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      “Reminds me of William Faulkner and Harper Lee.” — AVP

      

      “Jackie Weger writes fluently, understandably, makes it flow with pitch and power.” — Read Along with Sue

      

      “Ms. Hines’s books have such a rich, vibrant epic feel to them.” — Goodreads
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      August 1943

      Sin was in the thick August air. It seemed to me that it oozed from all who had come to proclaim the goodness of the Lord. Beneath the revival tent swirled lust, greed, and envy. Wickedness oozed from their sweaty pores and shone in their eyes.

      I drew in a long deep breath and smelled a mixture of cheap perfume, Cashmere Bouquet talcum powder, and Wild Root hair cream made more pungent by the chicken workers from Pritchard’s Pride who hadn’t scraped their boots.

      “Do not be carried away by all sorts of strange teachings! Do not cling to idols! Beware of God’s wrath! Sinners will suffer. Oh, ye heathens, listen to my words! Repent sayeth the Lord God Almighty! Retreat from the fiery gates of Hell and damnation!”

      Spontaneous shouts of amen and hallelujah broke out. Stooped and gaunt, Brother Errol Mise smiled.

      Brother Mise had been coming to Oak Flatt near mind five years accompanied with his entourage of music and ministers. He had come to save the damned, which as much as I surmised, was everyone in the tent.

      The old man stood on a makeshift pulpit, high above the straw-filled ground lined with wooden benches, and rallied against fornicators, blasphemers, and sodomites. His voice radiated through me, tugging at my guilt for the sins I had committed and needed to repent.

      Four years ago, when I had been fifteen, I submitted myself to the Lord and had been baptized the next day, washing away my sin and reserving my mansion in the sky. Yet, every year I returned to the revival with the same concern for my soul. Not that I had done anything like Brother Mise was ranting about, or at least not that I was aware of, but his words pierced a fear for my immortal soul.

      He preached vehemently of lust and where it led. Of greed and how it sucked the soul out of your life. Of God’s wrath and how it sought vengeance upon sinners. Sinners will be cast down into the inferno of Hell!

      The tent was crowded. People came from near and wide for the meeting, as far away as Hanging Limb and Vine Ridge. Those who had gas coupons came in trucks and coupes, others by horse or mule-drawn wagons. No matter the means, they came.

      Oak Flatt was a small Appalachian Mountain town with less than seven hundred residents, but it doubled in size during the revival. Situated in a hollow, the community sat along Oak Creek. The place didn’t get many visitors except at revival time.

      I never minded what others found isolating and backward. At least that’s what my cousin Dodie said about our town. I reckoned Dodie would know since she had gone off to college. I, on the other hand, had been pulled out of school when I was ten.

      Dodie had told me once that people called me simple-minded because I don’t speak much. It was a polite way of saying that people around here thought I was a simpleton. To be honest, Dodie didn’t have to tell me. I heard the whispers behind my back.

      At the thought, I consciously straightened up and thrust out my chin, giving an appearance of lady-like dignity. I had been practicing dignity ever since Ginny Rose made me aware of it.

      “Dignity has its uses, Cady Blue,” Ginny Rose had said. There had been no pity in her voice, no scorn, only blunt honesty. “Dignity is real. You can feel it crawl up your spine when someone says something mean to you, but dignity has its pitfalls. Once lost, it is difficult to recover.”

      “Can I hide the bells behind it?” I had asked.

      “Especially the bells,” Ginny Rose had said.

      Ginny Rose was my grandmother by birth, my daddy’s mother. But my granddaddy, Mr. Boyd Reeves, refused to claim me. He had disowned Daddy for marrying Momma. Goldie told me many times that the Reeves considered Momma’s family nothing more than white trash.

      For that matter, the Reeves thought any mountain people were white trash, well below the Reeves, who were well respected in town. Mr. Reeves was president of First Tennessee Heritage Bank.

      Ginny Rose had a soft spot for me despite her husband’s repulsion for my momma. A few years back, Ginny Rose contracted tuberculosis. The poor thing lost half a lung and had to stay in the sanitarium for almost a year. When she came home, she asked me to become her companion.

      I couldn’t afford to turn down the position and enjoyed the job most days. Ginny Rose had taken it upon herself to school me, declaring there wasn’t nothing wrong with my mind.

      “You aren’t slow, girl,” Ginny Rose had said. “Was that fire what took your tongue away for a spell.”

      The fire had killed my daddy and made him a hero in the county. Daddy had died rescuing me from our house when it went up in a blaze. I had no memory of it, having only been four at the time, but it was said that I didn’t say a word afterward for nearly two years.

      Eventually, my voice returned, but I was left with these bells in my head. They come at the most inopportune times. Moreover, I have no control of them.

      At night when they come, they frighten me and rob me of sleep. In the waking hours, I hear them coming, a faint sound in the back of my head. My hands sweat; my breathing quickens. Over time, I have learned how to hide them when the attacks come, but the panic is hard to disguise.

      It shows in my eyes.

      The bells were the reason the town thought me slow-witted.

      Most times, I avoided large gatherings, but here the music calmed my nerves and the bells receded. I loved to hear the voices sing in an exaltation of the spirit. Onward Christian soldiers, marching as to war, with the cross of Jesus going on before.

      In the front pew, a lovely contralto voice soared above all others. There was a lost, haunting pain in her tone which drew my attention. So touching, goose bumps erupted along my arms as I recognized who it was.

      Bessie Lou Williams lived a couple of miles up the mountain from my home. The woman was only a few months older than me. I had heard that only last week, Bessie Lou had taken her month-old baby to Fairview and left him there because his head was too big, and he wouldn’t eat much.

      Bessie Lou had trouble in the birthing. Goldie had been called up there to help and came back feeling bad. Goldie said that the baby didn’t look right, more like an alien from Mars.

      I felt bad. Just the thought of Fairview frightened me. When I misbehaved, Goldie would threaten to take me there. Nobody ever came back from the place. Not old men like Foster Cato who tried to chop up his wife with an ax. Not women, like crazy Miss Vicky, who took off all her clothes right in the middle of Oak Flatt.

      Poor Bessie Lou wouldn’t be seeing her boy again.

      Bessie Lou’s voice faltered as the organ paused, transitioning into another rousing spiritual, Onward to Victory. A tad off-key, music filled the tent. Most sang loudly as if God were hard of hearing, but I felt my spirit strengthen on every verse.

      A new evangelist stepped onto the pulpit. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. My throat closed, and I found I could only stare at the most beautiful man I had ever seen. The kerosene lantern swung back and forth on a hitch above his head, radiating an aura of soft gold pooling about him.

      He was like an angel who had descended from heaven. He had thick and wavy golden hair, piercing blue eyes, and teeth that glistened in the light. His voice flowed like colors, smooth as liquid gold, blazing up to red, pitching yellows, lowering to the deep indigo of night.

      I was mesmerized with his majesty and found myself on the edge of the bench. I couldn’t break the spell he had cast on me.

      He shouted, “All ye pure and heavy laden enter into the light of God! Come into his love!”

      Caught up in the spirit, I leaped to my feet and shouted, “Hallelujah!”

      His brilliant blue eyes fell on me. The look took my breath away, and I felt the whole of my body shiver. I swear that with just his gaze, he had discovered everything about me: that he knew I wore Ginny Rose’s discarded dress, that I was an orphan, that I didn’t like boiled cabbage, and that I heard the bells.

      Slowly, I sat back down, thankful the collection basket had begun to go around. Feeling like all eyes were on me, I suffered a monstrous anxiety. My fingers trembled so that I fumbled with the knot in the corner of my handkerchief. Taking a deep breath, I freed the coin and dropped it shy-like with a penury clink atop the silver and copper.

      Directly after the collection, Jesus began to save. The best preaching came last. The preacher began. Sinner! Ye be God’s work! He welcomes his weary wand’ring child! Rejoice!

      Once more, every chord spewing from the out-of-tune organ warmed my senses. From the corner of my eye, I caught sight of the visitors from Germany, the prisoners of war who were seated on rows of benches outside the rolled-up sides of the tent. One couldn’t mistake them, dressed in their work pants and black shirt with P embroidered on their sleeves, chest, and back.

      I had almost forgotten. Not about the war but having the hated German prisoners living in a camp not far from Oak Flatt at Crossville. Before they arrived, it had been a heated subject in town. Not so much anymore.

      All the fears about having the camp so near had not materialized. Mostly, folks pretended the prisoners weren’t there, but when they did come around, they got their share of hate-filled looks and surreptitious glances.

      Surrounded by a barb-wired fence, the prisoners were kept at Crossville in whitewashed cabins in better shape than most of the houses on the mountain. Because of war, there was a shortage of men to work at the local chicken slaughter facility, Pritchard’s Pride. The prisoners were trucked to Oak Flatt to pluck chickens. They even got paid.

      I heard it had been Matthew Pritchard’s idea. I saw him sitting at the end of the bench with the prisoners he had brought. He would be a hard man to miss, tall, broad shoulders with intense gray eyes, and a strong jaw.

      Everyone in Oak Flatt knew of the Pritchards. They owned Pritchard’s Pride among other businesses and were the largest landowners in the county. Matt was the only son of John and Maude Pritchard. John Pritchard had died while Matt was in Europe, fighting the same people he now employed. Matt now ran the family business.

      Matt was a war hero. Two years before the U.S. joined the war effort, Matt had been on his honeymoon in England. When hostilities between England and Germany broke out while he was there, he volunteered for the Royal Canadian Air Force and served as their gunner until the U.S. entered the war. From there, he enlisted with the U.S. Air Force on a Boston Bomber. On their first bombing run over France, he was severely injured.

      After recovering, Matt returned home with citations of bravery and a prominent limp. He had become the talk of the town. He had done his family proud with his actions, brave and true.

      No one would dispute the fact that times were tough. Most of the able-bodied men had gone off to fight in the war. Those left behind were left with rations and doing all they could to support the war effort.

      I realized, though, that Matt Pritchard bringing the POW prisoners to the revival had ruffled quite a few feathers in town. I had heard the complaints.

      People would say things like I wasn’t even there. They never seemed to give me mind. It was the way I was. I wasn’t one to say much, but I listened and learned. Goldie said it was my gift. I felt it was my curse.

      Matt had said that they needed redemption just as much as anyone else. More, some would say, I would add. Brother Mise agreed to let the Germans stay only if Pritchard extracted a promise from the prisoners that they wouldn’t pray at all. No one liked to think that while we were praying for our American sons to win the war that the Germans were praying for their own side.

      I, myself, wondered if the Germans prayed to God at all. It was most confusing, but Goldie had said, to be safe, we should pray to the American God. The thought made me grimace.

      Sometimes Goldie rattled off things she hadn’t a clue about. According to the Bible, there was only one true God—and they call me crazy.

      Lost in my thoughts, I hadn’t noticed the song ended and service was over until Dickie pushed into me. My younger brother seemed anxious to get to his friends. I let him pass to squeeze by Otis.

      The large burly man grunted but sucked in his stomach to allow Dickie his freedom. Glancing at my stepfather, I noticed his age had begun to show. His dark hair was streaked with gray, and telltale creases had formed around his eyes. He gave me a hard look and followed his son.

      I realized he wanted me to rush to ready our campsite. He would expect me to prepare the meal. He was not a patient man, especially with me. In fairness what man would have been thrilled to have been saddled with another man’s child after his wife died?

      Despite his gruffness, Otis had given me a roof over my head, or rather, his mother had. Goldie had insisted I not be thrown out after my mother passed. Goldie was not one to be questioned.

      Goldie had declared me family. So, family I was.

      I thought it strange that my blood kin thought differently.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I blushed when my eyes caught the new reverend. He was listening to one of the ladies who had cornered his attention. She would not be relinquishing her control of the dynamic orator in the near future. He gave me a broad smile and turned back to the woman, who had not slowed her speech in the least.

      I followed the crowd that poured from the tent into the fresh-scented night air. Above my head, a shining panoply of stars twinkled. Immediately, the men rolled a cigarette or bit tobacco off a hard plug. The women scurried to their campsites to see how cooking fires fared in their absence.

      On the side of the tent, I caught sight of a flock of children in their pretend innocence, speedily angled to see the Germans being herded into an olive-green army truck. Dickie brushed by me.

      Not thinking twice, I reached out and snatched him by the collar. “You’re not going over there to do any cat calling.”

      “Turn me loose,” Dickie cried. “You ain’t my boss.”

      “You need to tell Otis whatcha got planned.”

      He wriggled and flailed, trying every which way to get free. I sighed and wondered if I would be able to get him back to the table Otis had set up at the edge of the rye field without causing a scene.

      “By then, the Germans will be gone!” he cried.

      Dickie dug his heels into the soft earth. The force sent me forward. Losing my footing, Dickie broke free of my grasp.

      In a blink of an eye, visions of falling in front of everyone assaulted me, but out of nowhere, I felt strong arms catch my shoulders. Looking up, I came face to face with Matthew Pritchard. His gray eyes met mine.

      Reminding myself to breathe, I found I could only stare at the handsome man. No one had ever touched me in that manner much less a man. No matter of its innocence, my insides swelled with a warmth new to me.

      He released his grip and took a step back. “Are you alright, ma’am?” He smiled, looking over at Dickie as the boy scampered over to his friends.

      Consciously, I pushed at my skirt to straighten the flowered blue dress and thrust out my chin. Reaching up, I felt my hat to make sure it was in place. I had a sudden desire to project that lady-like dignity.

      The man was no stranger. Before the war, he had been a regular visitor at Ginny Rose’s. He was best friends with Ginny Rose’s neighbor, Owen Jeffrey.

      Since Matt’s return three months ago, I had seen him around town a few times. Moreover, his wife had become the constant companion to Dodie long before his return.

      Dodie had met Moria in college and bragged that she had introduced the two. Dodie had even gone to London to accompany the woman home after Pritchard volunteered to stay and fight the Nazis.

      Feeling a warmth flooding to my cheeks, words choked in my throat. I nodded.

      Matt gave me a small smile and started toward the army truck, walking with his pronounced limp. “Take care…”

      Immediately, I felt deflated. He knew he had met me but couldn’t remember my name. He probably knew me as the simple-minded Reeves girl, but I wasn’t…that was I wasn’t simple-minded.

      “Cady Blue,” I finished for him. Looking down at his leg, I asked, “Does it hurt?”

      He gave me a little shrug. “Some days are worse than others.”

      An awkward silence ensued. Shuffling my feet, I felt the need to say something else. “Otis says that you’re a hero, signing up like you did over in Europe before we decided to hop into the war. He says that you did the right thing. Made Oak Flatt proud.”

      His smile softened. “Good to hear. Thank ya.”

      Saying nothing else, he turned and walked back to the truck. I watched him until another caught my eye.

      Why it was Loretta Hopkins giving a prisoner a jar of homemade jam! Not only that, but she was doing it in front of everyone. Without a doubt, Loretta would be the talk of the town by morning, reviled for befriending the enemy.

      My shock faded, replaced by a surge of pity for poor Loretta. I knew what it was like to be whispered about.

      A minute later, the army truck pulled away from the field, headed toward the old bridge, and then crossed the creek. A rabble of children followed along behind, yelling and throwing dirt clods. Sitting in the open bed, the prisoners looked stiff with the soldier-guard slouched at the tailgate and ignored the outburst.

      The truck continued its way. The children halted in its dust and laughed. I frowned. There was Dickie right smack in the middle of them.

      I shook my head. I should have whaled him in front of everyone and sent him to Otis. On second thought, Otis might be proud of his son. Instead, I shook my head and continued to our table. Otis expected me to fix supper.

      Somewhere nearby, a fiddle started up. The music soothed me as I let the rhythm soak into me. Smiling to myself, I admitted I loved it when the community came together. It didn’t happen often, but the revival was perfect timing.

      The rye harvest was in, fields plowed and lying fallow until fall planting. Farmers came to talk crops, but also the war, which was on everyone’s mind. The war had hit the area hard. Every able-bodied man and some not much more than boys were off fighting the Nazis and Japs.

       The ones that were left would come to smoke and drink when the preachers weren’t looking. The women set up the tables and cooked and enjoyed the gossip that would ensue while they tried to keep up with the children who got muddy down by the creek and played in the woods.

      As I walked through the mingling, I nodded shyly at first, then lowered my gaze. I could feel eyes lingering on me too long. Their stares hurried my steps.

      My nerves steadied when I saw Otis sitting amongst a group of his friends by our table. I slowed as I approached. Since it was Goldie’s field, Otis had picked the best spot, level and near the curling creek, allowing the breeze to flow off the water.

      Otis had hung a lantern on the limb of an oak that seemed to have half its roots above ground. I stepped around the table and caught a whiff of the distinct odor of whiskey. Otis had already brought out his jug.

      “Cady Blue, where ya been? You were supposed to be here laying out supper. Can’t you see we got company?”

      “I tried to see to Dickie. He was trailing after the trucks,” I said, smoothing out the tablecloth. I reached down and took one of the boxes out from under the table. “He’s not listening.”

      “Just being a boy,” Otis mumbled, turning back to Bucky Sanders, who already looked more than a little drunk. The poor man got word last week that his boy, Billy, had gone missing in the war.

      I turned my attention back to the meal at hand. I knew it would do no good telling on Dickie. Otis just ignored me. I poured the beans into the black pot Otis had pulled out and started heating up the food.

      The night turned into one of merriment and camaraderie. It hung in the air like smoke from a fire, camouflaged as good Christian fellowship but with a welter of expectancy. Still, my senses became sharp-edged.

      There was an undercurrent of anticipation in the voices of those sitting around Otis’s table. A small crowd had gathered around the site with their attention directed on the golden young preacher in white, Frazier Clayton.

      Surreptitiously, I watched his every movement. He ate elegantly, tearing the fried chicken with his fingertips into bite-sized pieces.

      Though I worked fixing plates and cleaning up after Otis’s guests, I heard every word spoken. When we returned home, I was certain that Goldie would grill me on the happenings. She said her rheumatism was acting up and couldn’t attend tonight. I thought she was mad at Otis for one thing or another.

      Goldie always let her temper get the best of her.

      I imagined she would want to know all about the new reverend. I had learned the young man had been born outside of Nashville twenty-two years ago and was third generation evangelist. He signed up for the army at the beginning of the war but was turned away due to asthma.

      To be honest, he fascinated me along with every other woman at the revival, especially the single ones. Vivienne Montgomery had seated herself across from the man, batting her eyelashes and singing hallelujah on Brother Clayton’s every utterance.

      Vivienne was a year younger than I was but had buried two husbands and was already looking for her third. Her first one had died in a hunting accident, the second after he signed up for the navy. Before he got deployed to the Pacific, he stepped off the gang plank of his ship dead drunk and drowned.

      Despite my ability to make myself seem invisible, I kept catching the preacher’s eyes on me. Each time, I lowered my gaze as I felt the warmth of blood rushing to my cheeks. No man had openly given me his attention.

      Frazier Clayton was an impressive man, not only with his good looks. He had walked up to our site with Dickie by the ear. Seemed my younger brother had hit old Miss Owens in the head with a dirt wad he’d been throwing at the German prisoners.

      Otis slapped Dickie across the ears and had him sit with the adults. From the look Otis gave him, I realized Dickie was going to get it good when we got home.

      Dickie knew it, too.

      Shortly after his public humiliation, Dickie frowned when a small mite of a thing edged out from behind the wagon and gestured for Dickie to follow him. It was Alfie Walker. I imagined the other boys bullied Alfie to get Dickie. None of them had the courage to try.

      Alfie had been a sickly child from the time he was a baby and was a couple of inches shorter than anyone else his age. Alfie’s face had no color; his blue eyes were always red-rimmed and watery, his nose, snotty. He fingered the straps of his overalls, nervously picking at the metal hooks.

      Dickie grimaced and waved to Alfie to get going. My usually bold brother wasn’t even going to try to sneak away.

      Alfie turned on his heels and ran off into the woods with the other boys. The look on Dickie’s face told that being left behind ate him up inside.

      A horse neighed in the distance as I stoked the fire. I had no more food to heat, but thankfully Ida Jean and Ellie Mae had brought theirs over and shared. Given the women were the sweetest things in the world, I wasn’t surprised.

      Neighbors helped neighbors. That was the mountain way.

      The fiddler began playing again. Around the table, the sound of clapping and laughter filled the air. I soaked in the feeling of pure joy in the moment. It wasn’t often that I felt this at ease with people around.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I noticed a moving shadow along the edge of the rye field. I paused and took a harder look. What in the world! Why it’s Moria Pritchard!

      Moria Pritchard wasn’t a woman that could be mistaken for another nor ignored. She was so different from anybody else I had ever met. She was sophisticated and always dressed to the hilt without a hair out of place.

      As the woman walked closer, I was shocked to see Moria quite out of sorts. Her long blond hair was disheveled under a tilted hat. Moreover, she was walking with a limp. The heel of her shoe had come off.

      Matt rushed to his wife’s side, but she pushed him back. He pulled his hat off and raked his fingers through his hair.

      From where I stood, I couldn’t make out what was being said, but this much I understood—Moria wasn’t a happy woman. I turned back to find Ida Jean staring at the same sight.

      Ida Jean looked at me. We broke into silent giggles.

      Leaning over, Ida Jean grabbed my arm and whispered, “I wondered where she was during the service. I kept seeing Matt looking around like he was expecting her.”

      I resisted the urge to look back at them. Lately, it had become common knowledge that Moria was miserable in Oak Flatt. Dodie told Ginny Rose that the woman wanted to move back to Savannah but added there was no way Moria was going to get a Pritchard to leave his home.

      Nodding in agreement with Ida Jean, I admitted to myself that it was odd. Usually if you saw Moria, you saw Dodie on her arm. The two were inseparable. Where was Dodie? Had something happened?

      Ida Jean smirked. “I betcha the car broke down. Looks like she’s been walking for miles.”

      I nodded in agreement. Of course, it would be nothing more than running out of gas or a flat tire. Dodie was probably sitting there waiting at the car.

      Silently, I reprimanded myself. I always did that—jumped to conclusions. Mostly, thinking the worst possible outcome. Why, in a minute, I would have had Dodie lying on the side of the road dead. I hadn’t a clue why those thoughts entered my mind. Maybe something was wrong with me.

      Forcing a small smile, I rubbed the back of my neck. My spirit lifted when I looked at the table. Brother Clayton’s eyes were fixed on me with a brilliant smile.

      Moria Pritchard and Dodie Reeves were forgotten.

      A voice broke the moment. “Alfie Walker, where are you?”

      Unconsciously, I turned toward the voice and saw Helen Walker move toward Dickie. She was mad as an old wet hen. I had never seen her this upset.

      Helen was a little thing and usually so meek and mild. Matter of fact, I had never even heard her lift her voice.

      “What’s wrong, Helen?” Otis stood, nodding toward Dickie. “Doubt Dickie knows much. The boy has been sitting with us for most of the night.”

      Helen drew in a deep breath. “He didn’t come back with the other boys. None of them seem to know where Alfie’s at.”

      Otis turned to Dickie. “Do ya know where Alfie would have gone to?”

      Dickie shrugged. “All we were going to do was skip rocks down on the creek.”

      “His daddy has already been down there…” Helen’s voice faded. She grimaced, turned back slowly, and walked away. Under her breath, I heard Helen plea to the God she had come to worship this night, “Please, dear lord, take care of my boy.”

      Staring helplessly after the woman, a shiver swept through me. A dark ominous feeling flooded me without warning. There was no helping this one.

      The bells began to ring.
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      Morning came with a deathly quiet in the air as if Mother Nature had demanded the silence.

      A child was missing.

      On the harvested rye field, the gray-stained canvas tent heaved with each breath of the wind. Gone was the innocence of children playing without a care, women and men congregating around the tables in discussions from everything from the war to Loretta Hopkins’s obsession with the German POWs, and the sound of fiddles playing while babies cried.

      Instead, the field was littered with men searching for Alfie Walker. Dogs had been brought in, including some of the best trackers in the county, but it had done no good. The trail ended at the bend of the creek, about a couple of miles away.

      I parked Goldie’s old truck in front of the tent and turned off the ignition. The truck sputtered for a time before it decided to behave. I was beyond being embarrassed by the vehicle. Most days, it got me where I wanted to go.

      Goldie stormed out of the tent. One glance told me the short dumpy woman wasn’t happy. A deep frown sat entrenched on her face as wetness glistened around the corners of her mouth. Old-age liver spots dotted her cheeks, and her dark eyes flamed with anger.

      I held no doubt where her fury was directed. Nothing happened on this mountain without Goldie’s consent. She had set herself up as its sovereign ruler long before my birth. Nothing would change that until she was six feet under.

      With Alfie’s disappearance, Goldie’s control came into question. At least, that was how Goldie saw it, I was certain. It made no difference that no one knew what had happened to the boy.

      Questions and rumors abounded. Was he wandering around lost in the thick woods, desperately searching for his family? Was he lying hurt hoping to be found? Had a stranger snatched him?

      “Didja make a batch of biscuits?” Goldie asked ten feet before she got to the truck.

      “Two,” I answered, “And made some sandwiches and tea. Afraid we don’t have any more ice.”

      “We’ll make do.”

      Reaching into the bed of the truck, I took out a basket of biscuits. Goldie came behind me and grabbed the jug of tea with her knobby hands. Her cracked and broken fingernails showed the signs of the hard work she had done.

      I frowned. Goldie hadn’t bothered to put in her bottom plate, having been in a hurry upon hearing about Alfie vanishing. Her upper lip was protruded.

      A wail sliced through the tension-riddled air. Helen Walker cried out for her son.

      Goldie sadly shook her head as she walked into the tent. I followed behind with the promised food.

      I stepped back into the shelter of shadow. The words of last night still echoed the warning of damnation and being cast into the fire inferno, but one glance at Alfie’s mother told of an earthly hell.

      Helen looked awful. Her puffy red eyes with dark circles underneath betrayed her lack of rest. A small woman, her dress from the night before hung wrinkled and loose around her frail body.

      She was surrounded by her neighbors, mountainfolk. They were like that, rallying around one another in time of need. Ida Jean sat next to Helen on a bench that had been brought into the tent and rocked the poor woman in her arms as if the frail woman had woken from a nightmare. I was afraid that there would be no comfort until that nightmare ended with her son’s return.

      The grieving mother’s head rose at the sound of Goldie returning. The woman’s face was like a finely painted picture of anguish. She looked up with brown eyes that were opaque and devoid of life.

      Goldie headed straight toward the woman. “Why doncha go back to my place, Helen. Cady Blue here will take you. Go lie down and rest. I’ll come getcha if there is any word.”

      Helen shook her head. “I’m not going anywhere without my Alfie. No, sir. He’ll need me…”

      Conviction rode on each word. I saw it in Goldie’s face that she wasn’t going to press her anymore. Goldie was a mother herself and understood.

      “Well, then.” Goldie patted Helen’s hand. “There are some fresh biscuits and, if I ain’t wrong, some fried bacon in those baskets. You eat up. Won’t do Alfie no good if you get yourself sick.”

      Helen gave Goldie a weak nod.

      “Mrs. Claudill.”

      I turned with Goldie to see a group of lawmen walking toward us. Brother Clayton was among them. The preacher looked as though he had stayed through the night as well. He still wore his clothes from the night before.

      Brother Clayton stood behind the others, but he caught my eye. He gave me a small sympathetic smile. I realized that he understood that Goldie didn’t have much love for lawmen, nor did anyone on the mountain. It was the way things were.

      Sheriff Raymond Brawner was a large man but seemingly not as tall as he was round. His chubby belly hung over his belt, and I doubted very much if he could see his shoes. His cheeks reddened on any activity, even his walk across the tent’s floor.

      He wore well-worn brown leather work boots, tan breeches, and a lumber jacket. His belt had a row of bullets sticking in it. Behind him, two deputies carried heavy rifles. I was unsure whether the deputies were there to help search for Alfie or for Sheriff Brawner’s protection.

      Goldie grimaced. “Whatcha here for? Shoulda ya be out looking for the boy?”

      “Got men all over the woods, Goldie, as well you know. Just have a couple of questions.”

      “Doncha know whatcha think I could tell ya. Wasn’t here last night. My rheumatism was acting up.”

      I stood back and said nothing, knowing Goldie did suffer from the ailment. She complained enough about her joints that never stopped aching. Most time, whiskey or moonshine seemed to help her overcome her infirmity. Last night, though, I wagered it was mostly that Otis made her mad.

      Most years, Otis hauled Goldie a chair right up front where she could reign over the festivities. She would sit there like an omniscient autocrat, listening to gossip and monitoring sin; but this year, Otis was all riled up and told Goldie she could make her own way down to the revival.

      Otis wanted Goldie to sign over her house and lands to him. Goldie had been appalled. There had been quite a row. Goldie told Otis he could wait until after she took her last breath like most folks did. Otis countered that he was tired of working at the chicken factory. Made no sense to him because they had enough money.

      Goldie went back at him and reminded him that it was hers, not his yet. She had the right mind to go into Oak Flatt and see Lawyer Fleming. She would change her will to leave everything to Dickie in a trust. She called Otis her lazy good-for-nothing son. He called her a stingy old miser.

      Truth be known, it was nothing new. They talked that way to each other all the time, but Goldie must have thought Otis was serious last evening. She begged off last night, saying she was sick. Goldie was prideful and wasn’t going to be embarrassed hauling her chair up front by herself.

      “Don’t give me that, Goldie.”

      Goldie’s face contorted as her temper flared. I realized Goldie was mad as hell. Some might say it was her perpetual state and rightly so. She thought people were damn idiots, especially lawmen. That and she never took flak from anyone.

      “You better make damn certain who ya talking to, Brawner, when ya open that mouth of yours.”

      Brawner took a step back. He was no fool. His position as sheriff did little to protect him from Goldie’s wrath. “Only wanted to point out that you know most everything that happens on this mountain. If you know anything that you’re not telling me…”

      From behind Sheriff Brawner, I noticed Matt Pritchard. He stepped forward. From the look of things, he seemed to believe he could calm the situation.

      There was no denying he was a striking man, even with the trace of stubble on his face. Yet, beneath his smile was an arrogance. He looked down at Goldie with his high-bridge nose and highbrow attitude. I knew that look.

      I had endured it quite often at Ginny Rose’s. It was one that bore the feel of betterment over another.

      Most would forgive the man. He had proved himself a hero in these parts with his actions. He had fought the hated Nazis and provided stable work for most in the area with Pritchard’s Pride but, at the moment, he irritated me.

      “What Sheriff Brawner is saying, Mrs. Claudill,” Matt began, “is that you are highly respected in these parts. Perhaps someone might not have been comfortable going to Sheriff Brawner. Since nothing has been reported amiss about last evening, the thinking is that the boys may have gotten into some trouble like they do at that age. We need to do everything we can to find this young boy as quickly as possible. If anyone saw something or knows anything that might help, it’s important for us to know.”

      I caught my breath. Was he accusing Dickie of causing Alfie’s disappearance? He was wrong. Wrong…and not only about Dickie, but Goldie wasn’t having it herself.

      “If ya asking if Dickie had anything to do with it, you’re barkin’ up the wrong tree,” Goldie stated flatly. “He was sitting with his pa.”

      “We’re not accusing anyone,” Matt continued. “The boys are saying they were skimming rocks along the creek bank. When they were done, Alfie was gone. None of the boys say they saw or heard anything. Just trying to figure out if the boys were playing at some place they weren’t supposed to. If Alfie tagged along, might explain why he got lost.”

      His reasoning was sound. I had seen Dickie’s friends treat Alfie awful. The poor kid had borne the brunt of their cruel jokes and taunts most of his life. I had never seen Dickie join in the activity, but he had never stopped it either.

      My heart calmed, but I also knew that Goldie had talked with the boys herself. Marty Pickon had confessed to Goldie that they had told Alfie to go back to the tent and get them some teacakes. He never returned.

      In the dark, the boy could have easily been turned around. I realized that Alfie getting lost was a distinct possibility. I said a silent prayer.

      As a child, I remembered one other similar incident. The Miller boy drowned when I was eleven. Even though we had been the same age, I didn’t know him well, only by sight. He had gone swimming in the creek and got caught up in the current after spring thaw.

      His death brought with it the sadness of finality. Yet, Alfie’s disappearance was different. Worse. No one knew what had happened to him.

      “Miss Reeves, are you okay?”

      Breaking out of my trance, I stared ahead to see Brother Clayton, his beautiful face turned up, offering me a small smile. He took my hand in a gentle manner.

      Eyeing him suspiciously, I withdrew my hand and shook my head. Did he think me mad?

      “No,” I said sharply. “I was only thinking. There was something off last night. Ida Jean and I saw Mrs. Pritchard arrive late…and disheveled.”

      Sheriff Brawner shook his head and Matt Pritchard frowned. Immediately, I regretted my words. I had endured those looks before and realized my observation would be ignored.

      Instead, Matt let out a long breath. “Moria and Dodie had a flat tire. Dodie tried to change it but couldn’t. Moria ended up walking over two miles…”

      Sheriff Brawner gestured with his hand for Matt to stop. “No need to explain. Mrs. Pritchard has absolutely nothing to do with the boy. How could you think such a thing?”

      My breathing hastened, and I felt my face warm by the jab. I wanted nothing more than for the ground to open up and let me fall into an abyss.

      “Hell spells. You men don’t have a lick of sense,” Goldie uttered under her breath, paying no mind to Brother Clayton’s presence. “Cady here is saying that maybe Mrs. Pritchard saw or heard something everyone else might not have. She must have walked up by the woods.”

      “Of course,” Matt replied, nodding. “To be fair, I didn’t think of that, but I’m certain that if Moria had seen anything she would have said something…unless.” His speech slowed as if he were thinking. “She didn’t believe it was relevant.”

      “Wouldn’t hurt to ask.” Goldie looked across at me and smirked as if he was the idiot. She never had much patience for those who treated me as if I were daft. She considered me hers and didn’t take kindly to insults.

      Annoyed, a blood vessel popped under the skin on her temple. Goldie was angry again, angry as an old banty hen. Her expression froze and her lips compressed irritably. Sheriff Brawner walked out of the tent with Matt Pritchard, but not before Goldie raked each man with a wrathful gaze.

      Goldie took Helen’s well-worn hand in hers when the men were out of sight. “Now, now, dear,” she began. “We’ll find your boy. Everyone is out there…”

      Before Goldie had got her words out, an old man walked up into the tent and nodded toward me with a toothless smile. I immediately recognized Goldie’s hired hand, Lenny Crowe.

      I had known him as long as I could remember. The man never took off a raggedy CSA hat that was the only thing left of his father’s.

      With his shirt untucked loosely over the waist of his faded jeans, he rubbed his wrinkled chin. “Ain’t good, Miss Goldie.” He shook his head. “Mister Otis came back up with the young’un and put him to bed. Ain’t found a sign of nothing. He went out to saddle up the mules to go up to Two Oaks where the boys played in the cave last month. Old Red got Mister Otis good when he mounted Lucy. Kicked in the thigh. Don’t know if it’s broken, but it swelled up like a watermelon, and he can’t walk.

      “I’m going in town for Doc Taylor. Mister Otis told me to bring the mules down here. It’s best to check up there with the light, ’specially since Dickie says that’s where the boys wanted to go last night. He said that Cady Blue knows the way.”

      I felt all eyes turn on me. My face flamed, I’m certain most thought was because of the attention, but I felt anger that Dickie waited until now to confess the truth and that none of the other boys came forward with the information.

      “Reckon it will have to be you, Cady Blue,” Goldie stated as a foregone conclusion. She had no doubt I was capable of the venture since I had made it last month when Dickie hadn’t returned home.

      My brother’s disappearance was not like Alfie’s. He left after a fight with Goldie about buying him an electric train. When Goldie refused, he told her fifteen times he was running away. She paid him no mind. Then he did, but being Dickie, he left her a note telling where he had gone.

      Dickie had left early morning. Goldie sent me to get him when I got back from Ginny Rose’s around four in the afternoon. He was more than willing to come home with me, but it was dark by the time we got back.

      “You packed up for the ride?” I asked Lenny. It was a good hour and a half up the mountain, much shorter if we drove, but driving wasn’t an option. We needed to follow the trail Alfie might have taken.

      I had learned to ride at an early age, but mules were a different sort with their distinct personalities. Ornery creatures, one never knew how a mule might react to certain situations. It depended on the mule’s particular nature. I had seen more than one freeze up after being startled and refuse to move an inch. Though, the hinnies were better suited for the terrain. Their endurance and surefootedness would be useful moving along the steep rocky hillside.

      Goldie was renowned for raising the best mules for the mountains. She also had a knack with training the animals.

      “Yessum. They’re ready.”

      Wasting no time, I nodded and started out of the tent.

      “Hold on,” Goldie called. “I’m not in any shape to go gallivanting up the mountain side but can’t have ya going up there by yourself. No place for ya to be alone right now.”

      A protest lay on my lips when Brother Clayton stepped forward. I had clear forgotten he was standing there.

      “I’ll go with you,” he offered. “Mrs. Claudill is quite right. It’s no place for a pretty girl to go alone.”

      I felt my face flush. It wasn’t the first time someone had called me pretty. Ginny Rose had told me many times. She said I had my daddy’s blue eyes and thick dark hair. But no man had said those words to me.

      Goldie looked at him with one of her dubious stares. “Beg your pardon, Brother, but ain’t no place for a green ’un. Cady Blue here knows these woods. You don’t.”

      Brother Clayton flashed Goldie a brilliant smile. “Don’t you go worrying about me. I have God with me. He will guide me.”

      “Well, that’s right fine, but God himself would get lost if he didn’t know the way. Won’t do the boy any good if we have to send the dogs to find ya,” Goldie retorted. “You’ll only slow Cady down.”

      “Have faith, Mrs. Claudill,” he said with confidence. “Have faith.”

      Brother Clayton extended his arm to me. “Let’s get going, Miss Reeves.”

      I admired his confidence, but doubts stirred in me about his ability. He was a city boy. Goldie was right. Where I was going was no place for someone with inexperience. Yet, there was something about him I liked.

      He bore no arrogance about him, nor did he look down his nose at me for not being dressed in my church finery. This was no time to worry about my appearance. I had changed into work pants tied with a rope and an oversized tan shirt that was tucked in neatly.

      We had only taken a step outside the tent when we saw a commotion. In the middle of an assembly of men, I caught sight of Daryl Walker, Alfie’s father.

      Daryl was a mean bastard, widely known as the meanest around. I had no use for him. More than once, Goldie had been called to his house to find poor Helen battered and bruised. I had seen the damage he inflicted on his wife: a broken arm, black eyes, and miscarriages caused by kicking Helen in the stomach in a drunken rage.

      Goldie had little control of the large brawny man with a scruffy beard as she did over much of the mountain. He and his brothers sold most of the moonshine in the county. No one else dared. Daryl was a dangerous man magnified by the fact he didn’t have a lick of sense.

      The previous evening, I’d overheard Otis telling Goldie that when he went over to tell Daryl about Alfie’s disappearance, the man had been in a drunken sleep. He rolled over and told Otis to leave him alone.

      With the morning light, I supposed reason had returned to Daryl. His son was missing. His indifference replaced with anger. Someone was going to face his wrath whether it be Alfie for getting lost or, heaven forbid, an animal that found Alfie prey, or worse yet, a person who had done any harm to his boy.

      Never mind the fact that he had only just appeared on the scene, Daryl seemed to be taking over the search. He waved his hand toward the creek. He looked over his shoulder and pointed at the mules.

      “Take them,” he ordered. “We can cover more ground.”

      My instinct was to protect what was mine from that man. Goldie had already given our two horses and three other mules to help with the search. All anyone had to do was ask to borrow them. Yet despite being Alfie’s father, I didn’t trust Daryl Walker.

      In my eyes, Daryl hadn’t been a good father, nor a caring one. Alfie had never met the expectations of his father, but he was a good, sweet boy. I had heard Daryl call him soft and smack him around when Alfie wasn’t quick enough to do what Daryl commanded. Dickie had been his only friend because the other boys were scared of his dad, with good reason.

      My heart went out to Alfie. Otis had directed me to go to Two Oaks, and I was determined to go. The thought of Alfie getting turned around going up the mountain made more sense than along the creek bed. The boys played down there all the time and knew the area well. At the very least, the cave needed to be checked out.

      Daryl Walker walked in front of his men toward me. I hurried my steps to the mule’s side. I wasn’t about to let them bully me.

      “Miss Reeves, I beg you caution,” Brother Clayton said in a soft, low voice. His concern for me evident in his tone. He saw in me my determination to stand against a man whose anger could easily be misplaced.

      I ignored the good pastor and began untying the reins of the mules. A sudden doubt crept in me when I turned to find Daryl and two of his men blocking my way.

      Stone-faced, Daryl stared at me with icy eyes. “Thank ya much, Cady Blue. I’ll take ’em.”

      Shaking my head, I took a deep breath. He reached out to take the reins from my hands. I jerked them back. I could conjure no other word but, “No.”

      “Leave her alone, Daryl Walker.”

      By the sound of Goldie’s voice, she meant business. As I suspected, she had no desire for the man to be around the mules.

      “She’s gonna look for your boy up at Two Oaks.” Goldie’s brevity was as cold as her voice.

      Daryl chewed on his wad of tobacco and then spit on the ground. “The boy’s scared of his own shadow. Ain’t no way he would go that way. Too high.”

      Goldie gave me a look. I mounted Lucy. Poor Brother Clayton was caught between Daryl and one of Daryl’s men.

      “Gonna let some dewy-eyed boy ride with the girl?” Daryl scoffed. “No telling what she could meet up with out there…especially such a pretty thing…Sam, go with her.”

      In the distance, sounds of dogs hitting a trail was distorted by the rising pitch of pure panic. The bells began faintly…then faded when I saw Matt Pritchard walk up to Old Red.

      He pushed back his hat from his forehead. “Heard you’re going up to Two Oaks. If you need someone to accompany you, I’ll go with my dog, Cooter. He’s got a good nose on him. If there’s a scent to pick up, he’ll catch it.”

      Daryl snorted. “We don’t need or want any of your help, especially that lawman behind ya. We can look after our own.”

      Completely ignoring Daryl, Matt whistled. A young blue-tick hound ran to his side. He reached down, patted the dog’s head, and in one quick motion, mounted the mule.

      Daryl stood in our way. Matt grimaced as if the man had gnawed on his last nerve. He looked over his shoulder at Sheriff Brawner and released a long sigh.

      “Your boy’s out there,” Matt said finally. “The longer we stand here, the longer it will be until we find him.”

      I held my breath until Daryl stepped to the side. Goldie nodded for me to go ahead as Brother Clayton stood beside her in silence. I kneed Lucy and headed into the woods, not caring if anyone was beside me or not.
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