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  Dear Dr. Ferrell:




  Remember me? Well, I know you have not heard from me in a long time because I dropped out and all (that was so slack), but now I do want to finish and I hope you will let me back into the program and give me another extension on my thesis considering what I have been up to.




  I am not going to do “Beauty Shop Culture in the South: Big Hair and Community” after all, despite my background in pageants.




  I want to turn in this box of old stuff instead, see what you think! I believe you will be as excited as I am.




  Also I am truly a changed person, from reading it. More on that later.




  But first I guess I need to tell you how I got a hold of all this, and some things about my family, which is not normal, though we used to be.




  The family was me Tuscany Miller (actually I picked the name Tuscany myself, in high school), my older brother Padgett, and my little sister Louise, the brain. My mother was an elementary school principal while my father owned and ran his own furniture store The Aesthetic in our hometown of Lookout, NC. Our grandparents live across the street. So you see what I mean by normal.




  Even that name The Aesthetic did not give a clue. We were totally surprised when Daddy came home from the store one spring day bringing a young man named Michael Oliver with a spiky haircut and a black leather jacket. “I want you to meet Michael, a wonderful person,” Daddy said, standing in the front door holding hands with him. Mama put down her purse, she had just come in from school. Luckily Padgett was at baseball practice. Louise was doing her homework and I was watching Jeopardy on TV, I will never forget it.




  Daddy went on to say that Michael Oliver was a designer from Chicago and that they had first met in 1999 at the Furniture Market in Hickory, where Daddy went every year, and that their friendship had continued and ripened to the point where they must be together.




  “I can’t believe you used the word ripened,” said Louise who has always been kind of weird.




  As for me I did not say one thing but put the TV on mute.




  “I have heard so much about all of you,” Michael Oliver said.




  Later my best friend Courtney would say that he is hot.




  “Oh for God’s sake, Wayne,” Mama said walking out of the room.




  Things got even worse after that. First Daddy left and went to live with Michael in Asheville, where anything goes. Mama quit her job and started running the furniture store, which has been a big success. She buys the more traditional lines, like Bassett. I won Miss Confederacy then went off to college so was not there when Daddy came back to visit one day and announced that he was now becoming a woman so he could marry Michael.




  “Oh Wayne, why don’t you just be gay?” Mama asked him. “It would be a lot easier and not hurt.” But Daddy said he has been a woman all along deep inside of himself. A woman just waiting to happen.




  “Well I give up!” said Granddaddy who was over there bringing us some tomatoes.




  Anyway Daddy did become a tall thin woman named Ava because Michael loves Ava Gardner.




  Then Michael got a big inheritance. Louise has kept in touch with them all along but neither me or Padgett has had anything to do with them at all, even though I have to admit that Daddy has left me a long sweet message on my cell phone every week since he left. Now Daddy and Michael have bought this old completely run-down plantation out in the country between Hillsborough and Burlington, NC, and they are fixing it up into a very fancy bed and breakfast.




  So I was surprised to get a message from Michael instead of Daddy on my cell phone right after my little marriage ended in a disaster which I will not go into.




  “Tuscany,” Michael said, “I know that you took that documentary studies class at the university and I wonder if you might be interested in looking at a young girl’s diary from the 1870s which the carpenters have just found out here at Agate Hill. It was in a secret room up under the eaves. Let me know. We would love to have a visit from you too.”




  So I got in the car and drove up there, and the rest is history.




  Or I hope you will think it is history.




  There is a lot of other stuff in this box too including letters (some mailed and some not), poems, songs, and sheet music, a Bible, a catechism (I never saw one of these before, it is very depressing), old newspaper accounts, court records involving a possible murder, a hand-tooled leather case with a silver clasp, a little heart-shaped stirrup, marbles, rocks, and dolls, and a large collection of BONES, some human and some not. So I will just put some stick-it notes and stuff here and there as we go along and then tell you some more at the end.




  Hopefully,




  Tuscany Miller




  
Agate Hill
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  Dear Diary,




  This book belongs to me Molly Petree age thirteen today May 20 in the year of our Lord 1872, Agate Hill, North Carolina. I am an orphan girl. This is my own book of my own self given to me by the preachers wife Nora Gwyn who said, This little diary is for you my dear unfortunate child, to be your friend and confident, to share all your thoughts and deepest secrets for I know how much you need a friend and also how much you love to read and write. I do believe you have a natural gift for it. Now it is my special hope that you will set down upon these pages your own memories of your lovely mother and your brave father, and of your three brothers as well, and of all that has befallen you. For I believe this endeavor might help you, Molly Petree. So I urge you to take pen in hand commencing your diary with these words, Thy will be done O Lord on Earth as it is in Heaven, Amen.




  Well, I have not done this!




  And I will not do it either no matter how much I love pretty Nora Gwyn who looks like a lady on a fancy plate and has taught me such few lessons as I have had since Aunt Fannie died. NO for I mean to write in secrecy and stelth the truth as I see it. I know I am a spitfire and a burden. I do not care. My family is a dead family, and this is not my home, for I am a refugee girl.




  I am like the ruby-throated hummingbird that comes again and again to Fannies red rosebush but lights down never for good and all, always flying on. And it is true that often I feel so lonesome for all of them that are gone.




  I live in a house of ghosts.




  I was born before the Surrender and dragged from pillar to post as Mamma always said until we fetched up here in North Carolina after Columbia fell. Our sweet Willie was born there, into a world of war. He was real little all waxy and bloody, and Old Bess put him into a dresser drawer while the fires burned red outside the windows. Mamma used to tell it in that awful whisper which went on and on through the long hot nights when she could not sleep and it was my job to wet the cool cloths required for her forehead which I did faithfully. I loved my mamma. But I was GLAD when she died, I know this is a sin. I have not told it before. But I am writing it down anyway as Nora Gwyn said and I will write it all down every true thing in black and white upon the page, for evil or good it is my own true life and I WILL have it. I will.




  I am the legal ward of my uncle Junius Jefferson Hall who is not really my uncle at all but my mothers first cousin a wise and mournful man who has done the best he could for us all I reckon. We arrived here during the last days of the War to a house running over all ready thus giving Uncle Junius more than thirty people on this place to feed, negro and white alike. Uncle Junius used to be a kind strong man but he is sick and seems so sad and lost in thought now since Fannie died.




  This is his wife my dear aunt Fannie who is recently Deceased it has been seven months now, and the baby inside her born dead and backward.




  I will NEVER have a baby myself!




  I sat out in the passage all night long on a little stool and listened to Fannie scream then moan then watched them run in and out, the negros and old Doctor Lambeth who stayed here for three days all told. He is a skinny old man with a horse that looks just like him. He came riding in at a dead run with his long gray hair streaming out behind him under his high black hat. He has always been Uncle Junius best friend. At first I did not get to see the baby though Old Bess thrust him out the door past me wrapped in a bloody cloth then Liddy took him away and washed him and wrapped him again in a clean white sheet like a little bundle of laundry. They put him on the marble top table in the parlor.




  What is his name? I ventured to ask Uncle Junius once when he came out of the bedroom but he cursed and said, He has no name Molly, he is dead.




  But then Mister Gwyn the preacher arrived and said, Now Junius, you must give him a name, for I cannot baptize him without a name, and he cannot enter the Kingdom of Heaven without baptism.




  So then they unwrapped him, and I got to see him finely, pale blue but perfect, he looked like a little baby doll.




  Mister Gwyn dipped his hand in the special water in the rose china bowl and touched the babys little blue head and blessed him saying, Lewis Polk Hall, I baptize you in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost, Amen.




  Amen, Uncle Junius said, Amen, then gave a great sob and rushed over and knelt down and kissed the babys little cheek then went straight back into the bedroom.




  Nora Gwyn held the baby for a long time while the servants and some of the neighbor people came in to see him, then they laid him out on the table again with dimes on his eyes and a little white lace dress that somebody had brought him. Uncle Junius had named him for his oldest boy Lewis that served in the Twenty-second North Carolina Regiment under Colonel Pettigrew. Now he is dead, and Uncle Junius is old, and Fannie was old too, she did not have any business with any more babys, Old Bess said. Babys are always dangerous but it is even more dangerous when you are old. But everybody except me wants them, it is hard to see why.




  The things that people really want are the most like to kill them, it seems to me, such as war and babys.




  More and more people came. They sat in the parlor and gathered outside on the piazza and all over the yard in the shade of the trees. Why do they keep coming? I asked Liddy in the kitchen but she just wiped her face and gave me some parched corn and said, Here, go on, take little Junius down to feed the chickens. Little Junius is a snivelly little boy who looks like he is about a hundred years old. I got his hand and took him out the door and down the hill to the henhouse where all the chickens came running. He threw out the corn like it was a job of work.




  Then I heard hammering from inside the barn.




  So after he finished feeding the chickens little Junius and I went into the big barn to find Virgil there making something, with Washington helping him. Washington is Liddys son and my best friend on this place, he is milk coffee color with gray eyes and a big smile. Virgil and Old Bess came all the way from South Carolina with Mamma. Old Bess is what they call a griffe negro but Virgils face is as round and shiny black as that globe our uncle Harrison brought back from the Cape of Good Hope, I believe you call it obsidian. Virgil is real old now, but he can still make anything.




  By then it was late late afternoon and the sunlight fell through the golden dust to make a shining block in the air and a shining yellow square like a magic carpet on the old barn floor where Washington sat planing a long piece of wood. Yellow dust flew everywhere. A little wooden box sat on the straw beside him. Virgil was fitting two wide planks together up on the sawhorses.




  What are you doing out here Missy? he said.




  That is her coffin, isnt it? I asked him. Nobody told me, I said.




  Dont nobody have to, Virgil said.




  Junius held tight to my hand and looked all around the barn like he had never seen it before. He is four years old.




  The time will come when it come, Virgil said. He reached into a deep pocket of his overalls. Here now Washington, see can you teach this here little white boy something.




  Washington jumped up and Virgil gave him the leather bag full of marbles.




  Washington whooped. Come on, he said, and got Junius other hand and led us both to a level spot just outside of the door in the shade of the big hickory tree. This ought to do us, Washington said, so we all sat down in the crackly leaves as it was November. Then he took a board and scraped off the leaves and made a round place in the dirt, then used the edge of the board to draw a big deep circle around it. All right now, Washington said. Then he put all the marbles down in the middle of the ring. They were mostly made from the agate and quartz on the hill, but one was sort of silver and one was greeny gold, and another blue as the sky.




  Little Junius clapped his hands.




  Now this how you do it, Washington told him. He picked up a white marble and held it cupped in his fingers with his thumb behind it. I picked up a clay marble and held it the same way. Junius reached over and got the blue one but he couldnt hold it in his little hand like we were doing so he started to cry.




  Now thats all right, Washington said. You dont got to do that honey. Why looky here. You can just roll it. He showed little Junius how to roll it to hit the others and Junius got the hang of it right away.




  As for me, I am just as good as a boy at everything.




  So we sat there in the dirt playing marbles for the rest of the afternoon until the sun went down in a red ball of fire, and color spread across the whole big sky. I could smell leaves burning someplace. A little cold wind came up.




  It got dark in the barn but Virgil kept on hammering. Its about time for supper now aint it? he called finely, and the minute he said it, I was just starving.




  I pulled little Junius up by one hand and Washington pulled the other and like that we walked kicking leaves up the hill to the house where they were laying out little Junius mother in the bedroom and big Junius was beating his head bloody on the brick kitchen wall behind the house. We walked right past him into the kitchen.




  I bet yall are hungry aint you? Liddy said. She set us all down at the table and gave us some chicken and dumplings out of the big black pot. We ate like wild animals as Fannie used to say. It was nice and warm in the kitchen with that big fire glowing. Here honey dont you want some more? Liddy asked and even little Junius ate another whole plateful. I dont know if he knew his mamma was dead or not.




  That was seven months ago, and things around here have gone to hell in a handbasket ever since. Nora Gwyn and Mister Gwyn do not know the half of it. But they have come only to say good bye to Uncle Junius as they are moving to Tennessee where Mister Gwyn will be the headmaster at a new boys school, old sourpuss Presbyterian he has got a poker up his ass as Selena says.




  Uncle Junius and Mister Gwyn and Nora Gwyn are sipping sherry wine in the parlor down below me as I write.




  Now dont you want to know where I am? For you could never find me in a million years. This is my number one hiding place in all the world, a cubbyhole right in the heart of the house yet invisible and unknown to all. Come see. Nora Gwyn says you will be my friend and now you will be my guest, I have never had one before.




  But first you will have to come out here to Agate Hill so you will be riding up from the Haw River on the road and then along our dusty lane with trees and fields on either side. The land will rise as you come up and up, yet so slowly that it will surprise you to turn and look back to see the countryside spread out like a dreamy quilt below you now, orchards and woods and overgrown fields with piled-up rock walls between them. White quartz rocks stand out in the fields. You can find agate and fools gold too at the very top of the rise behind the house where I often climb though I am not allowed to.




  I love to sneak down the back stairs in the night time and run across the yard from tree to tree and up the rocky path to lie on the big flat rock which stays warm from the sun long into the night. I call it my Indian Rock. I love to lie there flat on my back and let the wind blow over me which is not like any other feeling ever felt by anybody else in the world I am sure of it, known only by me and now by you, my friend of this diary. Sometimes the moon is so bright it is nearly like day and casts shadows among the rocks. One time I fell asleep on my rock and slept there all night long until King Arthur started crowing in the dawn, THEN I had to skedaddle. Liddy and Old Bess both saw me from the kitchen door but they did not tell, they gave me a corn pone and sent me on my way.




  I am like a ghost girl wafting through this ghost house seen by none. I truly think I would blow away save for this piece of fools gold I keep here in my pocket for good luck. Often I take it out and turn it this way and that in the sun just to see it shine. Mamma loved gold jewelry but I am not a thing like Mamma. I am NOT. I like rocks instead. All of her jewelry is gone to the Yankees now except for a few pieces which Selena has wheedled out of Uncle Junius. I have to say, it kills me to see Mammas jade ring from the Orient on the little finger of Selenas fat hand and the coral bead necklace around her neck, I wish it would choke her dead.




  Anyway you will come up the lane past the falling down sawmill and the gin and the two big barns one empty now, and then you will ride into the grove of cedar trees where it is always dark and the soft needles rustling. It smells good in there too. When you come out you will be here at Agate Hill plantation which was never a real plantation at all in Mammas opinion, not even before the War, not such as Perdido which she left behind in South Carolina.




  This house was once white of course but now the paint has peeled off leaving the old brown wood which I like better anyway. The top piazza is held up by plain square posts while the floor of the one below is made from great flat stones brought in long ago from the fields. The top piazza is another place I love for it is there I often sit rocking and reading or dreaming or watching a thunderstorm roll across the land with its lightning that stands like a tree in the sky and its corn wagons rolling. This is what Virgil calls the thunder.




  Myself I love a thunderstorm better than anything. Sometimes I will run to the top of the hill to whirl around and around on my Indian Rock in the wind, it is like a dance I can not stop. The smell of the lightning goes into your nose and down your whole body. Old Bess says if you get hit by lightning yet live you will have special powers, well I could use some of those. So I dont care if I get hit or not. Many times I have got wet clear through and been scolded for it though lately nobody cares.




  All around this house you will see out buildings such as the corn crib, the red carriage barn with its two stables, the pigpen, and the old blacksmith house which has fallen in, you cant hardly see it for the honeysuckle which has run all over it now. And watch out, you will fall into the icehouse hole if you are not careful, so stay out of there! The brick kitchen is right behind the house, with the four-room tenant house on back.




  Negros still live in that row of cabins, some of them work here and some do not, but Uncle Junius hates to send any of them packing for where would they go? Not a one has got what they were promised, that we know of. Besides Virgil and Old Bess and Liddy and Washington there is Daddy Rex the old root doctor who is dying now, I reckon he cant cure himself. In addition there is always negros coming and going or staying awhile, and often they have made off with our things such Aunt Fannies Mexican silver candle sticks won by her daddy in a poker game, and the worst, the curved saber my father carried in the War as he was Cavalry. I hate this for I would like to have it so much, I do not remember him anyway. But it is easy to steal from us as Uncle Junius leaves the house unlocked now since Fannie died, he says if anybody takes anything, why then they need it more than we do and they are welcome to it.




  So the door is wide open.




  Come on in.




  This house is not really very big with only one parlor and a dining room and the middle room and Uncle Junius and Aunt Fannies bedroom down stairs, then a jumble of bedrooms up stairs fitted out with lots of feather beds and ticks that can be spread out on the floor for it was Uncle Junius and Aunt Fannies pride that they never turned any one away, such as Nora Gwyn and her poker ass husband who have stayed the night.




  Come into the passage which goes clear through the house as you see. It is our sitting room in the summer, cool and breezy when they bring the chairs out, but freezing cold in the winter time. Then we must hurry through it. Take the narrow door to your left and climb up the wooden stairs.




  Do not be afraid in this dark staircase for no one will bother you, no one is here.




  But of ghosts we have these:




  Alice Heart Petree, my mother, b. 1822, Charleston, South Carolina, d. New Years Eve, 1869, Agate Hill, North Carolina.




  Charles William Petree, my little brother, b. 1865, Columbia, South Carolina, d. March 25, 1869, Agate Hill, North Carolina.




  My baby sister never named so I know for sure she has not gone to Heaven if there is such a place, this breaks my heart. I see her sometimes in the high dim air up near the ceiling in the parlor before we light the lamps, and once I saw her fly through the trees in the woods among the rising fireflies, just at dusk. B. and d. summer 1866, Agate Hill, North Carolina.




  Charles Pleasant Petree, my father, a soldier and a scholar. They say I take after him. If so it must be in spirit not flesh for see, here is his image made in camp on the eve of war. Does he not look dashing and daring with his long mustaches and this fancy hat? He looks like he is French, like he is going to a party. With him is Simon Black a friend of his youth then a scout attached to my fathers Company C, Sixth Regiment, South Carolina Cavalry. See how solemn they are staring into the camera as if into the awful future which has now come to pass. My father was b. Edgefield, South Carolina; 1823, d. March 20, 1865, at Bentonville, North Carolina, where he is buried in pieces.




  Tennyson Polk Petree, my eldest brother, b. 1843, Perdido, South Carolina, named for a poet Alfred Lord Tennyson, d. May 5, 1863, at Chancellorsville, Virginia.




  Henry Heart Petree, my other brother, not but seventeen upon his death, b. 1846, Perdido, South Carolina, d. July 1, 1863, Winchester, Virginia.




  My beloved aunt Fannie Ogburn Hall, b. 1826, Four Oaks, North Carolina. d. October 30, 1871, Agate Hill, North Carolina.




  Their son Lewis Polk Hall, b. 1838, Agate Hill, North Carolina. d. July 3, 1863, Gettysburg, Pennsylvania.




  And their baby, Lewis Polk Hall, b. October 30, 1871, Agate Hill, North Carolina. d. October 30, 1871, Agate Hill, North Carolina.




  And of the living we have these:




  Uncle Junius




  Spencer Wade Hall, Uncle Junius and Aunt Fannies son who walked home from the war Insane. He lives out at Four Oaks with Romulus. But Spence is nice and not dangerous, he bothers no one, working in the field with Rom. His moon face is scarred by grapeshot.




  Little Junius, that I told you about.




  And me.




  This is all of us here at the present time. Now you know why I say, I live in a house of ghosts. It was not always so. Alive yet gone from us now, we have these:




  George Jefferson Hall, known as Georgie, gone West to seek his Fortune, estranged from Uncle Junius.




  And finally my beloved Julia and Rachel, Aunt Fannie and Uncle Junius eldest daughters, far too old to be my playmates of course but my dear friends. Julia is so pretty with curly yellow hair and a face that turns pink when she laughs, which is often, while Rachel is dainty and tidy as a little mouse, with mouse-brown hair. They are both teachers now. Julia is a governess in Wilmington, North Carolina, while Rachel is at the Jackson Orphans Asylum in Norfolk, Virginia, where she is very important and earns twenty-five dollars a month, it is so much money. She tried to send some of it home when Aunt Fannie was sick but Uncle Junius would not have it. And when Rachel asked to stay here after Aunt Fannies funeral he said NO for this is a sad place of sorrow and death. Live your life, he told her. Uncle Junius gets all broke down.




  I remember the summer before they left, Rachel and Julia used to sit out on the upper piazza all day long doing Baltimore work, feather stitching and herringboning until it came full dark and they could not hardly see to take those tiny stitches required for the white clothes worn by Northern babys and children and even brides. They earned ten dollars a batch. I loved to sit out on the piazza with them, me and my doll Margaret who used to be their doll when they were little. They were trying to teach me to sew, and that very day I had bit my lip until it bled trying to thread the needle. I was supposed to be making a skirt for Margaret out of a little piece of beautiful yellow silk they had saved just for me. But it was hard going, and I was sorry when they commenced again after supper, for I had had enough sewing by then to last me a life time. Now it was getting dark in earnest. Oh look! How beautiful! cried Julia as the moonflowers opened one by one on the vines which wrap the piazza railing.




  Then here came Uncle Junius, filling up the doorway. He is very tall.




  Now now girls, thats enough, come inside the house now, you will ruin your eyes and then where will you be? he said.




  Just one more minute please Papa, Julia said. I am almost done with this christening dress.




  Yes Papa if we can just finish these pieces we are working on, we can send the whole batch off tomorrow with Mister Littlejohn, wouldnt that be wonderful? Rachel tied a knot then prepared to thread her needle anew though she was squinting in the dark.




  Damnation girls, I said get on in the house now. Have you gone deaf as well as blind? Uncle Junius grabbed the white cloth up from Julias lap and dashed it down, the embroidery hoop striking against the floor.




  Oh Papa you will ruin it all, cried Julia, whereupon Uncle Junius came forward and stomped on the white cloth with his boot while Julia tried to grab it, screaming out when he stomped on her hand in all the uproar.




  Oh Papa now look what you have done, what if you have broken my hand? she wailed and even I understood what that would mean, that she could never earn the money then to finish school nor play her piano again. Rachel set up a wail beside her, and I cried too for I copied them in everything.




  Oh my God. Oh God, Uncle Junius said, I am so sorry, forgive me my little girls.




  Julia sobbed holding her hand in the bunch of snowy cloth she had gathered up onto her lap.




  Why what do you think you are doing Sir? Go on now, go lie down, you poor thing, it will be all right. Suddenly there was Aunt Fannie leading him away now meek as a baby, but soon she was back with a lighted candle she placed on the table.




  Come here Molly, she said, and I came and climbed into her lap where I loved to be most in the world. My own mamma did not have a lap. Aunt Fannie reached over and took Julias hand and kissed it and worked all her fingers back and forth.




  Oh that hurts, Julia said.




  But it will be fine, Fannie said. Nothing is broken. And we will wash this little christening dress tomorrow, it will be good as new. Now listen to me my darlings, she said, looking from one to the other including me with her sweet plump face all solemn for once and tears in her big brown eyes. You know that your father loves you, she said, and we all nodded, for you had to believe whatever Aunt Fannie said. But he hates to see you work at day labor. You may not understand that he is in dispair because he can not provide for you in the way he feels he should have been able to provide for his daughters— all three— she said, smiling down at me. This War has just about killed him. Now come and give me a kiss, she said, so we drew closer in the candles glow. She kissed us one by one then stroked our hair. Now lets just sit out here awhile, she said. Its almost time for the moon to come up, and it is such a pretty night. It was. We set out there on the piazza in our little circle of light until the moon came up big and yellow over the Caney Creek mountains beyond the river.




  That is a gibbus moon Aunt Fannie said. Look, you can see the dark side. Julia sang Beautiful Dreamer and Sweet By and By. We joined in on Good Night Ladies and I do not remember when I went to sleep or who carried me off to bed.




  But now you are all most here. At the top of the steps you turn left and enter the sisters room where I sleep with little Junius for company. Now you must go into the long closet which is big enough for old trunks and dress forms and even a chest of drawers. At the very back is a long row of hooks for hanging dresses. If you push the green dress with the black ribbon trim aside, you will find another door, that little low door which you must push HARD and then WELCOME to my cubbyhole!




  Ever since I found it three years ago I have been bringing things up here, this is why it is furnished so nicely, and all by me! I found this little red chair with the painted flowers on it by the side of the road, I imagine it had fell off of somebodys wagon. I carried it up here with my heart in my throat but no one said one thing about it. I call it my fairy tale chair. I stole the blue velvet cushion from Mama Marie, she has been looking for it ever since, and blaming her servant. I made my table from a plank and two ammunition boxes stood on end. This little white chair belonged to my little brother Willie.




  Nora Gwyn gave me these pastel crayons, and Fannie the milk glass vase. These Aurora roses are from her garden all overgrown. She used to say, There is nothing like flowers to dress up a house and Flowers soothe the soul. So all together this is an elegant spot dont you think? As you see I have enough light coming through the cracks in the wall to read and write by, and here are my fairy lights that I use when its too dark to see, sweet gum balls that I float in lard in two of Fannies finger bowls, she thought the negros took them too but it was me. Here, see this really big chink next to the chimney, it is like a window giving out onto the back yard, so I can see everything that goes on out there. Everything! But nobody can see me.




  And now look, there is Washington getting wood from the woodpile for Liddys kitchen while Liddy sits out on that bench Virgil made and snaps beans in the pan on her lap. Away over there is teenytiny Daddy Rex propped up in the door of his cabin like a little old doll, his white hair stands out all around his face like a dandylion gone to seed. Whose papa is he? I asked Old Bess once and she burst out laughing and said, Law child, he is nobodys daddy in particular that we know of, it is just his name. Liddy sings, Going down in the water O Lord, as she snaps the beans. I can just barely hear her.




  But I can hear everything that happens in the parlor just fine, for sound travels right up here along the chimney space. I can hear them all calling me now.




  Molly! It is Uncle Junius deep voice. Molly where are you?




  Molly dear, Nora Gwyn calls, we have to leave, please come and tell us good bye. Where in the world do you imagine she has got to? she asks Uncle Junius, who says he does not know.




  But I can tell you one thing, he says clear as a bell, he must be standing right by the mantel, she has gotten wild as a March hare since Fannie died, I swear I dont know what is to become of her.




  She is not a pleasant child, Mister Gwyn says.




  Oh I heard him perfectly.




  Now dear that is not true at all, my lovely Nora says, but you must always remember that she has been through a great deal. In fact I have been thinking just this afternoon that perhaps we could send for her once we get settled in Tennessee, and she could come to stay with us for a time, Junius, and get a proper education, what do you think?




  Oh yes! It is all I can do not to cry out. Oh yes! as I would love that. But then in the next moment my heart is pounding and I am terrified and thinking, No, No, No. I know I can not go. For I am the only one left in the world who remembers these ghosts, who thinks of them now, and if I go then they will be gone too. For ever and utterly gone, as Mamma used to say about Perdido. So I can not do it.




  I can not leave them now.




  But Mister Gwyn will not permit it anyhow. He says, Why this is completely out of the question Nora. You will have an entire school to run.




  Ah but that is a woman for you, isnt it Robert? Uncle Junius says. The source of every good and generous and civilizing influence, we should be living in caves in the darkness without them. It is a lovely idea Nora, he says, but you must not fret about Molly. Molly and Junius both will be well taken care of I assure you.




  But your health Junius, she says.




  Nora I implore you! Mister Gwyn says.




  Forgive me if I speak too bluntly, Nora goes on. I can imagine how she puts her lips together just so. She says, It is obvious that you can not possibly take care of Molly and little Junius and Spencer and this entire house hold, Junius, even with Liddy and the rest, it is just too much. Why no man could do it. You need someone to take care of you now.




  Nora! Mister Gwyn says in a mean way.




  You are a kind and compassionate woman Nora, Uncle Junius says. And you Sir are a lucky man, he tells Mister Gwyn. I can just picture how that gentleman paces before the fireplace all dark in the face and glowering. I know that Uncle Junius stands leaning over the back of the blue wing chair or against the mantel, a huge figure of a man whose frock coat hangs on him now as on a scarecrow. His breathing fills any room. Selena Vogell has been a great help to me, he says.




  Well of course, but, Nora Gwyn says.




  I can not say a thing.




  However, I do have a bit of news which may set your mind at rest, at least for the time being. Uncle Junius stops to breathe.




  I can not think what this news could possibly be.




  Yesterdays post brought a letter from my sister Cecelia—




  The one in Alabama, Nora Gwyn says.




  Yes, Uncle Junius says. Her husband died recently, and she is determined to come here for a visit in about a month.




  Nora Gwyn claps her hands. O that will be wonderful. Perhaps she can stay on awhile.




  Well we shall see about that. Sissy always had very definite ideas about everything. Uncle Junius voice has a smile in it now. He says, I suppose it will be good for Molly, in any case. Of course Sissy knew Molly’s mother, Alice, as a girl back in South Carolina.




  Oh really? Nora Gwyn says.




  Alice and I were cousins, Uncle Junius says, and Nora Gwyn says, Oh I had forgotten that.




  Uncle Junius clears his throat. Well we were more than that, he says. In fact I would have married Alice if she would have had me, but she chose Charles Petree instead. He was the more dashing specimen, I suppose.




  I am surprised that Alice chose to come here, then, Nora Gwyn says.




  Alice knew that she could all ways come to me, Uncle Junius said. No one ever said no to Alice, as you may recall. I knew he was smiling.




  But Fannie—




  Fannie was a remarkable woman, Uncle Junius said. Her wisdom and compassion knew no end. She snatched me out of the darkness that had been my habitual mode, and I followed her in all things, as a beacon. Of course she knew all about Alice. But she pitied poor Alice, and it was at her urging that we took them in, though in all ways it was the correct thing to do. I relied upon Fannie utterly. And now that she is gone, I tell you plainly, I fear I am losing my way. Here he stands breathing and after a time continues, I have had such thoughts, I can not tell you.




  O Junius, Nora says.




  You must turn back to God, Mister Gwyn says.




  Robert, I can not, says Uncle Junius. For any God who has done what he has done is not a God I care to associate with much less worship. Nor would any God worth his salt have anything to do with the likes of me.




  Pray with me now, Junius, Mister Gwyn says.




  I can not. Uncle Junius sounds like the end of the world.




  I shall pray for you then, Mister Gwyn says like it is all up to him.




  And I — for you know that Fannie would not want to see you so disconsolate, Junius. She would not want to see you suffering so.




  And now we must leave, Nora, Mister Gwyn says in the voice people use when they really mean it.




  Oh but where is Molly? she says. Molly! she calls, and then she says, But you must find a way for her to attend school eventually Junius, you do know she is very bright.




  What Molly needs is discipline and a firm hand, says Mister Gwyn.




  No one answers that.




  Nora Ive told you I will do the best I can, but as you have correctly surmised it is all I can do to keep this place going, Uncle Junius says. In fact I am like to lose it. I will tell you frankly, were it not for the cash money Alice left, I should not have paid the tax on Agate Hill these past few years.




  I remembered Fannie saying, Cash is as scarce as hens teeth.




  And now we are at the end, Uncle Junius says in his dark voice.




  Oh but surely, Nora Gwyn says, and then they move to where I can not hear them, until Noras musical voice floats up to me like a song. Good bye, good bye, and it is so stupid, I do not mean to cry, I am a big girl and too old to cry so please excuse me, but I know I will never see her again.




  Every time somebody leaves here, we never see them again.




  I do appreciate all that you have done for her Nora . . .




  Why it has been a pleasure Junius . . .




  Their voices fade as the front door opens and now I peep out the other side to see them climb up into the carriage. Washington stands holding the horses heads. Nora waves and Mister Gwyn whips up those nice gray horses harder than he has to as they trot off down the lane.




  Dust hangs in the air a long time after they are gone.




  Uncle Junius watches them out of sight. He puts out a hand to steady himself on one of the urns which sit on either side of the steps, two great urns where Fannies flowers used to grow but now they are full of weeds and ivy which is taking over everything. I think Uncle Junius does not see any of this. I think perhaps he goes back in his mind to see things as they used to be, this busy house where everyone had a place including me and all things turned around Aunt Fannie like the earth and the moon and the planets turn around the sun. I know Uncle Junius is sick but it is more than that. Look how he stands on the steps with his hands hanging down by his sides in that curious way he has now, like he does not know what to do with them.




  Or perhaps the circle makes him think of that scary night that happened here before we came. Mamma told it to me, as she told me everything.




  It was a summer evening and the house at Agate Hill was jam packed full of visitors as always, little children already asleep on a pallet upstairs while the others were finishing supper such as it was, Mamma always said when she told this story. For of course there was never enough to eat in those days but that night as there was company it was hopping john which Mamma herself always scorned as negro food. At the table there was Aunt Fannie and a big bunch of Ravenels from Charleston who were passing through and a funny little Quaker schoolteacher Elizabeth Lott who stayed for a while, Uncle Junius thought highly of Quakers, and the big girls, Rachel and Julia, and Mamma Marie and Aunt Mitty who had come in from the country to see the Ravenels. Mamma Marie and Aunt Mitty never come in from the country now, we have to go out there to see them which I love to do. Uncle Junius was not present that evening having gone to Raleigh to the Legislature, or maybe to court, he was very important then. There was even dessert, a Confederate cake as Aunt Fannie called it because they had to use sorghum instead of sugar.




  The big girls were excused to run outside while the grown ups lingered on to talk of the War and those that were dead and gone. The Ravenels told a terrible story of a widow smothered to death in her sleep by her slaves who left wearing her clothes and taking all her valuables.




  But what else can we expect? asked Miss Olivia Ravenel the tall thin maiden aunt with frizzy black hair and a head shaped like an egg, according to Mamma.




  But Miss Lott said, I beg to differ Olivia, there are criminals and killers among all people of every race, why look at what our very own home guard did to that boy who would not tell where his father was hid . . . Miss Lott was very insistent in manner, and without Uncle Junius there to guide it, the conversation would surely have taken a turn for the worse, but just then Julia and Rachel came running in from the piazza crying, Mamma! Mamma! Come quick!




  Why who could it possibly be, at this time of night? Aunt Fannie wondered, but jumped up and ran out with the rest onto the piazza and into the warm windy night, a night in the dark of the moon. Olivia Ravenel said she felt funny out there immediately and did not like it. The wind jerked at her skirts and pulled at her hair, threatening to pull it loose from her ivory combs.




  I am going back inside, she said but Fannie said, O stay Olivia, the air is good for you, you ate scarcely any supper, now this will brace you up. Here, take my shawl and stay just a moment longer.




  So Miss Ravenel agreed.




  I dont hear a thing silly girls, Aunt Mitty said. She is bossy and very severe.




  We heard it, we heard it! Be quiet, the girls implored, for truly it is possible to hear someone coming from a long way off due to a trick of geography, as Uncle Junius has always said.




  Hush then, Fannie said, and for a moment all was still save for the rushing wind.




  Why I do believe I hear something, old Mister Ravenel said.




  But just then a brand new wind, a cold wind, came blowing onto the piazza from a different direction altogether with such force as to knock the candle out leaving all of them there in the rushing darkness.




  This is when they heard it, in the dark.




  Oh listen, Olivia Ravenel cried.




  What? Fannie said.




  There! Miss Ravenel cried. Dont you hear it?




  What is it Olivia? Aunt Mitty asked sharply. What do you hear?




  Oh Lord please let it be my boys, Fannie begged, for of course they were still in the War. Lewis! Spencer! She called into the wind, and now all could hear the pounding of a horses hoofs in the dark at the bottom of the yard coming up the lane and getting louder and louder as the horse drew near.




  Who is it? Ho there, Mister Ravenel called out.




  Stop! cried Fannie.




  Who is there? Mister Ravenel called again.




  But no answer came.




  The sound of the hoofs was deafening in front of the house. The wind blew Aunt Fannies shawl right off Miss Ravenels shoulders and off the piazza and into the Dutch iris bed. Mama had to hold her skirt down.




  Boys! Fannie screamed and tried to run toward the sound. The Ravenels and Miss Lott held her back. Please, Fannie wept but by then the hoofbeats were going away, getting fainter and fainter down the lane until they were heard no more. The wind died down.




  But though they all went inside and lit the lamps, Fannie could not stop crying. This was not like her at all of course. Something awful has happened, she said again and again, for she knew it. She could not be persuaded to the contrary though everybody said it was only someones horse that had gotten loose, just a runaway horse, probably it was a traveler staying the night out here in the country some place, and the horse was lost.




  No. Fannie went over to stand right in front of Aunt Mitty and bent over so she could look into her eyes. You know that is not true Mitt. It is a sign of death, isnt it? Fannie said this just came to her.




  Then all the ladies started crying and bunching together and Mister Ravenel had to pat them. Julia and Rachel clung to each other on the horsehair sofa and wailed as one.




  Fools, Aunt Mitty said. This is all nonsense. You are over tired Fannie Hall, now see what you have done. Go to bed, all of you.




  Pray for them, Fannie tried to say, but suddenly she was too tired to speak and did as she was told, putting the girls to bed first.




  The letter came a week later, saying that Lewis Polk Hall had exhibited great valor but died crossing the open fields to the stone wall on Cemetery Ridge at Gettysburg July 3, 1863. Aunt Fannie read the letter and fainted dead away.




  And this is my mammas story of the ghost horse that came in a storm on the very night of Lewis Polks death to tell us.




  So how can Uncle Junius not remember this as he stands on the piazza steps to tell the Gwyns good bye? He stands there a good long while shading his eyes from the sun. Then he walks back across the piazza and into the house and shuts the door behind him and calls me one more time. Molly!




  Then he calls, Selena!




  Then I can hear his slow hollow tread through the passage and out the back door and now I can see him from my cubbyhole window, see the top of his white head and then his back as he passes the brick kitchen and pauses to take off his dark jacket and put it over his arm. He stands there to breathe for a while. Then slowly he crosses the yard and passes the well and walks down past the garden and the cabins to the tenant house.




  I have never seen Uncle Junius do this before. I have never seen him walk over there.




  It takes him the longest time to get across the yard for he breathes so bad now, and walking hurts him. He drags his leg as well. Why Uncle Junius has suddenly got to be an old, old man! I realize as I watch him. This scares me. In fact he looks like a man in a white shirt in a painting of a man in a white shirt walking across a green yard in the hot still part of the day, he has to stop from time to time to rest, it takes him forever to get there. And there is no one else in this picture at all no one present to help him, not Old Bess nor Virgil nor Liddy nor Rom, just nary a soul, as Virgil would say.




  All of a sudden I realize that I am not in this picture either.




  I am no where, a ghost girl.




  Uncle Junius goes to stand at the gate of the low picket fence surrounding the tenant house. He puts his hand on the latch and then they must see him for the door of the house opens up like Aunt Mittys coo coo clock from Germany and out they all come tumbling, tough little Godfrey mean as a snake and her two girls Victoria and Blanche, dont you think these are fancy names for the tenant farmers children? as Rachel pointed out.




  But Selena has got notions, in fact she is full to bursting with them.




  Selena is the tenant farmers wife.




  Now that would be Mister Vogell of German descent, but where is he? Up and vanished into thin air one hot day last summer while Selena and the rest of us were picking peaches and cutting them up and drying them out on the scaffold in the sun. Selena told Aunt Fannie that Mister Vogell went to the field and never came home, and has never been heard from since. He did not show a sign of leaving before he went, according to Selena. It is hard to imagine Mister Vogell doing a thing so out of the ordinary, for he was a thick glum man like a side of beef who never said anything at all. He had an extra big head like a melon with a straight shock of yellow hair that fell into his eyes and gave him a stupid appearance, like a window with the shade pulled down. He wore his pants hiked way up high to show his fat white ankles. He was considerable older than Selena.




  I just can not see why she ever married him, why she is an attractive woman, Fannie used to say, and Uncle Junius said, Now Fannie, we will never know what kind of a situation she came from, nor what has happened to her along the way. And it is true that those two daughters look very different from Mister Vogell, being dark and curly headed like gypsy girls. Selena herself is dark complected and dark haired, a tall woman strong as an ox. She can work all day long in the field then split wood like a man, many is the time I have looked out my cubbyhole window here to see Selena out by the wood pile with her skirt hitched up and the ax upraised, and the ringing of the ax lasts all morning long. She is a good worker, and with those children, it is clear that Uncle Junius could never kick her out. It would not be in his nature. So Selena is still in the tenant house.




  But little by little since Aunt Fannie died, Selena has been worming her way into this house too. Now Uncle Junius has took to calling her the housekeeper though Liddy will not do hardly a thing Selena says and Old Bess pays her no mind at all.




  I look out my cubbyhole window.




  There stands Uncle Junius at the gate to the tenant house. There stands Uncle Junius bareheaded in the sun with his jacket folded over his arm. It is like he is under a spell. He stands there until Selena herself comes busting out of the open door with her black hair just washed and hanging down almost to her waist in waves like some animals shiny coat. She is bare foot wearing a loose white blouse and a red skirt, she has got a big smile on her big red mouth and her black eyes flash in the sun like the fools gold I keep in my pocket. Uncle Junius says something and Selena says something and throws back her head and laughs. Her hair falls all down her back. Then she opens the gate and goes to Uncle Junius and wraps her arms around him like a vine.




  Like poison ivy, is what I think.




  All I can see of Uncle Junius is the back of his head but Selena lifts her head all of a sudden and stares straight up at this chimney. I know she can not see me really but it is like she is staring right at me. And then she smiles. She knows she can do anything, or have anything she wants. They stand like this in the hot sun awhile and then keeping one arm around his waist Selena walks Uncle Junius into the tenant house through the open door. Her girls head off down toward the creek dragging Godfrey who fights them all the way. They disappear from view. Now the yard is quiet once more with no one present except for Virgils old dog that dreams a running dream in the sun and Daddy Rex who sits outside his cabin but never saw a thing since he is blind. And as for me my heart is beating very hard in my chest and I feel like I can not breathe. I know for sure that everything will be diffrent from now on.
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  June 5, 1872




  Dear Diary,




  Oh now we are having a time for Selena the housekeeper is bossing us all around, we must clean up the house to a fare thee well for the grand arrival of Uncle Junius sister Cecelia, or Sissy as he calls her. Aunt Cecelia to you, Selena says to me. Her daughters Victoria and Blanche will call her Mrs. Worthington. And now they are here too, in the house, helping to clean though they are lazy. Victoria is a big mean strapping girl like her mother, thirteen years old, but Blanche age eight is skinny with flyaway hair and knobby knees and elbows and a big grin. I like her better. They keep stopping to look at things, they touch everything. Old Bess does not like it. In any case Liddy must now boil out all the bed linens, and yesterday Washington and Spence had to carry all the bed ticks and pallets out to the yard where they beat them with sticks and allowed them to air in the sun while Selena and the rest of us scoured the bedrooms scrubbing the heart pine floors and rubbing the beds and dressers and chests with tallow to give a shine. Spence carried a whole mattress on his head with one hand. Selena was like a whirlwind with her elbows flying. Then she pulled up her skirt and got down on her hands and knees to thrust the broom under the bedsteads and sweep up piles of dust and God knows what all. Her rump stuck way up in the air but she did not care. We were in the girls bedroom.




  Just look at them dust devils, she said, for some of the piles of dust and hair held together like little tornados.




  Ooh, ooh, screamed her girls, dead mouse, dead mouse. They danced all around the dust devils pointing.




  Selena rocked back on her heels and wiped the sweat off her face with a rag she pulled out of her bosom. She stuck out her bottom lip and blew her black hair up out of her eyes. Lord God. Its a pig sty in here, Selena said, like it pleased her.




  Old Bess stood in the door with her hands on her hips.




  Well what are you looking at, Selena said.




  Old Bess said not a word.




  Selena had me sweeping out the closet making a great big cloud of dust that stuck to my face for it was hot in there. Horses sweat, men perspire, ladies glow, my mother always said, but that was back before ladies worked.




  Selena got back down under the bed to take another swipe with her broom.




  Victoria pushed me aside as she ran into the closet and started pulling out drawers in the bureau. Oh look oh looky here, she said holding up a long white ruffled petticoat.




  That was my mothers, I said. It goes over a hoop skirt.




  Well wheres the hoop then? Victoria said, and I said, Over there, and showed her where the hoops were leaning up against the closet wall. The cloth strips that held them together had gone for bandages. Victoria threw the petticoat down and pulled out a silk camisole and held it up to herself. It had lace around the neckline. Why look it is just my size, she said, though Mamma had been real little and dainty. There in the hot dusty gloom with the camisole glowing white and Victorias dark messy curls all down in her face I suddenly saw how pretty she will be one day.




  I hate Victoria.




  Take it then, I said, and pushed her real hard so she scrambled backward and fell in the corner with the camisole clutched to her chest.




  Girls, girls what is going on in there? Selena called.




  Nothing, I said.




  Molly pushed me. Victoria set up a big fake wail like I was killing her.




  Molly what is going on in there? Selena asked from the door.




  She is just telling a stupid lie, I said.




  Well get up from there now Victoria, Selena said, but Victoria lay on her back like a junebug and bawled like she was dying, and all could see her drawers.




  I said get up. Selena went over and yanked at her shoulder.




  That hurt, Mama, she cried harder.




  Come on now we have got a lot of work to do, Selena said. Instead Victoria scrambled up to her feet and ran out the door past both of us and straight into Bess who said, You stop right there Miss and snatched at the camisole.




  But Victoria held on to it for dear life.




  You are not going to have that now Miss, it belong to Alice Heart. It belong to Miss Molly now, Bess said.




  I dont want it, I said.




  Let go now child, Old Bess said. But she is getting little now, she has got a misery in her back too.




  Oh just give it to her Victoria, for Gods sake, Selena said.




  I dont want it, I said again.




  Miss Fannie done save these things for you by the hardest, Bess said, and I knew this was true, for almost everything else in this house has been torn up and made into clothes even the curtains, and then patched and patched again.




  I dont care, I said.




  Old Bess turned to look at me hard, and in that instant Victoria gave a big tug and the camisole tore right down the middle and she stumbled back against a bed. She clutched the shiny cloth to her chest and cried harder than ever. Bess smoothed the other piece of the camisole over her arm, over and over, looking at me from the doorway.




  What? I said. I hated them all.




  Selena stood still in the middle of the girls bedroom with her hands on her hips and her face on fire. Her black eyes darted everywhere. Her bosom went up and down. She seemed to get bigger and bigger while I watched, like the gods and goddesses of ancent Greece in Nora Gwyns book. I felt she would fling a thunderbolt. Blanche clung to her skirt. Go outside now girls, Selena said finally. She yanked Victoria up off the floor but before you could say spit, Victoria ran back in the closet and came out with one of the hoops. Ooh! I want one, Blanche said and ran in for another.




  Molly? Selena looked at me.




  I dont care, I said




  Go on out then girls, you go too Molly, Selena said.




  You are not the boss of me, I said. I did not bat an eye.




  The girls ran whooping down the stairs.




  Selena looked at me and nodded slightly, just once. Then she pushed back her hair and grabbed her broom. Bess, lets get this done, she yelled from under another bed. You go on down and get them to bring me some more water up here. I want it hot too. Go on now, Selena said, and then, Bess?




  The doorway frame stood empty.




  Bess was gone, and she has not come back yet to help with the big cleaning.




  But Selena proceeded like a house afire.




  I watched her daughters roll those hoops in the yard until I could not stand it any more. Finally I got one for myself and ran out in the yard with it. Like this, Molly! Like this, Victoria said, rolling her hoop toward me, while mine wobbled and fell over. But soon I got the hang of it, and before long I was better at it than they were.




  Look, I called to Old Bess who came walking back from the garden with a mess of greens in her basket, but Bess did not speak. She set her face against me, and went into Liddys kitchen without a word.
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  June 8, 1872




  Dear Diary,




  Washington and me got to beat out the parlor carpet with sticks, it was a lot of fun. This was Fannies favorite, blue with a gold fleur-de-lee. Dust flew everywhere. You like that dont you Molly? Selena said as we whacked away and this was true but I would not give her the satisfaction of saying it.




  What? I pretended I could not hear.
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  June 14, 1872




  Real Hot




  Dear Diary,




  Today when we got done housecleaning Selena rared back and said, Well you all have done a good job. Now why dont you go down to the river and cool off some. So Washington and me took little Junius and Victoria and Blanche and Godfrey fishing. Spence came too.




  I have not yet written of Spence, though I see him nearly every day and wonder, What will happen to him? What can I say about Spence. He is still young, not yet thirty-five but looks younger still for his face is as blank and fair as the moon. He is a great big man, almost as big as Uncle Junius but not thin, for he will eat anything and he will eat until you take the plate away. In fact once you get Spence to doing anything, he will do it until you get him to stop, and sometimes this is not easy. This is why he was so good at war. And this is also why he is such a good fieldworker and why Romulus is the best sharecropper around here with Spence helping him. Spence loves Rom, they were raised together. Spence loved his older brother Lewis too beyond all measure, they went to the war together and did all things as one until Lewis was killed as they ran across that rocky field to the stone wall together, Spence made it and fought on until Petersburg where he was a hero then presumed dead until some men that knew Uncle Junius found him wandering in the countryside near Raleigh in a confused state of mind and brought him back here to Agate Hill where all had mourned and had already got over mourning his death. Yet here he came smooth-faced as a stone, and like a stone he has not hardly spoken since, though as Aunt Fannie always said, His face is benevolent, like the sun. And Spence loves to fish, he has fished in the Haw ever since he was a little boy.




  So here we set off walking down the dusty road under the bright blue sky with Washington in front and Godfrey running circles all around him, then Victoria and Blanche then me holding little Junius hand, then Spence behind us all, like a tree walking. He carried the cane poles over his shoulder.




  It felt like a parade.




  Then we went off the road on a little path and climbed down the weedy hill with Blanche and Victoria whining. We went through joe pie weed bigger than us and blackberry bushes that scratched at our legs. The berries were not ripe yet. Watch out for snakes now, Washington said, and the girls screamed. Little Junius held tight to my hand. Finally we reached the shady, grassy bank of the river where all of a sudden it was a lot cooler.




  Spread out some now, Washington said.




  One by one Spence put worms on the girls hooks and then on Godfreys hook while Washington and me did our own. Ooh ooh. Godfrey yelled and hopped on one foot when his worm bled.




  Hush now, Washington said. You will scare the fish.




  Fish aint got ears, Godfrey said.




  Sure they do, Washington said. Everybody knows that. They just real little ears. Aint that right Molly.




  Yes, I said.




  Not, Godfrey said.




  Shut up Godfrey, Victoria said.




  Little Junius did not want to fish so we sat down on a mossy log where our feet could hang in the water and I trailed my line from there, watching the sun and shade and the little fish playing in the shallows beside us. It was a real nice day. The willows made a curtain where we were. Washington caught two fish, little ones, and put them in the bucket. Victoria got a bite but lost it, and Blanche lost her worm. Godfrey put worms on everybodys hooks because he liked to see them bleed. He is built like a bullet with blond hair like Mister Vogell his daddy. The breeze ruffled the willows like curtains at a window. I saw a shiny snake on a rock in the water near the opposite bank but before I could say a thing, it was gone as suddenly as if it had never been there. Finally Junius let go of my hand and sat down in the water to play. Blanche and Victoria each caught a fish and Blanche fell in the water and then Victoria and me got in too, just splashing. We got to building a dam. Washington went up a ways and caught another fish.




  Why where is Spence? I asked all of a sudden, looking around. For he was gone.




  Just you wait. Washington grinned at me.




  And sure enough after a while we heard a lot of splashing and here came Spence walking around the bend hip deep in the middle of the river carrying a great big fish in his arms and grinning to beat the band.




  Did he get that on this line? I asked Washington, for our hooks were little, made out of pins we had best not lose.




  No, he been hand grabbing, Washington said. Thats how he always fish.




  But what is it, I asked.




  That is when you reach way down under a rock or a old log or a stump and grab the fish right up out of the water, Washington told me. A big old dead stump is the best. They like to hide down in there, they get real old and fat. Its like they house in there.




  Spence waded over and laid his fish on the mossy bank so we could all get close and look at it. It was a huge slimy old catfish bigger than a baby with its head all bloody and smashed in though I could still see its whiskers. Its eyes were wide open.




  Ooh ooh. What happened to its head? Godfrey screamed.




  Well, he have to kill it some way or nother, Washington said. I reckon he kilt it with a rock, aint that right, Spence?




  But Spence just grinned. He had blood on his shirt and his pants.




  It was the King of the Catfish.




  We all gathered round to admire it for a while.




  Liddys going to want to cook this fish, I said.




  But nobody moved. Nobody wanted to leave the river.




  Then, Oh Lord, Mama is going to kill us, we have got to wash off some, Victoria said all of a sudden and we all set to splashing again and washing off in the river as good as we could except for Washington who had never got into the river at all.




  Our pail held seven brim. We took turns carrying it, and after a while it wasn’t too heavy since most of the water splashed out on the road. Spence carried little Junius who was too tired to walk, while Washington carried the fish, walking in front of us.




  Lord God! Liddy said when she saw us coming. She stood in the doorway, shading her eyes with her hand.
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  June 18, 1872




  Dear Diary,




  Yesterday I left this cubbyhole in the late afternoon during a thunderstorm. I paused at the closet door to get my bearings. The girls bedroom was dark with rain beating hard as bullets on the roof.




  But there in the gloom I spied Selena standing in front of the mirror, holding that white ruffled petticoat of Mammas up to her waist. While I watched she took a little step backward and bowed her head, like a curtsy. When the lightning flashed I could see her face which looked heartbroken to my surprise, sad and not mean for once though I know she is mean, she whipped Blanche and Victoria for going in the river, and would of whipped me too if she thought she could get away with it.




  I hid in the closet until she left.
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  June 21, 1872




  Dear Diary,




  At last the day of Aunt Cecelias arrival has come. Virgil took the wagon out before dawn, headed to Hillsborough, he was gone when I got up. But oh what a hustle and bustle was still going on, for now all must be perfect. Uncle Junius hates an uproar. He had disappeared into the middle room where he hides from all, door closed. It was a foggy dewy morning with all the birds tuned up as I stepped out of Liddys kitchen, heading off to find Washington. But Selena grabbed me by the back of the skirt.




  Not so fast there Miss, she said. I need you to go back in the house and help Victoria. Here, take this. She handed me a cloth and an Irish potato cut in half. I knew what that meant. Go on, she said giving me a boost in the direction of the house, away from my beloved woods which were calling out to me. The dewy wet grass tickled between my toes. But it was not the day to make a fuss so I went on into the passage and back to the dining room which is used almost never now since Fannie died.




  This morning it was dim and gloomy as the light ventured but feebly in through the dark leaded panes to show the drop leaf table by the door and the huge old sideboard looming as big as a boat, filled with china and God knows what all, all the things ladies have which I will NEVER have, I swear it, and so much the better. For if you have things, why then you have to take care of them, I have noticed this all ready. On top of the sideboard stand the china statues of a lady and a gentleman plus the cranberry glass vase, some cut glass decanters, and the silver filigree cake basket which was buried in the garden when the Yankees came. The table itself is a huge dark mahogany thing that pulls out and out to accommodate a crowd. Victoria prissed around it placing the linen mats and the silver.




  I hate Victoria. She is like some accident that has happened to me. I cant believe I have to see her all the time.




  Those mats need ironing, I said, which was true. Aunt Fannie would have had a fit.




  What do I care? she said. I aint going to eat here. Mama said for you to clean these — and she threw the ivory-handled table knives out on the table with a clanging noise.




  I know, Miss Smartypants. I said this part under my breath. I pulled up a chair and spread out my cloth and rubbed the steel blades one by one with brick dust and the cut side of the Irish potato until they shone. Victoria grabbed them up so fast she nicked my hand with one of the blades. At first I didnt understand what had happened, it felt like a pin prick. But then I looked down to see the blood blooming like a flower from my thumb. Then it hurt. Without thinking I stood and flung the brick bat straight at her, it hit her shoulder and struck the floor.




  Immediately I was seized from behind by Selena who shook me until my teeth rattled in my head and I could not see for crying.




  I am such a baby.




  There now Miss, she said, finally letting me go but I was too wobbly-legged to stand, sinking down to the floor while the two of them finished setting the table. I did not want to look at their hateful faces so I did not move. I rubbed my cheek back and forth on the bristly fleur-de-lee carpet until it hurt and somehow that helped me. I remembered beating that carpet out in the yard with Washington only a week before, in the sunshine, it seemed like ages ago.




  Come on now Molly, we are done, Selena said, but I said nothing and stayed where I was. As you wish then, she said, and then she was gone, Victoria with her.




  Suddenly I noticed the table foot right in front of me, a huge mahogany claw that had seized a mahogany ball. Its talons were big and sharp. They scared me oh I am such a baby. I stood up fast. In the little slit of the curtains I noted that the sun had broke through outside. I was dying to get out there. But first I looked back down at the table, thinking, It is like this house, it looks so fancy and fine but it is all ugly underneath, it is that mean cruel claw.




  Then I had to start laughing for I noticed that Selena and Victoria had not even set the table right, they had put the water goblets on the wrong side. This is how much they know about ladies and good manners!




  I ran outside to find Washington.




  I didnt see any of them again until they rang the bell which meant, She is coming. Like the rest I ran to the front of the house and stood out on the piazza shading my eyes to catch the first glimpse of the wagon. All I could see was a dust cloud rising like the plume of a hat way down in the hazy hills. While I waited, here came Liddy pulling Little Junius along by the hand. She had cleaned him up for the grand arrival, with wet clean hair and a clean white shirt.




  Selena and her girls stood all in a row, shading their eyes with their hands. Selena looked so different that I might not have known her if I had seen her in the street. She wore a gray O-bodice dress which had belonged to Aunt Fannie, with a white lace collar and black jet buttons running straight up the front. All that wild black hair had been pulled straight back and bound up in a big bun at the nape of her neck, exactly like a schoolteacher. She gnawed at the inside of her cheek, a habit she had, staring straight ahead. Victoria and Blanche wore shoes.
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