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      The preacher of the town of Traveler’s Rest always said that one night the devil would come for the town and everyone had to be ready to deny him.

      “He may knock on your door but you must refuse him entry.” The preacher, Samuel Travail, used to say to his congregation.  On Sundays, he preached to them about how the horned one might dance for the townspeople, in the night, to the wild call of the devil’s music, the kind that could be heard coming from the whorehouse down the Red Road.  Then the bad things happened to the town and the good people left it for Mobile or other places.

      

      The first bad thing happened when the town’s preacher, Samuel Travail, left one night without a word to anyone, leaving in his wake much talk of the innocents he’d ruined.  What had once been a good town of good people turned into a den of vice and sin, with whorehouses just down the Red Road and raucous carryings-on at the Malone General store.  It became the kind of place the preachers warned everyone against.  Years before, it had been a real town, with a general store, a post office, some homes and the mill.

      One night the mill burned to the ground and that was the second bad thing.

      But it was the third bad thing that was the town’s undoing.  One night, close to a year after the disappearance of the preacher, dozens of townspeople drank of the “tonics” that could be purchased at the Malone General Store and fell down dead.  Some said it was the worst thing to happen to the town.  Dozens of good people lay dead or dying under the live oak tree in the middle of the town.

      Later, Traveler’s Rest became a noisy night spot, a juke joint, where all sorts of unholy deeds could be purchased for a few coins.

      The hard times had produced many aimless men without jobs or families (or so they claimed), who walked down the highways and roads, willing to work for food and lodging for a night.  Many of these men found their way to Traveler’s Rest and the nightly festivities at the Malone General Store.

      The owner of the general store, whose name was Hut Malone was a friendly man who sold very few useful things.  He often told patrons that he was “slap out” of goods and sundries.

      “I’m slap out.  Sit and rest a while,” he’d say.  He would give them a couple of his tonics free of charge and some of the travelers would stay a few days and some made themselves permanent.  Hut Malone, semi-literate, made a sign and planted it near the highway.

      Travelers Rest Here.  Stay and Pass Time.

      Most of the houses in Traveler’s Rest had been abandoned.  One old plantation house still stood in the cotton fields that surrounded Traveler’s Rest.  It had been called The Living Oaks on account of the live oaks that huddled over the house.  In the years that the town had functioned as a town, the plantation had been the home of a daughter of the Travails, a girl who’d been born with white hair and red eyes, name of Evalynn.  Evalynn had been a tiny slip, never seen without her head covered.  Her father, Samuel Travail, had been the town preacher but he’d stopped preaching and taken up drinking and one day he was simply seen no more.  Sara Travail, his wife, said he had run off to become a travelling preacher.  People heard word of some of his doings in other counties but few spoke of the things they heard out of respect for his wife and daughter.  Evalynn later died on the same night as her mother, Sara.  Sara Travail went mad inside that house, the town said.  She’d killed her daughter and then herself out of desperation.

      In the years that came later, two female figures could be seen in the cotton fields.  Some saw an older woman, holding a black umbrella over the head of a small white-haired girl.  In life, Evalynn had been sickly, tended to always by her mother, and she seldom went out into the sunlight.  Every now and then, someone picking cotton in the fields would see a tiny person sitting on the wide columned porch beneath a black umbrella, covered up with shapeless white fabric that fluttered in the breeze if there was one.  A person, stepping out onto the porch of a sharecropper cabin some night, might see her figure between the cotton rows under the moon at midnight, the white fabric covering even her face, holding the black umbrella over her head as if even the soft moonlight would burn her skin.  She would walk up one row and down another, looking like a child’s doll that had been abandoned, wild-haired within an indifferently sewn gown.

      Now hardly anyone remembers Evalynn Travail.  Winds blow through the old houses and through the burned out husk of the old mill.  The Living Oaks fell to ruin.  The wide white columns on the wide porch peeled, grew lopsided and after a few years it seemed that trees and kudzu vines were growing as thickly inside the house as outside.

      The travelers who found their way to Traveler’s Rest did not know of the third bad thing that had happened to the town.  They did not know that Hut Malone once made a bad batch of his tonic, out in the still on his property, and late one evening that very same foul liquid felled many of the town’s residents.

      “It could’ve happened to anyone who conjures at such things,” Hut would say on a particular night of the year.  Mistakes could happen when dealing with the kind of strong liquor he brewed in his fields.  Some of the people he poisoned never left their beds again, grievously wounded by the drink.  Some went blind.  Others left the town itself for the red roads that led away from it the way veins inside a person flowed from a heart.

      It was sometimes said by some of the town’s older residents that Evalynn Travail’s papa, the travelling preacher, was involved in the bad things.  There was no evidence found for this assertion.  Some just assumed naturally that Travail had been involved in the bad thing because he had become a town scandal, an unquiet drunkard, a fallen preacher who, it was discovered, had had his way with many of the town’s brightest daughters in secret, despite his marriage and his church and his good family name.

      Traveler’s Rest Here.  Stay and Pass Time.
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