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PROLOGUE





  Ginny




  MUIR WAS THE buildingest boy you ever saw, from the time he was little. He was different from Moody from the beginning. Moody was always running and playing and chasing chickens or the cat, the way any boy does. But from the time he was five or six Muir was always studying on making something. It seemed to be born in his blood to make things. He cut roads in the dirt of the backyard, and in the sandpile my husband, Tom, hauled up from the river in the wagon. He made bridges over ditches and he hacked out boats with a saw and his pocketknife. He drawed pictures in the dirt, and lines like train tracks. He tied blocks of wood together in trains. He used old tools Pa had left in the shed, and mashed his fingers and cut hisself from time to time.




  But Muir’s worst enemy from the time he was a youngun was his own lack of patience. The backyard was littered with things he had started and abandoned, wagons with wheels sawed out of a pole, a sled whittled out of sourwood.




  “Mama, I’m going to build a house,” he said when he was about ten.




  “What kind of house, sugar?” I said.




  “A log cabin, like Daniel Boone made,” Muir said. He took the crosscut saw and axe up to the pine woods above the pasture, and I could hear him chopping there for hours. He was already big for his age. On the way to the mailbox I seen where he had chopped down several yellow pines and made a mess with the brush piled above the road.




  “Be careful with that axe,” I hollered. I could smell fresh pine rosin and crushed pine needles. It was a good smell.




  That night Muir’s hands was stained with rosin and his fingers was blistered. A limb had scratched his cheek, just missing his eye. “I’ve got one layer of logs in place,” he announced.




  “Are you going to put windows in?” I said.




  “I’ll put greased paper windows in like old-timers done,” Muir said.




  “Bugs will stick to the grease,” I said.




  “Looks to me like you’re building a hogpen,” Moody said.




  “Wherever you live is a hogpen,” Muir said to Moody. There was a kick under the table.




  “Muir can call it his hunting lodge,” I said.




  “Be lucky to build a doghouse,” Moody said.




  Two days later I stopped by the place in the pines to see what Muir had done. He was hacking like a Trojan at a pine pole to notch the end so it would fit in place. His black hair had fell in his eyes and stuck to his forehead. What he had made was a pen two or three feet high. It was hard to believe a ten-year-old had done so much work. He’d sawed down the trees and cut them into lengths and notched them to fit over each other. There was wide cracks between the poles.




  “You’ll need to chink between the logs,” I said.




  “Won’t do that till winter,” Muir said, out of breath from chopping.




  “The thing to use is branch clay and straw,” I said. “Put it on wet and let it harden.”




  It give me a satisfaction to see what Muir had done. I’d never knowed a youngun with such an inclination to shape things. He had done the work of a man there in the pines. He had the instinct to build the way my brother Locke had the instinct to be a nurse and wait on the sick. And I was proud because it was almost like I was doing it; the work was part of me. And yet Muir was hisself and thought of things to do I never would have. He had his daddy’s blue eyes and ruddy complexion. I felt the pleasure of seeing my flesh and blood go forward on his own with such a will and such an idea of shaping and fitting things in place. I had always believed he would do something special.




  It wasn’t more than three days later that Muir come running into the house, his face white and his hair roughed up by wind. “Where is Moody?” he hollered.




  “Ain’t seen him,” I said.




  Muir stomped on the kitchen floor and turned to run out.




  “What is wrong?” I said.




  “Moody done it,” Muir hollered.




  “What has he done?” I said. I had a sick feeling in my joints, because Moody was always getting into trouble.




  But Muir was already out the door. I dried my hands and followed him. I seen Moody on the trail from the barn, and I seen Muir pick up a rock under the hemlock tree and run toward his brother. Moody was three years older, and he was wiry and tough, but Muir was catching up with him in size.




  “Stop that!” I yelled.




  “I seen what you done,” Muir shouted.




  “Ain’t done nothing,” Moody said.




  I run to Muir and took the rock from his hand. “What has Moody done?” I said.




  Muir stomped the ground and his face turned from white to red. “He ruined it,” he yelled.




  “Who says?” Moody said.




  Muir started running up the hill and I followed, and Moody followed me. I had an ugly feeling about what I was going to see in the pine woods. Muir slung open the pasture gate, and I latched it behind us after Moody had gone through. That’s when I smelled the smoke. It was the sticky smoke of pine rosin burning.




  “What is that?” I said. “Is the pine woods on fire?”




  I started running, and Muir started running. When I got to the clearing Muir had made I seen a pile of brush burning inside the pen. The log walls had been tore apart and the poles piled like for a bonfire.




  “Grab a limb,” I shouted. I took a pine bough and started hitting the blaze. It was a good thing the wood was green and there had been a rain the day before. The pine needles on the ground had not caught fire. There was no way to keep the brush from burning, but we beat out the flames on the logs and kept the blaze from spreading to nearby trees. The fire crackled and hissed as clots of sap busted. I beat the flames with the limb and kicked needles out of the way to make a space of bare ground around the burning brush.




  “Who started this?” I said.




  “He done it,” Muir said and pointed to Moody.




  “Must have been lightning,” Moody said. Moody had high cheekbones from our Cherokee blood way back, and he always looked a little older than he was.




  “I ain’t seen no lightning,” Muir said.




  “Did you do this?” I said to Moody.




  “Maybe it was outlaws,” Moody said and turned his face away from me.




  I grabbed Moody’s arm and pulled him out into the clearing. Just then I seen the matches in his shirt pocket. There must have been twenty matches stuffed into the pocket. “Where did these come from?” I said.




  “Toothpicks,” Moody said.




  I felt sick in my bones to think that Moody had done it and would try to lie his way out of it.




  “Worse than setting the fire is to lie about it,” I said.




  “Ain’t lying,” Moody said.




  “Look me in the eye,” I said. Moody glanced at me, then looked away.




  “He done it,” Muir said. Muir had a smear of soot on his cheek. Moody shoved him.




  “We will pray about this,” I said. I put my left arm around Moody’s neck and pulled him toward me. And I put my right arm on Muir’s shoulder. Bitter smoke drifted from the ashes of the burned brush and charred logs. It was a good thing there was no wind or the whole pine woods would have caught fire the way they did before Tom died. I bowed my head and closed my eyes.




  “Lord, teach us to love one another,” I said. “For your commandment, your last commandment, was to love one another. In our pride, and in our anger, it’s hard to love and hard to forgive, and hard for us to remember your words.




  “Teach us to be humble. Teach us even in our moments of anger to look to you for guidance, and not to vanity and resentment. Teach brother not to fight brother and sister not to fight against sister. Teach mothers to love sons, and teach us to live every day so that any hour we will be prepared to face your judgment, and to live in your will.”




  When I opened my eyes and raised my head I seen Muir staring at the ruins of his cabin. Logs was scattered at rough angles and partly burned. The whole clearing was a mess. There was tears in his eyes, and I felt tears swelling in my eyes too.




  When I looked at Moody he turned away from me. But I thought I seen a tear in his eye too. He wouldn’t look at me, and he wouldn’t say nothing.




  “You will help Muir rebuild his cabin,” I said to Moody.




  “I can help him cut new logs,” Moody said, looking at the ground.




  “Don’t want no new logs,” Muir snapped.




  “Moody will help you with the cabin,” I said.




  “Don’t want no cabin,” Muir said, staring at the smoldering brush.




  
FIRST READING


  1921





  
One





  Muir




  PREACHER LINER SAID he would let me preach the Sunday after Homecoming. He was a big heavy feller with droopy jowls, and he said it as a favor to Mama more than anything else, because no preacher likes to share his pulpit, not any that I ever heard of. But Mama was a pillar of the church, and her pa had give the land for the church and built the first church in the valley back when the county was founded. And for some reason Preacher Liner was afraid of Mama, maybe because she’d read more than him and knowed more Scripture. So when I told Preacher Liner I felt I had the call, that I’d been studying up to preach a sermon, he said he’d let me fill the pulpit, soon as there was an opportunity.




  I was only sixteen, but I felt the call, and I waited weeks and months for a chance to preach. I studied the Bible every day and prayed for a sign that I was ready. When I went out to the barn to milk I thought about preaching as I pulled down on the cow’s tits. And while I hoed corn in the hot June sun I studied on what I’d say when I was give the pulpit.




  Mama said I could go to a revival meeting in one of the little valleys near the head of the river and preach, or might be I could preach in one of the ridge churches like Mount Olivet. But I said I wanted to start in my home church, and then I’d light out to preach in other places, if I was going to preach, if the Lord had really anointed me to preach.




  “You don’t want to feel too much pride about preaching,” Mama said. She had been a Holiness when she was young, but now she was a steadfast Baptist. If they made women deacons she’d have been a deacon. Mama was tall with long black hair she wore in a knot on top of her head. As her hair got threads of gray in it she looked dignified enough to be a deacon.




  “Got to have some pride to want to try preaching,” I said. “Otherwise I couldn’t even think of standing up in front of a crowd.”




  “I can’t see you preaching,” said Fay, my younger sister. “You talk too slow and thoughtful. You’re my brother, not a preacher.” Fay was only thirteen, and bony like Moody was.




  “I’d rather listen to hound dogs howling after a fox,” my brother, Moody, said. “That’s the best kind of preaching I know.” Moody almost never went to church anyway, so it didn’t matter what he said.




  “If Muir has the call, he will preach,” Mama said. “The Lord will put the words in his mouth and the Spirit in his heart.”




  “Only call Muir feels is the call of nature,” Moody said.




  “I never thought there’d be a preacher in this family,” Fay said. She was wearing the blue dress Mama had smocked for her.




  “I always prayed there would be a preacher in our family, in this generation,” Mama said.




  SINCE I LEFT school when I was twelve I’d hunted ginseng in the late summer on the ridges over near South Carolina. And I’d helped Mama in the fields and in the orchards on the hill. I had helped make molasses in the old furnace Grandpa had built in the pasture, and I’d cut tops and pulled fodder. I’d chopped wood and done a little carpentry and masonry for my cousin U. G. that kept the store down at the highway, and I’d laid a rock wall behind the house to hold Mama’s flower beds. I’d also built a rock wall for my aunt Florrie, and I’d painted the house for Mama. I’d tried my hand at a lot of things, from digging herbs to hewing and selling crossties to the railroad. But the thing I’d been best at was trapping muskrats and mink and foxes on the creeks and high branches near the head of the river. I liked to walk the trapline, and I knowed every inch of the headwaters and the Flat Woods beyond. I’d learned how to set traps in the water to drown a mink before it could gnaw its foot off, and I’d learned to put a trap on a trail where a fox couldn’t see it or smell it. Every winter I made more than a hundred dollars from selling fur.




  I’d heard a hundred times that Mama laid in bed without moving for several weeks before I was born. She had anemia and she had kidney poisoning. And she didn’t eat nothing but some biscuits and a little milk. She was afraid she’d lose the baby if she moved. “I laid in the dark, for I was afraid even to read,” Mama said.




  And when I was born she was in labor for seventeen hours; the midwife thought I would be dead. After I was born they saw I was early and poor as a whippoorwill. You could see my ribs I was so starved. And I was too weak to eat anything except to suck on a rag soaked in sugar water, and to nurse a few minutes at a time.




  “Muir was so blue he looked like he’d froze to death,” Mama said.




  But the story Mama liked to tell best was about how my tongue had been tied down by a thread of flesh. “He was so tongue-tied he couldn’t even cry,” Mama said. “His tongue just kind of wallowed in his mouth, so I took him to a doctor in town and had it snipped free. Everybody said he’d never be able to talk, that he wasn’t meant to talk. But I knowed he would talk. He was meant to talk, and after that he howled up a storm.”




  “He just never learned to talk sense,” Moody said.




  “I know he was put here for some purpose,” Mama said. “He was a marked baby.”




  Mama said so many times I was marked for something special that I believed it was true. But I didn’t know what it was for, until after I’d been saved and after I’d been baptized. I seen that I was supposed to be a witness and a minister. I’d heard about people getting the call, and I started to feel I was one that heard the call. Mama was proud. But it made Moody mad when she talked about how I was marked for a purpose. He acted like she said it to belittle him. He acted like he was mad at everybody most of the time. He snorted and cleared the spit in his throat.




  When I read a passage in the Bible I thought of myself saying it from a pulpit. “‘In my Father’s house are many mansions: if it were not so I would have told you. I go and prepare a place for you …’” I imagined how I’d swing my arm in the air and slam my fist down on the pulpit. “‘And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes,’” I said aloud to myself. “‘Neither shall there be any more pain.’”




  As I walked along my trapline I said verses to myself. “‘Blessed art thou Simon Barjonah … Upon this rock I will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it … Whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven …’”




  I got so drunk saying the verses to myself that I would stumble off the trail or bump into a tree. I felt light enough to fly as I quoted, “‘A city that is set on a hill cannot be hid.’”




  I stood on top of a ridge above Grassy Creek in Transylvania County and faced the wind and said, “‘I am the root and the offspring of David, and the bright and morning star.’” I imagined preaching to crowds in tents and brush arbors and in open fields. But mostly I imagined talking to the congregation in Green River Church. I was afraid I’d be tongue-tied when I had to talk.




  As I walked through the woods with my squirrel rifle, I was eloquent in one soaring sentence after another. I stood before the crowd and shouted about the glories of heaven. I didn’t talk about hellfire and I didn’t talk about punishment and damnation. In my mind I talked about the glories beyond the grave, beyond the clouds above the hill. I talked about the sunlit uplands beyond the far shore.




  NOW THE OTHER thing I studied on was Annie Richards that lived on the creek road just beyond the church. She was only thirteen then, but she was the prettiest girl in the whole valley. Her blond hair and her pale skin was like something out of a picture. She was slender and she was perfect and she had big gray eyes. She was too young to walk home with boys from church, but she was already a little bit of a flirt. She was quick as a fawn with her gray eyes and red lips. I had my eye on her. I was going to be a preacher, and I was going to marry her. That’s what I told myself. The two things was tied together in my mind. All women was in love with preachers.




  “WHAT ARE YOU going to preach about?” Preacher Liner said to me the Sunday before Homecoming. When he talked to you he kind of leaned over you. The look in his eyes never seemed to match what he was saying.




  “I will preach about the Transfiguration,” I said.




  “That’s always a good topic,” Preacher Liner said. “People like to hear about the Transfiguration.”




  Preacher Liner said he’d be going down to South Carolina the Sunday after Homecoming, and I could fill the pulpit in his place. Panic jolted through me so hard it hurt. In two weeks I’d be standing in front of the congregation. In two weeks I’d be facing all those people that I’d knowed since I was in diapers.




  “Glory be,” Mama said when I told her I would be preaching in two weeks. “This is the answer to my prayers.”




  NOW THE THING about worry is it can’t do you much good. For worry just wears you down and don’t help the least bit. But you can’t just turn off worry like it was a spigot. Worry ain’t something you can do much to control. Worry creeps up on you at night while you’re laying in bed and crawls right into your head. And worry soaks its way into whatever you’re thinking about in the daytime.




  I figured if I studied out my sermon beforehand it might help. They said preachers in town actually wrote down sermons and read them on Sunday. But no Baptist preacher ever wrote out a sermon on Green River. That would prove you didn’t have the call of the Spirit in your heart. Anybody that would write out a sermon and read it to the congregation would be laughed out of the pulpit and never invited to preach again. Only Scripture was worth reading out in the pulpit.




  I took my Bible and climbed up into the pines on the pasture hill. Thought if I got on top of the ridge I could think better. The air would be clearer and I’d be closer to God. And the Transfiguration took place on a mountaintop where Peter and James and John went with Jesus. I read in Matthew: “‘While he yet spake, behold, a bright cloud overshadowed them: and behold a voice out of the cloud, which said: This is my beloved son, in whom I am well pleased; hear ye him.’”




  That seemed to me the finest passage in the Bible. I said the words over again and made my voice deep in my throat, and I made my tongue curl around the words.




  I turned to the book of Luke where it also described the Transfiguration.




  “‘And as he prayed the fashion of his countenance was altered, and his raiment was white and glistering.’”




  I walked up and down under the pine trees and said the verse. I swung my arm to show the power of the words. I knowed if I could get started in the pulpit I could keep going. It was getting started that was hard. I’d took part in the debates at school when I was eleven and twelve. It was standing and saying the first thing that scared me. The first time I stood before the class I was so dazed I couldn’t think of nothing. My throat locked closed like spit had stuck there and glued my windpipe. Next time I debated I determined I’d say one word if it killed me. And I did stand up and say one word, and after that I could say more. But I remembered that feeling of having my tongue and throat froze, like they’d turned to rock.




  Last, I turned to the Second Epistle of Peter, where he talked about the Transfiguration.




  “‘And this voice which came from heaven we heard, when we were with him in the holy mount.’”




  It was the holy mount I wanted to mention in my sermon. For I wanted to say any mountain could be a holy mountain. And that the ground where we stood could be holy ground. I wanted to preach mountainism, for I’d read somewhere that mountainism meant a vision of paradise on earth. But I didn’t know if I could say it right.




  In his excitement and confusion Peter had talked about building three tabernacles on the mountaintop, one to Moses, one to Elias, and one to Jesus. He’d talked foolish, out of his head. I hoped I didn’t talk foolish. I hoped I didn’t speak beside myself, once I was in the pulpit. But I understood the desire to build something sacred. I had studied about building almost as much as about trapping and preaching. A life’s work should be to build something that inspired people.




  I stood under the pines facing the wind and read more verses, making my voice strong and far-reaching as I could. I read in a low voice and I read in a loud voice. I read the verses in a proper voice, and I read them the way a mountain preacher would that hadn’t hardly been to school. I couldn’t decide which way was best. But I thought, The place for a church is on a mountaintop. The perfect place to say the words of the Bible was on the highest ground in sight.




  WHEN MAMA NOTICED how worried I was she said, “Nobody can preach without the help of the Lord. If the Lord wants you to preach, then he’ll give you the words to say.”




  “But I have to prepare the vessel,” I said.




  “If the Lord don’t give you the words they won’t be worth listening to,” Mama said.




  “All the words has already been said,” my sister Fay said. Fay had growed gangly and awkward but hadn’t begun to show her womanly shape in the dresses Mama made her.




  “Don’t make no difference,” I said. “They need to be said again.”




  “Why do they?” Fay said.




  “That’s like saying all the dinners have been eat,” I said. “People will still be hungry come dinnertime.”




  “People need to hear the Word again and again,” Mama said. “As long as you go by the Scripture you can’t go wrong.”




  “Are you going to take up a collection?” Moody said. “That’s the test of a preacher, how much people throw in the collection plate.”




  “The collection is took up before the sermon,” I said.




  “That may be to your advantage,” Moody said. Moody had got hurt in a fight in Chestnut Springs earlier that year, and he had a scar on his cheek below the left eye.




  “A first-time preacher don’t get no money,” I said.




  But like he did so many times, Moody could change his tune in an instant. He would talk mean and bitter, and he’d mock you and belittle you. And then all of a sudden he’d be a good-natured brother. His name fit him perfect. I knowed he was named after the great preacher Dwight L. Moody, but the name was right for him.




  It was the Friday before I was supposed to preach on Sunday morning, and I went out to milk the cows after supper and water the horse and feed the chickens. It was still full daylight, and while I was mixing the crushing and cottonseed meal for the cows Moody come up behind me and said, “You know I want you to do good on Sunday.”




  “Sure you do,” I said.




  “No, I mean it,” Moody said. “I want you to make that church house ring. And I want you to save so many people they’ll demand that you preach again.”




  “Didn’t think you cared,” I said.




  “I care about my little brother,” Moody said. “I want you to scare them so much and thrill them so much they pee in their britches.”




  ON THE SUNDAY after Homecoming I got to the church a little early. I put on the new herringbone suit I had bought special, and a tie that Daddy had owned. The suit fit so well over my shoulders and hips it give me confidence, and the woven cloth glistened in the sun. The song leader, Mack Ennis, got there almost as soon as I did. The church felt cool inside in the early morning.




  “Now, what songs do you want to sing today?” Mack said.




  That was the one thing I hadn’t thought about. I’d worried about the text I was going to read, and who I was going to call on to lead in prayer, and how long I was going to preach. But I hadn’t even considered what hymns I wanted sung.




  “Ain’t you picked out the hymns?” I said to Mack.




  “The preacher usually has some suggestions, depending on the text of his sermon,” Mack said.




  “What would you normally sing?” I said.




  “There is over five hundred hymns in the book,” Mack said. “We can sing whatever ones you prefer.”




  “Why don’t we sing ‘How Beautiful Heaven Must Be’?” I said. “And then ‘Nearer My God to Thee.’”




  “This is not a funeral,” Mack said.




  “And maybe ‘On Jordan’s Stormy Banks,’” I said.




  When Charlotte McKee, the organist, arrived Mack told her what songs we was going to sing. She nodded and smiled at me.




  I’d heard of preachers that didn’t even appear until it was time for the sermon. They’d stay out in the dark, or in the woods, or even in the outhouse, till it was time for them to appear. And then they’d enter like a prophet come down from the mountain, or like John the Baptist come from the wilderness. But that wasn’t the custom on Green River. It would look silly if I stayed outside till it was time to preach.




  There was a chair to the side and behind the pulpit where the preacher set. And that’s where I waited while people come into the church. I didn’t want to look at people as they shuffled in and set down, so I looked at the Bible in my hands, and I even opened it and tried to read. I’d seen Preacher Liner do that. But I couldn’t see the Bible verses in front of me because of my nerves. I’d marked the places and I’d memorized the passages so I could recite them if I had to.




  When Charlotte started playing the organ I stood up and everybody else stood up. “How Beautiful Heaven Must Be,” I called out. But my voice sounded trembly and weak in the empty air over the congregation.




  “Page 302,” Mack called out.




  While they was singing I tried to join in but couldn’t even think of the song. I hoped the song would go on forever. I looked out over the faces and tried not to look at any one face. I knowed everybody in the church, but I tried not to recognize them. The light was glaring from the white-painted windowpanes. I kept my eyes on the last window on the left side.




  When the song was over it was time to lead in prayer. I knowed the custom was for the preacher to lead the first prayer. I was about to bow my head and start praying when I seen the door open and somebody slip into the back of the church. It was Moody, and he didn’t take his hat off when he come in. Moody never did hardly go to church. He was the last person I expected to see there, and he was the last person I wanted to see there. He had said he wouldn’t come. He slid into the back row with the other boys and backsliders. He never did take his hat off. It was time for me to start praying, but all I could think of was Moody setting there with his hat on.




  I bowed my head, but instead of praying I said, “Will Moody Powell please take his hat off in church.” The words was out before I could stop myself.




  Everybody in the church turned around and looked back. There was snickers here and there. With a grin Moody lifted his hat and held it a few inches above his head, then dropped it to the floor. There was more snickering and titters from the boys in the back row.




  I prayed but don’t remember what I said. I had thought for days about what I’d say in a prayer, but I couldn’t remember a single word of what I’d planned. Moody had throwed me off. I swallowed twice and said something about thanking the Lord for bringing us all together on such a fine day. My face was hot and the sweat was breaking out under my arms and in my hands.




  When I finished praying and opened my eyes I seen Mama looking at me. She smiled and nodded, like she meant to say, You go ahead and do a good job now. There was circles of sweat under her arms. But I couldn’t look at her. And I couldn’t remember what hymn we was supposed to sing next. It was the offertory hymn and the two deacons, Silas Bane and my cousin U. G. Latham, come forward and took the collection plates from the table in front of the pulpit. Charlotte was looking at me and Mack was looking at me. And I remembered I’d told him “Nearer My God to Thee.” But it was too late. Mack frowned and flipped through the songbook and called out, “Number 326.”




  While they begun to sing, and I pretended to join in, all I could think of was what a gom I’d already made of things. I looked at the collection plates passing among the congregation and wondered why I’d even thought I could preach. How did I know what was the call and what was just vanity? Nobody but Mama had thought I had the gift. What was I going to say when the song ended? For then it would be time to begin my sermon.




  When the song was over the deacons brought the collection plates to the front, and Silas Bane poured the contents of one plate into the other and put the empty plate over the money like a lid. Both Mack and Charlotte took their seats on the benches, and I was alone in front of the church. As I stood up I felt the stares of the people like a furnace blasting my face. I wanted to step back out of the heat. I wanted to run out into the fresh air and sunlight.




  Stepping to the pulpit, I realized I’d left my Bible on the floor beside the chair. I’d already opened my mouth to speak, but I stopped to pick up the Bible. I spun around and kicked the chair so hard it banged the wall and clattered over on the floor.




  When I stood up again behind the pulpit and opened the Bible, the air in the church was absolutely still. You could have heard a spider scratching itself, or a moth belch. The air was so hot and tight it was in pain. The skin on my forehead felt stretched. The skin around my mouth was so tight I thought it was going to break. And my lips was stuck together.




  I tried to find the verse in Matthew about the Transfiguration, but I kept turning pages and couldn’t spot it nowhere. My hands was so sweaty they stuck to the paper. I thought I seen the chapter, and then it disappeared. I was looking in the Old Testament. It seemed like minutes and hours was passing while I flipped through the pages.




  “I want to read you a Bible verse,” I tried to say. But the words stuck in my throat. I swallowed and tried again.




  There was snickers in the church. The air was dead still, and I could hear the blood pounding in my ears. Sweat gathered on my forehead and dripped down on the pages of the Bible.




  Finally I found Matthew 17 and started reading, but I couldn’t recall what I’d planned to say about the text. What was the point I’d wanted to make about the Transfiguration? Peter said we should build three tabernacles on the mountaintop, but he’d been talking crazy with excitement. There didn’t seem to be much point in speaking about that.




  Because I couldn’t remember what it was I wanted to say, I kept reading. I read beyond the place where Matthew talked about the Transfiguration. I couldn’t think of anything to say.




  I seen Annie setting in the third row beside her mama. Annie looked at me and she looked at her lap. Why had I thought I’d impress her with my preaching? Why had I ever thought she cared anything about me? She looked so young she seemed just a child. She didn’t care what I said in the pulpit. I’d wanted to say something about going to the mountaintop, but what was it?




  “This is what can happen when we go up on the mountaintop,” I said. “This is what happens when we get up close to the Lord.” But I couldn’t recall what else I was going to say. It had all seemed so clear when I’d planned the sermon. But I couldn’t remember what the connection was.




  “Now let me read to you what Mark says,” I said. I crumpled pages of the Bible trying to find the passage in the Second Gospel, but I finally located the right chapter. “Listen to this,” I said. But as I read the verses I heard my voice in the still air of the church, and it sounded more like a boy reciting in school than any preacher. I couldn’t think of what words to say next, so I just kept reading again. And when I got to the end of the chapter I said, “There is blessings for us on the mountaintop if we’ll just go there. We can see the shining face of Jesus, and we can see his raiment white as snow.” I could feel the voice coming to me a little bit. It was not the talk I’d planned, but at least I was talking.




  “We can stand with our faces in the wind and feel the Spirit moving,” I said.




  Just then there was a whine in the back of the church. It was like the whine a wet log makes when it burns. The whine thickened to a blowing sound, and I knowed it was a poot, the loudest and longest fart you ever heard. It was like a trumpet and trombone together blowing a fanfare.




  I forgot what I was saying and couldn’t go on. My tongue was tied and flopped around helpless as a fish in mud. I tried to recall what I’d been saying, but nothing come out. I was froze, and then I seen Moody stand up and walk to the back window. He raised the back window with a groan and a bang and stuck his head outside. Laughter started at the back of the church and swept forward until it filled the whole sanctuary like a mighty song.




  
Two





  Ginny




  I HAD ALWAYS wanted there to be a preacher in the family. From the time I was a girl and started going to Holiness meetings I thought a preacher was the most wonderful man there was. What could compare with a man of God, a man of the Book, a man of the faith? If I had been a man I would have been a preacher myself.




  “All preachers have an eye for the girls and a mouth full of easy words,” my sister, Florrie, said. She always did like to say the worst thing that come to mind. She would say the most irreverent things, but she married David that wanted to be a preacher, and I married Tom Powell that didn’t hardly like to talk at all. Who could have foretold the choices of the heart? But even then I wouldn’t let Florrie smart-mouth me.




  “Next you’ll tell me preachers love fried chicken,” I said to Florrie.




  “Preachers do like fried chicken,” Florrie said.




  But Florrie knowed as well as I did a true preacher is the vessel of the Lord. A true preacher is a lamp that lights our feet and burns away the darkness of this world. A true preacher can charge the air in a church and in a congregation, and in a whole community. A great preacher can make the trees and rocks seem witnesses to the power of the Bible. A great sermon can make time itself seem a testimony to the grace meant for us.




  The best preacher I ever heard was Preacher McKinney who held the revival where I first received the baptism of fire and spoke in tongues. I had been saved before when I was twelve and been baptized in water and joined the church. I’d heard talk of sanctification and the baptism of fire but never thought much about them until I went to Preacher McKinney’s meeting. I’d gone to church all my years without loving it. I’d gone out of duty and habit. My pa had built the church when he come back from the Confederate War. I liked singing and good preaching, but I’d never seen the beauty of fellowship together.




  Preacher McKinney’s best sermon was not the one where I first spoke in tongues and done the holy dance and received the baptism of fire. I was so stirred by that first service I wasn’t hardly aware of the sermon anyway. I looked into his eyes and the Spirit swept me away, as it had to. What happened to me then was meant from the beginning of time. That night Preacher McKinney was the true vessel of the Word, and I was there to receive it.




  Preacher McKinney’s best sermon that I remember, the one that showed me what a sermon could be, was preached a few weeks later in daylight. It was preached in the afternoon in the little church up on Mount Olivet. It was the funeral service for one of the Tankersleys who had gone to Preacher McKinney’s revival and lost her letter in the Green River Church. That’s why the service was held up on Mount Olivet instead of Green River. All of us Holiness people had lost their letter in the Green River Baptist Church.




  It was the brightest summer day you ever saw. The trees was green and the mountainsides was green, and the weeds along the road was green. Pa and me and Joe and Lily had took the wagon up the mountain. All kinds of birdsong sweetened the air. The world was lush and sharp. It didn’t seem like no day for a funeral. The light was so bright it stung your eyes. June bugs circled and buzzed over the grass. The cemetery on the hill above the church was fresh mowed and looked like a garden of stones and shrubbery.




  Preacher McKinney stood calm and cool in the pulpit after everybody was seated. His manner was different from what I had seen at the revival. There was a great peacefulness and poise in him. “Let us pray,” he said. I bowed my head and listened, for I felt the strength in his quietness.




  “Lord, we are here to celebrate life and salvation,” Preacher McKinney prayed. “We do not need to mourn the passing of Sister Tankersley, for we know she has gone to a better world, to a long-sought rest. If we mourned we would only mourn for ourselves, for we miss her presence and her inspiration. We will miss her example and her kindness.”




  When the prayer was over we sung “Work, for the Night Is Coming.” It was a slow, simple, sad song that had a strange firmness and comfort. The notes seemed to give voice to the day itself, to the cool little church, to the weeds and woods outside in the sunlight. Out the window I could see a white cloud hanging over the mountain.




  Work, for the night is coming. Work through the morning hours.




  Work while the dew is sparkling. Work ’mid springing flowers.




  Work while the day grows brighter, under the glowing sun.




  Work, for the night is coming, when man’s work is done.




  As soon as the song was over I heard a cardinal in the woods outside. And when Preacher McKinney started talking he didn’t holler like he did at revival services. He stood perfectly still and spoke in a voice so quiet I had to listen close at first.




  “We are here to celebrate the goodness of our sister,” he said. “We are here to take comfort in her strength and example. We are here to strengthen each other with our fellowship and with our song.”




  Preacher McKinney said our lives in this world didn’t have to be lived in misery and aloneness. He said our lives might be hard, but they was not too hard as long as they had meaning, as long as we could see far enough ahead, toward the plan of salvation. Preacher McKinney was so calm and slow he seemed like a different preacher entirely. He said it was our labor that was our wisdom. It was our struggle that was our satisfaction in this world.




  Preacher McKinney talked about how we should forgive seven times seventy and help our neighbors. It was the simplest message there was, and yet it was the one hardest to follow. He said in all the New Testament there is only one new commandment: Love each other even as I have loved you.




  “Can you feel the hand of Sister Tankersley leading us into the sunlight and into the day and across the threshold to the rest of your life?” Preacher McKinney said. “In the heart of a Christian it is always eternal morning. I am not here to mourn and I am not here to accuse and threaten. You are all the children of the Savior, and you are all my brothers and sisters.”




  When Preacher McKinney stopped I had to remember where I was. I was not swept away, but set firm and alert on the bench. The air in the church was cool and rare as on a mountaintop. There was sniffles and crying in the church. But they was tears of joy.




  MUCH AS I admired preachers it scared me when Muir said he was going to preach the Sunday after Homecoming. It scared me and it thrilled me too, for there was nothing I wanted a son of mine to be more than a minister of the gospel. I was afraid I had put it in his head to preach, and that he was doing it to please me more than answering a call of his own. He was tall as a man, and he was strong as a man, but he was still just a boy too. A mama has power over her children she may not always be aware of.




  Before Muir was born I starved myself and I laid in bed for weeks to keep him alive. The doctor had said he would die inside me if I moved. I laid still and lived on milk and biscuits. I knowed he was a marked baby, he was a chosen baby. I knowed he was a baby with a destiny. He was born with a mission, and being born with his tongue tied down was not going to stop him. In some way I did not understand he was a vessel of the Word.




  It was hard to know how much to encourage Muir and how much to caution him. For I knowed a preacher has to go where he hears the call, and he has to follow his conscience. But I was his mama also. His daddy was dead, and it was my job to try to guide him.




  Muir always was the serious one of my children. He took it after Tom and me both, for Tom was dedicated to his work in a solemn and sober way, and I was dedicated to worship, to living in the Spirit. I worried about Muir and I loved him. I wanted him not to make my mistakes. He was the age I was when I first went to Holiness meetings.




  “You’ve got to follow the voice you hear in your heart,” I said to Muir. I could see how he was studying and troubled. He was one to anguish hisself.




  “I feel the call in my blood,” Muir said.




  I worried when Preacher Liner told Muir he could fill the pulpit the Sunday after Homecoming. The preacher had asked me if I wanted him to invite Muir to preach. I wondered if he thought inviting Muir to preach was a favor to me.




  “You must follow the guidance of the Spirit,” I said to Preacher Liner. But I didn’t know what the right thing was. If Muir tried preaching when he wasn’t ready, it could turn him away from the calling later. If he waited till he was older it could be too late.




  “I will preach on the Transfiguration,” Muir said. I could tell how he was pondering and worrying about the sermon he’d agreed to preach. His cheeks was flushed and he swung his arms when he talked. I couldn’t think of a thing to do to help him. If he was going to be a minister the Lord would have to lead him.




  When the Sunday finally come that Muir was supposed to preach, I was more nervous than he was. But I couldn’t let it show. I tried to be cheerful and confident, like it was all the most natural thing for my younger son to preach his first sermon. But I was twisted in knots and my lips was dry as I set down in church. My dress got wet under my armpits. I tried to smile and it felt like my lips was crawling sideways.




  “Lord, let your will be done,” I prayed silent. “Be with Muir in this hour of trial. If it is your will for him to preach, show him the way.”




  But it was like Muir never had a chance that day. When he was flustered, when he got mad, it was like he couldn’t decide what to do with hisself. He never could remember nothing when he got excited. He’d rush on ahead of hisself and then forget where he was, forget what he was saying. I thought my heart was going to stop or tear out of my chest as I watched him fumble in the pulpit.




  AFTER THE TERRIBLE day when Muir tried to preach, he wouldn’t say nothing about it. He stayed out of the house most of the time. He stayed in the woods and in the fields. He stayed in the attic on rainy days looking through Pa’s old books and magazines. And even when he was setting at the dinner table or by the fire he wouldn’t say much. Me and Fay tried to talk to him. And even Moody tried to be cheerful to him. Moody could be as friendly and considerate as you please if he wanted to.




  But Muir lived in his own head, in his own disappointment. He had always lived in his own head with his daydreams. You never did know exactly what he was thinking.




  We was setting by the fireplace a few days after that awful Sunday. It was beginning to turn cool, with fall coming on, and the fire felt good.




  “Every preacher learns by practice,” I said to Muir.




  He was scratching on a piece of paper, making pictures of buildings, the way he liked to do. He didn’t answer at all, just kept doodling with the pencil.




  “You can’t be a preacher until you’re twenty-one,” Fay said, “until you get a license.”




  “How do you know?” Muir said without looking up.




  “It takes a lot of practice to learn to do anything right,” I said.




  “You can practice on us,” Moody said to Muir. “You can try out your sermons on us and if we laugh you’ll know they ain’t working.”




  Muir looked at Moody and then back at the sheet of paper without answering. Muir’s shoulders was so wide they looked like they was busting out of his shirt.




  “What Muir does is up to him,” I said.




  “I never seen a preacher that was younger than twenty,” Fay said.




  “A preacher has to make you want to listen to him,” Moody said.




  “You tell us all about it,” Muir said to Moody.




  Moody had the stub of an old cigar between his fingers. He lit it with a stick from the fire and blowed smoke toward Muir. “I’m just telling you what I think,” he said.




  Ever since his daddy died Moody had been mad. But sometimes he would be sorry after he’d done something wrong and would feel ashamed of hisself and try to make up for what he’d done. I know he was embarrassed about what he had done at the church.




  But it seemed like either Moody or Muir had to be mad, one or the other. They couldn’t both be happy at the same time.




  “We know what you think,” Muir said to Moody.




  “If you want to preach, then go ahead and preach,” Moody said. “Don’t let a little teasing stop you. I’ll even help you.”




  “How will you help?” Muir said.




  “I’ll buy you a new Bible,” Moody said.




  “Don’t need a new Bible,” Muir said. He looked down at the drawing he had made. It was a building with a steeple on it.




  “Moody is just trying to be friendly,” I said.




  “You need a better suit of clothes,” Moody said. “I’ll help you buy another suit of clothes.”




  “I could make you a suit,” I said, “if you was to get some good cloth.”




  Muir gripped the arms of the chair he set in. He looked at his drawing and he looked at me. I seen how anguished he was and troubled in his mind. I seen how hurt he was by people laughing at him.




  “Muir will preach again when he is ready,” I said in the calmest way I could. “Muir will know what he is meant to do.”




  “Everybody can stand a little help,” Moody said and blowed smoke toward the fireplace.




  Muir jumped to his feet, and the book and paper in his lap fell to the floor. He picked up the drawing and throwed it into the fire. His face was white as cotton. “You don’t know nothing!” he hollered at Moody.




  Moody was took by surprise. “I know enough to stay away from pulpits,” he said.




  “Don’t none of you know nothing,” Muir said and stomped the floor. His face was crumbling every which way and there was a tear in his eye as he headed to the door.




  
Three





  Muir




  I WAS SO embarrassed by the mess I’d made of preaching that I didn’t go back to church for almost a year. I couldn’t stand to see the people that had watched me make such a fool of myself. I stayed out in the woods most of the time and trapped and fished and hunted for ginseng. I didn’t even want to work around the house, where Moody would tease me about my efforts at preaching.




  “GINNY SAYS YOU’RE planning on building something?” my aunt Florrie said. It was the next summer and she had come over early that morning to help Mama make strawberry preserves. She was washing pint jars at the counter and Mama was drying them.




  “Muir’s thinking of building a castle,” my sister Fay said. The strawberries cooking on the stove filled the kitchen with their smells.




  Fay always wanted to tease me because she was my little sister and thought I didn’t pay enough attention to her. She was skinny as a cornstalk, and she liked to mock me for looking at pictures of castles in magazines and books. She would find pages where I had drawed house plans and make fun of them.




  “Muir has ambition,” Aunt Florrie said. U. G. was her son, but she’d always treated me and Fay and Moody and our dead sister, Jewel, like we was her younguns. Florrie had a quick wit and a quick temper. She was wiry and dark and nervous as a sparrow.




  “I have ambition to get away from here,” I said. It was hard to explain how I wanted to build something and to get away from Green River at the same time. I wanted to build a great house out of timber and stone, and I wanted to escape to Canada or the North Woods too.




  “I like a man with big plans,” Aunt Florrie said.




  “Did you ever meet a man you didn’t like?” Mama said. Mama and Aunt Florrie liked to tease each other when they worked together. I reckon it was something they’d done since they was girls.




  Moody had come in late the night before, long after I’d gone to sleep. He had been down to Chestnut Springs, where he went to drink liquor, and that morning when he got up he looked trembly and hungover. When he was hungover he couldn’t stand for people to talk around him, and Mama and Aunt Florrie as usual was talking up a storm. Moody set down at the kitchen table, and then he jumped up and grabbed the milk bucket off the counter and banged it on his way out. He almost never would do the milking, but I reckon he seen it was an excuse to get out of the house.




  “He’ll feel better after he has some hair of the dog,” Aunt Florrie said. Aunt Florrie liked to drink herself and you often smelled liquor on her breath. But I’d never seen her hungover.




  “What does that mean, ‘hair of the dog’?” Fay said.




  “Hair of the dog that bit you,” Aunt Florrie said. The jars rumbled in the dishpan as she worked a bottle brush around the mouth of a soapy jar like she was brushing teeth.




  “Muir, go out and help your brother at the barn,” Mama said. Mama was worried about Moody because he had seemed angrier and more hungover than usual.




  “And then you can come back and tell us about your plans to go to Alaska,” Aunt Florrie said.




  I got up from the table and started for the door. “I’ll make sure Moody ain’t trying to milk the horse instead of the cow,” I said.




  “Or milk the chickens,” Aunt Florrie said.




  “Do they build castles in Alaska?” Fay said as I reached for the screen door.




  “Only in the air,” Aunt Florrie said.




  I could smell the strawberries cooking all the way out to the shed. The scent was right for the late May morning. Dew was so heavy it made the grass white.




  I HEARD MOODY’S voice soon as I got beyond the shed. It was about a hundred yards to the old log barn, but I could hear him cussing and fussing. Something banged on the barn wall so loud I knowed it must be the milking stool flung against the boards. I slowed down. Been a long time since Moody had done the milking, though when we was boys after Daddy died he’d done most of the milking, until I got big enough.




  “Goddamn bitch!” Moody hollered. I come around the corner of the barn in time to see him hurl the milk bucket against the barn wall. A flame of milk leaped out of the bucket and hit the wall, busting into drops.




  “Hey,” I said. Moody was tall as me, but lanky and bony.




  “Old bitch kicked me,” Moody said.




  I picked up the milk bucket and brushed the dirt off the sides. Straw had stuck to the wetness around the rim.




  “You wasted the milk,” I said.




  “I’ll waste her,” Moody said. He had that yellow look in the eye like a dog that don’t bark but means to bite you. Once Moody started getting mad it was hard for him to stop.




  “I’ll do the rest of the milking,” I said. I looked around for the stool and found it in the weeds where it had bounced from the barn wall.




  “This she-devil kicked me,” Moody said. He looked down the hallway of the barn like he was searching for something. I could see what had happened. The cow had sensed he was hungover and mad and hadn’t let down her milk. Maybe she was scared, or maybe she just wasn’t used to his touch. And because she hadn’t let down her milk Moody had got madder and pulled too hard at her tits. If the one milking is nervous, the cow gets nervous. A cow has to be calm to let down her milk.




  “Let her quiet down,” I said. “I’ll finish the milking.”




  “Nobody kicks me and gets away with it,” Moody said.




  “A cow don’t know what she’s doing,” I said.




  “She kicked me,” Moody said. “She knowed what she was doing.” He looked in a stall and he looked in the harness room. Morning-sun-lit cobwebs hung from the beams in the hallway.




  I touched the flank of the cow and felt her skin quiver under the tips of my fingers. She was tense and nervous from all the hollering. I patted her warm hide. It would take a while to calm her down before I could finish the milking. I would talk to her and give her more crushing and cottonseed meal. The sun made the red hairs on her back sparkle.




  I put the stool down beside the cow and was about to set the bucket down when Moody come out of the feed room carrying a short piece of two-by-four that I used to prop open the loft door when we throwed hay or corn into the loft from the wagon.




  “What are you doing with that?” I said.




  “That cow kicked me,” Moody said.




  “Put that thing down,” I said.




  “Out of my way,” Moody growled. He held the wood like it was a two-handed sword.




  “Are you crazy?” I said.




  “Don’t call me crazy,” Moody said and swung the two-by-four at me. I jumped back out of his reach.




  “I’ll do the milking,” I said. A thousand times I’d seen how much easier it was to do a job myself than to get Moody to do it.




  “Ain’t no cow going to tell me what I can or can’t do,” Moody said. When Moody started getting mad it was like something in his blood turned to poison. He got madder because he was already mad. His blood got so crazy he couldn’t control hisself.




  “Go on to the house,” I said. “I’ll milk the cow.”




  “Are you telling me what to do?” Moody said. He shook the two-by-four like he wanted to swing it at my head. He was only three years older than me, but he’d always acted like he was my boss.




  “I’m telling you what you don’t have to do,” I said. I didn’t want to set him off even worse.




  “Nobody tells me what to do,” Moody said. “Certainly not my chickenshit little brother.”




  Rather than stepping back further I stepped sideways. Moody turned to face me. His eyes looked yellow as somebody’s with jaunders.




  “Ain’t no use for you to get riled up,” I said.




  I kept my eyes level with his but didn’t say nothing else. I figured he might calm down if I didn’t argue anymore. Moody couldn’t take any kind of criticism. He couldn’t stand for anybody to disagree with him or suggest anything. When he was feeling good he could be nice as anybody in the world. When he was feeling in charge he could be as accommodating as you would want. We would work together for days and even weeks as long as nothing set him off, long as he stayed sober. But in recent months he’d been going off to Gap Creek and Chestnut Springs more and more and getting drunk almost every week.




  Moody knowed Mama disapproved of him getting drunk, and that made him afraid. And when he was afraid he was in the wrong, that set him off even worse.




  Moody kept his eyes level with mine and didn’t say nothing else, and I didn’t say nothing either. I thought maybe things was going to be all right. His eyes started fluttering the way they did sometimes when he was confused, when he was bad hungover and couldn’t remember what he was going to say. Suddenly he spun around and hit the cow on the flank with the two-by-four.




  The cow had gone back to eating from her box and jerked with surprise and shook her head.




  “Stop!” I hollered.




  “I’m going to teach this cow some religion,” Moody said. He swung the wood again and hit her near the base of the tail. The cow jumped forward but was restrained by the rope tied to her collar from a post of the barn.




  “Stop it!” I hollered.




  “You just try,” Moody said. He raised the piece and hit the cow on the shoulder. She swung around and bawled and slammed her flank against the barn wall. Her eye was wide with surprise and fear as she twisted to see what was happening. As the cow banged her rump against the wall again, her tail went up and she begun to empty her bowels. A scared cow will always relieve her bowels quicker than you can think.




  Moody raised the board again and hit her on the back of the neck.




  “You coward!” I hollered. He turned and swung the two-by-four at me and I jerked back. The end of the wood glanced off my forearm. The bone above my wrist felt like it had been touched by hot iron. Anger flashed through me in a bolt of electric current. I’d tried to keep calm before.




  I stepped back toward the feed room. There was a lot of dusty harness on the wall, and some shovels and hoes and pitchforks leaned against the wall. I grabbed the first handle I could reach. It was a pitchfork with four big prongs. Moody was lunging toward me, but when he seen the fork he stopped. I held the tines out toward him.




  “You’re stupid as a cow,” he said.




  I was out of breath and I didn’t answer. I was so mad the air rasped in my throat. Moody swung at the pitchfork like he was sword-fighting. I jabbed at him and stepped back. He swung the two-by-four against the tines and I jerked away.




  “You’re stupider than you look,” he said.




  “You are the brains of the family,” I said.




  Long as I was holding the pitchfork he couldn’t reach me. All he could do was try to knock the fork out of my hands with the two-by-four. He swung hard, and I seen the thing to do was drive the pitchfork at him before he completed the swing. I sidestepped and lunged forward. He seen the tines coming at his neck before he finished the swing, and he jumped back. But the stool was behind him and he tripped.




  As Moody fell backward into the straw and dirt, I rushed over to him and raised the pitchfork, aiming right at his face. How easy it would be to drive the tines into his nose and cheeks. But I paused for a second. I didn’t want to hurt Moody that bad. I didn’t want to kill him. I wanted to knock him out so he’d cool off before he come to again.




  But I didn’t see how I could knock him out with the points of the pitchfork. I’d have to turn the fork around and hit him with the handle. It was the only thing I could do.




  “Moody!” somebody shouted. It was Mama. Her and Aunt Florrie and Fay had come running to see what the commotion was about. I guess they’d heard Moody and me hollering or the cow bawling. All of them stood there watching me holding the pitchfork aimed at Moody’s head.




  I was going to say Moody started it. And I was going to turn the pitchfork around and hit him with the handle. But in that moment Moody had time to recover and jab me in the knee with the two-by-four. He didn’t have time to swing, only to shove the end against my leg bone. My knee went out from under me like a knife folding. I tried to stop my fall, but it was too late.




  “Stop that!” Mama hollered as I fell. The pain from the knee washed through me to the tips of my toes and fingers, and I went down on the hard ground. As I fell Moody rolled to the side. Bracing hisself on the ground, he kicked out and hit me in the belly. He kicked me in the crotch and in the belly. He kicked me in the shoulder and in the face.




  Mama was hollering for him to stop. Her and Aunt Florrie took hold of me, and Moody kicked me again. I was weak from pain as I tried to wrench free.




  Moody had got to his feet still holding the two-by-four. He was sweating and out of breath. He still had the yellow look in his eye. I expected him to swing at me again with the two-by-four. Instead he shifted the board to his left hand and reached into his pocket with his right. Out come his switchblade knife, and the blade flashed open. It was the knife he carried down to Gap Creek and Chestnut Springs. Moody was knowed as a knife fighter.




  “Put that thing down,” Mama said.




  Moody waved the knife like it was the end of a whip. “Now let’s see who’s giving orders,” he said, and thrust the blade forward. Because they was holding me, I couldn’t get away. The tip of the blade hit my chest but didn’t go in deep. I twisted and flung Mama’s and Aunt Florrie’s hands off my shoulders. They fell back and I jumped sideways, still holding the pitchfork, and I turned it so I gripped it by the collar just above the tines.




  Moody held the two-by-four in his left hand and parried with the knife in his right. I jabbed at him with the end of the fork handle. Moody swung at the handle with the two-by-four. Before he could recover from the swing, I slammed him on the side of the head with the handle.




  Moody was not quite knocked out, but he was addled. He took a step back with his knees bent, and he dropped the two-by-four and brought his left hand to his forehead. Then he staggered back another step and shook his head.




  “I’ll kill …” he said, but stopped like somebody that couldn’t remember what he wanted to say. He was so dazed all the anger went out of him. I thought his knees was going to buckle, but they didn’t. He rolled his eyes and acted like he couldn’t hardly see. He walked a few steps one way, and then he walked in another direction. I kept my eyes on the knife, but he didn’t raise it again.




  Moody stumbled over a clump of weeds and had to catch hisself. “Chickenshit,” he said. He took a few steps toward the barn and then stopped. Putting his left hand to his forehead like he was trying to think, he started walking toward the pines at the edge of the pasture. He tripped and staggered a few times on brush and stubble but kept going.




  Mama and Aunt Florrie watched Moody until he disappeared into the pine thicket.




  “You’re bleeding,” Fay said to me. I looked at my chest and seen a spot of blood on my shirt.




  Aunt Florrie unbuttoned my shirt. There was a cut about half an inch long where Moody’s knife had touched me.




  “Moody has his ways,” Aunt Florrie said. “He ain’t finished growing up yet.”




  My right knee was sore as a rising and I had to limp a little as I followed them to the house. The morning looked different after what had happened. It tasted different, and smelled different too. The sunlight was bright, but dimmed by what Moody had done.




  My knee was so sore I set down on the bank above the path and pulled up my britches leg. There was a knot swelled up on the side of my knee, already turning blue. The two-by-four had hit me beside the kneecap. If it had hit the kneecap I’d have been crippled. The bone must have been bruised, for it felt sick and weak. But the skin wasn’t broke.




  I looked out across the pasture toward the pines but didn’t see any sign of Moody. He’d probably gone to sleep on the pine needles inside the thicket. After he slept off his hangover he’d show up and act like nothing had ever happened. It was what he always done after we fought, once the devil worked out of him.




  I looked at the pine thicket and the pasture and the plowed bottomland and wondered how I was ever going to get away to some better place, where I could do something important.




  IT WAS ABOUT a month after the fight and my knee was still a little sore. It was going to be the hottest day in July, probably the hottest day of the year. Even before the sun was up I could feel the heat in the closeness, in the weight of the air. There wasn’t much dew along the path to the log barn when I went out to milk. The smell of the barn, and the smell of the cow, was sharper than usual. But the milk didn’t foam up in the bucket as much as it did in cooler weather.




  “Get it strained and in the springhouse,” Mama said when I brought the bucket to the house.




  “I was planning to,” I said.




  “Milk will go blinky in the dog days,” Mama said.




  “Or any other time if it’s left out,” I said. Mama and me tended to irritate each other in hot weather. And she’d been sharp with me lately anyway. When Mama got mad it would come out slow. You might not know for days how angry she was. It would come out when she give you orders, when she criticized whatever you’d done.




  As I strained the milk, I watched the stiff straining cloth melt as warm milk poured through it into the stoneware pitcher. It was like watching starch melt as the fabric lost the shape it had dried in. The wet cloth sunk into the mouth of the pitcher and made a nest of milk.




  “I’m going to pick some beans to can,” Mama said. It was her way of suggesting I help. It took forever to pick a bushel of cornfield beans because they was so short and slim. Mama expected me to help her and Fay pick the beans and break them up for canning. She didn’t expect Moody to help, but she counted on me.
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