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CHAPTER ONE





  The first Pentecostal service Pa ever took me to was held in a brush arbor up near Cedar Springs. The preacher was a fiery little man named McKinney from Tigerville, South Carolina. I was just seventeen and curious to see what was going to happen.




  “Is this the kind of service where women roll on the ground?” my sister Florrie said.




  “Sometimes they do,” Pa said, “if the Spirit moves them to.”




  “Who do they roll on the ground with?” my brother Locke said. He was always making jokes and making light.




  “Won’t do to mock other people’s worship,” Pa said. He had attended Pentecostal services when he was a prisoner at Elmira, New York, during the Confederate War. He was just a boy, and they had prayer meetings in that awful camp where they sung and danced to keep warm by the froze river. When I was a girl he would tell about it, about one prisoner who was a preacher and could make anybody speak in tongues just by looking at him. That preacher could raise hisself high in the air while preaching so he was talking from way above. “It made us forget we was cold and hungry,” Pa said. The preacher’s name was McKinney and he was the papa of the one now holding services at Cedar Springs.




  “McKinney said he would survive the camp if he had to live on icicles and cockroaches, and looks like he did,” Pa said.




  Preacher Jolly at the Baptist church had condemned the brush arbor meetings. He said it was the devil’s work to come into a community and stir folks up and have them talking out of their heads. He said preachers like McKinney got folks all confused and quarreling and then went on their way. Preacher Jolly said the baptism of fire was just rot and the only baptism to count was water symbolic of the blood. He said anybody attending the brush arbor services was liable to lose their letter in the church.




  The more people talked against the Pentecostal Holiness meetings the more curious I was to attend. My mama before she died was an Old Regular Baptist and I remember hearing her argue with Pa when he attended a revival in South Carolina. I was just a girl and hardly understood what they was talking about, but I knowed it made her angry for Pa to go to Pentecostal meetings.




  “The Spirit speaks to people different ways,” Pa had said.




  “Ben Peace,” Mama answered him, “I don’t want my children to ever witness such shameful goings-on.”




  They had quarreled about the meetings for weeks, until the revival was over. And the next year she died of the fever.




  My brother Joe was courting Lily then and they went with Pa and me in the wagon to Cedar Springs. It was Dog Days, before fodder-pulling time, when they had revivals back then. To get there in time we had to start when it was still daylight.




  “It’s a way for Ginny to get out of doing dishes,” Florrie said as we left. She always did say the most cutting thing.




  “Who does the dishes when you’re out with David?” I said.




  “At least I ain’t going to disgrace myself by hollering and rolling on the floor,” Florrie said, and flung spoons in the dishpan.




  “Ain’t you?” I said, and slipped out before she could answer. She had already bragged to me that she had laid down with David and I didn’t pass up many chances to tease her about it.




  When we started out in the wagon you could hear grasshoppers clicking in the weeds. They sounded like a million timepieces ticking. And jarflies sung back in the oak trees like baby rattles shook so fast they blurred. By the time we got to the river road the crickets was ringing in the grass. It was the big black crickets called meadow moles and they rung all over the pasture hill and in the brush along the road. They sounded like tiny chisels pinging on rocks. “Six weeks till frost,” Pa said, as he always did when he heard a meadow mole.




  There was horses tied to trees and wagons in the field around the brush arbor. The MacBanes had built the arbor out of poles, and nailed pine limbs on the poles. It looked like a green chapel carved from shrubbery. The arbor smelled of resin and sawdust and shavings spread on the ground. Some folks had brought their own chairs, but most set on benches of rough lumber.




  We set near the middle of the arbor. Lanterns had been hung on either side up front, and there was one lantern on a pole in the center. The katydids got loud as a grist mill in the trees by the time it was dark. “Where is the preacher?” I whispered to Pa.




  “He will come,” Pa said.




  There was an altar in front and a pulpit of rough pine. One of the MacBanes, I think it was Hilliard, climbed up on the platform and said, “We will raise a hymn.” The MacBanes ever was the best singers in the valley, and Hilliard was supposed to be the very best, after his uncle Ben. His voice was so pure you felt it was the true voice and all others was just mocking it.




  “The Spirit speaks first through music,” Hilliard said, and begun lining out “Revive Us Again.”




  “Amen, b-b-brother,” someone called. It was Joe.




  Hilliard sung slow at first. He said a phrase and then sung it. He said another and sung that. “You all sing with me,” he said. “The Spirit is right here with us in these woods. I can feel it. Can’t you?”




  “A-a-a-amen,” Joe stammered.




  As we sung I begun to notice something. Everything around me was changing in some way. The lantern light was still the same, and the people the same, and the smell of the pine resin was still the same. But it was changed too. It was sweeter. And I thought how time was more intense and sweetened by music. I felt closer to the people. They was still the same but I saw them different and better. I had on my same white blouse, but it begun to glow in the lantern light like pearls or opals.




  When the song was over we heard somebody running. They come lickety through the leaves and trees outside. It sounded like somebody running for their life. And just as I was wondering who it could be this man leapt out of the dark into the brush arbor and right up on the pulpit.




  “The devil was chasing me but I beat him,” the man shouted. Everybody laughed. It was Preacher McKinney. He wiped his brow with a handkerchief, and stood right on top of the pulpit. “Got to move fast to outrun the devil,” he said. He paused and looked around. I felt froze. I couldn’t take my eyes off him.




  “Thank you, Jesus,” Lily said beside me.




  “Do you know what it is?” the preacher said. “Do you know what it is that is so sweet?” He paused again and looked from one side to the other. Then he looked right at me. “It is the fellowship of time with eternity,” he said. “It is the communion of flesh with spirit; it is this world rubbing up against the next.”




  His words was thrilling. He was saying just what I had often felt, what I had thought and only half understood before.




  “We cannot put off these rags of flesh,” the preacher said. “But we can wear them in the Spirit and close to the Spirit. We don’t have to be dirty and miserable. We don’t have to feel sorry for ourselves. We don’t have to be lukewarm. We can live in the light and close to the light. For the spirit is here, right now.”




  It felt like the burdens of my life started falling away. All the tedium and work, all my quarrels with Florrie and my sadness after Mama died, my disappointments because I had big hands and feet and because the boys stayed away. My worries about what things meant and what I read in books got suddenly trifling.




  I looked at the preacher and he looked right into my eyes. It was like I was about to say something but couldn’t. There was words at the tip of my tongue but I couldn’t speak.




  “You can have the baptism of fire,” Preacher McKinney shouted. “The baptism of water is not enough. You must have fire. And once you have the fire you cannot fall from grace. The dryhides and the washfoot Baptists won’t tell you that. They’ll tell you one dip in the branch or mudhole and you are guaranteed a seat in heaven. They talk like their plunge into the dirty creek is a ticket to paradise.”




  He stopped and wiped his brow with a big white handkerchief. He turned to the other side of the congregation. “Well I’m here to tell you hell is full of washfoot Baptists,” he said. “And the water is dried off them quick in eternal torment. You’ve got to fight fire with fire. Just like you caseharden a nail to make it stronger, or fire a pot in the fiery furnace to make it last. It takes the second baptism to see you through.”




  “A-a-amen,” Joe shouted. He jumped up and put his hands on either side of his mouth as if calling a long distance. But what come out was a chatter and buzz. I thought he was stuttering, but he was speaking too fast. It was the opposite of stuttering. He must have spoke half a minute and I did not know what he said.




  “Bless you, brother,” the preacher said. “The Lord has made you a vessel of his word. Bless you all, my darlings in Christ.”




  Lily begun to shake beside me. She shook like she had been through a cold river and then stood up in the wind. The look on her face was froze, but her body jerked. She bounced in every part of her. Without seeming to try, she walked out into the aisle. I stood back to let her go by. She walked up the aisle twitching and wrenching herself sideways.




  “Bless you,” the preacher said. “The Spirit is in you also.”




  As she walked toward Preacher McKinney, shivering and shuddering, Lily did not take her eyes off him. She held her head stiff, while her whole body was dancing in spasms and seizures.




  “Bless you, honey,” the preacher said. And as he said it she dropped to the sawdust like she fainted. I stood on tiptoe to watch. She fell to the ground and kept jerking for a few seconds, and then she started rolling. She rolled from side to side, as if struggling to get loose from bonds. She kicked in the sawdust as if pushing away from a bank or shore.




  “The Spirit is right here,” the Preacher said. “It is not in some dryhide Baptist church and not in Greenville. It is not in some fine building, and not in Washington, D.C., or New York City. It is right here in this brush arbor tonight, and it is here to change our lives. It is here to baptize us forever.”




  Lily had cut all ties to being stiff and vain, to being prideful and full of self-regard. Usually she worried all the time about how she looked. She even put on airs a little. She was vainer about her clothes than any woman in the valley. But on the ground she spun and swam as if in a river of spirit, beyond ordinary concerns, selfish desires.




  This is a new level, I thought to myself. This is a new dimension in our lives. And yet it seemed an old dimension too, something I had forgot since I was a girl. I could remember letting go that way when I was little. This is a new beginning for you, I said to myself. From now on things will be different.




  Pa had took out his handkerchief and was waving it. Tears streamed down his cheeks, but he did not make a sound. He held the handkerchief over his right shoulder and waved it, like he was signalling to somebody, or shooing away flies.




  “Send a message to the devil to stay away tonight,” Preacher McKinney said. “Let’s tell him he might as well go back to hell. He ain’t got no business here.”




  I looked at Preacher McKinney’s eyes and he looked at me. My neck locked like steel and I couldn’t take my eyes away and I couldn’t close them. I didn’t know I was saying anything, even though I felt my tongue move. But it felt like I was raising above myself, even while I stood still.




  Everybody had turned to look at me. And the preacher said, “Bless you, sister, the Lord has made you a vessel for his Word tonight. Through you has flowed the sweet honey from the rock and in your mouth is the light of stars.”




  A great burden was falling away and I was at ease for the first time in years. The striving and struggle dropped away. The worry and the need had washed away. I felt poised on the instant, and happy in the very nick of time. I need not worry that my hands and feet was not beautiful and my lower lip puckered out when I was thinking. It didn’t matter that I had never had a real boyfriend though I was almost seventeen, or that Florrie had been with David and I hadn’t hardly been kissed.




  And the little irritations would not matter either. I would not be concerned with the cold mornings when I had to go out to the cow stall to milk and the cow would kick me with a filthy foot. And I would never have to worry about the blues that made me feel lower than the earthworms. And I did not need to feel guilty for not fixing myself up every day the way Florrie and Lily did. From now on I would practice charity naturally and give to those in need what was in my power to give.




  I stepped into the aisle and walked toward the preacher on tiptoe. I did not jerk as Lily had. I kept my eyes on Preacher McKinney and took short quick steps. Lily was setting in the corner wiping her eyes, but I did not look toward her.




  “This sister is in the Spirit,” the preacher said. He reached out and placed his hand on my head and I begun to shudder and melt. I quivered throughout my bones and sunk toward the sawdust like jelly. I wanted to sink in the ground to show my humility. I wanted to fall and float right into the earth under the horizon.




  And as I hit the ground I felt myself spun over. The only way to show humility was to wallow like a mare. I had to stretch out and shed my vanity. I spun and rolled as if carried by a flood across the room. Turning, I felt pulled underground, deeper and deeper into humility. Only by turning could I reach the center.




  I touched the edge of the brush arbor and as I begun rolling back I felt the fire around me. The flames bathed and caressed me. The fire scorched away all pride and dirt of willfulness and the pain of vanity. I was lower than anybody in the room, and it was only by lowering myself that I could be cleansed. The fire burned and cooled me at once. Flames stretched through my thoughts and across the sky millions of miles like endless sunsets one after the other. The fire reached the edge of dark space and brushed up against stars.




  “You’ve got to fight fire with fire,” the preacher shouted.




  I whirled and whirled and saw that everything was spinning. Days was spinning and the earth was spinning and the sun itself was turning. Everything was curves and circles. Everything turned and returned. Each speck of me had been cleansed by turning.




  This is the sweet geometry of light, I thought. This is the algebra of spirit and time. This is where flesh becomes clear as a lens and dust shines like Christmas candles. Carrion is radiant and new potatoes glow like babies. Lightning bugs pepper the dark. The coldest rock is on fire and icicles too. The sky is a blue fire and time runs its flame through everything.




  When I stopped rolling I was too weak to do anything but lay in the shadows at the edge of the brush arbor. Sawdust and shavings stuck to my sweaty face and neck and my hair was tangled around my forehead. Sawdust was stuck to my legs behind my knees, but I didn’t care. I felt emptied out and full at once.




  “It is a privilege to be here tonight,” Preacher McKinney was saying. “In all my years of preaching I have never seen such an outpouring of the Spirit. We are blessed with a rare gift.”




  There was shouting all around and a man, I think it was one of the MacBanes, hopped down the aisle and around the altar like he was crippled and hadn’t walked for years but couldn’t help hisself. “Thank you, Jesus,” he shouted, “thank you, Jesus.”




  “What a taste of Glory tonight,” the preacher said. “What a great big tin tub of honey has been dumped over us.”




  I heard somebody else speak in tongues, but couldn’t tell who it was. The voice was so stretched it didn’t sound like anybody I knowed. There was a stream of syllables like bubbles gargled and blowed from a pipe. Then there was more, and still more.




  “Bless you, sister,” the preacher said and looked at me, and I saw it was me that had been speaking. I didn’t even recognize my own voice. The syllables stopped as fast as they had started. The last one fell off my tongue like a big final bead.




  “Everybody come forward,” the preacher said. “Everybody come get down on their knees in front of the altar.”




  I tried to pull myself up on my knees.




  “The Spirit and the bride say come; let whosoever will take the water of life freely,” the preacher said, quoting Revelation.




  I fell back on my butt I was so weak.




  “Help the sister up,” the preacher said. One of the Jenkins men reached out and helped me raise to a kneeling position.




  “Everybody on their knees,” Preacher McKinney said. “It’s the only way to face eternity, right here on your knees in the dirt and sawdust.” Everybody come down and dropped to their knees, all close together. I was between Tildy Tankersley and the Jenkins boy. We crowded shoulder to shoulder.




  “Now everybody put their arms around each other,” the preacher said. I put my left arm around Tildy’s neck and my right on the Jenkins boy’s shoulder. We got so close together it felt like everybody had their arms around everybody else.




  “‘By this shall all men know that ye are my disciples, if ye have love one to another,’” the preacher said. He got down on his knees and put his hands on the necks of two people right in front of him. I think it was Joe and Lily.




  “Lord, we will get right down here in the dirt in our humbleness to you,” he said. “We ain’t got no pride, and our strength comes from you. Without you we’re no more than dirty rags. We that was once lost are now found. We that was filthy are now cleansed and saved with fire. Thank you, Jesus.”




  “Thank you, Jesus,” we all said.




  “Now hug each other closer,” the preacher said.




  It was the most wonderful feeling as we all drawed each other to us.




  “Hell itself cannot stand against love,” Preacher McKinney said.




  I was aware somebody had put a hand on my breast and squeezed it. But in the packed-together crowd I couldn’t see who it was and I didn’t much care. We was so close everybody was touching somebody. We swayed as one body when the preacher prayed.




  “This is what people was made for,” Preacher McKinney said. “We was put here to share in the joy of Christ’s love, and to know Him through love.”




  I don’t know when I first noticed the smell of smoke. The scent of coal oil burning in the lanterns had been there from the beginning. And there was the scent of pine needles heated by the lanterns. But suddenly I caught the odor of smoke. At first I thought it was just a lantern, or the smell of pipe smoke on one of the men. But it was a dusty papery smoke. Everybody looked around at the same time and saw the hair of smoke pouring through the arbor, and heard the crackling.




  It was such a shock it took us a few seconds to respond. People unlocked their arms and begun twisting and struggling to get up. Some helped each other and some crowded toward the door. “It’s a fire!” Tildy screamed.




  In a daze we all begun pushing toward the door. It was purely dark outside, but I could see the fire glow on the trees.




  “Where is the spring?” Joe said.




  “It’s way up on the hill,” Emmett MacBane said.




  “Closest water is the branch,” his brother Tilden said.




  “Anybody got a bucket?” Pa said.




  “It’s the baptism of fire,” a voice shouted out in the woods, and there was laughter.




  “Where’s the bucket of drinking water?” Emmett said. It appeared somebody had stole the bucket and dipper from the stump in front of the brush arbor. But it was too late anyway. The pine brush on the walls and roof of the arbor had caught like tinder. The fire soaked right through the walls almost as soon as we got out. There wasn’t much we could do but stand there watching the arbor drown in flames. Within a minute fire had reached into the frame and opened the walls. We could see the benches burning, and the pulpit and altar. There wasn’t a thing we could do except gasp as the roof started falling a piece at a time.




  “We will build it back,” Emmett said.




  “We will build it back even bigger,” Tilden said.




  “The Lord’s work will not be stopped,” the preacher shouted to the darkness. The fire lit the trees far into the woods, but blinded by the flames I couldn’t see a thing.




  I don’t remember much about the ride back down the river road. After the heat of the service, and the rage of the fire, the cool air felt good at first. But I soon begun to shiver in the dark and wish I had a coat. Joe lit the lantern but it didn’t help much against the night chill. We creaked and rattled along the rough road under the stars. I brushed pieces of sawdust and shavings off my dress and out of my hair.




  “You had a true baptism, Ginny,” Lily said to me. “I could tell it. I could tell you was in the Spirit.”




  But now that we was out in the dark I didn’t want to talk about the service. It felt wrong to talk about it.




  When we got to the house it must have been past midnight. We had left Lily at her place up near the ford. Florrie and Locke had gone to bed and there wasn’t even a lamp on in the living room. The katydids was so loud in the trees around the place it was hard to believe the house was there at all.




  While Joe unhitched the horse and led him to the stable, Pa gathered kindling and cobs to start a fire. Because it was so clear, the night had got cold. I shivered and suddenly felt awful hungry. “Make the fire in the stove,” I said. “Build a fire in the stove and I will fix some biscuits and coffee.”




  “I’m mighty hungry for cornbread and butter,” Pa said.




  “Then I’ll make some cornbread,” I said. I got meal and buttermilk and salt and soda and mixed them up in a batter by the time Joe come in. Pa had the cob fire roaring in the stove and the kitchen started to warm up. I poured the batter into a pan and put it in the oven. The water for the coffee begun to boil.




  “He’s the best I’ve ever seen since Elmira,” Pa said. “He’s as good as his daddy was.”




  “He’s as good as Lilburn is,” Joe said, “and I always said L-L-Lilburn could outpreach and outshout anybody in Dark Corner.”




  I wondered what they was going to say about my part in the service. Now that we was back home I felt even less like talking about it. It didn’t seem right to discuss what had happened, not because what went on in the brush arbor was shameful, but because it was too sacred to talk about.




  I put a cake of butter on the table and we had hot cornbread and butter and cool molasses and coffee with cream in it. The butter tasted better than ice cream on the hot bread. And the strong coffee matched the buttery sweetness of the molasses.




  “The MacB-B-Banes will build another brush arbor,” Joe said.




  “They should build a rock church,” Pa said. “Except then it would get just like all the other churches.”




  “They could meet in somebody’s house,” I said.




  “It’s not the s-s-s-same if you gather in somebody’s parlor,” Joe said. “You need a sp-sp-special dedicated place.”




  I saw what he meant, for I didn’t even want to talk about the service, and what happened to me, now that we was among ordinary things. I wasn’t ashamed. But it wouldn’t be the same to have a service right in the living room. It would be hard to give yourself to such a meeting. Maybe I was a little embarrassed. I flicked another crumb of sawdust off my dress.




  “Why it’s two o’clock in the morning,” somebody said. It was Florrie standing in the doorway in her nightgown, frowning.




  “Do you want some cornbread and molasses?” I said.




  “I just got up to see who was making all the fuss,” Florrie said.




  
CHAPTER TWO





  Everybody always said I was the most high-strung of the Peace children, but the hardest working. Sometimes I work because I can’t stand not to be doing something, because I don’t know where to look or where to put my hands. Other times I’ll get so interested in a job I can’t think of anything else. It will be like I forget I am me, and just think of the job, of what my hands is doing. That’s when I feel the best, when I don’t even think about myself, but about what needs to be done. I guess that’s when I’m most at myself, when I don’t even worry about it.




  People say I got the “Italian” look from the Peaces and the Richardses. It’s true I have Pa’s black eyes and hair. But I got Mama’s fair skin and height. People talk that way all the time, like they know why people look the way they do. But I don’t think we know much about why people are what they are. Some children don’t take after their parents at all. And I sure can’t see traits going back several generations, to Italian, a trace of Italian, blood, or Indian blood, all the way to South Carolina, and Pennsylvania, and back to New Jersey and Wales even before that. I think we are just like God made us and we don’t ever know much about our ancestors or what they did.




  They always said I had a way of my own, and that much I’ll agree to. I never did want to be anybody else. Some said it was because Mama died when I was young, and I never had anyone to bring me up but my sister Florrie. There was nobody else to show how a girl ought to be. Some said it was because I fought with Florrie from the time I was a youngun and didn’t have a chance to learn manners. Others said it was after Pa took me to the meetings that I got mixed up and nervous. And still others said it was because I read too many books that I acted quair.




  But from the time I was just a little girl I always did pitch in if there was somebody sick. I visited the shut-ins and took plates of chicken to the bereaved. Even as a girl I went to poundings for somebody that had their house burnt and took a pound of coffee or of sugar, or a piece of ham meat. I wasn’t more than fifteen when I helped wash and lay out a corpse. It was old Miss MacDowell up on Rock Creek that dropped dead while she was rendering lard. I helped put her on the cooling board and clean her up and even washed her hair.




  People liked to say I was a worse bookworm than Pa and I reckon that was true too. Even as a girl I subscribed to the Moody Monthly and American Magazine. Pa took the Toledo paper and I read that too. And we got this magazine from Ohio called The Telescope that I went through every page of. I liked to read early in the morning before daylight. I’d get up and make coffee and read in the kitchen when the house was still quiet. That was the time I liked best, for it was cool in summer and too early to milk the cows. And in winter I’d get the fire going in the stove and have coffee and read before daylight, before Joe and Locke, my brothers, got up. Florrie never did wake up till she had to.




  People always liked to have Florrie around, because she was fun and told jokes. But the truth is she was a little silly, always talky and boy crazy. I hate to say it, but a lot of women and girls appeared to me just plain shallow. They didn’t have a thing on their minds but gossip. And Florrie always was a little lustful. She married early and liked to say that I was becoming an old maid. I never tried to discuss with her about men, but, like I say, she let me know several times she had gone with David before they got married. I couldn’t help but wonder where they had done it, for both our house and the Latham house was always full of people. I guess I was really a little jealous of her.




  From age fourteen on I had gone to picnics with young folks from school and walked home from time to time with a boy after church. That’s the way we did things back then. A boy was interested, he walked you home after meeting. But I had only one beau before I met Tom. He was the schoolteacher for a term, named Simcox. He was from Asheville, and like all teachers back then he boarded around the community. That was part of his pay. When he boarded with us him and me got to talking. We talked way into the night after I washed the dishes. He had read more books than anybody I ever met, and he knowed all about Egypt. Everybody else had gone to bed, and we set there talking while the fire died down. The talking got slower and it was getting cold in the room.




  Finally he stood up like he was going to bed. I stood too, and he looked at me. He pulled me to him and kissed me, not a deep kiss but just a meeting of lips. I didn’t know what to think, but it felt good. I didn’t want him to stop, but he pulled away like he had done something wrong. And he wasn’t looking when he stepped back right into the churn. I had set the milk by the fire to clabber. He tried to catch his balance but the churn tripped him. Down he went and the churn tipped over and sour milk poured over the hearth and over him. Some even splashed in the fireplace and hissed and smelled like scorched sour milk will.




  Pa and Locke come to the door to see what was the matter.




  “The churn tipped over,” I said to Pa. I wanted to laugh, but I didn’t. Pa and Locke went on back to bed.




  I looked at Mr. Simcox like I was about to bust out giggling. But he wasn’t laughing at all. His face was all red and looked sweaty. I think him and me could have made a go of it if he had been able to laugh then, when he was getting up and wiping off the sour milk. I liked him a lot. But he took it too serious, and we never did get closer after that. Oh, we walked up to the spring at twilight and back several times. And we set by the fire talking about every kind of thing you could think of. But we never did relight the spark. He had got too embarrassed. Some men don’t ever forgive you if you see them in a pickle. Locke teased me something terrible for months, saying, “When is Mrs. Simcox going to have supper ready?” and “Is the learned Mr. Simcox going to join us?” When the school term was over Mr. Simcox went back to Asheville and I never saw him again.




  I thought I was too tall for the boys to like me. I put up my long black hair as was the fashion then, and wore my white blouses. I reckon I read too much.




  Pa was always an easy mark for peddlers. They would come through in those days with packs on their backs, or in buggies. Most was recent comers to America that spoke with accents. Pa loved to talk, and welcomed them for dinner, sometimes for the night. And he nearly always bought something. He said I was too suspicious of strangers, especially ones selling something.




  One of them was Ahmed, from Palestine, who had arrived in Greenville only a year or two before. On his first trip through the mountains he carried everything in his pack, a few pieces of cloth, needles, thread, thimbles, small vases of brass and pewter. His English was barely understandable, but his patience and cheer was endless. I was breaking beans on the porch the first time Ahmed arrived.




  He walked into the yard sweating and out of breath, but he took off his pack and begun showing his wares. He brought out one piece of silk or linen after another, and holding them to the light would say, “Is a nice, madam, no?” He kept repeating the words and showing the scarves and strings of lace, while I went on breaking beans. Finally he reached into the bottom of the pack and brought out an afghan with apricot and gold and green workings on it. “And now for the woman of taste,” he said.




  He asked ten dollars for it. I offered five.




  “Madam, I have wife and many chindren in the old country who must come to ’is country.” He spread the afghan over a chair. “For such work it would be a sin to take less than nine dollars,” he said. I offered him five again and kept snapping beans.




  “Is impossible,” he said. “You want me to starve, and all my little chindren?” He folded the afghan and placed it on the pack.




  When Pa returned from the field at dinnertime Ahmed and I was still talking on the porch. He had dropped his price to seven dollars, but I refused to give any. I think it was the work of stringing beans that made me so firm, for I did want the afghan.




  Pa introduced hisself and invited Mr. Ahmed to stay for dinner. They set on the porch and talked while I fixed bread and taters and roastnears to go with the beans. The peddler brought out his wallet and showed Pa a picture of his wife and children, brothers and sisters. When he made enough money, he said, he was going to have his own store in Greenville and “sell nothing but the best.” In fact, even now he sold “nothing but the best.”




  Before he eat, Mr. Ahmed brought out a little book and read from it, after Pa said grace. Pa asked if that was the Bible.




  “Yes, yes, the words of the prophet.”




  “Do you believe in Jesus in your religion?” I said. I knew it wasn’t exactly the thing to say, but I wanted to know.




  “Yes, yes, he also was a great prophet.”




  “Then you do believe in the Lord?”




  “Yes, yes, in the great lord, Allah.” Mr. Ahmed went for the cornbread and new beans and taters. But he would not touch the buttermilk, asking instead for water. The roastnears he eat with special relish. Afterwards he spread the afghan on the cedar chest in the living room. “And for you, kind lady, only six dollars and a half,” he said.




  I shook my head.




  “But is worth ten. How can I live?” he said.




  “Ginny can be stubborn,” Pa said. “Here, I’ll give you six and a half.”




  “No, you won’t,” I said. “Five dollars is all it’s worth.”




  But Pa got the money from the leather purse he kept in his closet and paid Mr. Ahmed in silver dollars and one half-dollar. “Ginny’s a good girl, but stubborn,” he said to the peddler.




  The first time I met Tom Powell it must have been at church. Most people like to claim they fell in love when they first saw each other. I reckon that’s the way they remember it, because that’s the way they think it should have been. But I have to be honest. The first time I saw Tom I was just curious.




  What I recall seeing first was the big blond mustache Tom had. It was at the church picnic, and in sunlight his mustache shined like crystal. I thought, That man is built awful strong, and his mustache makes him seem even bigger. He wasn’t much taller than me, but he looked stout, like he was used to lifting logs and splitting rails, which I found out was true.




  They had put watermelons in the spring to cool, and then after dinner, and after they had sung hymns in the hot church for hours, Pa and Joe and other deacons sliced the melons. It was late August and the watermelons was so ripe they split with a crack when you touched a knife into them. I offered a piece to Tom, and thought, How is he going to eat through that big drooping mustache? I handed him a fine slice, and I was curious.




  “Thank you,” he said and took the dripping melon. It was the nineties and he had on a flat straw boater hat and one of those suits with narrow lapels and a shirt collar tall enough to choke a body. He even had a cane which he hung over his left arm.




  I was busy passing slices to everybody, old folks and younguns, but I wanted to keep my eye on the new feller to see if he got his mustache wet. I handed a special piece with no seeds to the song leader, and I cut another slice for Preacher Jolly.




  When I turned back around I didn’t see Tom at first. He had got under the shade of one of the big oak trees. And he had took out his pocketknife and was calmly cutting little pieces and putting them in his mouth. He wasn’t getting a drop of juice on his suit or mustache. That was my first lesson in how careful he was. Didn’t anything hurry him. And he had found the best spot in the shade while most folks was busy talking and sweating in the sun and little kids spit black seeds on each other.




  “Howdy,” I said.




  “How do,” he said. “I’m Tom Powell.”




  “Where you from?” I said.




  “I work over at the Lewis place,” he said. You could tell he wasn’t used to wearing fine clothes. His face was sunburned and his hands was rough. In the collar and cuffs he looked stiff as a man in the pillory. I felt sorry for him, knowing he was ill at ease. I had never felt sorry before for a man like that.




  “You ain’t been to church before,” I said.




  “I go down to Crossroads,” he said. Under his Sunday clothes he looked powerful the way a horse looks powerful. His shoulders was so broad it seemed he could lift the corner of a house.




  “You should come back to visit us,” I said. I couldn’t believe I heard myself saying it.




  He looked at a stain of melon juice on his pants. Careful as he’d been, the piece had dripped. “What a shame,” I said.




  “Ain’t nothing,” he said.




  “Come down to the spring and you can sponge it off,” I said, “quick, before it dries.”




  “Where is the spring?” Tom said.




  “It’s just a ways down this road,” I said.




  We started walking toward the spring. That’s what courting couples did after church in those days. The road by the spring was maybe half a mile, but in several places it went under trees, and there was side trails off into the pines on the pasture hill. The excuse was always that they was walking to the spring for a drink. Older folks smiled when they saw young people go that way, and kids giggled and sometimes hid in the thicket and throwed rocks at couples kissing under the white pines. Many a marriage got started on that walk to the spring.




  Tom and me ambled down the road in the August heat. It was cooler in the shade, but deerflies and gnats was out. I had on this big hat with flowers on top. It was the kind of floppy hat women wore back then. I brushed flies and gnats away. It didn’t seem dignified to slap at them. But in the shade above the spring the air was whining with bugs. A breeze come up. After a hot day in August it will oftentimes blow in a storm.




  We had been so busy talking, or I had been so busy talking, I hadn’t noticed any clouds over the mountain to the south. I raised my hand to brush a gnat away and hit the rim of my hat. The breeze snatched it and lifted it above the road and into the trees below the road. Tom reached after the hat and missed.




  Wind knocked the hat right down through the trees toward the spring branch. It looked like a big white and pink bird flopping through the woods, bouncing off limbs and saplings.




  “Oh no,” I said. Tom was after it like a hound after a rabbit. He run down through the brush and hemlocks, trying to catch the hat on his cane.




  “Let it go,” I hollered. “Come back.”




  But he had started out after my hat and he was determined to get it. He disappeared in the hemlocks going toward the pasture. I was embarrassed all this trouble had happened over my silly hat. I picked my way around the hill toward the fence, trying not to catch my Sunday skirt on briars or holly bushes. It was a good ways to the edge of the pasture.




  Pa had been one of the first to put in barbed wire. He said it was easier than splitting rails, and would last longer too. He put the barbed wire around the pasture where he kept the bull.




  By the time I got to the fence Tom was already in the pasture. Wind jerked my hat in little hops over the grass, and he kept trying to pin it down with his cane. Every time it looked like he had caught it the breeze jerked the hat further along.




  “Don’t matter,” I hollered.




  Just then the bull come around the rise. He started running right at Tom, straight ahead in a beeline. Then Tom saw the bull. He jumped up and started for the fence.




  “Hurry hurry hurry,” I hollered. I stood at the fence and pushed the top wire down so he could jump over it easy.




  The bull stopped for half a second, then charged as if shot from a cannon. Tom was maybe a hundred feet from the fence, and it appeared he was stretching to reach the strands while his feet was way behind pushing on the grass. I never saw a man reach so far, with the hat in one hand and the cane in the other.




  I pushed the top wire further down and he kind of turned sideways and hopped across the fence still holding the hat and cane. He made it except the pants on his left leg caught on a barb and ripped a tear maybe a foot long in the cloth. The bull run right into the fence and stuck his head through, snorting.




  “Get away, Bill-Joe,” I said. “You get away.”




  My hat had pieces of grass and little bits of trash stuck to it. Tom handed it to me like something I might not even want.




  “You shouldn’t have gone to such trouble,” I said.




  His face was red from the heat and from the running. And I guess he was embarrassed too. His straw hat had been lost by the branch, and his blond hair was all messed up. The tear in his pants was so big I could see white skin through it.




  “I’m sorry,” I said. “This old hat wasn’t worth it.” I had ordered the hat from the catalogue from Chicago for exactly $2.98. And now it was dirty and probably couldn’t be wore again.




  “I better look for my hat,” he said. While he was poking around in the brush down by the branch I glanced up at the sky. A cloud passed over the sun and it got dark all of a sudden, like you had put a light out. Something snapped in the air straight above, and there was thunder at the very top of the sky. Then there was a flash over the mountains, and booms faraway.




  “It’s going to rain,” I hollered. He had found his hat in the branch and was wiping it off. The wind come harder all of a sudden, as if it sprung out of the shadows. There was a big flash, and then a boom off the sides of the mountains, and I heard this roar. It was a sound I knowed only too well, having growed up across the river from the mountain. Sure enough, the top of the ridge was already white with rain. Rain at a distance looks like fog that stretches down, pulled straight down.




  Just then lightning snapped like a sheet tearing in the sky above us. Rain was marching down the mountain across the river valley. “We’re going to get soaked,” I said.




  “How far is it to the house?” Tom said.




  “It’s around the hill there,” I said and pointed.




  We started running along the fence toward the road from the spring. Thunder banged like boulders dropped on a roof. I took Tom’s arm and pulled him along. He seemed a little dazed by all that had happened, by the thunder and roar of the coming rain.




  A big poplar was up ahead. It was the yellow poplar beside the strawberry bed, the one we used to call Joe’s Poplar because he would slip away from hoeing strawberry vines and set in the shade there. It was one of those poplars that seem to go up to the sky and look like they’ve been there since the beginning of creation. I pulled Tom toward the tree.




  Rain crossed the river and was coming in walls of gray over the fields and hemlocks by the house, advancing up the branch.




  The rain hit us not ten steps from the poplar. The drops felt big as nickels and quarters as they stung my neck and shoulders. We dashed through the red dirt and stood close to the trunk of the poplar, out of breath and already wet. The drops had soaked through my blouse. Big drops hammered on the leaves above us.




  “How come rain is so cold if it comes from where lightning is?” I said.




  “Maybe falling cools it off,” Tom said.




  I shivered as more drops soaked through my blouse. I had let go of his hand when we got under the tree. We stood up close to the sooty bark of the poplar.




  “This rain will wash the dust off the corn,” I said.




  “Have to wait a week longer to pull fodder,” Tom said.




  A cricket, the first cricket I had noticed, started chirping at the foot of the poplar. It was a big black meadow mole with a mellow note. “Six weeks till frost,” I said. I looked at Tom and he leaned over and kissed me. He put his hand under my chin and his mustache tickled my nose and the sides of my mouth. But his lips was firm. Just then a big cold drop hit me on the forehead and run down my nose. We pulled apart and laughed.




  There was a flash, like the air was stung. It felt like the air prickled and crackled. Lightning had hit a pine on the hill. Thunder shoved us and we saw the pine tree catch fire as it busted all to pieces. Limbs and big splinters went flying. A smoking piece of wood landed in the mud just in front of us.




  Rain blowed in right under the poplar then, and lightning hit a tree further up the hill. “We better get away from here,” I said, “before this tree is hit.”




  “Ain’t no place safe,” Tom said. The air had a sharp smell, like scorched resin and hot sap in wood. But there was something like bleach too, or smelling salts that burn your eyes.




  Lightning kept hitting like it was walking around us. And the thunder made us feel inside a big drum. “Let’s go,” I said and took Tom’s hand. We started running, and rain hit my face in splashes that could have been throwed from buckets.




  There is a strange feeling of protection when you are out in a storm. The rain and wind drive you deep into the shelter of yourself. Even with rain crashing on your face it’s like you’re way inside and watching the storm.




  The road to the house swung round the hill, toward the barn, but the shortest way was to cut through the pasture. Once we got past the bull pasture we climbed the slick rail fence and run by the molasses furnace.




  Lightning hit other places higher on the hill. Fire appeared to leap out of the trees to meet the bolts coming from the sky. “The Lord help us,” I said, and pulled Tom along the wet trail.




  But just when we got past the molasses furnace I heard this other roar. It was the sound fire makes when chimney soot catches. Or it sounded like a train going through a tunnel.




  “Wait!” Tom said, and pulled me back. I don’t know how he saw what was happening. He jerked me back so fast I almost slipped on the muddy trail. And then I saw this bucket Pa had left by the furnace go flying in the air like it was swung on a rope. And next a barrel for water to rinse the skimming ladle went soaring up in a curve. The roof of the furnace shed shot up and away.




  It come to me this was the end of time, but instead of the souls of this world took up in Rapture it was the things of this world carried off into the sky.




  “It’s a twister,” Tom said, “a little twister. Run!”




  “I ain’t running,” I said. I planted my feet in the mud and faced the ugly thing. If it was my doom I might as well look at the thing fair and square.




  Tom stayed with me. I guess he figured it wasn’t any use to run either. He held up his stick as though it was a sword. The twister come on closer, and it was like looking into a furnace of burning water. The wind raged with madness. My hat was jerked off and sucked into the wind. The handkerchief in my sleeve was pulled out and flung into the black whirl. My blouse was covered with spots of mud and my face was too. My hair was wet and my skirt was soaked. My blouse had pulled out at the waist and my Sunday shoes was wet and muddy.




  As the twister crossed the branch we could hear it sucking up water. Even above the roar of the rain and wind it sounded like the sky was swallowing through a big straw. All the water that fell as rain was being pulled up to the sky again.




  “No use to hurry now,” I said. We walked through the pasture, splashing in big puddles. Tom’s suit was covered with mud and his new collar had melted. I held his arm and we walked like a couple promenading through the streets of Greenville. “Perfect weather for a stroll,” I said.




  When we got to the house Pa was standing on the porch, just out of the drip. “Was you caught in a flashtide?” he said.




  “We got chased by your bull,” I said, “and by the Devil hisself.” Tom and me busted out laughing. Looking at ourselves on the porch, there wasn’t anything else to do.




  
CHAPTER THREE





  While Tom and me was courting, my brother Locke come back from the army on furlough, and his first night home we stayed up late. Locke was always a mighty talker, when he got going. He had served as a nurse on a hospital ship at Havana, and he had lived in Washington, D.C., and in the Philippines. He brought me a toy rickshaw from Tokyo. I fixed dinner for the whole family.




  “Do you go to church in the army?” I asked him.




  “Most of the time there’s no church to go to,” Locke said. He had never attended services with much enthusiasm when he was home. I was just needling him a little, to see what he would say.




  “I read the Bible from time to time,” he said, “and a book a friend gave me called Science and Health.”




  “Why that’s Christian Science!” Pa said.




  “It’s interesting,” Locke said. “It makes a lot of sense.”




  “I’ve heard it’s h-h-h-heathenism,” Joe said.




  I poured more coffee for David and Pa and a little for myself.




  “It’s not heathenism,” Locke said.




  “Then what is it?” Pa said.




  “It teaches thought is more important than anything else,” Locke said. “Afflictions of the body are mostly in the mind.”




  “That’s foolishness,” Florrie said. “Locke, you always did have a quair streak.”




  “Have you studied it?” Locke said to her.




  “No I ain’t, but I don’t need to. If I’m constipated it’s not in my mind but in my guts.”




  “How can you criticize what you haven’t read?” Locke said.




  “I thought you wanted to be a doctor,” Lily said, “and was studying medicine.” She stuffed her handkerchief in her sleeve.




  “I am studying medicine,” Locke said, “every way I can.”




  Everybody at the table was silent for a second. It was early summer and still not dark outside. A whippoorwill started calling from the trees out near the barn.




  “You have seen a lot of the world,” David said.




  “What do the Rocky Mountains look like?” Lily said. “I have always wanted to see the Rocky Mountains.”




  “They are mighty pretty,” Locke said, “and mighty rocky.” Everybody laughed. “But when I crossed them on the train I wasn’t thinking about scenery. I was feeling too hungry.”




  “Don’t the army f-f-f-feed you?” Joe said.




  “They gave me money for the trip, but I spent it all in Washington. I bought medical books, and it took the last dollar I had to buy the train ticket for San Francisco.”




  “What did you live on?” Florrie said.




  “I had forty-three cents left and bought some cheese and soda crackers in the station. I was going to make them last all the way to the Pacific Ocean. I figured if I set quiet on the train and watched the scenery and drunk plenty of water I could make it to the ship. But it takes almost a week to get from one coast to the other. I rationed myself to five crackers and a slice of cheese each meal. When the other people went to the dining car I stayed in my seat and ate soda crackers and hurried to the fountain for a drink of water.”




  “You must have got constipated,” Florrie said.




  “I got constipated and I got all tight with gas,” Locke said. “But that wasn’t the worst of it. By the time we had got past St. Louis and approaching Kansas City all my crackers and cheese was gone. I had to cross the whole West with nothing to eat.”




  “Did you pray?” Lily said. “For something else to eat?” She patted the lace collar of her lemon-colored dress.




  “I prayed that the trip would be over and I would get to my ship. I set in a kind of daze all the way across Utah and Nevada. You never saw such an empty place. Sometimes I looked out at the stars above the icy peaks. Once I looked down and saw the sparkle of a stream way below as we crossed a trestle that seemed half a mile high.




  “I must have dozed off, for suddenly I woke to a kind of humming and roaring. It was completely dark outside the window. I had the feeling it was time for daylight, but there was nothing but blackness outside. The roar was like a high wind.




  “Suddenly the train shot out into daylight and I saw the sun on peaks above. We had been going through one of these snow sheds the Chinese coolies built to keep the deep snows from blocking the train. We had been in a kind of tunnel made of timbers.




  “We come down into the valley and passed all these orchards. It was late summer and you could see people picking peaches. Far as you could look was one orchard after another. We stopped at a little town for about a minute and this woman got on and set down across from me. She put a bag beside her and took out this golden ripe peach. It was the biggest peach I’d ever seen.




  “She spread a handkerchief over her lap and took a little knife out of her purse and begun to peel the peach. It was so ripe juice run off the knife even as she lifted away the long curl of skin. I watched her eat the peach in slices. When she finished that peach she took another out of the bag and begun to peel it.




  “In less than an hour we got to Sacramento and the woman left her seat. She put the handkerchief and peelings in the bag and left it. I waited for her to come back, and tried to figure how many more peaches there might be in the bag. The train started pulling out and still she had not come back. I waited until we was almost outside the town, and looked up and down the aisle, then grabbed the bag. Under the peelings and wet handkerchief there was five more peaches, big and ripe and firm. I held the bag on my lap and ate one like it was an apple. Juice run down my chin but I didn’t mind. When I finished that I had another. By the time we reached Oakland I had eat them all.”




  “And your constipation was cured,” Florrie said.




  “It sure was,” Locke said. “It sure was.”




  “Who wants some popcorn?” I said.




  “Did I ever tell you about the time I tricked Brother Joe?” Locke said.




  “About a th-th-thousand times,” Joe said.




  “Tom hasn’t heard it,” I said. Tom had been setting at the corner of the table and hadn’t said a word.




  “It won’t take but a second,” Locke said. “Remember the ditch in the lower end of the field, before Pa put the pipe in there? Joe and I was coming back from fishing and it had got dark.”




  “I’ve heard this story,” Lily said. “It’s a mean story.”




  “Well David hasn’t heard it, and neither has Tom,” Locke said. He took a sip of his coffee. “I had a string of fish in one hand and my pole in the other. And when I got to where the ditch was I took a little jump, like I had crossed the ditch, and said, ‘Watch out for the ditch, Joe.’ Then I jumped the trench in a long leap, quiet as I could. Behind me Joe took a leap from where I had told him to and landed right in the water.”




  “Wasn’t you nice?” Florrie said. She looked at Tom. “That’s the kind of family we are. You better watch out for Locke.”




  “I g-g-got even,” Joe said, “when we dug for zircons.”




  “He made me dig the pits, because I was the little brother,” Locke said.




  “You all dug holes all over the pasture and mountainside,” I said. “And didn’t find a thing.”




  “I wasn’t looking for zircons,” Locke said. “I was an explorer, like Columbus. I was looking for the route to China.”




  “Looking for a way to get out of hoeing corn,” Florrie said.




  I brought out a plate of cookies and lit the lamp at the center of the table. “When are you going to get out of the army and settle down?” I said.




  “When I find a girl that suits me,” Locke said.




  “How are you going to meet a girl off in the army?” I said. “And what girl wants a feller with such crazy ideas and a lack of faith?” I had said more than I meant to.




  “I have faith,” Locke said. “I have plenty of faith.”




  “Ginny wants you to come back to the river and attend brush arbor meetings,” Florrie said.




  “I didn’t say that,” I said.




  “It wouldn’t be a bad idea,” Pa said. Pa never did like to tease or argue about religion. He had a horror of disputation.




  “I saw somebody that was demon-possessed when I was in the Philippines,” Locke said.




  “I’ve seen a few people that was demon-possessed closer to home,” Florrie said.




  “No, this man was a demoniac, like in the Bible,” Locke said. “They had locked him up like he was a lunatic. A doctor who had also studied for the ministry took me with him to the prison outside Manila. We was supposed to treat the prisoners. It was a part of the army’s plan to pacify the country, to send doctors and nurses out to treat the people. I was asked to go because I had studied tropical diseases.
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