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First Kings


The line between white sky and snow
was a ghostly tracing along the horizon. Bitty blocked the icy
specks pricking at her eyes as she tried to gain her bearings. It
should’ve been a short walk to the Houndstooths’ farm, less than
three miles, but she’d lost her way, as Papa and Bobby would’ve
predicted, Bitty being a girl and little bitty at that. But Mama
said go, her voice strange with pain and panic. Bitty tried to
block out the bloody bedsheet Mama held between her legs. She tried
to think of the cry and cuddle of a new baby, and Mama’s relief if
she could bring Mrs. Houndstooth to her bedside.

The white horizon was no help, nor was
the sunless sky. She tightened the scarf around her neck and chin,
the wool scratching at her chapped lips, and tugged her loose,
hand-me-down skully past her ears. Then she dug her mittened hands
deeper into her coat pockets and set off again in a direction she
prayed was right. Please, God, let the Houndstooths’ high chimney
appear and let Mrs. Houndstooth be home, or at the Johnsons’ where
Papa and Bobby went in hopes of retrieving her, for Mrs. Johnson
was due before Mama. Papa and Bobby had to bet, and they bet there.
They took the wagon and Old Psalter, also betting Old Psalt’s horse
sense would keep him to the road no person had seen since the
storm. If Mrs. Houndstooth wasn’t with Mrs. Johnson they would go
on to town for Doc Higgins, even though he’d only delivered one or
two babies in as long as anyone could remember, said Papa, as he
was working his way into his coat. Bitty was helping him because
Papa’s left arm had been hanging at his side more and more useless
since September, a fact he would hide from Doc Higgins if he could.
Papa didn’t care for Doc Higgins because he said wherever Doc went
Mr. Michaels was sure to follow—once a body reached a certain age,
he added, not wanting to worry Bitty in case she had to see Doc
sometime. She knew what Papa was up to. She pictured Mr. Michaels
in his stovepipe hat driving the black cart pulled by a painted
gray mare.

Bitty hitched at the straps of the
dungarees beneath her coat. They were Bobby’s, outgrown a decade
before. When Mama told her to go to the Houndstooth farm, Bitty
tossed her frock in the corner of the washroom and pulled on
Bobby’s old overalls, which hung from a peg near the wringer.
Mama’s voice said hurry. Bitty fretted about getting out of the
dungarees fast enough. For a day or two she’d felt the ache that
meant the blood was coming, like an unwelcome relation. It’d snowed
on Thanksgiving, two months ago, and she’d made an angel by the
henhouse, just finished with the morning’s gathering. She was lying
in the new snow when she felt the warm rush for the first time. She
bolted to her feet and saw the crimson stain, stark in the snow,
where the angel’s private place would be. In the night, something
dug the angel into a monstrous form which froze solid. Its claws
had also left long trails on the henhouse door where it’d stood on
its hind legs calculating entry like a human thief.

Bitty surveyed the horizon again. A
dark shape showed faintly against the blankness. Could it be the
Houndstooths’ chimney rising above the crest? There was no other
point of note anywhere in the white, so Bitty began trudging toward
the indistinct shape. The snow was over her knees.

Wind-driven pellets bit at her eyes,
so she kept her gaze down and shielded her face with her hand, her
fingers numb inside the mitten. When she looked up to check her
progress, instead of finding the landmark closer and more distinct,
it had disappeared, leaving only the white-on-white play of ground
and sky.

Bitty stopped. She sensed how tired
her legs were. Between the depth of the snow and the inclination of
the land she’d been climbing, her legs trembled with exhaustion.
Her stomach was empty too. She’d only had a bite of egg when she
saw Mama struggle toward the dayroom, almost collapsing before
Bitty could reach her. Mama steadied herself against the wall with
one hand and grasped her baby-swollen belly with the
other.

Bitty searched for the dark shape. She
shifted her vision to the right and saw the nebulous black form.
She could not have strayed so far. It must’ve moved. She couldn’t
say what it was—the blowing snow disrupted her vision—but she could
say what it was not, and it wasn’t the top of a chimney, nor any
squared-off manmade structure.

She thought of the specter of Plague
who had haunted her nightmares and the nightmares of all the
children, she imagined, and all the adults when they were children
and maybe some still. She understood Plague was only a
representation, a stand-in for death, yet also believed him a real
thing too: a crowlike being, black-feathered and monstrous in his
uncaring cruelty. Bitty stared at the figure, her heart quickening,
nestled in its layers of clothing and her childish bosom, thin of
flesh and avian of bone itself. The story said Plague had preyed on
them since the arrival of the First Families, long ago. Perhaps he
was an angry spirit left behind by the savage people who lived on
the land before they arrived, one of their heathen idols, abandoned
and brimming with malice.

She blinked against the snow, and when
she looked again the figure was gone. There was only an echo space
in her memory where it stood a moment before.

Though the figure of Plague was wholly
unwelcome, a break in the unbroken white was some relief, so she
continued up the snowy hill, one heavy step after another. When
Bitty reached the crest, wind hit her afresh, icy and indifferent.
There were marks in the snow where something had stood, likely
watching her, but they were quickly being undone by the cutting
wind. It was not her imagination, then, or a trick of the
storm-scattered light. The disappearing disruptions in the snow
only hinted at where the watcher may have gone.

From her vantage point Bitty could see
the distant shape of Hollis Woods. She’d walked beyond the
Houndstooths’ farm. She thought of how long she’d been gone and
hoped that Papa had been able to find Mrs. Houndstooth, who’d
delivered Bitty. In fact, it was Emma Houndstooth who’d said
Elizabeth is so small instead of Betty you should call her Little
Bitty. Grandpa never called her anything else, until last summer
when he called her Liesl, a favorite cousin when he was a boy, said
Mama. She died young, a ruptured appendix or something like that.
Every so often he’d call Bitty Liesl, and she didn’t bother to
correct him because, for a moment, there’d be the sound of carefree
summertime in his voice. When Bitty left to find Mrs. Houndstooth,
Grandpa was the only one at home with Mama. He was sitting in the
corner of the kitchen reading an old almanac, no longer certain
what was past and what was prediction, no longer caring.

Bitty shivered, which made her pains
even sharper.

The Whittle farm abutted the woods,
and the Whittles and the Houndstooths were neighbors—she thought
that was true: Mr. Whittle and Mr. Houndstooth seemed neighborly in
church. Then again, every family acted the part of liking one
another—but sometimes it was only acting. Papa always shook Mr.
Bishop’s hand and asked how business was but on the way home he’d
complain to Mama about Mr. Bishop’s prices, once or twice calling
him a cutthroat. Mama would shush him to calm him and also so she
and Bobby wouldn’t hear. Bobby would be looking at his Bible
picture-book or watching the tracks the wagon wheels cut in the
dust or mud or snow and not hearing anything.

If nothing else, the way toward the
woods was downhill, so the going easier. Bitty’s boots were wet and
her toes numb. It wasn’t a good idea to stay still too long. She
began walking toward the wooded stretch, lifting her tired legs
high in the heavy, ambivalent snow.

Hollis Woods seemed nearer from her
previous viewing point. After a while she turned to guess how far
she’d come, and there again was the black figure. The wind blurred
Bitty’s eyes, and the figure wavered, like an unsubstantial being,
or as a mirage does, according to the old geography book she
enjoyed reading.

It appeared to rise up, as Plague was
said to do before extending his terrible wings, the shadows of
which fell across the doors of the stricken. Bitty turned and fled
toward the woods. It was only in desperation that Bitty sought the
forest, for its edge normally marked the boundary between the world
of safety and world of peril, between light and dark—and while some
traveled the woods by day, hunters mostly, only those who felt its
darkness in their heart would tread its secret paths by night.
Bitty understood the woods’ essence because she’d been taught it,
though she could not yet articulate their menace much beyond bad
things lived there, dangerous things, perhaps even the devil
himself.
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