburg on the 2nd of this month, and I have found no time to write since then. There has been little sign of the Martins other than the wide track that must have been their path, but this morning we happened upon a cache of boxes that had been thrown from their wagons. I might not have spotted them if it had not been for a black chess piece—a queen—that stood upright on a rock, almost as if she had been waiting for me, beckoning to me. The cache was a treasure indeed, for I gathered seven books. Seven! From the inscriptions, it is clear that they were stolen from Master Ormsby, most likely by the Endicott brood. It is easy to blame them when they are not here to defend themselves. Sayrle is the only one of the group who seemed interested in reading, but from what I knew of him I would not have supposed him to be a thief. Still, some men are tempted beyond their ability to resist. He may have seen a journey without books as a punishment. But if so, I can not imagine why he would dispose of books—if these were indeed his—in such a disrespectful way.

“This is perfect,” Dee said. “Remember, Maddy, how you said they might have been like Hansel and Gretel, leaving breadcrumbs along the way?”

“Yeah,” Maddy said, obviously no surer than I was of where Dee was headed.

“So, thanks to the Endicotts, they left chess pieces and books. I’d say that’s even better than bread crumbs.”

“I guess the Endicotts were good for something after all,” Rebecca Jo mused.

"It’s better than leaving dead bodies," Maddy said.

"What?!"

"Don’t pop a cork, Dee. I meant graves. I hope they didn’t have to leave too many of those."

"I’m sure there were more than a few," Carol said.

I looked ahead a few lines. "Don’t speak so fast, Maddy."

I will keep the books safe until my wife and I can return them to Brandtburg. I know Master Ormsby will be delighted to have them back. In the meantime, I can well imagine how my wife and I will delight in reading to each other by the fire in the evenings.

We have found no more graves past the one we saw on the fifth of this month. My wife’s father. His grave was covered with a mound of stones, and there was a small wooden marker etched with his name and dates—the work of Silas Martin, no doubt. Calvin Garner would have been my father-in-law. My heart aches for the pain Mary Frances must feel at having lost her father. I wonder how she fares? Pray God that she knows I am coming at last to find her. Would that there were some angel to convey the message to her.

Blaze and Star both carry extra canvas for tents, for I will need a way to shelter my wife on our journey home. Food has been plentiful, although I become a bit weary of roasted hare. They are surprisingly easy to snare, which is a good thing, for I must do all the work. Ira refuses even to try. He tires easily. I fear the length of this journey. Pray God that my wife keeps faith that I will come to her. Pray God that I will find her soon. My heart aches for her as I write this.
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CHAPTER 57
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“GOOD GRIEF,” I SAID. “There’s nothing after this until the first of April in 1742.” 

“What on earth,” Ida asked, “could have kept him from writing for that long?” When I looked back at Hubbard’s book, she held up a peremptory hand. “No fair peeking. You’ll have to wait your turn until we get to then.”

Phooey. I didn’t like it, but she was right. So I marked the place with a scrap of paper, set Hubbard’s journal aside, and took off my white gloves. I wouldn’t need them for a while.

~ ~ ~
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THURSDAY, 7 JANUARY 1742

WHEN MARY FRANCES had lain with Hubbard in the loft of Reverend Atherton’s barn on their wedding night, she had assumed that if a child resulted, it would be born in a snug house in Brandtburg, not here in a cold wagon jouncing along on an inhospitable trail in the middle of the wilderness, with three women crowded around in attendance. Her mother was not one of the three. Augusta Garner had chosen to stay in her own wagon with young Able, who was ailing, too sick to walk or even sit upright. At the moment, Mary Frances did not care. Her mother had sided with her father to force her to go through with her unlawful wedding to Homer Martin. Mary Frances did not want even to see her mother during this birth, much less to be attended by her.

Nor was Homer hovering beside the wagon or even driving it. He had left Lucius Hastings with that task as soon as he had seen that Mary Frances could not manage the job. 

Mary Frances had heard Geonette Black Surratt ask him, “Can we not stop whilst your wife births this child?”

“We have miles still to cover before sundown,” he had replied, as if it were not his wife about to birth his child. Of course, thought Mary Frances, I am not truly his wife and this is most certainly not his child, so why should I worry that he does not care for our safety or comfort?

“There is no snow here,” Homer had further said to Mistress Surratt. “While the trail is dry and passable, we must make as much progress as we can.”

At that point, Geonette had shooed Lucius away from the wagon seat. "You do not want to be this close to a woman birthing a babe. I will drive this day."

Lucius had taken one alarmed look at Mary Frances and disappeared faster than morning haze after a hot sunrise.

She had not been in labor for long—although it felt like an eternity to her. Mistress Hastings sponged off her forehead with a wet cloth. Mary Frances took comfort in the fact that she had asked Mistress Hastings several weeks before to serve as godmother to her babe. If only Myra Sue were still alive, she would have been godmother to this child.

“You are not the first woman to go through this,” Mistress Tarkington told her, “nor will you be the last.” 

“If ... if I die ...” Mary Frances did not know how to continue. How could she tell them to return to Brandtburg to summon the babe’s father?

“Never fear.” 

Mistress Tarkington had proved to be an effective midwife during other births along the trail, but Mary Frances knew she could not trust the words of that calm voice. She knew she would die soon. She only wished that she might see her husband once more before the end.

“When the mother begins to feel sure she will die, that means the babe will come quickly.”

“Is that meant to be a comfort to—” Her exasperation was cut short as another pain gripped her, then another, so close to the last one that she hardly had time to breathe. Sarah Russell slipped a clean rolled-up rag between her teeth, telling her to bite down on it. 

“Already, the babe’s head is visible,” Louetta Tarkington said, and guided Mary Frances’ hand so that she might be the first to touch the child. The surface of the baby’s head felt warm and slick. Surely it would be a boy. A son for her Hubbard. 

A son he would never see.

“There is no need to cry now,” Sarah Russell crooned to her. “You have barely made a sound ever since your waters broke forth at mid-morning, and now when it is almost over, you cry? Hush now. Hush, and give one more push.”

Mistress Tarkington laid her hands across the linen shift that covered the tight, quivering mound of Mary Frances’ belly. “I will help.” 

Mary Frances supposed she ought to feel grateful that this woman who had only recently joined their band should have been so knowledgeable about birthing, but at that moment, she cared not for anyone or anything other than her urgent need to expel this child and rid herself of the pain.

It took three more pushes to birth the babe, and when he emerged, mewling with hunger, Mary Frances saw that he had the same high forehead as his father. Pain forgotten, she clasped him to her. “Our son,” she said. “Our son.”

Sarah Russell and Louetta Tarkington busied themselves with the aftermath of the birth. “Homer Martin will be proud indeed,” Sarah eventually said as she watched the new babe at its first meal.

Jane Elizabeth Hastings scoffed as she took the bloodstained sheets and rolled them up, to be saved until the travelers tarried beside a cold stream where the blood could be soaked out. “If Homer Martin even deigns to look.” 

LATER THAT EVENING, after the camp was prepared and the men had been fed, the other women came to see the babe two at a time, for two was all that would fit in the wagon easily, what with their voluminous wrappings against the winter’s chill, and with Sarah Russell and Jane Elizabeth Hastings, both of whom had refused to leave Mary Frances. Mary Frances saw with chagrin that Charlotte Ellis lifted an eyebrow when she came into the narrow space, and said in a dry tone, “Does he not look just like his father?”

“For certain,” Sarah Russell agreed, although Mary Frances could tell from her tone of voice that she did not truly believe it. “Babes always do, although they can change so much in the first few hours after their birth, one would never know it. By tomorrow he will look even more like his own sweet self.” She bundled yet another felted wool blanket over the baby and slipped a knitted woolen cap onto his head as he nestled beside Mary Frances, encircled by her arm. 

“It is a shame Mister Martin is too drunk to see him while he still looks like this,” Charlotte observed, her eyes slitted so tight in suspicion that Mary Frances could barely see the dark, empty center of them, as bleak and empty as Mary Frances suspected Charlotte’s heart was.

Once all the women were gone back to their own wagons, Sarah Russell offered Mary Frances some soothing tea. "I had hoped to attend the birth of my grandchild," she said. "If only ..."

She did not finish her sentence. 

"Yes," Mary Frances thought. If only. If only Myra Sue Russell Martin had lived. If only Ira Brandt had never been born. If only Hubbard had followed. If only Homer Martin had fallen off his horse into a ravine or a rushing river.

Her baby mewed almost like a tiny kitten, and she loosened her grasp on him. This babe was all she had of her dear husband. She would treasure this child forever.

~ ~ ~
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IDA TOOK UP WHERE SHE’D left off to cover the time missing from Hubbard’s journal, but the next number of entries, written during November and December of 1741, were, quite frankly, much less interesting than the story of the dead bear and the one about how Mary Frances looked forward to the birth of her child. She seemed to be hoarding her precious paper, for the entries had gradually tapered down to only two or three a month. Quite a few newborns died—was every woman on that journey pregnant?—and there were a number of mishaps with broken axles, lost goats, and lamed horses, as well as some hair-raising fights among some of the young men in the company, usually instigated by the Endicott brothers, a fact not lost on our attic company. It was only when Ida reached January of 1742 that our ears truly perked up.

Saturday, 23 January 1742

Anthina Shipleigh died soon after the marriage of her son Colton to Orra Fountain on the third of this month. She was buried in the churchyard of the nearby town of Harrisburg.

I have been unable to write for well more than a fortnight, for my son was born on the seventh of January, a Thursday afternoon, as our wagon bounced over a most inhospitable road. Mister Homer Martin—I will never refer to him as my husband—refused our request to tarry while my babe was birthed, and so my son’s first impression of this world must have been that it was constantly moving up and down, rocking backward and forward, bumping from side to side in a most disconcerting way. I will not be surprised if John—for so I have named him, since John is his true father’s middle name—becomes an expert horseman, as his sense of balance has been greatly challenged over these first few weeks of his life.

“He wouldn’t stop the wagons while his wife had the baby?” Pat sounded as incensed as I felt.

"She wasn’t his wife," Maddy reminded her.

"He thought she was."

I couldn’t imagine birthing a baby under those circumstances. “Poor woman. Those wagons didn’t have shock absorbers, did they?" Without waiting for a reply, I said, "It’s a miracle she survived.”

“At least we know the baby made it okay,” Sadie said, “and so did the mother.”

“But who knows what else she had to put up with,” Dee said.

“If you’ll let me keep reading, we’ll find out.”

Pray God his life will be a long one—if the prayers of such a sinner as I will even be heard by the Almighty. Homer Martin has insisted on lying with me now that the babe is born, and the pain of it must be my punishment for living in sin with a man to whom I am not truly wedded.

“What a sad story,” I said. “None of this was her fault. How could she possibly feel sinful when it was just a matter of circumstances that forced her into—”

Pat interrupted me. “Circumstances? It wasn’t circumstances. It was those awful parents of hers.”

“Well, think about it,” Melissa said. “Her father was trying to see she was provided for. I’m sure he knew he was going to die, with his leg rotting off like that.”

“Hmph! He was trying to get her out of his wagon ’cause he couldn’t stand her crying. She even said so in her journal. And her mother is the one who really pushed her into it.”

“That’s the way things were back then,” Carol said, effectively silencing Pat’s objections. “If her mother suspected Mary Frances was pregnant, marrying her off would have been the best way to protect the whole family from scandal.”

“I still think it’s a shame Mary Frances felt so guilty about marrying Homer.”

“I see your point, Biscuit, but the church was absolutely ironclad about such things.” Carol stared at the book in Ida’s hands. “Mary Frances obviously believed strongly that her soul was condemned to eternal damnation.”

Pat let out an exasperated breath. “Didn’t they ever hear about forgiveness?” 

Ida just raised an eyebrow and kept reading.

Sarah Russell tells me that women often feel sadness after a birth. That can not explain why I have felt so constantly melancholy, ever since the beginning of December, around the time when I began having such headaches. I did so look forward to my John’s birth, so I can not account for my feelings of despondency. Perhaps it is just that I have been constantly worried that Charlotte Ellis might say something that would cause Homer Martin to spurn me 

Rebecca Jo motioned to Ida to stop reading, but Ida had already ground to a halt. We all looked at Charlie, but she seemed singularly unaffected. 

“So what,” she said when she noticed us looking at her. “That was a long time ago. And remember? I’m not that Charlotte.”

“That’s right,” Dee said. “You’re Charlie.”

Sadie looked like she was going to say something, but she closed her mouth and exhaled deeply.

Ida screwed up her face, but kept reading.

... and to leave me with my babe beside the trail. I know she suspects. Young John looked so much like his father that afternoon when he was born, with the same high forehead and even the same shape to his eyes. She intimated as much, although none of the other women seemed to understand her accusation. She may dress herself in that new cap she has made, with its shirred edging, but the jauntiness of her cap is no reflection of the stony intent of her mind. The term mean-spirited
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