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      Come with me, and we will go


      Where the rocks of coral grow;


      Follow, follow, follow me.


      Anne Hunter, from “A Mermaid’s Song”
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      November 6, 2006
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      One and two and three and —

      


      That’s about how long my father had to contemplate his life, to catch one last hungry glimpse of a sky that was likely the

         same steel gray as this morning’s sky, to hear the river spilling down the cliff face of the Upper Falls, to see the spool

         of foam, tinged red from chemical waste, unraveling with the northward pull of the current, to note the strata of limestone

         and shale in the sheer walls below the ruins of Boxman’s Mill, to feel his arms grappling helplessly, his legs buckling, his

         torso twisting away from the water while he anticipated his absence from the world and thought about my mother and abruptly

         and completely regretted his decision to jump.

      


      My father was a mystery to me when I was growing up, though not because he threw himself from the pedestrian bridge six months

         before I was born. Here’s the thing — he didn’t die that day. He survived his plunge into the icy Tuskee, and as soon as he’d

         dried out and recovered his senses, he packed his bags and left town.

      


      You might say he was lucky. But really, a man who’d concluded that the only release from his torment was to escape life altogether

         would have needed more than luck.

      


      And so in November of 1974, on a day much like today, in the wake of a rainstorm, he climbed over the rail of the bridge and

         jumped, and as he fell he had enough time to acknowledge that if he’d had the wherewithal to consider other options he could

         have spared himself from the impending impact, which he must have felt in anticipation, with horrible, vivid clarity, before

         he experienced it as a distinct physical sensation, his body shattering the surface of the river right at the moment when

         he was probably condemning himself for being such a stupid fucking idiot, and wasn’t it just so fucking typical for him to

         realize this too late!

      


      Under ordinary conditions, the story would have ended with my father’s death. But something extraordinary happened that morning,

         and Abe Boyle was saved from an outcome that should have been inevitable. As I imagine it, no sooner had he slipped beneath

         the surface of the Tuskee than from the depths came a soft rumble, and the river, already swollen from the rain, abruptly

         smoothed out in response. The refuse stopped its spinning rush; the wind died down. A vacuum of silence sucked in all noise,

         and the gallons of water that a moment before had been plunging over the falls seemed to hover in the air, hesitating, uncertain.

         For an instant that was too short and too long to be measured by conventional time, all motion in the gorge ceased.

      


      And out of that infinite stillness came my father’s reprieve. Though I can’t fully explain what happened next, I do know that

         heavy rainfall contributed to problems created by a rickety wooden cofferdam. A portion of the barrier had collapsed, and

         storm debris had been collecting over several days, clogging the spillway. The previous night an additional two inches of

         rain had fallen, causing the city’s sewers to overflow, and a dense sludge pasted the debris into a full obstruction, blocking

         the surging river entirely. The water had nowhere to go except back into the gorge.

      


      Ripples spread across the surface, gathering into a forceful swell. There was a great splashing noise of liquid washing against

         a confined space. Water began foaming and boiling, and that portion of the Tuskee reversed its direction. The current sloshed

         southward even as the river toppled over the falls with renewed force, and the gorge began to fill like a stopped-up sink.

      


      I can only guess that my father, if he was still conscious, assumed he had already died and was descending through a vile,

         viscous fluid into hell. Or else he spent that brief moment stunned into a complete oblivion, thinking and feeling nothing.

      


      Across from the brewery, in the lower parking lot of the Beebee Electric plant, a few employees heard an unusual roar echoing

         through the gorge. They approached the embankment and through the mist watched the river surging back into the stone channel.

         When it appeared that the water would keep rising, they prepared to flee. Some of them had even started to run when a wave

         crashed over the wall and spread across the parking lot. At the same moment, the debris blocking the opening must have been

         dislodged by the shifting pressure, for the river formed a liquid funnel in the gorge, gulping back the surge, and the water

         level fell.

      


      But the people in the Beebee parking lot didn’t notice the spillover trickling away through cracks and crevices in the wall.

         They didn’t see that the Tuskee River was flowing steadily and reliably north again, toward Canton Point and the lake. Rather,

         their stares were fixed on the body of the sputtering, blue-faced, waterlogged man who had been deposited in a puddle on the

         pavement.

      


      For reasons I’ll go on to explain, I was thinking about this story earlier this morning. I was wondering if I should go ahead

         and write it down, tell the whole of it from start to finish. Would anyone believe me if I claimed to be telling the truth?

      


      I felt too muddled to head directly to work, so I took a detour through the city. I parked my car in the lot beside the ruins

         of Boxman’s Mill and walked partway across the pedestrian bridge. The air was damp, the sky overcast. Far below, the river

         looked as glassy and flat as a pond. I stood there for a long while, watching gulls circling between the walls of the gorge.

         When I heard the electric chimes of St. Stephen’s ringing the hour, I decided to leave. But first I dug into my purse, found

         a penny, and tossed it over the rail. As it fell, I counted aloud: one and two and three and —


      Between the bottle of vodka he’d polished off the night before he jumped from the bridge and the engulfing shock of the frigid

         water, my father would remember little of his actual ordeal. Most of my information comes from my grandmother. She was the

         one who first told me what happened that day. She described the unfolding scene in the gorge in impossible detail, as if she’d

         been there and had watched it herself.

      


      After being spit out by the river onto the lower parking lot of the Beebee plant, my father, with no broken bones or obvious

         injuries, was helped to his feet. A blanket appeared out of nowhere and was draped over his shoulders. Clamping his shivering

         lips closed, shaking his aching head, he vowed silently to get on with his life and prove himself worthy.

      


      He couldn’t bring himself to contact my mother, and she never came close to guessing why he disappeared so abruptly. All she

         knew was that Abe Boyle went away without even saying good-bye, leaving her alone, brokenhearted, and pregnant with me.

      


      My grandmother Sally Werner blamed herself for the turmoil that culminated that day in the gorge. Everything, she thought,

         was her fault. And yet she was convinced that none of it could have been prevented.

      


      She entrusted me with her version of this story late in her life. In fact, it’s a long story when all the pieces are added

         together, and it begins many years before my father jumped from the pedestrian bridge, when my grandmother was young and set

         out to follow the Tuskee River north. She confided in me because she wanted me to understand, as she put it, how one thing led to another. But I had to promise never to repeat what she told me to anyone.

      


      She would be furious to hear that I’m about to break my promise. I’d like to hope, though, that by the end she would forgive

         me.

      


   











      Sally Werner
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      Touch your fingertip to a bubble. Feel the pop of cold. Cold, clear water squeezed from subterranean stone. Water seeping into

         the spring, filling the basin, spilling over the mossy slate ledge, flowing with a persistence peculiar to rivers, tumbling

         across a wide plateau, over a hillock, and down, down, down, for two hundred and sixty curving miles to the lake.

      


      Here at the source of the Tuskee. Look around. Balance on your knees upon the stone rim, cup the water in your hands, and

         drink.

      


      Splish splash. Brrr. Drip, drip, drip. See the different paw prints pressed in rich mud. Fat muskrat scooting away, wood sparrow

         bathing in the shallows, carcasses of yesterday’s mayflies spinning with the flow. Slugs and worms, snakes and frogs, hidden

         in the muck.

      


      Gurgling source of life. Good, plain water bubbling up out of the earth, widening into a lazy meadow stream, gathering depth

         and momentum along its descent. Clear current stirring silt into a dusky brown, stirring brown into a frothy yellow, eroding

         stone, cascading over precipices, carving ravines, powering turbines and generators, filling irrigation ditches, flowing past

         fields and houses, picking up sewage and chemical waste and runoff from the roads, ripening with a thick luminescence before

         spilling out into the lake.

      


      Help me!


      What was that?


      Roar of the falls. Splashing shoals. Raindrops piercing the surface on a cold autumn day. A single spot of foam traveling

         along the water’s surface, disappearing between ripples, sliding forward, splitting and converging in serpentines.

      


      There it goes, there and there.


      Have you ever heard the legend of the Tuskawali? They were little creatures said to have the faces and hair of humans and

         the spotted bodies of tadpoles. Hatched deep inside the earth, they squirmed from the molten center, through cracks in the

         sediment, up into the aquifer, and eventually they emerged with the fresh water into the spring and swam downriver in search

         of mates. The natives believed them to be the sacred incarnations of fate, begot in the underworld for the sole purpose of

         multiplying possibility in the world. Their goodwill could be cultivated simply by leaving them alone.

      


      The early explorers at first dismissed the natives’ accounts of the Tuskawali as superstition. Then they saw several of the

         minute creatures circling in the clear water of the spring, gliding just below the surface. They saw dappled clouds of Tuskawali

         swimming at the edge of the meadow, where the stream deepened before descending down the mountain. They even saw one stretched

         on a rock, soaking in the sun. The creatures were too swift to catch with bare hands, so the men used sieves and fine-woven

         nets, scooping up the Tuskawali by the dozens. They dumped the tiny captives into bottles filled with river water, packed

         them in crates, and carried them east, to be loaded onto ships and sent back to England.

      


      Invariably, the Tuskawali died either during the journey to the coast or on board the ships. The men hoped to bring home the

         strange carcasses, if nothing else, as proof of their existence. But the bodies floating belly up inside the bottles disintegrated

         into a silt that within minutes became transparent. And then, of the twelve ships that transported the bottles, two went down

         in North Atlantic storms, four were sunk by Spanish frigates off the Azores, four others lost their cargo to a fire in Southampton

         Harbor, and one sailed off course, disappearing into the icy oblivion of the Arctic. Only a few bottles actually made it into

         the hands of scientists at the Royal Society, who tested the water with all the means available to them and found no impurities

         beyond a slightly elevated level of phosphorus.

      


      The Tuskee River flows north across the state border, through the Southern Tier and up into Canton Lake. Its source is on

         the edge of a cornfield in the highlands of the Endless Mountains, the spring where the Tuskawali were said to have come out

         of the earth. After the natives were driven from the region and before tractors made the high slopes accessible to farmers,

         the forest undergrowth grew so dense and the outflow so thick with swamp grass that the exact location of the spring was forgotten

         — until the day in 1947 when a sixteen-year-old girl left her newborn infant on the kitchen table of her parents’ home and

         ran away.

      


      Splish splash, halluah, halluah. Where was she? Oh, buddy, weren’t they in trouble now.


      If only she had a buddy.


      Or a blanket to keep her warm.


      Or soap. She’d give her little toe for a bar of perfumed soap. And for such a sacrifice she deserved a piece of milk chocolate

         as well, along with a guarantee that she’d never again go through what she’d just been through.

      


      But with water, this good, fresh, pure springwater bubbling like happiness, she’d do all right. She didn’t need nobody. Anybody,

         rather. She knew her grammar well enough to get by. The cock’s crow came with dawn. Until she went to work for the Jensons, she’d had Miss Krumbaldorf for three-quarters of seventh grade. Miss Krumbaldorf

         with her narrow shoulders and string-blond hair and freckled nose: she was perfect and devoted herself to teaching students

         everything they needed to know so that when the time came, they could decide how best to make use of their God-given talents.

      


      Was it because of Miss Krumbaldorf that Sally made the irreversible decision to leave her newborn son for her family to raise

         and run away from the world? If only the world weren’t so darn big. Everywhere you go, there it is.

      


      And just when you think you’ve had enough, you find a quiet place where the clear, cold water comes bubbling out of the earth.

         That’s nice. And look at all the wild strawberries peeking out from behind their leafy curtains — enough to fill two buckets!

      


      The afternoon sun offering a healing warmth. A wood thrush piping its three-note trill. If she weren’t so all alone at this,

         the second beginning of her life, she’d have to consider herself blessed.

      


      The first documented reference to Sally Werner is her birth certificate issued by the Peterkin county clerk in August of 1930.

         Her name appears once more on a list of children who in their twelfth year were welcomed as full members of the Good Shepherd

         Calvary Church, having been successfully baptized in the Spirit. But there are no surviving photographs of Sally as a child. She’s absent from the family albums. Of her siblings, only her

         sister Trudy would ever look for her after she left home.

      


      Her parents, German immigrants from the village of Utilspur in the Black Forest, settled near the father’s brother on the

         outskirts of Tauntonville in the Peterkin Valley. Shortly after their arrival, they joined the local Baptist church, and their

         devotion to their newfound faith quickly became the center of their lives. The father, Dietrich Werner, was appointed an elder,

         while the mother, Gertrude, led the women’s Bible study group. Sally was their first daughter and their second child of seven.

         Somehow they managed to grow corn and hay on their forty acres of stony land. They kept a small herd of dairy cows, and they

         sold Gertrude’s homemade jam at a roadside stand.

      


      An outbreak of polio in 1939 would take the life of their youngest daughter, Anna, and leave another daughter, Trudy, dependent

         upon a leg brace for the rest of her life. Dietrich and Gertrude Werner interpreted this loss as God’s angry call for a show

         of stronger faith. And as anti-German sentiment spread with the escalation of the war abroad, they felt an increasing need

         to prove themselves patriotic Americans. They stopped speaking German even between themselves, and they spent less time running

         the farm and more time with their religious duties in town. They hardly noticed as their crop yield steadily decreased.

      


      To help support the family, the oldest son, Loden, went to work for the local lumber company when he was fourteen. At the

         age of twelve, Sally was sent to the neighboring farm to help with housework and care for the young Jenson twins. For the

         next four years she was paid with room and board and a weekly allotment of sausages, which she brought home to her parents

         on Sunday mornings before church.

      


      It was during a church picnic one mild October day when her older cousin Daniel offered her a ride on his new motorcycle.

         He was twenty-three. He’d come back from the war blind in one eye. Though he’d been a timid boy, slight and pale, who had

         always kept out of the way at family gatherings, as a wounded veteran he’d gained a special status among his relatives, and

         he was allowed to follow his own set of rules. He’d started smoking hand-rolled cigarettes and drinking from bottles tucked

         in paper sacks. He worked part-time as a clerk in a grocery store. No one knew how he came up with the money to buy a motorcycle.

         He was the type to keep his thoughts to himself, and Sally, who’d been watching him with interest from a distance, sizing

         him up and trying to get a better look at his damaged eye, was surprised when he offered her a ride.

      


      She knew what her parents would have said if she’d asked them for permission to take a ride with Daniel. So she didn’t ask

         them. She just snuck away from the picnic and met him on the dirt road behind the Jensons’ barn. She hiked up her skirt, swung

         her leg over the seat, mounting the bike as if she were mounting the Jensons’ paint pony, and grabbed Daniel around the waist

         as he gunned the engine.

      


      It was great fun riding back behind the reservoir and along the road that crossed a lower ridge of Thistle Mountain. Daniel

         made that bike go so fast that Sally’s hat went flying, and when she screamed he just went faster.

      


      Faster along the mountain’s southern slope, faster along the zigzagging road, their bodies leaning together one way and then

         the other, down along the dirt road behind the junkyard, down through Stockhams Woods, careening into a field Sally had never

         seen before, bumping up and over a grassy mound at such high speed that the front wheel actually left the dirt road and they

         seemed to float suspended in the air, then dropped abruptly, slowed, and finally rattled to a halt in the middle of nowhere.

      


      Crazy, one-eyed Daniel — when did you get so wild? You who would only ever eat your potatoes mashed, never fried or boiled.

         And always adding sugar to lemonade that was already sweet. You were changed by the war, along with the rest of the world.

         Because of the war, people now knew what could happen. But as Father Ludwig of the Good Shepherd Calvary Church liked to say:

         knoving eez nawt veezdom.


      Daniel, lacking in veezdom, urged, “Come on, Sally.”

      


      “Where to?”


      “Let’s just have a walk around.”


      They walked for a while along the path that grew narrower toward the end of the meadow, the brambles scratching Sally’s legs,

         closing in, until the path faded to nothing, there was no dirt left to see, the sun was low in the sky, and it was time to

         get back home. But Daniel wasn’t ready to go home. Daniel had a confession to make: all this time —


      “How long?”


      “Forever.”


      For forever, he’d guessed that Sally had special feelings for him. The way she looked at him. Her smile. Gee, when she smiled

         at him, it was all he could do not to —

      


      What was he trying to tell her?


      Though she should have known better, she couldn’t help but grin. That was her habit. Grinning Sally, who by then had a reputation

         for being able to charm all the youth of Tauntonville. As it turned out, she’d unintentionally charmed her cousin Daniel.

      


      What a silly boy he was!


      Such a darling girl — why, he absolutely had to kiss her!


      He pressed so hard against her that she tripped and fell beneath him. She instinctively grabbed him as she went down, which

         he seemed to take as proof that she wanted him just as much as he wanted her. And while he tickled her and made her shriek

         with laughter, she did want him enough to tickle him back. His good eye sparkled; his bad eye stared at a skewed angle and

         was veiled with a pearly film. What a strange and fascinating fellow! No matter that he was her cousin — that was part of

         the fun of it. It felt right and natural to be misbehaving. That’s all they were doing. Misbehaving in the way that can’t

         be helped when you’re young and full of life and out of your parents’ sight. Until Daniel went too far, and by the time Sally

         realized what was happening, she couldn’t stop him.

      


      Doesn’t it feel good, Sally? Doesn’t it, doesn’t it? He loved her and he couldn’t help loving her.


      It was over just like that — an action too quickly completed to be undone. And though she could see from the look in his good

         eye that her cousin was satisfied, all Sally could think to say in the cool bitterness that came with an understanding of

         having failed to protect herself was “Don’t you ever do that to me again, Daniel Werner. Now take me home.”

      


      She worked for the Jensons six months more, until her swollen belly was showing too much to be hidden by sweaters. Daniel,

         eager to claim his cousin as his wife, made it known that he was the father, but Sally refused to have anything to do with

         him. She must marry him, her parents told her. She’d rather die, she said. Daniel wrote to Sally, describing the joyful life

         ahead for them together, in long, garbled letters, which she tore up without ever answering. At home, she worked as hard as

         she could, shucking, lifting, hauling, boiling berries into jam, and praying that exhaustion would put an early end to her

         trouble. She hissed at her mother’s admonitions and invited her father’s rage with her foul language, feeling with a secret

         satisfaction the sting of his powerful hand against her ear and then the ringing that she hoped signaled a deeper pain. They

         couldn’t make her marry Daniel Werner against her will. Oh, yes they could. Oh, no they couldn’t. Still her belly grew fatter

         as the snow turned to rain. And then the day came when there was nothing left to do but run away.

      


      Running, running, running up the jagged slope behind the rows of new corn, over the stone wall, through the woods and meadows.

         Sting of nettles. Gray sky of dawn. Bark of a startled deer. Don’t be afraid, it’s only me. Running, running, running. Baby will have his bottle of warm milk by now and a clean soft diaper to replace the soiled one

         she’d left on him. Good-bye, baby. He’d been alive a whole forty-eight hours, and she hadn’t bothered to give him a name yet. She would let her parents name

         him. They’d name him Moses. No, they wouldn’t. They’d name him something shameful — Job or Ishmael or, worst of all, Sal —

         so he’d never forget his shameful mother.

      


      Running, running, running, because that’s what a girl does who has left her baby in a basket on top of the kitchen table,

         like a pile of fresh-baked biscuits. And all the while listening for the sound of voices filling the empty air, calling her

         to come back.

      


      Sally!


      O Lord our Governor, whose glory is in all the world.


      Where’s Sally?


      Has anyone seen our wretched Sally?


      Look what she forgot to take along with her!


      And who’s surprised?


      Almighty and everlasting God, from whom cometh every good and perfect gift.


      Laura, check the attic. Loden, check the cellar. Clem, ride over to the Jenson place, see what they know. Tru, watch Willy.

            And the baby.


      Sally isn’t here.


      Sally’s gone away.


      Bad Sally. Doomed Sally. The flesh lusteth against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh.


      Give unto us an increase of faith, despite —


      A mouth of cursing, deceit, and fraud. Tush, she said with vanity, I shall never be cast down. And look what happened.


      Bad Sally will come to a bad end — that’s what they’d been saying ever since her cousin taught her about love. While other

         Tauntonville girls her age were finishing their schooling and looking forward to marriage, she was —

      


      Running, running, running —


      Where’s Sally?


      Sally’s gone away.


      Is that her name carried on the wind? Shhh, says the breeze moving through the meadow. Don’t speak. The world will watch in silence as she runs, the sky empty of consolation.

         No one is calling. They’ve already given up on her.

      


      But still she runs. Running, running, running. How many lives start over this way, by putting one foot in front of the other?


      In this corner of the world, hidden from prying eyes, in the grainy light of dusk, on a June evening in her sixteenth year,

         Sally knelt at the mossy edge of the spring, cupped her hand to hold the fresh water, and drank her fill. The water was as

         cold as ice. Colder. She ate those sour strawberries by the handful, and then, in the darkness, she made a soft bed from dry

         pine needles and slept. She slept for one hundred years. And she woke to a whole different life.

      


      How was it different?


      It was raining.


      Oh.


      A soft, soaking rain fell all day. It was the kind of rain that washed away caked mud from fingers, blood smears from a sanitary

         pad, and dirt from the soul. She sat beneath a rocky ledge beside the spring and waited for the rain to stop. Late in the

         afternoon, she was as bad a girl as ever.

      


      Bad Sally.


      That’s her.


      In ancient times the oracle would have predicted a bad end. But there are no oracles in the modern world. There are only fears

         and hopes.

      


      And hunger. Dear Jesus, she was so damn hungry she was ready to eat her shoe.


      But still she sat beside the dripping shale, feeling cold through to her bones and furious at everyone she could think of

         — God, her family, Miss Krumbaldorf, the Jensons, the men who started the war, the German soldier who threw the grenade that

         sent shrapnel into Daniel’s eye, and of course Daniel Werner himself, who couldn’t see straight enough to know that he would

         never convince his cousin to marry him.

      


      Dripping, bubbling water. It was early in the month, not yet summer, and with the rain the temperature was dropping steadily.

         She’d freeze to death if she didn’t do something besides sit there watching raindrops melt into the spring, the bubbles pop,

         the foam swirl, and — why, look at that sneaky little worm slipping out from beneath a rock, sliding soundlessly into the

         water. Just a slimy gray newt with yellow spots. Yet in the tension of her loneliness, it was more than that.

      


      She tried to catch sight of the creature as it swam away. At first she didn’t see it moving in the water. Then she saw the

         tiny snout sticking out above the surface, the black beads of its eyes staring, as though challenging her to imagine the potential

         for conversation.

      


      What else was there to do but say hello?


      At the sound of her voice, the newt pulled itself underwater with a jerk, leaving only a single circle where its snout had

         been. As the faint ripple widened, Sally caught sight of thready brown hair trailing below the surface, hardly more than a

         shadowy blur in the water. And were those arms stretched out, along with the flickering motion of tiny hands paddling through

         the water? There and gone, leaving enough of an impression for Sally to wonder about what she’d just seen.

      


      But wonder doesn’t last long when a belly is rumbling its complaints. Sally had never heard the legend of the Tuskawali and

         didn’t want to have to figure out how to make sense of what she’d seen. Why, a newt was just a newt! Forget about it. More

         important, the spring was a vessel of stone and mud spilling water in a constant stream. The water moved through the narrow

         channel and toward the meadow as if on a single-minded mission, going on its way with a certainty that Sally envied. Where,

         she wondered, was it heading? Where would it lead?

      


      She couldn’t begin to guess the answer. Her parents’ farm was at the bottom of the south side of Thistle Mountain. Here on

         a distant northern plateau, the stream meandered through the meadow and then bent toward the slope. She’d never been on the

         north slope of the mountain before. She’d never been farther than the field behind the junkyard where one Sunday afternoon

         she’d lain with her cousin Daniel.

      


      As soon as the drizzle had lightened to a warm mist and before the sun had sunk behind the far ridge of pines, Sally Werner

         set out walking, following the bank of the meadow stream, descending through the forest as the stream widened into a creek

         and fell over mossy stone shelves. The flowing water was the next best thing to an arrow mounted on a sign with her name on

         it.

      


      This way, Sally Werner.


      A girl in a plaid sheath dress and saddle shoes just walking along, stepping over roots stretched across the ground like knobby

         fingers, hoping that she was heading in the right direction, with a destination that would include a hot turkey dinner, walking

         to the rhythm of the ballad she was making up to tell the story of her life.

      


      Mother, daughter, sister, lover.


      Wretched Sally Werner.


      And then what?


      Then she disappears down the mountainside.

      


      Quick, come say good-bye to Sally.


      Good-bye, Sally.


      But she’s already gone.


      June 4, 1947, five o’clock on a Wednesday. And what in God’s name did the two men see coming out of the bushes?


      “D-d-don’t shoot, Swill. It’s a girl.”


      “I can see it’s a girl.”


      Grizzled old Swill, with narrow eyes shadowed by the brim of his cap. Everybody on the north side of the mountain knew Swill.

         And the man who knew him best was his stuttering brother, Mason, standing there in Italian army boots his nephew had sent

         back for him from the war, woolen kneesocks knitted by his nephew’s wife, a lumber shirt, and striped shorts belted above

         his waist.

      


      “D-don’t you d-d-do anything crazy, Swill.”


      “I wouldn’t ever shoot a doe.”


      Together they watched her cross from one side of the creek to the other, stepping so lightly she might have thought those

         stones were eggshells.

      


      “Hello, darling.”


      The shock of them — “What in hell!”


      “Well, listen to that mouth. Won’t you listen to that mouth!”


      All she could think to do then was to stand there, stupid and helpless, the creek trickling merrily around the rock beneath

         her right foot.

      


      Swill said he wouldn’t have ever thought such an ugly sound could come out of such a pretty mouth.


      Ticktock of a dead tree’s branch knocking against the trunk of a tall elm. Gurgle of the stream. The rest of the world was

         silent as Swill took a step forward.

      


      “Sw-Swill,” his brother murmured.


      “Shut up, Mason.”


      What should Sally do? After sixteen years in the Peterkin Valley, this situation was new to her. At least she’d known Daniel

         before he threw himself on her. She’d known him all her life. These men were strangers and seemed bent on causing harm. Should

         she turn and run and risk taking a load of shot in her back? Should she curse? Should she prepare to fight? Should she smile?

         She wasn’t finished considering these options when she felt a slimy substance hit her left leg, a cold, wet wormy thing that

         latched on just below the crease of her knee, causing her to lose her balance and shift extra weight to her right foot, which

         slipped out from under her. She landed with a splash in the icy water, catching herself with her hands so she didn’t fall

         too hard, though she got enough of a soaking to turn the butter-colored squares of her dress brown.

      


      Now she was mad.


      “You damn imbeciles,” she said, surprising herself with a choice of words she’d never before uttered as a trio. She decided

         to elaborate: “You goddamn imbeciles!”

      


      “The little spitfire,” said Swill, laying his gun on the ground.


      “P-p-poor girlie,” said Mason.


      They straddled the creek, curled their rough fingers around her elbows, and lifted her onto dry land. With a quick motion

         she felt the back of her leg to confirm that it was bare again, free of the worm or leech that had latched itself there.

      


      She warned the men that they’d better not lay a hand on her — this after they had already released her.


      “We w-won’t,” said Mason, taking a step back.


      “And you,” she snarled, turning to Swill. “Quit laughing.”


      “Who’s laughing?”


      “Tell him to quit laughing.”


      “Quit l-laughing, Swill.”


      “I’m not laughing. It’s a cough. Feather on the back of my tongue. Ha, hach.” He spit a gob into the creek, squared his shoulders,

         and announced, “That’s better.”

      


      “Aw, Swill.”


      “Swill,” Sally echoed. “It’s a good name. Swill. Like what’s in a pigsty.”


      “Hey now, I haven’t done you any wrong.”


      “Not yet.”


      “Not ever, missy. Not if you get on home where you belong.”


      “I don’t have a home.”


      “You sh-sure look like you have a home. That’s a homemade dress like wha-what Georgie would sew,” said Mason. He pointed at

         her, singling her out, accusing her of being who she was.

      


      “You just appeared out of nowhere?” goaded Swill. “Like an angel, eh?”


      “Like an angel, yep.”


      “You an angel?”


      “What if I am?”


      “Prove it.”


      “Angels don’t have to prove anything. Either you believe or you don’t. It’s your choice.”


      “An angel wouldn’t curse like you do.”


      “How do you know what an angel would say? Ever met one?”


      “Swill, d-don’t g-go pretending you know anything about angels. You of all p-p-people.”


      “Swill,” sneered Sally, filling her mouth with the bad taste of the name.


      “Let’s go, Mason,” Swill said, hooking the strap of his gun back over his shoulder. “It’s suppertime.” And to urge his brother

         along, he added in a hush that was more than loud enough for Sally to hear, “Can’t you see she’s got a screw loose?”

      


      She slapped a mosquito into a red smear on her arm and watched the two men as they headed down the path away from her. At

         first she felt triumphant and certain that she had a right to be indignant. Then she started to feel a rising anguish as she

         thought about that good word supper and realized she would go another night without it.

      


      Wait!


      Did she say that aloud?


      They went on without turning, climbing carefully down the steep path, holding those twelve-gauge shotguns snug under their

         arms.

      


      Please.

      


      All she could see by then was Mason’s cap bobbing above a jutting rock. “Hey there,” she said in a whimper. “Hey, misters.”

         Now that they were out of sight completely, she realized how foolish she’d been. Like what’s in a pigsty, she’d said. Why

         had she said that? She sagged in a heap to the ground, taking up the space between a craggy boulder and the hard knuckle of

         a root, and hid her face in her arms. She held in her sobs in order to be able to hear their footsteps if they returned to

         help her. But they didn’t return. That was her fault. She wouldn’t last through the night. That, too, was her fault. She’d

         left her newborn son on the kitchen table. She’d made it impossible ever to return home. She had no home. She was born out

         of nothing and would become nothing. Like what’s in a pigsty, sure. Out of her own pretty mouth. Shit and filth and blood

         and any goddamn chance she had left — all in the pigsty. It was her fault. Mistaking ignorance for freedom. All the facts

         that she would never know. A phrase from her seventh-grade studies came to mind: failure of self-governance. Meaning what? She hadn’t understood then and she didn’t understand now. And another dislocated phrase: on the eve of. And a word she didn’t remember ever learning: blimey. Where did that come from? The unscrewed screw causing everything to lose its place. Crosshatch and according to. Bump, bump, bump. The world spinning like her mother’s lazy Susan on the table, beans and potatoes turning round, along

         with baby.

      


      For Christ’s sake.


      Amen.


      Help yourself. Loden, pass the carrots.


      Can’t someone shut that baby up!


      He misses his mum.


      Tru, go warm the milk. And the rest of you — what are you waiting for? Eat.


      Spinning on this, the second night of her new beginning. Cool breeze hardening into a frosty stillness. Low sun filtered by

         the trees. Creek burbling on its descent. Awareness growing of pain hardening in her right breast, and no one to help her.

         No one to comfort her. No one to save her from herself and the harsh night. She would drift away. Drifting, she would lose

         track. She would give up. She would forgive. She would forswear and forget, and life would fade into the dream of life, a

         woodland scene, Sally Werner huddled on the ground, birds chirping and whistling, indifferent to her plight, and a red cap

         bobbing up over the rock.

      


      “P-poor g-g-girlie.”


      It was the stuttering man named Mason. Without his shotgun.


       “Are you all right?”


      “Sure.”


      “Can you s-s-stand?”


      Though a small man, with white hair bristling from beneath the sides of his cap, he was wiry and sturdy enough to support

         her as she rose to her feet. He didn’t appear strong enough to carry her, though he offered to try. She draped her arm over

         his shoulders and leaned against him.

      


      “You d-don’t look all right, g-g-girlie.”


      “I guess I don’t feel all right,” she said, and as if to prove it she collapsed in a faint.


      The woman was murmuring, saying something that Sally didn’t understand, and something else, and as clear as a bell, “She’s

         sure been through it.” And then the stuttering man was asking the woman w-w-what happened to the girl. But the woman said

         she needed hot water, and she directed the stuttering man to put a pot on the stove. The man continued to stand in the doorway,

         squeezing his cap in his hands, waiting for an explanation.

      


      “What’s your name, honey?” the woman asked gently.


      Sally wanted to answer, but somehow her name came out all wrong, a string of complaining syllables that didn’t make sense.

         The woman took it upon herself to interpret. She told the stuttering man:

      


      “She’s calling for her mama. She doesn’t know where she is. Honey, you’re here with us, with friends. We’ll take care of you.

         You don’t need to worry yourself worse off than you already are.”

      


      “She need a d-d-doctor?”


      “You go get the water boiling, Uncle, if you will. And could you bring Stevie in? He’s out back with Daryl. Send Daryl home,

         and bring Stevie inside.”

      


      “How ’b-bout Swill’s wife?”


      “We’ll start without her. I’ll let you know if we need help. Honey, here’s a sip of water. You like that? You’ve been through

         it, haven’t you? Uncle, go on, please.”

      


      “I’m g-g-going.”


      “That Uncle Mason,” the woman said, shaking her head. She explained to Sally that he only ever wanted to do good, and she

         didn’t have to be afraid of him. “He says you’re an angel. An angel visiting from heaven. He says your wings are broke, and

         he carried you all the way down the mountain. I can’t hardly believe it, but Uncle Mason would never tell a lie.” She lifted

         the glass to offer Sally another sip of water. And how about a bite to eat — a cheese sandwich and applesauce? Did she want

         to try? No, not yet? That was fine, they weren’t in any hurry. She needed to rest a bit, and then she’d be hungry.

      


      “There you are. Now let yourself get better. Don’t fight it. I suspect you’ve been fighting something for a while. Just relax.

         You can tell me your story later. Don’t worry about anything. You’re not the first stray we’ve taken in, believe me. And don’t

         you think we’re going to blame you for something we don’t even know about. I assure you, honey, I’ve had my own share, if

         you know what I mean. Who hasn’t? Well, what matters now is making you comfortable.”

      


      She introduced herself as Georgina but went on to explain that she was called Georgie. The appropriate response from Sally

         would have been to offer her own name. Instead, she closed her eyes and basked in Georgie’s words and Georgie’s kindness.

         Everything was permeated with the grassy smell of witch hazel from the cloth draped across her forehead. As her thoughts moved

         idly through comprehension and comparison, she imagined that she was fully submerged in a bath of witch hazel, breathing through

         a straw. Somewhere in a corner of her mind she remembered to be wary, yet mostly she felt herself settling into a warm feeling

         of gratitude. She had a vague sense that this woman named Georgie was saving more than her life. She gave her the best smile

         she could muster to show her thanks.

      


      “You sure look worn out,” said Georgie. “Now don’t mind me, we’ll put you in dry clothes, slip your arm out of the sleeve

         like that. There, that’s a good girl. And here we go, you’ve got a hot spot there. I bet it smarts.”

      


      The hot spot was a boil deep inside Sally’s right breast, and Georgie was right, it smarted plenty.


      “Hey, Uncle,” Georgie called toward the kitchen, “fill a basin with the water off the stove, thanks, and leave it outside

         the door. Here you go, honey, slip this on. That’s a good girl. Maybe we could use… you know, Uncle Mason, if you don’t mind

         making a trip to Lawson’s to pick up a couple of things we’ll need, I’ll give a call ahead. And you, Stevie,” she said, motioning

         to a young boy standing in the doorway, “make yourself useful right now. Go find me some towels. Go on now, do as I say.”

      


      After she’d closed the door, Georgie draped a warm washcloth over Sally’s infected breast. She fell silent for a few minutes.

         Sally watched her face through the witch hazel cloud of her fever and decided that she had no cause to feel wary. Here was

         a woman she could trust, at least for now. It was a luxurious conclusion, and it gave Sally a sweet, dreamy contentment, as

         if she’d just been told that she’d come into a great deal of money.

      


      When the washcloth turned clammy, Georgie exchanged it with another one. She called her son to come into the room. A moment

         later a boy’s voice right next to Sally’s ear said, “Who’s she?”

      


      Sally blinked her eyes open.


      “Hello. Uncle Mason says you’re an angel.”


      “I’m Sally.”


      “Are you Sally Angel or Angel Sally? There’s a difference.”


      “What’s the difference?”


      “Oh, don’t bother with him,” said Georgie. “Stevie, wring this cloth out in the sink and bring me another clean one.”


      “No, wait a second.” Sally wanted to know the difference between Sally Angel and Angel Sally.


      “If you don’t know, I ain’t gonna tell you.”


      Sally corrected him: “I’m not.”


      “You’re not?”


      “You shouldn’t say, I ain’t. You should say, I’m not.”

      


      The woman named Georgie used this as evidence to prove to the boy she called Stevie that Sally was an angel. Angels knew everything,

         and soon she’d be teaching the boy all about the secrets of heaven. “But first we want to make her better.”

      


      If she was an angel, why was she sick? The boy addressed the question to his mother, but Sally answered. “Because I fell from

         heaven.”

      


      “Really?”


      “Right out of the blue sky.” As she said this, she gazed into the blue of the boy’s wide, staring eyes, a thick, creamy blue

         that she imagined would help to soften the impact of her fall. She understood that these strangers were offering her a place

         of refuge. Not another home — it was better than home. Stevie, Georgie, Uncle Mason. They were ready to provide her with the

         aid she needed to start over again so she could continue on her way.

      


      The little blue-eyed kid with a mop of thin, almost whitish hair, like an old man’s. Like Uncle Mason’s hair beneath his red

         cap. The kid and Uncle Mason led by Georgie, who looked too young to have such deep lines around her eyes — they were going

         to take care of her. She’d fallen from the sky, and they were going to make her better.

      


      “Go on, Stevie,” said his mother.


      “Thank you,” Sally said, and the boy nodded with a strange solemnity, as though until then he’d been testing her and now he

         was satisfied that she’d told him what he’d been waiting to hear.

      


      By the next morning she was sitting up in bed and eating Georgie’s canned applesauce, which through its sweetness tasted slightly

         bitter, reminiscent of the witch hazel that still saturated everything — her skin, her thoughts, the walls of her room. Everything

         in Georgie’s house seemed to have been soaked in witch hazel, even Georgie, whose face had a wet gleam in the gray morning

         light.

      


      “It looks like the rain is here for a while,” she said as she watched Sally eat.


      “Mmm.”


      “Do you like it?”


      “The rain?”


      “The fruit sauce.”


      “It’s tasty.”


      “How are you feeling there?” She pointed to Sally’s breast.


      “Much better.”


      “That can happen in the first week, when your milk comes in,” she said gently. But Sally was more clearheaded now, and the

         comment made her feel suspicious, as though she’d just realized that she’d left a door unlocked — the door to her room full

         of secrets. While Sally had been disoriented from her ordeal, Georgie had gone inside without asking, and she knew all about

         what Sally was trying to hide.

      


      “What do you mean?”


      Georgie looked perplexed. She must have expected her guest to begin telling her story right then. But Sally, as grateful as

         she was, had already told the only story she wanted to tell: she’d fallen from the sky. She was Sally Angel, or Angel Sally,

         whichever the little boy named Stevie preferred.

      


      “Well…,” said Georgie. Her voice was timid, and yet Sally sensed a stubbornness there, even a wily ingenuity.


      “Well what?”


      “The same thing happened to me shortly after my boy was born, and I tell you, it was like a knife cutting through me.”


      Sally didn’t reply, just licked her spoon clean and replaced it in the empty bowl. She felt a disturbing impulse to be rude

         to this kind woman, to prove to her that she wasn’t as pathetic as she appeared to be.

      


      “Say, where are you from?” Georgie asked abruptly.


      “Rondo,” Sally said with equal abruptness, surprised and proud to have thought of an unreal place so quickly.


      “Where’s Rondo?”


      “Downriver.”


      “North of here?”


      That confused her for a moment, and she wondered if Georgie had a hunch that she was misleading her. Maybe she should have

         said upriver instead.

      


      “Sort of,” she hedged.


      “North along the Tuskee?”


      Sally had only a vague sense of the Tuskee. It didn’t widen into a significant river until the Southern Tier, and it didn’t

         figure in importance for the farmers in the Peterkin Valley.

      


      Sally shook her head no, then changed her mind and nodded yes.


      Rondo, huh? Georgie had never heard of it. She looked Sally over as though she were searching her, head to foot, searching

         her face, her scratched arms and hands, and the contours of the bedsheet for some indication that there was more to disclose.

      


      “Okay,” Georgie said with a shrug, either with real fatigue or just worn out by the effort to separate truth from lies. She

         lifted the bowl away from Sally and quickly exited the room, leaving behind the stark impression of her disappointment and

         with her absence giving her guest time to consider that by forfeiting this opportunity to confide, she was in danger of losing

         the best friend she might have made in Fishkill Notch.

      


      A child’s voice came to her then, traveling up from the porch below her window, rattling in play as the light rain dripped

         over the eaves, the mingling sounds reminding her of the gurgling creek she’d walked and slept beside, that clear, beautiful

         water and the music of its current. Chortling, gurgling, roar and giggle, words rattling, threats growled. Hurray, hurray!

         Don’t you come near! Quick, hide! Jumping, crawling, hiding, warring, cheering in play, in dream, in fever. The boy was the

         creek turning into a river — Georgie’s boy growing up in the close range of his mother’s eyes and ears. She was always watching,

         listening, ready to hear and respond to a signal of danger. Unlike the mother of Sally’s boy.

      


      Sally’s little boy.


      She unbuttoned the collar of the nightie Georgie had dressed her in, squeezed the nipple of her left breast, and squirted

         a syrupy milk — the milk for her own boy, whose name she didn’t even know.

      


      A year ago she’d been a fifteen-year-old girl earning three pounds of sausages a week. Now she was a mother with swollen breasts

         who didn’t know her own son’s name. And that was as good a reason as any for telling a lie. She’d never let herself need anyone.

         If she was an angel, she was the fiercest kind, wielding a fiery sword in revenge, in destruction, in righteous fury.

      


      Crash. Grrrr. You spy, you are my enemy. I will slay you with my magic sword. Slice, slice. Roar.


      “Hey, kiddo,” Georgie called in a plain voice, the voice of easy routine, from the kitchen. “Lunch is ready.”


      Sally let the pillow absorb her sobs. Raging, wretched Sally.


      One thing Sally Werner would say about herself was that she didn’t like to be idle. As a young girl she’d usually been the

         first one up in the house. She loved tiptoeing around in the winter darkness of the downstairs rooms, looking for treasure,

         pretending to be a princess aprowl in a castle. She learned to light the stove when she was just short of seven years old,

         and by the time she was ten she could cook a nice fried egg. When she went to work for the Jensons, she made herself valuable

         by doing more than she was asked. And back at home, she’d kept herself busy with chores that the rest of the family preferred

         to put off.

      


      She woke later than her usual time after the second night at Georgie’s house. Lying in bed, she took a long look around the

         room. The morning sunlight brightened the blinds and turned the unpainted walls golden. The three shelves of an old bookcase

         were empty. Next to the bed was a freestanding lamp without a shade. There was no bureau, but a single open drawer set on

         the floor held towels and sheets. She noticed that plaster chips had fallen into the drawer, and she looked up to see the

         big cracks in the ceiling and a hole around an empty light socket. It might have looked like work was being done on the room,

         but there was a thick dusty feel to it, and Sally figured that it was a room no one had bothered with for years.

      


      She was wearing a baggy old cotton nightie sized for a fat woman. She wanted to change into clothes, but not into her own

         clothes. Putting on her own dingy dress would have been like going backward in time, and she didn’t want to do that. Anyway,

         her dress wasn’t even there in the room.

      


      The rest of the house was so silent that Sally wondered if she’d been left alone. She got up out of bed and went to investigate.

         Across the narrow hall was a closet with a toilet and sink. She stopped there first, used the toilet, washed her face as best

         she could, and retied her hair in a ponytail. Then she headed down the hall that led to the kitchen.

      


      Georgie was at the stove, stirring something that didn’t smell like anything Sally recognized. The man seated at the kitchen

         table was facing the entranceway where Sally stood, and he let out a low chuckle at the sight of her.

      


      “There she is, the she-demon.”


      It was Swill. Swill of the pigsty. Ugly old Swill, capless now, the grizzle on his head and face thick and short and white,

         like a coating of paste. She was embarrassed to see him, or, rather, to be seen by him. But she also resented him for announcing

         her arrival as though she couldn’t hear.

      


      “You look like you’re feeling better,” said Georgie, turning, holding a spoon that dripped a thick, brown porridge onto the

         floor. “Are you feeling better?”

      


      She was, yes, thanks, she said, and added that she didn’t know what she would have done without, without… Unsure who to thank,

         she just let her voice trail off.

      


      Georgie didn’t notice the porridge on the floor. Neither did Swill, who rose from the table, fit his cap back on, and said

         he’d best be going.

      


      “You haven’t had your breakfast yet,” Georgie said.


      With his eyes fixed on Sally, who stood there in her fat-lady’s nightie, Swill announced that he’d lost his appetite.


      Sally decided he was an enemy for life. She no longer regretted bringing up the pigsty comparison. She wished she’d thought

         of something worse.

      


      “We’ll be seeing you, then,” said Georgie.


      He said he had to stop by the A&P before he headed out to work at the Baker place. There was stuff he needed. Stuff — whatever

         that meant.

      


      “Sure. See you later.”


      He was reaching for the back door when Georgie’s boy squeezed past Sally through the entranceway and jumped toward Swill,

         who caught him in a swift hug, twirled him around, and set him standing on a chair.

      


      “Hey, kiddo.”


      The boy raised his arm and pointed a finger. “Pow, pow.”


      “Aw, you got me good that time,” Swill said, rubbing the boy’s hair.


      Sally looked on, feeling an unfamiliar envy for Swill’s tender manner, along with a fair amount of anger at his deception.

         She guessed from the way he’d acted in the woods that he wasn’t always a gentleman.

      


      “I gotta go now, buster. See you later.”


      “Pow, pow,” said the boy, shooting a couple of farewell rounds at the ceiling.


      Sally walked into the small space of the kitchen and said, “Hey, buster.”


      “Steven,” said his mother firmly, which Sally took as a signal that she should use his proper name, “say hello to our guest.”


      “Morning, Miss Angel.”


      He should call her Sally, she told him. He shrugged and hopped down from the chair, grabbed a bowl from the counter, and held

         it out to be filled. Georgie began bustling in an awkward fashion. After giving the boy his oatmeal, she set out the milk

         bottle and cups with a clatter, swished the percolator pot to check the level of the coffee, and urged the boy to eat. She

         had to get to work now and take him to Grandma’s, so he’d better hurry up and finish his breakfast and run a comb through

         his hair.

      


      Sally kept out of the way, accepting the cup of coffee and taking a seat with the boy at the table. From her position, she

         noticed that the floor was warped; the whole floor seemed tilted, the molding bulging with swollen joints, and the ceiling

         was so low that Sally was reminded of the Jensons’ root cellar.

      


      She watched the boy leap from his chair and whirl out of the kitchen. When he was gone, she asked if there was anything she

         could do to help. Georgie said what she could do was stay quiet for the day and make sure that infection didn’t flare up again.

         She apologized for the condition of the house. One day soon she’d get around to fixing up that spare room where Sally was

         staying.

      


      “But it’s hard, you know,” Georgie said.


      “Sure, I know how it is.”


      “Raising my boy alone.”


      “Who’s that man, that Mr. Swill?” Sally asked. And then, thoughtlessly: “What’s he to your family?”


      Georgie gave her that same cold, searching look she’d given her yesterday when Sally had lied about her home.


      “Swill?”


      “I mean —”


      “Swill is Steven’s grandfather.”


      “I see.”


      “You don’t think much of him, do you?”


      No, Sally protested, she’d never said that.


      But Swill had already told Georgie what Sally said to him up there on the mountain. The words she’d used. As she started to

         apologize, Georgie held her hand up to silence her. “He doesn’t always make a good first impression,” she said. “You’re not

         to blame. Well, listen, I’m going to work. You make yourself at home. I’ll be back at six, and we’ll have dinner. And then

         you can tell me your story.”

      


      “I’m a Werner,” she blurted in a desperate effort to prove herself trustworthy. “I’m Sally Werner.”


      “Werner.” Georgie thought for a moment. “I don’t recognize the name. Oh, look, there’s Mason’s truck coming up the road. He’ll

         keep you company. I’ll be seeing you.”

      


      She headed off to the bathroom to help her boy wash up. Sally sipped the watery brew of her coffee. Watching Mason’s pickup

         approach, she felt like a fugitive waiting for the sheriff to arrive. She had an urge to run, the way she’d run from the kitchen

         of her parents’ house. And yet she also wanted to let things happen to her, come what may. Here in Georgie’s kitchen, with

         its low ceiling and cockeyed floor, sixteen-year-old Sally Werner waited as time was marked by the sound of tires crunching

         gravel. She thought about the sound her name made when she’d spoken it aloud to Georgie, and she wondered if her parents were

         searching the yard, calling for her right then, calling through cupped hands. Sally, you wicked girl! Sally Werner! Did they miss her? Did they want her to come home? Of course not. They were glad she was gone. Good-bye and good riddance

         to the daughter who had brought the family nothing but shame and another hungry mouth to feed.

      


      Sally watched through the screen of the back door as Uncle Mason stepped from the cab of his pickup truck. Maybe he’d tell

         her what would happen next.

      


      Hi, g-g-g-girlie.” He twisted the soft band of his cap around his wrist as he nodded his greeting. He seemed embarrassed to

         see her. She pushed herself out of the chair and folded her arms. His embarrassment humiliated her. She resented him. If he

         couldn’t find a way to help her, she wanted him to go away. And yet she also perceived him to be harmless. He must have been

         nearly seventy — a few years older than Swill. He was about her height, though with longer legs and a higher waist. His face

         lacked the gray grizzle of Swill’s face and instead was a smooth, shiny marble with age spots that reminded Sally of the spots

         on the newt she’d seen that first day at the spring. She remembered the slimy sensation on the back of her leg just before

         she’d fallen into the creek. The memory caused her to reach around to touch the skin of her calf to make sure something awful

         wasn’t still clinging there. As she twisted, she noticed a tear at hip level on her nightie, and when she looked back at Mason

         she saw he was staring right at the white of her panties showing through.

      


      She glared at him and moved her forearm to cover it. He matched her glare with a smile. It was a melancholy smile, as though

         he were trying to cheer her up despite his own secret misery.

      


      He asked her how she was feeling.


      “Why, I’m feeling fine,” she said with a shrug, unsure why she found it an odd question.


      “Well then, where are you g-g-going next?” It was a straightforward question, but she didn’t have a straightforward answer.

         In fact, she didn’t have any answer at all.

      


      He picked up the glass Stevie had left on the table and examined the inch of milk left in it. He said, “Let’s not b-beat around

         the bush,” and then paused. The pause made Sally wonder if he was expecting her to offer some suggestion. Or maybe he was

         telling her to go find some clothes and get dressed properly. She wanted to get dressed. She didn’t want to give the false

         impression that she was lazy. She was far from lazy — anyone who knew her would agree. If she was given work to do, she did

         it, and much more. She just needed permission to do things her own way.

      


      She took a step toward the hall, but just then Mason dropped the glass he’d been holding. It bounced without shattering, dribbling

         milk, and he stepped quickly backward, as if to move away from something alive that had found its way into the house and was

         scuttling across the floor.

      


      “I’ll take care of it,” Sally said, grabbing a dishrag and getting down on her knees to wipe the floor. The position made

         the sharp pain in her breast come back all at once. She sat up, sucking in her breath with a whistle.

      


      “Y-you okay?”


      “I’m fine.”


      He offered her his hand and tugged her to her feet. She was surprised at his strength and then remembered that somehow this

         little man, by his own account, had managed to pick her up from her faint in the woods and haul her down the mountain. She

         looked more closely at him, trying to figure out how all the pieces came together.

      


      “You’re looking at m-me,” he said, “like I’m a p-puzzle you want to solve.” She blinked, startled by his accuracy. She would

         have asked him if he was a mind reader, but she sensed that the question would have sounded stupid.

      


      Handing him the glass she’d picked up from the floor, she denied that she was looking at him in any special way, even as their

         eyes met.

      


      “S-say,” he said after a pause. “You have a p-plan for yourself?” It was a question that made her feel a little bit ashamed

         and a little bit suspicious, in equal measure. He was standing there judging her. Depending on whether he blamed her or forgave

         her, she would feel either more ashamed or more suspicious of him.

      


      She wanted to say she didn’t see how her plan was any of his business. But he clearly wanted to help. So what if she didn’t

         want his help?

      


      Funny that right then she heard a chickadee call outside the kitchen window. Its trill reminded her of her younger sister

         Tru, who used to translate birdsongs into words. Thanks to Tru, she heard, Love me, me, me, from the chickadee, a plea that roused in Sally the impossible but nearly overwhelming longing to believe that everything

         she’d experienced since she’d ridden away from the picnic on Daniel Werner’s motorcycle had been a dream. All she had to do

         was go back to sleep and wake up again, and her mother would be standing over her bed:

      


      Morning, Sally.


      Where am I?


      Why, you’re at home. You’ve been sick. But you’re better now. Get up, you lazybones.


      And below her bedroom window, she’d hear the sound of the cows complaining, groaning from their fullness and with their low

         mooing urging her: Get up, Sally, get out of bed.

      


      Moo.


      Sally?


      Where’s Sally?


      Who cares?


      “You look l-l-lost in thought,” said Uncle Mason.


      “Who cares?” she asked, just to hear the words spoken aloud.


      “I’m s-s-sorry.”


      “No, I mean… aw, forget it. Listen, I’ll be honest. I’m in a fix. I don’t have a dime in my pocket. I need to find work, but

         it doesn’t look like there’s much available around here. There’s the cement factory where —”

      


      “They’re laying off r-r-right and left. G-Georgie will be lucky if she holds on to her job.”


      Sally wondered aloud about the sales work she’d seen advertised in mail-order catalogues. If she could stay with Georgie for

         a while and start earning commissions —

      


      “You can’t stay here,” Mason said plainly, forcefully.


      “Why not?”


      “That room — there’s no heat b-b-back there. It’s closed off during the w-winter.”


      “Well, I could —”


      Sally waited for Mason to fill in the blank. Instead he put his cap on his head, positioning it so the rim bent over his ear.

         “I’d b-best be going,” he said. “I’ll be seeing you.”

      


      “See you then, sure,” Sally echoed.


      And that was that. With Uncle Mason went Sally’s sense that she had to plan anything. She didn’t even get out of her nightie

         that day. She just sat around, paging through Georgie’s old magazines, setting herself the task of memorizing details about

         the lives of movie stars to keep herself from getting too jittery with boredom. Georgie came home with Stevie at the end of

         the day and cooked scrambled eggs for dinner.

      


      The next day when Georgie was at work and the boy was with Swill’s wife, Sally sat around again, though at least she got dressed,

         wearing a denim skirt and yellow blouse that Georgie had lent her. The following day, she devised small chores to occupy her

         while she tried to figure out the direction of her life. The week turned into a month, and she was still trying to decide

         on her next move. Once in a while she’d get up and walk through the town. She thought about stopping at the beauty parlor

         to have her hair done, but she had no money.

      


      On weekends when it was hot, Sally accompanied Georgie and her boy to wade in a swimming hole near the spot where Swill and

         Mason had found her the day after she’d run away from home. They watched the parade in town on the Fourth of July. And once

         Mason drove them to a country fair, where they watched barrel races and horse auctions. That was the best day of all. It happened

         to be Sally’s seventeenth birthday, a fact she kept secret. But instead of feeling sorry for herself, she felt relieved to

         have put the last year behind her.

      


      During the week, Georgie worked long days at the factory. She couldn’t be blamed if she didn’t have the energy to straighten

         up around the house. Sally, who felt ready to explode from boredom, spent the lonely hours setting things in order for Georgie,

         dusting her collection of ceramic animals on the shelves in the living room, washing the windows and the kitchen floor. When

         she saw how grateful Georgie was for her effort, Sally grew more ambitious. She washed the dirty laundry and hung it on the

         line. She found a screwdriver and tightened the loose knobs on the doors. After finding a can of white paint in the basement,

         she sanded and painted the flaking porch rail. She took apart a window sash and attached a weight to the cord. She filled

         a pail with raspberries from the bushes out back and boiled them down to jam.

      


      Georgie never asked her to leave and never complained to her about staying there. Swill hardly came by at all. He’d wait to

         see the boy when Georgie dropped him off at his house for his wife to babysit. Weeks had passed, and Sally had only heard

         of the woman who was Swill’s wife and Steven’s grandmother — she never seemed to leave her own house. But Uncle Mason stopped

         by to visit Sally most mornings, and Sally found herself looking forward to the company. He wouldn’t say much. He’d usually

         bring his pipe, and he’d spend a long time tamping the tobacco. Often, he wouldn’t even bother to light it.

      


      All summer long, Sally Werner stayed at Georgie’s house. At the beginning of September, little Stevie started school. Nights

         turned colder, and the chirping of the crickets grew weaker. Sally would have liked a second blanket, but she didn’t bother

         to ask because she guessed that Georgie didn’t have an extra to spare. And then one morning early in October she woke up from

         a restless sleep. Noticing a different quality of light in the room, she lifted the blind and saw snow on the ground — a light

         dusting shining like glitter inside the bottle of a winter scene.

      


      I’ve b-b-been thinking,” Uncle Mason said later that day, chewing on his pipe.


      Sally rocked fast in the chair on the porch. She had on an old wool jacket Georgie had lent her, though the snow had already

         melted, and the sun was saturating the earth with a velvety warmth.

      


      “Now hear m-me out.” Uncle Mason leaned back against the porch rail, drawing creaks from it as he shifted his weight. He stared

         off at something over Sally’s right shoulder and stayed quiet for so long that Sally thought he’d forgotten what he’d been

         wanting to say. And then it came out all at once: He had a home that n-n-needed tending. Sally didn’t have a home to g-g-go

         to. She couldn’t stay there with Georgie. Why, then, d-d-didn’t she come stay with Mason for a while?

      


      “You,” she began in shock, trying to gather words in response to the offense. “You…”


      “Me?”


      If he thought she would, if he wanted…


      “I d-d-don’t understand.”


      “Are you asking me to marry you?”


      At this, the old man nearly collapsed in a fit of laughter. “Oh!” he cried, holding his belly, reminding Sally of her father

         when he was measuring the effects of a good meal. “Oh!” he howled, overcome with amusement. “Oh, good Lord. Oh, girlie. Oh,

         oh, oh!” He moaned in glee. He had to take off his glasses and wipe tears from his eyes, he was laughing so hard. He had to

         sit down, he was laughing so hard. He was laughing so hard that Sally began to feel offended.

      


      “Is it that funny?”


      “Oh, g-g-girlie, no, yes, I d-d-don’t know. I n-n-need a housekeeper.” And then, through his chuckles, he murmured, “Unless

         you w-want to marry me?”

      


      “Of course not!” she said. “I can’t believe you’d come up with that crazy notion! Why, that’s just cockeyed!”


      What a cockeyed world she’d stepped into, she thought. A cockeyed family, a cockeyed hamlet on a meager river, a cockeyed

         old salamander of a man who dared to imagine that a seventeen-year-old girl would want to be his wife. The sky was too low

         and the ground was too high. No wonder everything kept slipping, glasses were dropped, and nothing made sense. And yet how

         odd it was to feel a growing commitment, as though just by choosing to remain there she would acquire a permanence, with roots

         growing from her feet into the porch.

      


      “I’m going to take a bath,” she said, using the same familiar kind of announcement she would have used at home with her own

         family. It was strange, she thought, how this old man was starting to seem familiar to her, how strangeness itself was becoming

         ordinary, how she was beginning to imagine that she could fit in here, she could belong.

      


      “I’ll b-b-be seeing you,” he called after she’d gone inside. She was heading down the hall to her room when she heard him

         say, “Think about wh-what I’m offering. I p-p-pay a good wage.”

      


      She hesitated, then turned around. She intended to tell him okay, she’d think about his offer, and it sure was kind of him

         to be concerned about her situation. But he was already gone.

      


      This was rural Pennsylvania in the fall of 1947 — a world of mud, sickly elms, stubbled hayfields, and backyard industries.

         The Tuskee was even dirtier then than now, or at least polluted in a different way, with a film of soot coating the surface

         and cement dust ending up as sludge along the banks. In the village where Georgie and her relatives lived, Fishkill Notch,

         the creek from the spring on Thistle Mountain met the Fishkill Creek. With the headwaters pouring in from the upper slopes,

         the water in Fishkill Notch spread into a deeper channel that on maps is marked as the start of the Tuskee River.

      


      Hidden between its marshy banks, the river didn’t draw attention to itself as it ran through the village. Anglers cast their

         lines there, but mostly the river flowed on without being noticed by the residents, and without noticing them.

      


      Georgie’s house was on a side road off of Main Street. Mason’s house, though, was perched on a mound of land close to the

         wedge where the Fishkill bends into the Tuskee. In the spring and fall and after heavy rains, the sound of the river would

         make Sally Werner think that a storm was blowing in and wind was pouring through the trees. Years later, when she heard static

         on the radio or the TV, she’d think of Mason’s house and the Tuskee rushing past.

      


      She spent one more night at Georgie’s. When Georgie came home from work, she brought a casserole that Swill’s wife had made.

         She already knew about Uncle Mason’s proposal and agreed that it was a good idea, promising Sally that they’d get together

         every weekend. She’d heard they were building a new movie theater over in the next town. She was planning to take Stevie to

         the Saturday matinees, and she hoped Sally would come along with them.

      


      They ate supper, and Georgie put the boy to bed, ran a bath for herself, and called good night. Sally, who was ready to be

         forthright, asked if they could talk. Georgie came into the living room immediately, as though she’d been standing just around

         the corner waiting for the invitation.

      


      The two young women stayed up most of the night, sharing Georgie’s cigarettes, sitting on opposite ends of the couch, their

         knees drawn up under their nighties, their bare toes tucked between the creases of the cushions. Sally listened to Georgie

         talk about Steven Jackson, her fiancé, and the plans they had had. The wedding never happened, she explained, because Steve

         never made it home from the war and never got to meet his son, who came three weeks early and emerged like a king, bright

         blue from the squeeze of the cord around his neck. The doctor had taken it upon himself to pronounce the boy damaged for life.

         But he turned out to be just fine.

      


      “He’s better than just fine,” Sally said.


      “And your little one? Tell me about him.”


      So Sally told Georgie everything, beginning with the ride on Daniel Werner’s motorcycle and the uncertain weeks that followed,

         her flat belly growing rounder, her prayers to God unheeded, the scorn of her relatives and neighbors, the birth of her son

         in the same bed where her mother had given birth to her, and ending with the day she ran away from home.

      


      “It must have been something, leaving your baby behind like that,” Georgie said finally. “I can’t nearly imagine.”


      “It was” — Sally searched for a word — “unspeakable.” It struck her as soon as she said it that she’d chosen the wrong word.

         But she couldn’t think of another word that would do.

      


      Georgie knew better than to say you poor girl to Sally. But her sad eyes conveyed her pity, and this time Sally didn’t mind.

      


      “Won’t they ever come looking for you?” Georgie asked.


      I’m as good as dead, Sally wanted to say. I’m a squashed bug. I’m a fish floating belly up. I’m curdled milk. I’m a rotten

         apple. I’m — she searched for one more comparison — the girl in the moon, even as she said one word aloud. “No.”

      


      “And you don’t ever want to see your baby again?”


      “Of course I do. But he won’t ever want to see me.”


      “That’s not right.”


      “He’s a Werner. I tell you, if you’re a Werner you don’t know how to forgive. Every mistake is given a number and carved in

         stone. That’s the stone they put as your grave marker.”

      


      “I can’t imagine. All the women I’ve talked to over the years, all the stories I’ve heard tell… I’ve never heard a story like

         yours, Sally Werner. You’ve sure been through it. I knew when I saw you you’d been through something. But now you just stick

         around here for a while, and you can figure out how to manage.”

      


      Sure, she’d stick around. Just to be in a place where she could say what she’d been through, to talk about it all… she’d felt

         comforted by the sound of her voice as she’d spoken of her unspeakable troubles. The conversation was like a light that went

         off gradually, fading from bright to a soft darkness over several hours.

      


      It was long after midnight when she lay down on the bed in Georgie’s spare room. For the first time in months, she began feeling

         hopeful. Georgie’s sympathy had given her an idea, just a vague one, but enough to build on. She’d keep house for old Mason

         Jackson, who’d promised her a good wage, and somehow she would learn to manage. She’d do more than manage. With the money

         she earned, she’d have the freedom to choose how to live the rest of her life. 	

      


    DAUGHTER OF SATAN! Babylon’s whore! You foul embodiment of human filth! I tell you to kneel and pray for forgiveness. But

            there is no forgiveness. You are here, forever here, under my command. Now scrub the toilet! Sweep the porch! Milk the cows!

            Slaughter the pig! Pave the road! Brick the chimney! Raise the barn. Burn it down, and raise it again. Burn it down! Raise

            it again. Burn it down, down, down…


      Burn what down? Her reeling thoughts were stuck on the cows that needed milking. Those cows with their full udders. Where

         were the cows? Uncle Mason didn’t have cows. He didn’t even have a barn. Or did he have a barn hidden somewhere in the house?

         Were the cows in the house?

      


      Hurry, hurry, there was work to do. If she fell behind with one task, then she’d fall behind with everything. The cows? Where

         were the cows?

      


      Running, running, running, to find the barn with the cows. But the hallway was endless, and every door was locked. Running,

         running, running, the sensation of slime latching onto the back of her leg, and —

      


      Dear Lord in heaven —


      It was only a dream.


      Only. In reality, Uncle Mason would never have spoken to her like that.


      Good morning to me.


      Get up, lazybones. Get up and do something.


      But there was nothing that needed doing.


      Sunday morning, snow falling soundlessly into the shallow river, the house full of the good smell of frying bacon. Uncle Mason

         was rattling around the kitchen, making breakfast. Sally sat up in bed and pressed her hands against her face to feel the

         warmth left over from sleep.

      


      Life waiting to be lived.


      G-g-girlie. Was she up?


      She’d be out in a minute. She had to get dressed.


      Her breakfast was ready, a breakfast of eggs and bacon and buttered biscuits piled on a plate for Sally to find when she came

         into the kitchen. She’d dressed herself in the sweater and skirt Georgie had packed in a duffel for her. The sweater was the

         color of the deep red of a peach close to the pit and made of a wool almost as fine as cashmere, and the skirt was navy, a

         stiff corduroy hanging at knee length — a modern cut, if not exactly stylish.

      


      Ten days had passed since she’d arrived at Uncle Mason’s. In those ten days, it was all Sally could do to give the impression

         that she was useful. A house so sparsely furnished and pristine, with simple, functional chairs and tables and gleaming wood

         floors, hardly needed a housekeeper, and there were times when she kept herself busy by sweeping a room she’d already swept

         clean.

      


      Uncle Mason had worked for thirty-five years at the cement factory. But his real love was wood, and he’d made all his own

         furniture — the chairs and tables, the lamp stands and chests and bedposts. He’d even built a model of a three-mast whaling

         ship, the Charles P. Morgan, which graced the mantel. He’d made most everything except an old Gabler player piano. Shoved against the back wall of the

         sitting room, it seemed to be trying to shrink into the shadows. Sally had never heard any music in the house, and she wondered

         why Mason Jackson bothered to keep a player piano that was never played.

      


      A segment of the shallow river was visible through the back door, and while she ate her breakfast Sally watched the water

         between two yellow willow saplings, watched the snowflakes shimmer in a light that seemed to come from nowhere before they

         folded into the ripples of the surface.

      


      “You l-l-like it here?” Uncle Mason asked as he stood at the sink and rinsed off the frying pan.


      “I like it here fine.” She hadn’t meant the statement to come out as flat as it did. “I mean, I really do like it here,” she

         said, making an effort to sound enthusiastic. “I don’t know what I would have done…”

      


      “M-m-maybe in the spring we can get you over to Amity for some typing classes.”


      “Why do I need to know how to type?”


      “It’s a g-good skill for a g-girl to know, that’s all.”


      She thought she could sense what he was implying: she needed a marketable skill for later, when Uncle Mason wasn’t around.


      “I guess,” she said with a shrug.


      She helped him dry the dishes and then watched as he got down to his work of whittling. He was whittling a cane for Swill’s

         wife, who was having trouble with her hip, he’d said.

      


      It was Sunday, and Sally had nothing to do. On other days of the week she cooked simple fare for their supper — chicken stew,

         Welsh rarebit, fried eggs. But on Sundays, Mason Jackson made it clear that she was supposed to fill the hours doing whatever

         she chose.

      


      The problem was, she couldn’t decide what to choose to occupy herself. She wanted to get out and have some fun. But from what

         she’d seen so far, there wasn’t much fun to be had in Fishkill Notch. And it was snowing. What was there to do in the snow

         when she didn’t even have proper boots?

      


      She picked up an old movie magazine Georgie had given her. She’d already read everything in it, so she just paged through

         looking at the pictures. Uncle Mason’s whittling knife made a sound that reminded her of her younger brothers when they slurped

         soup. He didn’t say much while he worked. He never said much.

      


      Was that a bird? Sally asked after a long while, motioning to the feathery lines he’d carved along the head of the cane.


      It was a swan.


      Oh.


      She noticed for the first time that he was left-handed. She found herself staring at the hand that held the knife and the

         dull gold band on his ring finger. She wondered what had happened to his wife, though she decided it would have been impolite

         to ask. But he guessed that she was hiding her curiosity, and he asked abruptly, “What are you staring at?” without looking

         up.

      


      “Nothing.”


      “M-my ring?”


      “No. Well, yes. You had a wife?”


      “I did.”


      “She passed away?”


      “She left.”


      “Oh.”


      He kept working, shaping the swan, peeling off curls of wood. Sally decided he preferred to be finished with the conversation,

         so she stood up and went to her room.

      


      Shortly before noon he called to her, “I’ll b-b-be seeing you.” He was heading to his brother’s house for the afternoon.


      “Sure,” she called back through her closed door. “Bye-bye.”


      “Help yourself to wh-whatever you can find. I’ll bring b-b-back some ham for s-supper.”


      “Thanks.”


      A few minutes later she heard his truck sputtering, stalling, revving again, and then clattering along the drive. She came

         out of her room in time to watch through the living room window as he turned onto the road and disappeared.

      


      Leaving Sally behind to do whatever. Fixing a cheese sandwich, then eating it, kept her occupied for a short time. She smoked

         a cigarette and practiced blowing smoke rings. She smoked another cigarette. And then she searched among the piano scrolls

         for music she might want to hear.

      


      While she was looking through the box she found the publisher’s brochure, which included lyrics to the songs. It wasn’t easy

         figuring out how to thread the first scroll onto the take-up spool, but she managed it finally. She pumped the pedals and

         played a song called “Blue Sky Blues,” listened to it once, then played it again, singing along.

      


      Sun don’t care,


      blue sky won’t mind,


      this aching heart you left behind.


      Nothing left of rainy-day love


      but a secret memory…


      She played the song over and over, singing it with more confidence each time, with more of what Sally liked to think could

         be called pizzazz. She sang it for the boy she loved, whoever that was — any good-looking boy who treated her with respect and wasn’t Daniel

         Werner. She sang it on the stage of a smoky nightclub. She growled it into a microphone in front of an audience of hundreds.

      


      She paged through the brochure to another song — “Boomerang Girl” — and put the scroll in the piano. It was a song about a

         lover who keeps leaving and coming back —

      


      She flies away and out of sight,


      she’s gone as far as I can see,


      and then she’s flying right back to me!


      — and Sally sang it in a way she liked to think would sneak up on listeners, making them realize there was a reason they were

         paying attention.

      


      High-flying girl coming right back,


      boomerang right back,


      right back to me!


      She sang the few songs she knew without needing to read the lyrics: “You Brought a New Kind of Love to Me” and “My Darling

         Clementine” and “I’ve Been Working on the Railroad.” She sang for hours in the empty house, pumping the pedals of that old

         player piano and singing as though she were trying to be heard across the mountain in Tauntonville. She imagined someone saying

         to her in appreciation: Sweetheart, you sing like there’s no tomorrow.


      But there was tomorrow, and by then the scrolls would be packed away in their box, the lid to the piano closed, Uncle Mason

         fixed in his chair whittling a stick’s knob into a swan while Sally swept the floor around him, sweeping up wood shavings

         as they fell because that was virtually all that needed doing.

      


      High-flying girl singing like a nightingale under a blue sky on a summer day. Oh, heartache. Oh, my darling Clementine. Humming

         life away. Strange life, trading one family for another. Uncle Mason better than any uncle she ever had, kinder, more generous,

         and he didn’t have a son named Daniel. Georgie as good as a sister. Swill standing off to the side when he came to pick up

         his brother to go hunting, eyeing her suspiciously. His gun in the bed of his truck.

      


      I wouldn’t ever shoot a doe.


      Swill an enemy for life. And if he was ever in danger of softening his attitude toward Sally, back at his house there was

         an invalid wife whispering in his ear, telling him about all the bad things a bad girl will do. Even though she’d never met

         Sally. So what? She didn’t have to meet Sally to know what she was like. All bad girls were the same.

      


      Hiss.


      “Where’s Sally?”


      “She’s out b-b-back in the garden.”


      No, she wasn’t. She was in her room with the door open a crack, but Swill and Mason didn’t know that.


      “Mason, listen, I’ve been thinking.”


      “Mmm?”


      Silence.


      “Wh-what have you been thinking? Eh, Swill?”


      “You still keep your savings in that box?”


      “Mmm.”


      “You keep it hidden, don’t you?”


      “I k-keep it where I’ve always kept it, t-t-top of the shelf there.”


      “Right there in the open.”


      “It’s no p-p-place anyone would look.”


      “You can see it if you stand on a chair, can’t you?”


      “Who will be st-standing on a chair here?”


      “Doesn’t the girl ever clean up the cobwebs? Doesn’t she dust up there?”


      “Why, I suppose.”


      “And someday she’ll see that box and wonder what’s inside.”


      “Th-th-that’s enough, Swill.”


      “I’m just trying to watch out for you. You got your whole life savings —”


      “I d-d-d-don’t w-w-w-want to hear it!”


      The world, Sally considered, was divided into those who thought she’d amount to nothing and those who thought she’d amount

         to something. Between Swill and Mason. One who said she was a thief just waiting for an opportunity. One who trusted her alone

         in his house.

      


      Here living this strange life inside an old man’s house. La, la, la. Sharp lines of unupholstered furniture. Vague, sweet

         smell of wood everywhere. Like cinnamon mixed with pine sap and dry leaves. Uncle Mason’s trust in her as constant as the

         sound of the river. He was right — she’d never steal his money. Never, never! She wasn’t a thief. He paid a good wage, like

         he’d promised — twenty-five dollars a week, plus room and board. He had never put a grimy paw on her, never touched her inappropriately

         and never would. He wanted only to enjoy the sense that he was helping her get by — and more. That spring he paid for typing

         lessons and drove her to Amity, to the secretarial school above the Fat Cat Diner, three times a week for a month.

      


      The qick bown fox. The quick brown foz. The quick brown fox jumped over the lazy dog, at ten words per minute, then sixteen, then twenty-three, then thirty-two, then fifty-one words per minute, with no mistakes.

      


      What a fortunate girl. When she no longer worked for Uncle Mason, she’d have a skill to offer and would be able to find a

         job. A girl who could type would never be without a job. And since she didn’t plan to profit by thievery…

      


      She was shocked just by the idea of it. There wasn’t a thieving bone in her body. No, she wasn’t a thief.


      Say it again.


      She wasn’t a thief.


      Since she wasn’t a thief, she told herself that it wouldn’t do any harm, would it, to climb on a chair on a Sunday afternoon

         when Mason was at Swill’s? She had to dust those cobwebs in the corner, after all, up there above the shelf. It sure was dusty

         up there. She’d never thought to get up that high, not until she’d heard Mason and Swill talking about the box. And there

         it was, a nice, dark, shellacked oak box, there on top of the highest of the built-in shelves in the kitchen, above the shelf

         of canned vegetables.

      


      It wouldn’t do any harm, would it, to lift the box down and set it on the kitchen table and lift the tiny latch? It wasn’t

         even locked, after all. The hinges creaked slightly. The wind preceding a spring storm rattled the windowpanes. Sally was

         hardly breathing as she lifted the lid. And then she forgot to breathe entirely, so baffled was she by the money — thick stacks

         of bills in denominations of ten and twenty, secured with rubber bands.

      


      She’d expected to find money in the box. But not stacks of money — enough money to last a lifetime; money that smelled like

         fresh-cut grass, pipe smoke, and sanded wood, all at once; so much money that if she tucked a whole stack of bills in her

         pocket, it probably wouldn’t be missed.

      


      What a terrible thought. She almost apologized aloud. She wanted also, weirdly, to laugh, for she was conscious of the possibility

         that the whole thing was a trap set out for her, which she’d sprung, and she was being watched, the effect of the joke measured

         by spying eyes. Aha! Caught red-handed! Young ladies shouldn’t pry into the affairs of old men. Who said that? Who said what?

      


      Hurry up and close the box.


      She closed the box.


      Now put it back where you found it.

      


      She put it back.


      Now get off the chair.

      


      She got off the chair.


      Now breathe, Sally Werner.

      


      She breathed.


      She lived at Mason Jackson’s house for a little more than two years, from the fall of 1947 to the spring of 1950, much as

         a niece might live with her elderly uncle for a time. She didn’t manage to save much of her wages, as generous as Mason was.

         She spent the money thoughtlessly, buying straw hats she’d wear only once, going out to the Saturday matinees in Amity to

         see the same movies over again, getting fancy hairdos at Erna’s Beauty Parlor on Main Street. Erna knew how to do a beehive

         before Sally had even seen a beehive in the magazines. She dyed Sally’s red hair a silky blond. She could tame Sally’s waves

         or curl them into corkscrews, and she and the other ladies there always had something interesting to say.

      


      Though she was grateful to have shelter and secure work, Sally couldn’t help but long for more out of life than she was getting.

         Her chores didn’t come close to filling up the week. On Sunday afternoons, when everything in town was closed and people were

         home with their families, she stayed in, singing along with the player piano. But singing didn’t keep her from growing restless.

      


      Georgie had met a foreman at the cement factory in the spring of 1948 and within a year was engaged to be married, but she

         still invited Sally to go to the movies every Saturday afternoon. She made it a point to introduce Sally to other eligible

         young men from the factory and even succeeded in setting up some blind dates with friends of her fiancé. But nothing came

         of it. Sally didn’t mind, though. She wasn’t in any hurry to give up her freedom.

      


      She found she was always welcome at Erna’s Beauty Parlor. Sometimes she even helped with customers, setting up the hair dryers

         and answering the phone when the parlor got busy. She met Erna’s sister, an older woman named Gladdy Toffit, who drove in

         once a week, nearly an hour each way, from Helena, a hamlet north of Amity. Gladdy was in her forties and, to Sally’s fascination,

         had been divorced twice. She had one child, a grown daughter who had broken Gladdy’s heart by eloping to California with a

         man she met at the tavern where she’d been working. Gladdy didn’t work at all. She lived off what she called a handsome trust set up for her by the mother of her first ex-husband.

      


      Gladdy Toffit told Sally just what a woman needed to know: First of all, said Gladdy, she needed to be prepared to be abandoned.

         Men liked two kinds of romance — the romance of first love, and the romance of new love, which meant that most every woman

         would have a chance to be discardable old love at some point in her life. Second, a woman needed to know how to hold her liquor.

         She couldn’t turn silly from a few swallows of whiskey. Third, a woman needed to know how to shoot a rifle. Fourth, a woman

         needed to know how to choose a perfume that suited her.

      


      Sally pondered all of these notions, especially the last. “How do I know what’s the right perfume?” she wondered aloud.


      Gladdy had no sure formula for finding an appropriate fragrance. But she could say with some certainty that women who smoked

         shouldn’t wear lavender. Why not?

      


      There was no single reason. It was just a fact. Also, a woman should never splash herself with rose water if she knew she’d

         be frying eggs later in the day.

      


      Erna called her sister Gladdy a Fount of Knowledge. Gladdy would sit under the hair dryer, lifting up the helmet every few

         seconds when she thought of other important information to pass along. She was fond of Sally, she said, because she reminded

         her of her daughter. Sally could fill in as her daughter until the real daughter came home.

      


      Sally learned something of the world during her visits to Erna’s salon. More precisely, she was getting a sense of proportion,

         understanding the scope of her provincial ignorance. And as she became more aware of how narrow her life was, she felt increasingly

         dissatisfied with the confinements of Uncle Mason’s house, the stark quiet of the rooms, and the repetition of the routine.

         Sweeping, cooking, dusting, washing, and singing for no one on Sundays. La, la, la. Mason Jackson was as nice a man as you’d

         ever meet — that’s what she told Gladdy and Erna. But she didn’t tell them how each day was like a song she’d grown tired

         of singing but sang anyway, returning to the same chorus over and over and always ending on the same note.

      


      “ ’Night, g-g-g-girlie. See you in the morning.”


      She wanted something unexpected to happen. But all the potential for surprise was closed up in that box on the high shelf

         in the kitchen, bundles held with rubber bands and hidden from view.

      


      After she’d opened that box for the first time, Sally was determined never to open it again. Yet her determination weakened

         as the details of the memory were made more vivid by her imagination, the green of the bills greener, the stacks thicker.

         One day while she was sweeping around Uncle Mason, sweeping up those wood curls, she even pictured the box with its lid wide

         open. She wasn’t sure whether she was imagining it just then or remembering an image from the previous night’s bad dream.

      


      She wasn’t sure about much of anything. She’d watch Uncle Mason when he was whittling, hoping that with some gesture he’d

         give her a clue about himself. She’d forget that she was staring at him and would keep on staring, until he shook his head,

         shaking away her gaze like he’d shake away a fly. Then she’d stop staring and wait for another time, when she thought he was

         too deeply involved in his work to notice her. She’d wait tensely, half expecting him to leap from his chair and demand, What is it you want from me?


      I want to know about the money in that box up there.


      Months went by. Uncle Mason whittled, Sally cleaned and cooked, and on Sundays, when the whole Jackson family got together,

         she sang, Nothing left of rainy-day love…

      


      She waited for Uncle Mason to tell her something remarkable. But he stayed away from subjects that would interest her. He

         liked to talk about the weather and the measurements in the rain gauge in the garden. When his brother stopped by, they sat

         in the kitchen murmuring, their voices barely audible. And when Sally entered the room and Swill fell silent, Mason would

         say something like, How ’b-b-bout that trolley line proposed for Amity?

      


      Sally didn’t want to hear about a trolley line!


      Well, then. D-did she want a second serving of the p-p-pound cake Swill’s wife made?


      No thank you!


      Sometimes, maybe just three or four times during the two and a half years she lived at Mason Jackson’s house, he’d lift his

         eyes while she was staring at him and return her stare with a force that wasn’t in any way cruel but involved a kind of penetrating

         vision, so she felt that he was reflecting the look she’d aimed at him. He’d give her a gentle nod, as though to reassure

         her that she’d done nothing wrong. But after he left the room she’d feel dirty from her own sorry struggle to see beyond what

         words could tell her. She’d feel like she’d been found out. And worse. She’d feel pitied by the look in his eyes when he’d

         returned her stare.

      


      I’m not a thief.


      Of course you’re not.


      She hadn’t stolen any money. She’d never taken anything that Uncle Mason hadn’t given her. But what was he planning to do

         with all that money? she wanted to ask him.

      


      What money? he probably would have said, playing stupid.


      The money up there.


      Where?


      In the box.


      What box?


      On a bright June morning, three months after she’d first opened the wooden box, she climbed up on a chair to check the shelf

         and make sure the box was still there. Finding it, she couldn’t resist opening it. And after she opened it, she couldn’t resist

         running her fingers across the soft paper of the bills. She was reminded of the stacks of bills she’d seen in the drawer of

         the cash register at Liggett’s. She’d always wondered what all those bills in the cash register added up to. Five plus ten,

         ten plus twenty, twenty plus —

      


      Quick, he’s coming.


      No, Uncle Mason wasn’t coming right then. He’d gone off pheasant-hunting with his brother for the day. Funny about those hunting

         trips. Anything Uncle Mason ever brought back for Sally to dress and cook had been shot by his brother. If an animal was dead,

         Swill was the one who’d killed it. But he never shot a doe, no, not even if he happened to be standing in the yard, aligning

         the target in the kitchen in the back sight of his gun, aiming the barrel —

      


      She cried out, startled by the shadow of a branch moving in the breeze outside the window. But no one was there. Of course

         no one was there. She quickly closed the box and returned it to the shelf. She was sorry afterward that she hadn’t finished

         counting the money. But what did she care about how much money Mason Jackson kept in the box?

      


      They were at Lawson’s counter one day after they’d gone to see an Abbott and Costello monster movie at the Amity theater,

         waiting for their order, when Sally cleared her throat too loudly and said, “Georgie, I’ve been wondering.”

      


      Georgie was lost in a daydream, probably thinking about that Mr. Harvey Fitzgerald, the cement factory foreman who in eleven

         months was going to be her husband.

      


      But Sally wanted to know if…


      “I’m going to suck your blood!” Stevie bunched his shoulders into a high collar and made fangs with his fingers. Sally gave

         him a quick laugh and turned the seat of his stool to spin him.

      


      “What were you saying?” Georgie asked.


      “I was wondering what happened to Mason’s wife.”


      The waitress set the coffees and root beer float on the counter and promised to bring the pie straightaway. The boy occupied

         himself poking his straw at the bobbing mound of ice cream in his glass. Sally tried to take a sip from her cup, but the rim

         was too hot. With her eyes fixed on the clock above the kitchen door, she asked if Mason Jackson had ever been married.

      


      Yes, he’d been married, Georgie said. He was married to a woman named Shirley. For how long? For all Georgie knew, they were

         still married, least on paper.

      


      “No children?”


      Georgie explained that Mason and Shirley had had a child, a little girl, who drowned in the Tuskee when she was two. Fell

         through the ice. No one in the Jackson family liked to talk about it, though. The only one who ever told stories was Swill’s

         wife, and only then when Swill wasn’t around. Anyway, Shirley left Mason after the girl drowned. She just up and left town.

         Didn’t even say good-bye.

      


      “Where’d she go?”


      “Disappeared. She was last seen at the station in Amity boarding a bus heading west.”


      “And Mason still wears his ring?”


      “Remember, Stevie, when you asked him about that ring? Uncle Mason said the ring was stuck. He’d have to cut off his finger,

         he said, if he wanted to take off the ring.”

      


       What a fine thought! “Chop, chop,” the boy said, slicing the air with a butter knife.


      “You, stop that. Anyway, it was the only time I ever heard Uncle Mason mention that ring. If I were you I wouldn’t ask him

         about the past. He doesn’t like to talk about it.”

      


      “No, I guess not.”


      The waitress swooped in, setting the pieces of pie in front of them. “Hey, handsome,” she said, leaning on her elbows toward

         Stevie. “Do I make a mean float or what?”

      


      He looked uncertain about how to reply, and then he growled, “I’m going to suck your blood!”


      “Oh, you’ll be a heartbreaker,” said the waitress.


      And that was the end of the conversation with Georgie about Uncle Mason. Stevie wanted to leave as soon as he’d finished his

         float. Georgie wanted to go look in the window of the bridal shop to see what they had on the mannequin this week. She was

         planning to sew her own dress and two for Harvey Fitzgerald’s little sisters, who would be the bridesmaids.

      


      Sally thought a lot about what Georgie had told her, how trouble had once struck in Uncle Mason’s quiet life. He’d lost a

         daughter to the river, and his marriage had gone sour. He had no interest in spending the money he’d earned over the course

         of his life. All he could think to do with it was put it in a box, stacks of bills tucked safely away for him to ignore.

      


      The day after talking with Georgie, and then the next day and the next, Sally stared at Uncle Mason, wondering if while he

         whittled and puffed on his pipe he was remembering his troubles. And when her wonder was too expansive and abstract a feeling

         to tolerate, she’d wait for him to leave the house, and then she’d get the box and open it.

      


      Opening the box, she’d think about what she would have done with all that cash, if it had been hers. Stacks and stacks of

         bills. She’d stare at the money until she’d think she heard the sound of someone coming. No one was ever coming, but she was

         scared of being caught. And after she put the box away she’d regret that she didn’t take the time to count the money. How

         much money he’d accumulated, she couldn’t begin to estimate. She’d count it someday, just to see what Mason Jackson of Fishkill

         Notch was worth.

      


      On a brisk, clear November Sunday in 1949, she discovered that Mason Jackson was worth four thousand three hundred and forty

         dollars. Who would have expected it? He never bought anything extra, just what he considered necessary or, for Sally, what

         he felt she deserved. But a fortune of four thousand three hundred and forty dollars — that was bigger than any nest egg Sally

         had ever seen. In truth, she’d never seen the money of any other nest egg, only heard stories about what her mother or her

         aunt or uncle kept under mattresses or in coffee cans in the back of a closet. This nest egg, all four thousand three hundred

         and forty dollars, seemed a whole lot of money to a nineteen-year-old girl from Tauntonville.

      


      The truth was, humble Mason Jackson was a rich man. All those tens and twenties were worth… how much? It occurred to her that

         in the rush of secrecy, maybe she’d counted wrong.

      


      On a Tuesday in December, she took down the box and counted the money again. This time she counted four thousand three hundred

         and seventy dollars. She recounted the bills, just to make sure, and came up with the same sum she’d counted the first time

         — thirty dollars less than what she’d just counted. Did she count correctly the first time, or this time?

      


      She pondered the mystery for so long that she still had the box open on the table when she heard the truck coming up the drive.


      She hurriedly returned the box to the shelf and was in her room by the time Uncle Mason and his brother came into the house.

         Through the closed door she tried to hear what they were saying, but they kept their voices low. Later, after Swill had gone,

         she emerged from her room and headed to the kitchen, passing Uncle Mason in the hall, meeting his gaze for a moment, returning

         his nod and wondering about the expression in his eyes, as black as lake water and too deep to see to the bottom.

      


      A few weeks later, when she was alone in the house, she opened the box and counted the money. Twenty dollars had been added

         since the last time she’d looked. But the following week, she counted the money and came up with a different sum, thirty dollars

         less. From one week to the next, over the course of several months, she never came up with the same amount twice. She didn’t

         believe that the amount was changing. Rather, she was aware of a strange influence in the air that made her mix up her numbers

         when she was trying to count.

      


      How had her life gotten so complicated? In the early days working as Mason Jackson’s housekeeper in Fishkill Notch, she’d

         been given the opportunity to start afresh, free of judgment, if not exactly blameless. She had worn clothes as unadorned

         as the furniture in Uncle Mason’s house. She’d cooked and cleaned. She’d swept wood curls from the floor. On Sundays she’d

         pumped the pedals of the player piano and taught herself to sing.She’d learned to type. And she had even started imagining

         that she would make things right: one day she would return home and get her baby boy and show him that she wasn’t as bad as

         she’d been made out to be.

      


      Then she’d found Mason Jackson’s box. And it wasn’t long after that she started to think up new ways to count money.


      Brooms and kitchen pots, music, friends, beehive hairdos and picture shows. It would all have been manageable without that

         box on the shelf. If only she hadn’t found that box. The effect of it was like a strong wind that had blown through the window

         and turned the pages of the book she was reading, if she’d ever bothered to read a book. She’d lost her place and didn’t know

         what was going on or who was who — Georgie, little Stevie, Swill, Gladdy Toffit, Erna, and the mysterious Mason Jackson. And

         what about all the earlier chapters? Why didn’t they matter anymore?

      


      She tried to look in the mirror on the medicine cabinet to see herself, to make sure she was still there — the same Sally

         Werner she remembered — but the glass was all steamed up from her bath. She used her hand to wipe away the steam, and just

         when she thought she’d see what she expected to see, the door to the cabinet popped open, and her reflection set out walking

         away.

      


      Did that make sense?


      No.


      Where was she?


      Floors to sweep, songs to sing, and there she was making twenty-five dollars a week for doing hardly nothing. Anything! How

         could she make a slip like that?

      


      It was easy to slip in Fishkill Notch. The very ground was tilted beneath the tilted floors. She’d slipped all the way down

         Thistle Mountain — slipped and spread and flowed on her way elsewhere, until the current hit the dam that was Uncle Mason’s

         house.

      


      It all should have been so simple. She was a housekeeper for a nice old man with good manners. He’d never reprimanded her,

         not once. And he’d never been inappropriate. He was a good man with a sad story that he didn’t like to tell.

      


      And she was nineteen-year-old Sally Werner from Tauntonville. She’d made mistakes, sure. She didn’t pretend to be completely

         innocent. But she wasn’t a thief.

      


      “No,” she said aloud, to no one. “I am not a thief.”


      May 20, 1950, the day of Georgie’s wedding to Harvey Fitzgerald, started out rainy, with thunder rumbling to the south. But

         by ten o’clock the rain had stopped, and a wind picked up, whipping the clouds away. By noon, the sky was a fresh blue, and

         the lawn behind the Cadmus Party House was almost dry.

      


      Sally woke early to the sound of a cardinal singing its tawitt witt witt in the rain. She wrapped herself in a robe, plugged in the percolator, and cooked a pot of oatmeal. After she put on the

         temporary outfit of a cotton skirt and a high-necked sleeveless shirt, she waited for time to pass. Uncle Mason came out of

         his room later than usual, at about eight thirty, looking so pale and worn that Sally asked him if he was feeling ill. He

         assured her that he was fine and gave his chest a few pats to show that his lungs were clear. But he ended up coughing anyway,

         bringing up mucus from the back of his throat. All he needed to set things right, he said, was a glass of fresh water.

      


      “Here you are, Uncle.”


      “Ah. Hhh-cha-mm — that’s b-b-better.”


      But still he looked weaker than usual, deflated, like a balloon that had lost air overnight.


      “You sure nothing’s wrong, Uncle? You’re happy for Georgie, aren’t you?”


      Sure, he was happy for her. Who wouldn’t be happy for her? But look at the time! They’d be late to the wedding if they didn’t

         hurry!

      


      The wedding wouldn’t start until noon. Forty of Georgie’s and Harvey’s relatives and friends had been invited. Georgie expected

         about eighty people to show up. That’s just the way it is here, she said, which Sally took to mean that everybody was welcome.

      


      Though Georgie had never officially married Steven Jackson, the Jacksons treated her as one of their own. They were the only

         family she had. They didn’t mind that she was going to marry another man. They were pleased she’d found someone to love. Harvey

         Fitzgerald wasn’t taking Steve’s place. Those are shoes no one can fill was the line Georgie used most often to assure the Jackson family that Steve wouldn’t be forgotten. But Harvey Fitzgerald

         was a dependable man, by all accounts, and he’d be a good father to her boy.

      


      Even if she wouldn’t admit it, not even to herself, Sally felt envious of Georgie. Yet she also felt tender toward her, like

         she would have felt if her little sister Tru were getting married. And she was looking forward to dancing at the wedding,

         spinning fast enough to turn her new yellow dress into a blur of gold.

      


      Really, though, the dress wasn’t exactly new. Gladdy Toffit’s daughter had worn it once, to her senior prom, and Gladdy had given the dress to Sally — for keeps, she said. It was a rich yellow color with sparkling sequins around the neckline and a creamy chiffon waistband.

      


      At nine o’clock she folded the dress carefully and put it in a shopping bag, along with the dress shoes she’d borrowed from

         Erna. Then she called good-bye to Uncle Mason and walked over to Erna’s Beauty Parlor. Georgie was already there when she

         arrived, her hair pinned in preparation for an updo. Sally volunteered to help with the Fitzgerald girls, fourteen-year-old

         twins who were having their hair curled.

      


      The rest of the morning passed quickly. Swill stopped by the parlor to pick up Georgie. He waited in his truck while Erna

         put on the finishing touches, winding glittery ribbons through Georgie’s hair. There was a moment of panic when Georgie stood

         up from the chair too suddenly, her high-heeled shoe slipped from under her, and she turned her ankle. At first it seemed

         as though she had a real sprain, but the ache passed quickly, Georgie declared herself miraculously mended, and she headed

         out the door at a run.

      


      There was another sign of trouble when one of the Fitzgerald girls started crying because she didn’t like her curls. But Erna

         managed to comfort her, whispering something in her ear, which aroused the suspicion of the other Fitzgerald girl, so Sally

         took it upon herself to assure this sister in a whisper that she’d catch the boys’ eyes that day. Both girls left contented.

         And while they waited for Gladdy Toffit to join them, Erna fixed Sally’s hair in a French braid secured at the end with a

         ribbon that matched her waistband. They kept waiting as long as they could without being late for the wedding, but Gladdy

         never showed up.

      


      The ceremony was held in the gazebo at the edge of the lawn, along the bank of the narrow Tuskee. There’d been plenty of rain

         that season, and the current was stronger than usual, the water running so loudly over the loose stones that it was hard to

         hear the minister who was presiding, or the bride and groom as they were led through their vows. At that point there were

         about fifty guests either sitting on wooden chairs or standing about the lawn. But as soon as the vows were completed and

         the bride and groom had kissed, other guests started to arrive, some appearing at the back door of the Party House, as though

         they’d been given the signal to emerge, and others coming from their cars in the parking lot.

      


      Uncle Mason was dressed in an old-fashioned white tie and tails that looked, to Sally’s eyes, more than a little ridiculous,

         especially since the waiter pouring the champagne was wearing a similar outfit. Swill wore a plain black suit, as though in

         mourning, Sally thought — a contrast to the contented smile on his face. He made dozens of toasts, and when the fiddler played

         a fast jig, Swill was out there on the platform bouncing higher than any younger man, catching the girls by the elbows and

         swinging them around. At one point he even grabbed hold of Sally, skipped along with her, and called to her over the music,

         “You’re looking lovely,” as though the weight of his disapproval had lifted in an instant.

      


      His wife watched serenely from her chair, Uncle Mason by her side. During nearly three years in Fishkill Notch, Sally had

         never met Swill’s wife face to face. She didn’t even know her proper name. She was only ever Swill’s wife. People called her that as though she didn’t have another name and wasn’t even real enough to fill up the passenger seat of

         a car. Sally had come to think of her as a woman who existed only in a shadow form.

      


      But there she sat in a polka-dot dress and red hat, a plump woman with freckled arms and cheeks already brown from the spring

         sun and a heavy bosom that she propped up with her folded arms. Sally was surprised to see Swill’s flesh-and-blood wife —

         and even more surprised to see her tapping the foot of her good leg to the music, tipping her head back and forth in time,

         and grinning a grin that matched her husband’s.

      


      Life felt good and simple again at Georgie’s wedding. Sally was reminded of a day when she was eight or nine and had gone

         to watch her father and uncle help the Jensons raise a new barn. The way the boards came together into a frame was like the

         way everyone here came together to make a celebration. Georgie looked lovely in her sky blue satin dress trimmed with rose

         point lace. Swill and Mason Jackson, unused to their suits, managed to look more like themselves as the day went on, Swill

         more ruffled and messy, Mason more modest. Little Stevie strutted around with an air of being someone very important and held

         out his hand to greet every stranger in his path. Harvey Fitzgerald was a bearish man, burly, with a heavy beard, but his

         face expressed shy sweetness, and he let Stevie ride on his back while he was dancing with Georgie. And what a fine dancer

         he was, stepping nimbly across the crowded floor.

      


      “Well, won’t you look at that,” Sally said to Erna over by the banquet table. “Georgie has found herself a real fox-trotter

         for a husband.” She’d meant it as a true compliment, but Erna looked at her suspiciously and said, “He’s a decent fellow,”

         and Sally had to explain in defense that she’d meant to say just that.

      


      It was a trite exchange, without consequence. Erna and Sally went on to taste and compare the hors d’oeuvres together. But

         later, when Sally thought back to the wedding, she’d wonder if that’s when she started to become aware of feeling slightly

         removed from everything, as though she’d come in late and didn’t quite understand what was going on.

      


      Surely it didn’t help her effort to blend in when the bandleader announced that he had a special song to play, and a special

         girl to sing it for him. With everybody watching and waiting, he called, “Sally Werner, will you come up here and join us?”

      


      Erna shoved her with an elbow. “He said your name,” she whispered. But Sally was too stunned to move and just stood there

         pretending that she’d disappeared, which would have been better than continuing with her life right then, for even a twitch

         of a nose would give away her secret to all those staring eyes, and they’d realize that she was still standing there dumbly

         — in reality a living, breathing girl who was terrified of singing in public.

      


      “Is Sally Werner here?”


      No, she wanted to call back. I’m not here.


      “Here she is!” cried Erna.


      “Hush!” Sally caught Erna’s arm and pulled it down.


      “Sally Werner,” said the bandleader into the mike, “come sing us a song!”


      How did anyone know that singing was her secret pleasure? By keeping it secret, she’d meant to avoid scrutiny and judgment.

         She felt like she was becoming aware of some sort of deep betrayal. And here she was being called upon to defend herself.

      


      But wait a second — she didn’t even know if she could sing.


      “Sally Werner!” someone in the audience shouted.


      “Sally Werner!”


      “Sally Werner, Sally Werner,” others began chanting.


      She cast a searching look at the faces, mostly strangers, and then her eyes met Uncle Mason’s; their gazes locked for a moment

         that was long enough for him to offer her that understanding nod of his, conveying his confidence in her and revealing that

         he was the one who had come to know more about her than she’d ever intended to let him know. When she was singing along with

         the scrolls on the player piano, when she was belting out those songs on Sunday afternoons — why, either the furniture in

         the house had ears, or Mason Jackson wasn’t always quite as far away as she’d thought. And that meant… she couldn’t think

         clearly about what it meant.

      


      She kept her gaze on him as she would have gripped a rope rail along a wobbly bridge, holding him in view as she moved toward

         the band.

      


      “Sally Werner, Sally Werner!”


      All those people watching, calling, waiting for her to prove to them that she was worth something.


      “Sally Werner! Sally Werner! Sally Werner!”


      The bandleader, a neatly groomed, ruddy man nearly a foot taller than Sally, leaned toward her and murmured a song title in

         her ear. She looked at him in confusion, not because she didn’t know that song — she did know it, backward and forward — but

         she couldn’t imagine how he knew she knew it.

      


      “Sshh, hush,” people said impatiently. “Let her sing.”


      Sally looked over the faces, seeing in them what she interpreted as a particular kind of anticipation; she recognized it as

         the same kind of interest that she herself felt when she was at the county fair watching a man dressed up as a clown come

         into the ring riding a bull. It was the anticipation of people waiting for a fool to perform.

      


      The band was already playing, moving so quickly through the opening chords that Sally couldn’t enter the song on time. The

         bandleader made a discreet signal with his finger, and the musicians repeated the opening chords. Sally stepped forward toward

         the microphone. She’d never sung into a microphone before.

      


      It’s easy to smile…, she sang, and then she stopped, startled by the strange volume of her voice and scared of the audience’s concentrated attention.

         But the band kept on playing, and the audience remained silent with expectation. She didn’t know what to do. She thought she

         saw a woman in the crowd mouthing I-told-you-so, and Sally worried that she was getting ready to call out a loud boo. They were all going to boo at her. They were going to

         boo her out of Fishkill Notch.

      


      She searched for Uncle Mason, but the place beside Swill’s wife was empty. Swill’s wife was looking like she’d rather be sitting

         there than anywhere else in the world, stationed in the audience at Georgie’s wedding waiting for Sally Werner to sing. Sally

         focused on her, mesmerized by her cheerful face. Swill’s wife grinned widely, communicating her pleasure. It didn’t matter

         what Sally did — Swill’s wife was going to enjoy the show no matter what.

      


      “It’s easy to sigh…,” the bandleader whispered to her.

      


      “It’s easy to sigh,” she sang…


      It’s easy to know


      That you and I


      Were meant to fall in love.


      It was strange to hear her voice amplified and coming back to her as a new sound. She felt stupid and vulnerable. But she

         also felt an unfamiliar strength filling her, making her bend her fingers into fists. She sang louder:

      


      It’s simple to wish,


      And simple to dream…


      It was helpful to watch Swill’s plump wife nodding and grinning, grinning and nodding.


      It’s simple to guess…


      That you and I…


      Were meant to fall in love.


      A hoot of praise rose from somewhere in the audience. Someone else yelled, urging her on. Sally kept her eyes fixed on Swill’s

         wife as she sang,

      


      Oh, you and I,


      Yes, you and I,


      Were meant to fall in love.


      There, she’d done it, sung like there was no tomorrow. And in the empty space following the end of the song came applause,

         loud and merry applause, whistles and calls for an encore.

      


      “Ladies and gentlemen,” said the bandleader, “that was your own Sally Werner.”


      “Sally Werner,” called the audience. “Sally Werner, Sally Werner, Sally Werner!”


      “How about another song, Sally Werner?” the bandleader asked her through the microphone and then murmured to her, “You know

         ‘Walk with Me’?”

      


      Sure she knew “Walk with Me.”


      Walk with me, walk with me,


      Darlin’, won’t you walk with me…


      She sang with full confidence right from the start. She sang because she liked singing. She liked it more than ever now that

         other people wanted to hear her. For the first time in her life, she was worthy of admiration. It didn’t matter that she was

         singing with a bunch of farmhand-musicians in front of an easy-to-please crowd. She might as well have been singing in a concert

         hall before an audience of thousands.

      


      After singing the two songs from start to finish, she stepped off the stage to the clamor of applause that wouldn’t fade.

         They wanted more, more, more! Sing another song, Sally Werner! Keep singing until the cows come home!

      


      But she felt wise beyond her experience right then and knew that she should stop while she was ahead. She waved to the audience

         to signal that her part of the show was over. She returned to the mike to say, “Thank you, thank you very much,” and then

         offered a quick curtsy.

      


      The applause faded slowly, reluctantly. Sally held on to the sound until the last person had stopped clapping and the fiddler

         had begun a new song.

      


      “That was fine singing, Sally Werner!” someone said to her as she brushed past.


      “Oh, young lady, you have talent!”


      “Sally,” said Georgie, giving her a hug, enveloping her in the satin folds of her dress. “My friend Sally!”


      “That took some guts,” said Erna, handing her a glass of champagne.


      Everyone was praising her, even surly old Swill, who raised his glass to her and said, “You brought down the house!” He might

         as well have said, You’re part of the family now, and you can’t go on hating me forever. That motley Jackson family — they were ready to take in any stray that made it over the top of Thistle Mountain. But where

         was Uncle Mason? Sally wanted to hear directly from him that she’d done fine. Better than fine. Everyone looked happy because

         Sally Werner had sung for them. She hadn’t known she could sing like that. Or if she’d known, she hadn’t known what an audience

         would think of her. But they all thought she was special, all of them except Mason Jackson. Why hadn’t he sought her out to

         congratulate her? What was taking him so long?

      


      With the champagne and the dancing and the music, she soon forgot about Uncle Mason. She was swept into a blur of motion and

         felt herself snug in the arms of men she didn’t even know, men who called her “doll” and turned her in circles. She felt as

         though she were getting married, too, and had finally earned the right to fall in love.

      


      Finally, after hours of dancing, she had to stop and rest. She retreated to a back corner of the dance floor, where tables

         were set up and guests were still gnawing on cold corn and chicken. She didn’t want to be noticed right then — she didn’t

         want to be asked to dance until she’d gotten her breath back — so she stepped behind a stack of plates. She touched her hand

         to her face to feel the warmth of her cheek. She realized she was hungry and scooped up a handful of sugared almonds. Chewing

         absentmindedly, she let her thoughts wander. And that’s when she heard someone nearby say her name.

      


      “Sally Werner.”


      She turned toward the voice. But the woman wasn’t talking to her. The woman was sitting at a small table in front of the banquet

         table, with her back to Sally as she leaned toward the fat woman — Swill’s wife — who was seated next to her.

      


      The woman, whom Sally didn’t recognize, spat out the next word as if she’d just discovered the rotten taste of it in her last

         bite of chicken. The word was “slut,” or at least that’s what Sally thought she heard.

      


      “Dear little Sally” — it was Swill’s wife speaking now. “She’s a good girl.”


      “Then you don’t know?”


      “What’s there to know?”


      “The girl… with her own cousin!”


      The voice faded behind the rise in the music and then came out forcefully. Her own cousin. Sally pressed closer to the table

         to hear better.

      


      “And birthed a monster.”


      Did she really say monster? But Sally’s baby wasn’t a monster. Sally had seen enough of him to know that he was an ordinary baby with ten fingers and

         ten toes. He had come out pink and mewling and then promptly fallen asleep when she’d laid him in the basket. Those words,

         though — slut and cousin and monster— a stranger was using those words to tell her story. The story of Sally Werner. Wretched Sally Werner.

      


      “My husband works with her brother,” the woman said, her voice suddenly as clear as a bell. “Her own family won’t have anything

         to do with her. Go up to Tauntonville yourself. You’ll hear what they say about her there. Frankly, they all think she’s dead.

         There’s a rumor that maybe she drowned herself in the river. But they’ll be hearing otherwise soon as I get home. And won’t

         they be disappointed.”

      


      Sally Werner wasn’t dead. She was only desperate. Desperate to get out of there.


      Run, Sally!


      She backed away, knocking against a chair and freezing. Everyone was staring at her. No, no one was staring at her. She wasn’t

         there. She didn’t exist.

      


      She moved the chair to the side and kept backing up for a dozen or so steps, then turned and fled from the tent and across

         the lawn and around to the front of the Cadmus Party House.

      


      Fuzzy, motionless trees around her. Champagne bubbles bursting in her head. Sandal heels sinking into mud.


      Dragging, stumbling, running.


      How dare you raise your voice in song after leaving your baby to rot on the kitchen table! Daughter of Sodom! Run as fast

         as you can, but you won’t run faster than the devil. Feel the heat of his breath on your neck. He’s there with you, wherever

         you go. You slut.

      


      All she could think to do was to follow her running legs up Marsh Lane to Main Street to Brindle Street to the dirt road that

         led to Mason Jackson’s house, the only home she knew.

      


      Running, running, running.


      The quiet of aloneness was a hard pressure, the weight of air squeezing against her ears. Deep fathoms of an empty room. Nothing

         in the process of change, no one to observe that Sally had entered the room, no one to hear her breathing, the silence beyond

         her only partially relieved by the distant gurgling headwaters of the Tuskee.

      


      Sally felt a sharp cramp in her gut as she stood there in Mason Jackson’s living room, staring at that wood, gulping the scene

         as though it could cool her parched throat. But there was no comfort in the hard surfaces around her. The furniture looked

         only temporarily motionless rather than inanimate, hanging fire, suspicious rather than blank. Strange how the emptiness was

         divided by the hard lines of the straight-backed chairs pushed up against the wooden table, the stiff-cushioned sofa, the

         rocking chair, the floorboards that gleamed with every possible tint of brown. Here in the domain of a whittler, wood offered

         itself as the reason for everything, conveying the truth that the natural world was made to be cut up, shaped, and turned

         into a place of refuge.

      


      Not Sally Werner’s refuge.


      She’d done what she’d done, no getting around it. She was like the beat-up old player piano, an oddity, a mistake that couldn’t

         be corrected, the one item in the room that didn’t fit in. And oh the lies it told. Pump the pedals, and it fools you into

         thinking that you’re a star.

      


      Sally Werner Sally Werner Sally Werner.


      Nineteen-year-old Sally Werner, who had grown up to nourish the seed sown by her cousin and gone on to birth a monster.


      Don’t matter what side of the mountain you hail from. You’re going to hear about Sally Werner sooner or later. That slut.

         Satan’s paramour revealed in all her infamy.

      


      Everywhere she went, she was who she was. Even standing there in a quiet house: she was the girl the others preferred dead.

         Too bad for them, she was alive enough to sing at a wedding.

      


      You sure brought down the house, Sally Werner. And now you’re standing in the rubble of Mason Jackson’s modest life, having

         made a wreck of things. See how everything you touch falls apart.

      


      The ceiling caves in.


      The floor collapses.


      And the walls come


      tumbling,


      tumbling,


      tumbling


      down.


      She slipped out of her borrowed sandals and left them in the middle of the floor before moving toward the kitchen, each step

         tentative in her effort to be nonexistent. Though the truck wasn’t in the driveway and there was no one else in the house,

         she couldn’t bear the thought of being heard. Tiptoe, tiptoe, one bare foot after the other. Mason Jackson’s housekeeper.

         What did he need with a live-in housekeeper anyway? People in Fishkill Notch might have thought it odd or at least questionable

         if they weren’t convinced that Mason Jackson did only what was proper. He was too innately honest ever to invite doubt. People

         liked knowing that he was there, in his house built on the gravelly wedge where the creeks converged and became a river. Mason

         Jackson gave the world something to admire: an old man who could take any piece of wood in the world and make it functional,

         permanent, and appealing all at the same time. Working, scraping away peels of wood in his clean, quiet house. The piano sitting

         in the shadows, pretending to be useless, finished with its life of music.

      


      The soft, shushing sound of running water.


      Uncle Mason’s housekeeper moving as soundlessly as a fish.


      And then, shit, bumping a toe against the hard leg of a kitchen chair. Damn that chair.


      Won’t you listen to that foul mouth.


      Shush, said the water.


      Soundless exhalation of thick air.


      Soundless ascent, as Mason Jackson’s housekeeper climbed onto that damn chair and reached for the box on top of the high shelf.

         Soundless effort, as she lifted it down carefully, holding the box against her chest as she would have held something far

         more fragile.

      


      She set the box on the table and gently opened the lid, breathing in that good smell of money and wood and pipe smoke all

         mixed together. How much money? Ten plus twenty, thirty plus ten, sixty plus twenty plus ten plus — no, wait, she’d counted

         wrong. She had to start over. Twenty plus ten. Ten plus twenty.

      


      As time passed, the sum increased. And as the sum increased, so did her anxiousness. She wouldn’t be alone forever. Mason

         Jackson would be coming home at any minute, and he’d wonder what his housekeeper was doing with the box that held his savings,

         the fruit of a long life of hard work. Ten plus twenty plus thirty.

      


      Quick, Sally Werner! Someone was coming!


      No one was coming. No one was ever coming. Each time she’d opened the box, she’d thought she’d heard the sound of Uncle Mason

         coming home. And each time, she’d been wrong.

      


      Still, she knew that a theft should happen fast, without delay. She told herself to take what she needed and get out of there.

         But how much did she truly need? Enough to pay for a bus ticket to a destination so far away that disgrace couldn’t follow

         her. Enough so she wouldn’t go hungry. And wouldn’t it be something if with a portion of the money in Mason Jackson’s box,

         she could make amends and bring the child she’d left behind back into her life? If she started all over again, she would like

         to start with him, the boy she hadn’t bothered to name. How much would it cost to give him a name? To buy his affection? All

         she could do to figure out what a new life with her son would cost was to count the money slowly, as though caution would

         clarify the future: ten plus twenty plus thirty —

      


      “T-t-take it all.”


      She froze, condemned to remain for all eternity in that same position, standing at the table, bent over the open box, forever

         and ever. End of story. Time would go on without offering her the cleansing experience of change. She would remain the fine-hewn

         statue carved by the knife of Mason Jackson’s sharp-edged voice as he stood behind her in the entranceway to the kitchen.

         Today would become tomorrow. A thousand years dating from that moment in May 1950, a wanderer would enter the empty house

         and find her there…

      


      “I mean it. T-t-t-t-take it all.”


      What could she do? Being who she was and what he’d made her — both at once, in wooden form. She was helpless. The crime was

         permanent.

      


      “N-n-no,” she whispered, her voice a mirror.


      “I w-w-w-want you to have it.”


      Wooden creature, caught red-handed, stealing an honest old man’s life savings. Her fingernails had been painted a smoky red

         by Erna earlier in the week. Red-tipped hands of a girl in a yellow silk dress. Her hair, auburn again, plaited and bound

         with a ribbon.

      


      Nineteen years old, and no one had ever told her she was beautiful.


      For a moment she closed her eyes and with a great effort of imagination pictured what Uncle Mason saw: the image of her guilt

         a fixture that would always be there. She felt his disappointment in her. She felt that he would maintain a strength of love

         for her, despite her crime. This was so puzzling, so unexpected and disorienting, that she opened her eyes and turned her

         head to look at him. With that effort she came to life, twisting back into motion, into time. She met his gaze, saw in him

         a gentle little man who had an ability to forgive her — an ability that right then seemed no less than magical.

      


      And in the next instant that magical apparition of Mason Jackson was gone, having slipped away abruptly, vanishing, leaving

         her standing there wondering what to do, with her red-tipped hands still in the box that held his life savings.

      


      She could call out to him. And then what?


      She could close the box and go to her room. And then what?


      He wanted her to take the money. He’d said as much. He’d given her permission and made it clear that he wouldn’t hold her

         responsible for stealing. Why he wanted her to take it didn’t make any sense. Or she convinced herself that it didn’t make

         sense because it helped her avoid the truth. Really, it made too much sense. But in the panic that returned to her as she

         grabbed the bundles of bills, she wouldn’t let herself think clearly enough to understand that she was capable right then

         of understanding more than she would have thought possible.

      


      She didn’t allow herself to think of what Mason Jackson had been through over the course of his long, hard life. She didn’t

         consider the gold band on his finger. She didn’t let the ring call to mind what Georgie had told her about the wife who’d

         left Mason after their little girl had fallen through the ice of the Tuskee. She didn’t think about the little girl. She didn’t

         think about the frigid water flowing below the ice. She didn’t stop to remember how one day three years earlier Swill and

         Mason had lifted her by her elbows out of the cold creek. All these thoughts could have come to her vividly right then, yet

         she didn’t let them. She was too busy stuffing the money into an empty paper bag, frantic to get out of there.

      


      She’d have to use two bags if she was going to take all the money. But she wasn’t going to take all the money. She wasn’t

         so cruel that she’d leave him with nothing. She’d leave at least half of it behind — her parting gift and her only way of

         apologizing to the man who had been so kind to her.

      


      And then, watch how she runs out of the house in her bare feet, running away from this chapter of her life, running along

         the path that fishermen had made in the swamp grass.

      


      She followed the river a couple of miles until she reached the Route 36 bridge. She climbed up the sloping bank, slipping

         once on the wet grass, muddying her nice yellow dress. She started walking along the road, keeping just inside the gravel

         edge to avoid the sharp little stones.

      


      A few cars sped right past her. She kept walking, minding her own business. But when she turned at the loud approach of a

         station wagon, the driver slowed and the children sitting in the back waved and called something to her. The car stopped a

         few yards ahead along the road.

      


      She jogged up to the passenger door, which swung open before she reached it. A sullen, pimply boy sat in the passenger seat,

         and a man with a broad, sunburnt face and buzz-cut hair was at the wheel. The man leaned over the boy and said to Sally, “Need

         a lift?”

      


      “Sure, thanks.”


      “Go on,” the man said to the sullen boy, who dragged himself out the door without acknowledging Sally. She climbed into the

         seat while the boy squeezed himself into the back beside the other children.

      


      The man started driving.


      “Where you heading?”


      “Rondo,” she said.


      “Where’s that?”


      “Downriver.”


      The man had never heard of it. But of course there were lots of places he’d never heard of. He asked Sally if she’d heard

         of Sarabelle, where he was from. He knew a doctor there, if she wanted to see one.

      


      “Why would I want that!” Her eyes blazed, and her voice was harsh.


      “No, sorry, it’s just… if you had trouble, you know.…”


      She assured him that she was fine, she’d just been walking to the bus, and wouldn’t you know, the heel on her shoe broke so

         she threw both shoes away. That’s all.

      


      “You want to get the bus in Amity? I’ll take you to the station there.”


      “That would be helpful.”


      He drove along slowly, as if he meant to delay their arrival in Amity so he could hear something of her story and satisfy

         his curiosity. With each bump and dip in the road, the children in the back yelled joyously.

      


      “Say,” the man asked after a while, “what’s your name?”


      “Sally.”


      “Just Sally?”


      “Sally Angel,” she replied in a cold voice. She turned to watch a tractor plowing a field in the distance and didn’t speak

         again until the end of the drive, when, as she was stepping out of the car, she thanked the man for giving her a lift.
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