



[image: image]













[image: image]
















This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


Copyright © 2023 by Willa Reece


Excerpt from Wildwood Whispers copyright © 2021 by Willa Reece


Cover design by Lisa Marie Pompilio


Cover illustration by Mike Heath | Magnus Creative


Cover copyright © 2023 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Author photograph by Norris Hancock


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Redhook Books/Orbit


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas


New York, NY 10104


hachettebookgroup.com


First Edition: July 2023


Redhook is an imprint of Orbit, a division of Hachette Book Group.


The Redhook name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.


Redhook books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Reece, Willa, author.


Title: Wildwood magic / Willa Reece.


Description: First edition. | New York, NY : Redhook, [2023]


Identifiers: LCCN 2022045283 | ISBN 9780316591812 (trade paperback) | ISBN 9780316591799 (ebook)


Classification: LCC PS3608.A69775 W54 2023 | DDC 813/.6—dc23


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022045283


ISBNs: 9780316591812 (trade paperback), 9780316591799 (ebook)


E3-20230616-JV-NF-ORI














For Granny
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Orbit logo]















Prologue



Rachel


Morgan’s Gap, Virginia, 1959


A breeze showed me the way.


I slipped from the hot, frenzied crowd in the revival tent, going under and out a loose flap in the heavy canvas like a much younger child. The wind rustled the musty fabric, even though I hadn’t felt it on my own flushed skin. Sister Fay and the other matrons’ attention was focused on the cheap portable podium at the front of the crowd. They were all red too—from the closeness and the summer heat and the fervor of the other revival attendees.


And Brother Tate.


As the preacher yelled about the fire that would consume nonbelievers, I was suddenly sure that the hellfire he wanted them to fear was actually here, already inside them, burning all the people around me from the inside out.


I’d seen this fire before in Sister Fay’s eyes whenever I “strayed from the path.” As far as I could tell—and I’d had all of my thirteen years to figure it out—you strayed when you asked questions or when you were too slow, too quick, too anything but obedient with your eyes cast down and your shoulders bowed to take up less space.


Invisible.


It had gotten harder and harder to hide in plain sight as my body resisted my attempts to stay small. I could—most of the time—control my voice and my eyes, but I couldn’t help what was becoming a lean, gawky figure with hands, feet and shoulders too big to be unnoticed.


And breasts.


Soft fullness that only stood out more because the rest of me was so bony.


Growing.


The white patent-leather Mary Janes Sister Fay had forced onto my feet that morning pinched my toes and made me walk in tiny mincing steps both unnatural and highly ineffective for getting very far very fast. Since Sister Fay was always telling me to slow down, it would have been pointless and probably painful to complain. Much more painful than pinched toes or the blisters I would surely have come morning.


Morning was my goal.


Tonight, when I’d followed the crowd into the tent to find creaky folding chairs for all the smaller children in the back, I’d felt exposed when Brother Tate had singled me out. He’d commented on what a good girl I was to help the sisters shepherd the little ones into place. But I hadn’t felt good. The praise had made the hair rise up on the back of my neck and the palms of my hands go wet in a scared, cold sweat that wouldn’t wipe away on my skirts no matter how hard I tried.


No wonder the sudden fluttering movement of loose canvas caught my attention. Here, it seemed to say. Look. Here. A way out. I dropped down to my knees and left the pounding fist of the preacher and the brimstone he shouted about behind. I didn’t even dust off the faded cotton of my Sunday dress when I got back to my feet on the other side.


I just started walking.


Away from the repurposed circus tent. Away from the strange fire in people’s eyes.


There was nowhere for me to go. I’d been left at the girls’ home as a baby with no hint of my heritage save for the “mark of her mother’s sins” on my left shoulder. Sister Fay often used a green birch on the pale strawberry birthmark as if to flay it away. But the pink patch of skin was always there when the switch marks healed.


Since I had no where to go, I aimed for a when. Morning. With my toes pinched and no flashlight, it was a mountainous goal for a girl who couldn’t even manage to be seen and not heard, but the sunrise called to me from somewhere down the long stretch of country road that disappeared out of sight on the horizon. It seemed right to take one step after another away from the tent and in the opposite direction of the Home for Wayward Girls.


I wasn’t running away. All I’d ever known was the home and the Sect women who ran it. The sisters who fed, clothed and never once spared us the rod were harsh but familiar. It was the growing that frightened me, and the Sect men who noticed it.


Around the cleared fairgrounds, where the circus tent squatted with no calliope music or balloons or fried funnel cakes, was a wilderness of trees. That’s where the breeze came from, fresh and oh-so-appealing on my face and arms. There wouldn’t be any monkeys there or brightly colored tropical birds, but I liked it anyway, so different and peaceful compared to the city and the circus tent.


But it was also dark and shadowy, a jungle waiting for me to explore.


Like something out of the books I had to sneak around to read.


So I would walk until morning, and no matter what happened after that, every step I took on my own surrounded by the whispering woods was a step no one could ever take away. Not Brother Tate nor all his followers put together.
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The Mary Janes were in my hand by the time I began to see the tops of smaller trees against a lightening sky. Hours before, when the cars from the revival had begun to drive past me in a steady stream of headlights, I dodged onto a side road and continued to walk. Eventually I decided to take the shoes off to relieve my toes and ease the busted blisters on my heels. I didn’t throw the shoes into the shadows where the forest began and the dirt track stopped. Even then, with the tent behind me and all those steps between me and the sisters, I shuddered at the punishment I would surely face if they found me without the shoes.


They weren’t mine. They were used for a time and then passed on to the next girl and the next. I gripped them tightly in my fist and walked on, taking more steps against the even tighter hopelessness of those never-ending “next girls” who would also own nothing. Not the clothes on their backs nor the skin beneath them either. Not even the thoughts in their heads were supposed to be theirs.


Mine always were, though. Deep down. Where no one could see. I had thoughts that were all my own. I thought about pearls and presidents, about Betty and Veronica. I thought about miniskirts and marches. About forbidden newspapers and Nancy Drew. All bits and pieces of news, books, comics and magazines I’d managed to sneak beneath the sisters’ watchful eyes.


When a pink glow softened the sky and revealed the hush of dawn mist around me, morning became too obvious to ignore. A terrible weight settled heavy on my shoulders as the gently warming dew on ground and grass began to rise. I was exhausted. Tired from my long, lonely journey through the night, but also tired from other things.


The switch.


My unstoppable growth.


Brother Tate’s bloodshot eyes.


My feet slowed to a standstill. The dirt road continued around the next curve, but down below the worn track, the forest opened up into an orchard. In the soft, rosy light, the branches were bowed, heavy with the growth of thousands of pale green globes—apples, standing out lighter and brighter than the leaves around them.


My stomach clenched and growled. I clutched it with my free hand and limped off the road toward the trees. There was no hellfire here. No need for invisibility. There was only the cool moisture rising up from the ground through the trees, kissing my cheeks and the ripening apples.


It was a simple, hushed welcome I hadn’t felt in the tent or in all the years prior. I was close kin to the birds beginning to wake and the insects scrambling up, up, up stalks and trunks to warm their wings and antennae in the sun.


I walked through the meandering rows, around and around, as if drawn forward by a tugged string that was anchored deep in my chest. The cold moisture on the ground soothed and numbed my feet. The wet grass was a sweet relief. As was the cover soon provided by the larger, older trees in the middle of the orchard. From sapling to sprawling grandfather I walked until I came to a small rise in what must have been the dead center of the former field.


Maybe the center of the whole wilderness on top of Sugarloaf Mountain.


There the largest apple tree of all grew in an impressive display of gnarled limbs stretching up toward the sky from a trunk that made me think of the elephants I’d seen in a picture book once, left near a garbage pail on the street because of its torn pages. Trash to someone else, but a treasure to me. In spite of its size and the rough, wrinkled bark that proclaimed its great age, the tree on the rise was loaded with more apples than all the trees around it.


The tug on the string in my chest eased.


Once I reached the shelter of its canopy, I stopped and looked up, my attention called to thousands of shadowy crevices and hollows, a leafy universe of fairy nooks and butterfly bowers. I wanted to leap for the lowest branch and pull myself up into the fruit-heavy tree.


My stomach gurgled again, tempted by the abundance within reach.


Thou shalt not steal.


There were some things the matrons got wrong. I was sure of it. But my inner voice said that not stealing was one of the few they got right. So instead of grabbing a green apple and sinking my teeth into its tart goodness, I dropped to the ground at the base of the tree. Hot tears mixed with the cool dew on my cheeks as I gave in to sleep.
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The young girl slept while the world around her woke up.


A flock of barn swallows darted from their colony under the metal eaves of an all-but-deserted shed to swoop acrobatically over a nearby meadow. Bees that had waited for the rising sun to dry the dew and the misty air hummed about their summer business, finding wildflowers on the ground now that the apple blossoms were gone. Far in the distance, a rooster crowed and a cow lowed for the maid who would milk it, then open the gate so it could roam the pasture until evening.


Thud. An apple fell.


Thud. Thud.


Then another and another.


The last rolled across the grass to stop against the sleeping girl’s hip. A passerby might have looked up into the old tree to see if a squirrel had dislodged the fruit, for it was far too soon for so many unripened apples to fall.


But no one passed and the girl slept on, sheltered by the First Tree, the greatest tree, on the rise.
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Siobhán


Northern Ireland, 1879


Siobhán Wright sewed the precious apple seeds into the lining of her petticoat. She placed the blind-hem stitches snugly together—whip, whip, whip—with light thread that disappeared against the coarsely woven linen. The same way her mother had shown her to secretly stash the coins and Grandmother’s hammered copper ring, which her grandfather had worked into the shape of a tree with twining, twisting roots that mirrored its branches. No one paid any mind to a girl’s patched undergarments.


Even when they were doing their best to get into them.


She had never met her grandparents. The Great Hunger had taken both of them in Black ’47 before she was born. Gone too soon. So many had died younger than they should have during the hard times. Even a woodsman like her grandfather and a wisewoman like her grandmother hadn’t been able to survive when the potatoes failed.


Permanently gnawing insides had driven many of their folk to set off in search of a better life in those days.


“You’re young. Go. Survive,” her mother had said when the famine came again.


Along with the seeds, coins and ring, Siobhán brought a small muslin bundle of dirt from her mother’s herb garden, untainted and blessed. Her father had fashioned her a walnut chest. On it, he carved flocks of barn swallows. Fly… fly… fly away. First to Liverpool. She used the chest for the precious soil no one would want to steal and a few items of clothing. Some might have seen her inheritance as pitiful, but Siobhán knew better. Her family had given all they had left in the world for her journey to a new one.


She wouldn’t let their sacrifice be in vain.
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Rachel


Morgan’s Gap, 1959


The scent of baked apples teased me awake. Was that why I had dreamed about apple seeds? But it was the soft mattress ticking and the fresh downy pillow that caused me to sit up. My usual bed was a cot with only a thin rag mat to cover its springs. My only pillow was my own arms. To wake in an unfamiliar place made me instantly suspect that I was still wrapped in the dream that had seemed so real.


But it hadn’t been a good dream, had it? My heart still thumped behind my ribs with the fear I’d felt alongside the girl from another time who’d sewn with the worn, calloused fingers of a much older person. She’d had a mother, but she’d been forced to leave her. I’d had a mother who had left me. Somehow the pain met and mixed and blended together.


I blinked. I rubbed sticky dried tears from the corners of my eyes. Dream world or not, I didn’t want anyone to see that I’d cried. I noticed the shelves once my eyes cleared. The walls of the tiny bedroom were lined with horizontal boards, some bowed under the weight of the books, magazines and papers packed onto them.


Was I awake?


So often I had longed for more books in the barren places I knew, filled only with work and prayer.


“You need rest, but you need food more and I’m too old to carry you a tray. Come in the kitchen and eat.”


I didn’t startle when a woman spoke from the doorway. I had lots of practice hiding my natural reaction to things. But I didn’t hesitate. The woman had already turned to walk away. I jumped up from the bed that wasn’t a dream, noticing my sun-bleached homespun nightgown and the hewn log walls that showed around the edges of the shelves. I reached to run my fingers across the spines of the books. All real. There were wool stockings on my feet and a moist tingling around my toes and a slight numbness in my blistered heels. Someone had brought me in from the orchard. Someone had nursed me. The woman who led me into the kitchen couldn’t have carried me. She was tiny and stooped, and when I got a better look at her face, I gasped because it was craggy and lined, as if she’d been baking pies for a thousand years.


None of the sisters at the Home for Wayward Girls were old. They were only worn. Faded around the edges like the tossed-aside newspapers they used to fill the cracks in the boards of the house in Richmond when the wind blew and there wasn’t much coal.


I gaped at this ancient lady, forgetting my confusion, my hunger. The woman’s long skirt was actually a pair of wide-legged trousers made of tartan wool in spite of the season. Her pants ended at her ankles, where dainty laced boots began. On top she wore a man’s shirt with rolled sleeves where her arms poked out, freckled and sun browned. Her arms were corded like a man’s, lean and tough, belying her age. Maybe she truly had carried me in from the orchard. But her wild mane of hair told the truth of her years. It was silver like moonlight all around her face and shoulders and down past her waist. Not braided or combed or twisted into shape or pinned or sprayed or tamed by curlers.


Her hair was free.


I quickly reached for my braids to find them as real and as painful at my temples as they’d ever been. The tight braids proved it. I was no longer dreaming.


The tempting scent of apple pie—cinnamon, brown sugar, baking crust and bubbling juice—distracted me from the mystery of how I came to wake in the house. My stomach had growled at dawn. Now it silently ached without the gumption to even gurgle, and my head felt light. Many times I’d been sent to bed without supper, but I’d never walked so long and so far on an empty stomach.


“Sit down before you fall down, girl,” the old woman advised. She nodded her head curtly at a thick spindled chair, and I was glad it was already pulled out from the butcher-block table.


I sat with a plop that would have been punished back at the home.


But the woman only brought me a wedge of pie she must have cut to cool moments before. Buttery, flaky crust. Tender, spice-flecked chunks of apple only sweet enough to soften the bite of the tart fruit. The piece of pie was more than generous. A portion all of a quarter of the entire pastry.


I ate it all. Every bite. Every crumb. And then I stared forlornly at the thick juice left on the solid pottery plate. There wasn’t a switch in sight, but I couldn’t risk sopping up the juice with a finger. As if she sensed that I was still hungry, the old woman turned from the old ice box in the corner with a small pitcher of frothy milk and a muslin-wrapped hunk of cheese.


“This too. You need nourishment. More than I’ll have time to give you. Can’t be helped. We can only stir what we can,” the old woman said.


I drank the mug of milk she poured me and ate the strong, cream-colored cheese. Both were rich and pungent. From a goat instead of a cow. Neither seemed to make it to my stomach. Like the pie, they soaked into my body on the way down. I felt better but not full, as if I was only getting started.


“Name’s Mary. Remember it. Mary May. You’ll need to know one day. And don’t forget the orchard called you. Ain’t no child going to walk that far in the wee hours for nothing. Might seem it was for nothing, mind you. But don’t give up. You’ve got a longer walk ahead. A long hard walk. And there’s no shortcut. One foot in front of the other. That’s all. She got here, didn’t she? She knows how it’s done!” The last was said to a goat that appeared at the screened door that opened out onto a stoop. It was a large billy with a gray beard down to its knobby knees, and it replied to Mary May as if participating in a conversation I could only half understand.


“I was walking away from the revival tent. Didn’t have a place to be,” I said.


The woman refilled my glass, and even though it was greedy I drank all of it down, only stopping between gulps to catch my breath.


“Away is a place, girl. The best place. And this particular mountain orchard is about as away as a body can get,” Mary May said. “Roots twining down to the heart of the earth. Branches stretching up to the sky. Blossoms then fruits like they was plucked from the heavens.”


I could feel the distance I’d traveled somewhere deeper than blistered skin. The air was different around me and the ground was sturdier beneath my feet. As if I’d been off balance before I got here. One step away from falling. But now, I was on solid footing. If this was away, I liked it.


“I’ve never seen so many apples in one place. You’re going to have a good harvest,” I said.


“So many apples right there for the picking, but you didn’t, did you? Didn’t take a one though you’re a starving thing, gone all to growth, and nothing to fuel it by.”


“It didn’t seem right to take without asking. There was no one around.”


“The trees will remember your courtesy. They always do,” the old woman muttered. She nodded with every word she spoke as if she was carrying on a conversation with herself. “I reckon that was a little harder to resist,” she continued. Her nod became specific, indicating something beside my plate, and I was startled by the tiny book I must have picked up from a shelf in the bedroom or hall as I passed. I was too used to grabbing reading materials wherever and whenever I could. The shelves hadn’t stopped in the bedroom. The whole house was lined with them, and every one was full.


My cheeks heated. I picked up the book and held it out to Mary May. She didn’t take it. Instead, she reached to push it back toward me.


“More than your belly is hungry. Any fool can see that. You keep it. Things that catch us like that are never happenstance. It’s always best to listen when the world whispers. When the wildwood whispers. It’s yours,” Mary said. Her tone was scolding, but her eyes were bright. “It’ll take more than goat’s milk to fuel you for the journey ahead.”


I looked down at the gift. It was no larger than the palm of my hand. The golden title glinted as I turned it to the light. The Scarlet Letter by Nathaniel Hawthorne.


Mary left the room while I read the first few pages. I hated to put it down when she came back with my petticoats in her hands.


“Aired these out on the line. Spot-cleaned your dress. No sense in catching trouble for moss stains,” Mary said. She flipped the petticoats this way and that. “Senseless things. Hiding legs as if we don’t all have them. We can make it useful with a few stitches, though, can’t we?”


Mary sat at the table. I hadn’t noticed the sewing basket she’d crooked over her arm under the petticoat. She placed it on the table in front of her and prepared a needle and white thread quickly with surprisingly nimble fingers. Then she folded the material of the petticoat until she’d fashioned a hidden sleeve on one side near the waist.


“Pockets are power. Up to you what you put in them, see? Only you decide. And no one needs to know,” Mary said. She reached for the book and placed it in the pocket she’d made just big enough to hold it. “And this too. A needle box. My mother made it a long time ago from a fallen branch of that apple tree you were sleeping under. There’s several needles and some thread in there. For you.”


She handed me the applewood needle box. It was a plain and smooth cylinder with no decoration except for the whorls of the aged wood. The bark had been removed and the wood polished by time and fingers. One side had been whittled down to fit into the other. I gently popped it open. The inside had been hollowed out to hold the needles. A small bit of red thread was wound around their silvery eyes.


There had been something in my dream about petticoats and hidden seeds. In all the time I’d been trying to read when the sisters forbade it, I hadn’t thought of using the hated undergarments as a treasure trove.


I closed the needle box and slid it into the hidden pocket beside the book. Two gifts from a stranger who, although strange, seemed like someone I’d known for longer than a half an hour.


As Mary finished stitching, I carried the empty plate and glass to the sink. I tried not to stare, but the room was unusual beyond the quantity of books and papers stacked and piled on every surface. There were herbs bundled with twine and hung to dry in a sun-facing window—mint, dill and others I didn’t recognize. Open shelves lined the tops of the walls, and from them green glass jars sparkled in the morning sunlight, their unlabeled contents made mysterious by the gleam. I thought I could see apple slices through a juicy haze and the thick, chunky texture of persimmon jam. From the exposed beams in the ceiling hung the dark flash of fire-scorched copper pots in various sizes and shapes from stewpot to footed cauldron. And, although there was a great old cast-iron stove, there was also a fireplace in the corner fitted up with a spit and other handles and holders the old woman must have used often, because they were worn smooth.


The stones of the hearth were blackened by soot all the way out to my toes. More blackened than years of an open flame would have accounted for. One corner stone had faint chiseled letters I could barely make out—“HONEYWICK”—and a date that was even more faded. In fact, it looked almost as if someone had scraped the date away so long ago that the scrapes themselves were half-hidden by soot.


“Honeywick,” I deciphered out loud.


Mary hmmmed behind me, but I couldn’t tell if her noise was meant to be a yes or a no, or if it was merely a startled sound, as if my reading of the stone had disturbed her somehow. Whatever the case, I was discouraged from asking about the name or the mysterious date.


I turned politely away from the hearth toward an embroidery stand pushed to the side. It was also dark, as if many years of soot and smoke had colored the wood. And it was empty. Maybe that’s why my fingers were immediately drawn to the carved edges of the hoop, or maybe it was a trick of the morning light that made the carefully crafted leaves seem to move.


There were apples among the leaves. Peeking out just as the green apples had peeked at me at dawn. One of the apples had been made to appear as if someone had taken a bite out of it. Love of the orchard shone through in every carefully placed etch of a long-ago blade.


Suddenly the hoop being empty made my chest tighten and my fingers twitch as if I’d touched a frayed cord with its innards showing. The phantom electricity startled me and I curled my hand against it, but I couldn’t stay chastised for long.


There were many utensils hanging on hooks and nails around the fireplace, but one drew my attention more than the others. It wasn’t my place to reach for the large wooden spoon and take it from the wall. I did it without thinking, driven by the need to look closer at the carving that wound around the handle.


It was a thin, graceful curve of a snake, a harmless one by the rounded shape of its head—garter or green. I was instantly charmed by the tilt of its eyes and the frozen flick of its tongue.


The carving of the serpent on the spoon hanging near the hoop was whimsical—a garden and a snake, but not a warning. A dare. The delicate snake was a rebel, not a devil. Me too, my heart whispered. Me too.


“Best put her back for now. There isn’t time for all that. She’s been hanging there for fifty years; another ten won’t matter,” Mary said.


I didn’t want to hang the spoon back on the wall, but I did. I couldn’t help it if my fingers traced the coils of the little snake or if I hesitated near the stand, afraid to touch it again, but longing to all the same. The strange tightness gripped my chest again. I rubbed my palm against the center of my ribs to try to loosen it, but it wouldn’t ease.


Only the sound of a car’s engine and tires on gravel finally made me turn toward the door. Mary sighed loudly, the billy goat cried out and ran away and a sheriff’s deputy got out of a black-and-white painted Impala. The tightness was explained: The real world had come for me in this fairy-tale cottage I’d found. It had pulled into the front yard and even without flashing lights or sirens I was caught in its terrible clutches.


I’d tried to be careful, but someone must have seen me walking this way.


Mary May put her hands on her hips. She suddenly looked very small in comparison to the burly man whose knuckles made a terrible rat-a-tat-tat-tat on the frame of her screen door. He could see us in the kitchen. He frowned, as if runaway girl-children and wizened old women were nothing but trouble.


“You must be the girl who wandered off last night. They’re breaking down the tent. Need to get you back to the folks you belong to,” the deputy said. He pushed the door open and held it wide without coming inside or saying good morning to Mary May.


“Don’t belong to nobody but herself,” Mary May said, followed by a humph as if there was no use in arguing. “At least let the girl put her shoes on.”


I was already buckling the Mary Janes, thankful for the treatment that made my heels numb so I could walk gingerly toward the man who still hadn’t acknowledged the woman who scolded him.


“I got lost,” I said, but he ignored that too. He put his hand on my back and pushed me toward the squad car so that I had to take several quick steps that made the blisters on my feet sting.


“Found, more like,” Mary May said.


I looked over my shoulder and our eyes locked. She might be smaller than the deputy, and unable to keep him from taking me back to the Sect sisters, but the firm set to her jaw and the look on her face said that she wasn’t as helpless as he and the world might think.


Her look gave me courage. My chest swelled against the tightness and I could suddenly breathe in a last gulp of baked-apple air.


“Hurry up. Get in.” The deputy reached to push me forward again, but this time I was already moving and his fingers brushed harmlessly away. I opened the car door myself and climbed into the backseat.


My last view of Honeywick was through the back glass of the deputy’s car. Like the hearth, the cottage was built entirely of blackened stone. But the cottage’s rock walls were softened by an abundance of flowering vines that twined from foundation to roof and completely covered a small-towered turret on one side. Even all stained by soot or age or whatever had darkened its stones, the cottage, like the carved embroidery hoop and the snake spoon, looked like a fairy tale, one I was being taken away from too soon.


I turned around to face the road, but not before I had imagined myself turning down one corner of a storybook to mark the page.















One



Rachel


Richmond, Virginia, February 1965


My secret was so much a part of me it was hard to imagine, small and mysterious, and yet, as known as the beating of my heart. My very soul had split, and somewhere deep inside there was another, hidden away… for now.


And there was my problem. That tiny part of my soul was destined to become his… under his fist, under his heel, under his control.


The idea was a horror. I couldn’t remember standing up from the doctor’s desk. I couldn’t remember the nurse’s congratulations or taking my coat from the tree in the reception room. I must have buttoned the perfectly tailored herringbone tweed, automatically. I must have nodded and smiled. I had become so good at nodding and smiling.


Somehow, I maneuvered the sleek Oldsmobile station wagon home. Like the coat, the car had been his choice, one his followers would admire and envy. He chose everything for the same reason, including the new brick rancher in a neighborhood named after the church at its center.


His church. His home. His car. His wife.


He’d chosen me.


I’d been trying to come to grips with that realization for a long time.


Someone like Ezekiel wanted meek and mild. I’d been neat and clean and obedient by the time we’d met. What spirit I’d naturally had as a curious child had been bled out of me from the stripes the green birch switches made on my legs and back.


I parked the wagon in the carport, for once not noticing if the fenders were too close to the scrolling wrought iron supports. When my hands were no longer required for the steering wheel, they automatically went to my abdomen.


I needed whatever spirit I had left to rise.


He had wanted this more than the house or the car. More than my immaculate wardrobe. More than the church. And the church was his castle. The seat of his fiefdom. The baby was to be his heir, a prince to the kingdom he was building.


I hadn’t known.


In the year since our marriage—straight from the girls’ home to the good reverend’s bed—I had learned a lot. Too much. And, in his eyes, never enough.


Now this. After months of trying.


His trying. My praying at first that it would happen quickly, then later, please God, never.


His first wife had died in a horrible boating accident, they said. Only the shell of a burnt-out motorboat and her remains had been recovered. He had survived, by the grace of God. I knew better. Had known for a while. Accidents happened a lot around my good reverend husband. Trips. Falls. Far too clumsy, silly girl. And always the knowledge that he was weighing your usefulness with a cold-blooded calculation that could easily be lost to rage in the blink of an eye.


His followers called it passion and they were drawn to it, but I’d often seen the flicker of fear in their eyes. Fear of his disapproval. Fear of failure. Fear of God. If they lived exactly as he told them to they would be spared the damnation we all deserve, he preached. They believed and drew others into their belief like a herd of nervous sheep. Here. Gather. Beneath his watchful eyes. Safety in numbers. It was a survival instinct a man like my husband naturally exploited, alternating easily between pulpit pounding and benevolent smiles.


A wolf in sheepdog’s clothing.


I unlocked the side door and stepped into a kitchen so painstakingly kept (such pain!) the harvest gold appliances and orange Formica countertops were straight from a photograph and untouched by the meals prepared on them and with them. Cooking as a performance rather than for sustenance.


Now, a baby in my womb.


A child.


As innocent as I had been long ago and far away. The coat belonged on its designated hanger in the hall closet. I needed to exchange it for the cherry apron on its hook by the range.


I didn’t.


It was Tuesday.


The meatloaf was already prepared in the refrigerator. Ready to go in the oven so it would be hot and fresh when he came through the door.


I knew the way he would want to be told. Perfect meal. Perfect silence. Speak when spoken to. He’d know I’d been to the doctor today. Every second of every day was directed by him. Master of all he surveyed. Like me, he’d come from less. Much less. But a humble servant of God could achieve great things. Terrible things. Things I wished to forget.


I’d asked the doctor to let me be the one to tell my husband. The doctor knew. He’d seen some of the bruises. I’d seen pity in his eyes and also resignation. Some husbands had tempers. Still, better to be respectably married. Small price to pay. I didn’t know how long I stood indecisive, the hated coat shed into a pile on the immaculately hoovered floor. But I heard his car door slam. And knew without a doubt that I wouldn’t tell him about the baby.
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I hadn’t kept the Oldsmobile on the road. Somewhere between the doctor’s office and the carport I’d swung wide. I could vaguely recall the swerve, the correction. One tire had jolted in the rough grass beside the asphalt and a hubcap had been loosened. He always walked around the station wagon when I’d been out.


No meatloaf in the oven. Apron on its hook. My coat on the floor. By the time Reverend Gray found me at the end of the hall with one foot toward the front door and my hands on my stomach, he was already furious. To discipline he didn’t have to be angry. He could easily point out my failings with carefully controlled slaps and pinches. Constant correction. But I’d learned long ago that the rage switch was always there waiting for me—or our future child—to flip.


I often wondered if it had been rage or calculation that had come for his first wife. She hadn’t been able to conceive. He complained about it often. Her failure. And 1965 or not, divorce wasn’t an option. Had he carefully planned the purchase of the motorboat? Had she known when he took her out on the maiden voyage with no life jacket? I could all too easily imagine him holding her under the water while she screamed, great bubbles filled with her last breaths breaking the roiling surface of the lake. The boat had run aground and burst into flames, they said. His first wife had burned with it. The reverend had walked away without a scratch. What a blessing.


I’d found all the old photographs of his first wife. I hadn’t been consciously snooping. I couldn’t help myself. Even his closet, filled with identical dark suits and striped ties, might have something to read on a rainy day when the chores were done and the rest of the day loomed ahead of me full of dread for when it was time for him to be home. Shoeboxes sometimes held newspaper clippings. But not this one. This one held pictures. And in every single one someone had burned out a woman’s mouth. The blackened edges of burnt paper rimmed ashy holes. Like someone had kissed the woman with a cruel flame. Not someone. Him. He had done it, before or after. And then he had kept them all in a box like some kind of gruesome confession.


Or trophy.


A long, unused fireplace match had been left in the box too.


But worse than the match was the photograph of me from our wedding day. I hadn’t posed. It was a candid snapshot. I’d never seen my own face look so tense, as if the muscles behind my lips, cheeks and eyes had cemented into an expression of dread. Even Mirror Me hid that fear, putting on a brave face. My photograph, smelling of sulfur and smoke, sat in the box with his dead wife’s burnt-out lips and the unused match—waiting.


It had been dangerous to take the photograph, but I’d done it anyway. Since that first secret pocket Mary May had sewn for me, I’d always added hidden pockets to my petticoats and dresses. Pockets are power, she’d said. Only you decide what to put there. I’d placed the wedding day photograph in a succession of hidden pockets as a reminder of what I didn’t want to be.


No power, hidden or otherwise, protected me from his fists when he got home that day. He sent me to clean myself up once he was finished. But only after I’d put the meatloaf in the oven and prepared him an iced tea. I’d done those things with blood dripping into my eye from a cut his wedding ring had caused on my brow.


Then I was sent to make myself presentable while he read the evening newspaper that was forbidden to me. The bathroom smelled cloyingly of the perfume he liked me to wear. The basket of first aid supplies were placed handily under the powder-blue sink.


As I washed up and masked the damage he’d done with cosmetics, I made a promise to the baby no more than a speck in my womb. My spirit had been tamped down, but not lost.


I vowed his match would never get the chance to turn my lips to ash.


Away is a place.
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My hands wouldn’t stop shaking. It was adrenaline, not fear. I held myself together against the rush in my blood and carefully tiptoed through deep shadows that still smelled faintly of meatloaf. The whole house was dark, but I couldn’t risk turning on lights. One step after another, I avoided every single squeaky floorboard while Ezekiel snored.


I’d used the powder from too many of the pills I’d broken open and saved instead of taking them for my “nerves.” After I’d cleaned up and reappeared to assure him I’d been properly chastised, I’d sprinkled the powder on top of his meatloaf. It had soaked into the tomato sauce and disappeared. I’d been sent to bed without supper. Ezekiel had gobbled up his portion.


Hitting me always increased his appetite.


The need for quiet didn’t stop a soft nervous laugh from passing my swollen lip. I swallowed hard to tamp down any further sound out of fear of detection and also because my laugh had been eerie in the darkness, teetering on the edge of hysteria.


I couldn’t waste time on a breakdown.


I had hidden one small overnight bag behind the vacuum in the hall closet. In it were some clothing, a few toiletries and my needle box. He regularly inspected for dust, but he never paid any attention to the tools for “women’s work.” Never once glanced in the broom closet. Or looked twice in my sewing basket. Never once worried about what I might be hiding in the bottles and jars in the kitchen. I hadn’t learned the “lessons” he was always trying to teach me, but I had learned a few of my own.


I paused once I retrieved the bag and listened. For long seconds, there hadn’t been a sound from upstairs. I strained my ears, not sure if I wanted to hear silence or his snoring resume. Finally, there was a snort and a sigh. Rustling movement as his body moved in his unnatural sleep. I wasn’t a murderer. I should be glad.


But if I’m honest there was a disappointed twinge somewhere deep and dark inside of my heart.


I sat the bag down and donned my coat, taking the time to button it over my still flat abdomen.


“Here we go,” I whispered. A flutter made me hesitate again, but the movement didn’t repeat. Too soon. Only hunger. But I was still buoyed as if I had companionship in my mad endeavor.


I clutched keys in one hand and my bag in the other and rushed outside. Ezekiel wouldn’t wake for hours. I’d waited for him to collapse into bed. I’d watched for midnight so the neighborhood would be asleep. Now, I hurried, puffs of white escaping my lips with every step.


I had to risk starting the station wagon.


Only one window down the street still emitted a faint glow. That was Mr. Farnham, who fell asleep in front of his new color television every night and slept by the light of the test pattern until Captain Kangaroo woke him in the morning. His wife always complained and I always tutted my understanding even though I couldn’t imagine such a simple, ordinary marriage.


I fumbled for the right key after I’d quietly eased the door of the car shut. In my hurry, I’d accidentally closed the door on my coat, but I couldn’t risk opening and closing it again. The rush of my blood in my ears urged me on. Hurry. Hurry. Hurry. With each beat of my heart. Away. Away. Away.


I forced my hand to steady and turned the ignition. The sudden roar of the engine made a gasp escape between teeth I hadn’t known were gritted. There would be black marks on the cement of the driveway tomorrow morning because the tires skidded when I threw the car in reverse and hit the gas.


But only a slight squeal.


That was all.


This time I knew exactly where I was going. I’d planned and prepared for months. An old used Rambler was waiting for me by the river. I’d paid with precious cash I’d managed to save one dime and nickel at a time so Ezekiel wouldn’t notice. A surprise for my husband, I’d said to the man who sold me the car. This time, I laughed out loud. Such a surprise.


I’d given the Rambler’s owner an extra five dollars to park the car by the river and leave the key on the lip of the fender. Sure, lady. Lucky man to have such a pretty sweet wife. The powder from one more pill might have killed him. I clenched my hands on the steering wheel at the thought.


I wasn’t a killer.


I carried new life inside of me. I didn’t want my baby to have a murderer for a mother.


I tried not to drive the Oldsmobile too quickly through town. I was out in between The Tonight Show and the milk man. The city was all stillness while my heart raced and my blood rushed and my foot shook on the accelerator.


Every time I’d had errands over the past year I’d driven farther afield. Looking. Searching. Exploring the outskirts of the city. I’d finally found an accessible slope above the river with only a derelict factory in sight.


The perfect spot.


It had to be perfect.


There was a fresh pile of empty beer cans and the blackened remnants of a bonfire since I’d been here last. Thankfully, there was no one out in the cold tonight.


The station wagon was big, but the fishing hole beneath the bridge was bigger. Tonight, it was blacker than black, a deep dark place to pretend to drown. I sat for a while contemplating the nothingness. No lights. No other cars. No sound but the gurgle of current and the occasional hum of a big rig on the highway miles away.


I’d parked with the nose of the wagon tilted down the steep incline. I’d seen this in my mind a thousand times. But the pop of the emergency brake when I released it sounded louder than a gunshot and the door opened faster and heavier than I’d expected. I was holding on too tightly. Gravity and the door’s weight pulled me out of the seat. The car was already picking up speed. I couldn’t stay on my feet.


Worse than the fall was the sudden tug of my coat when I finally tried to let go.


It was still hung on the metal of the door. I scrabbled with legs and hands, tilting and twisting trying to break free. A screw. A latch. Something had me. I screamed. A thin cry of disbelief. Not like this. Not like this. The ground was hard and rough. Rocks and brambles tore at my face and clothes. I cried out again. There was no one to help me.


I had to help myself.


A flutter again, as if my baby was struggling too. Impossible to feel in the midst of being pulled to my death, but I felt it. I felt her. And then a sudden clear impulse to shed the hated coat that was dragging us both toward the river.


One button.


Two.


Three.


My legs found purchase in a tangled bush and the pull of the car worked in our favor. The coat was peeled from my straining body as several rattling jounces took the station wagon over the riverside cliff. The car hitting the water was a soft sound. Like a swallow. Like a gulp. My frantic breathing was louder. Hysterical hitches no pill could have calmed down.


I didn’t care about my torn skin or clothes or about how black and blue wrestling with coat and car would make me tomorrow. At least there would be one. And another and another. Each one taking me and the baby further away from hell. As the river rushed into the windows I’d left cracked with a glorious sucking sound, I sat up shaking and reached for my stomach.


I prayed for another flutter. Just one. To the river. To the breeze. And for some reason I thought about apple trees from so long ago and far away. Please. Please. Please. I watched the station wagon disappear while I struggled to breathe. Finally, when the last of the roof vanished with a glug, there was a responding bubble from deep inside me.


“We’re going away,” I promised. But it took me several tries before I could stand. My ankle was sprained or worse. It hurt to draw breath so I suspected my ribs were also hurt, cracked from the violent tumble.


Wouldn’t be the first time.


I limped up the hill toward the waiting Rambler, promising myself and my unborn daughter that it would be the last.
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The heater in the Rambler was broken. By the time I found my destination my teeth were clicking together and my hands were numb on the steering wheel. I rolled down the window anyway. Just a crack. Just enough to allow a breeze that was bracingly familiar to caress my cold cheeks.


I didn’t have a map and I didn’t stop to buy one. I had to trust an old dusty memory of roads that existed only in my heart.


Up, up, up a mountain. Up out of the city and the lowlands into fresh-forested wilderness. The ribbon of road I followed, lit by headlights and starlight and a sliver of moon peeking now and then from skiffs of night clouds, became a hushed adventure populated only by a flash of fox, a startled and leaping buck, a rabbit that caused me to come to a sudden full stop with my foot hard on the brake, shaking at the close call, before it sprang away.


I hadn’t climbed through a wardrobe, but I’d discovered a different world from the one I’d left down below.


Or rediscovered.


A weaving of skeletal trees lined the road, no matter how it twisted and turned, creating a sheltered pathway for my car and the creatures I encountered. More deer. I lost count. And a family of raccoons. The swoop of an owl silhouetted against the sky above a diorama of evergreen spikes.


Hello, I thought each time life presented itself. Hello. Tentative, but hopeful. Spurred onward and upward.


I wasn’t surprised when I found the road that led to the orchard. I slowly drove down the rutted gravel, but I recalled it by once-upon-a-time footsteps, one after another.


Honeywick had always been with me. A secret I’d never shared with anyone else. There had never been anyone I could trust with that magical morning of pie and goat’s milk. Of copper kettles and a whimsical wooden spoon. Of blackened stone and a vine-covered turret room.


And an empty embroidery hoop that had seemed to zap my fingers with a strange energy, which lingered years later whenever I took up needle and thread.


Never anyone else to share it with until now.


Windows glowed with welcoming light when I came around the final bend. The apple trees were dormant in the distance, sleeping through winter, but as I pulled up to the cottage, more covered in vines than I remembered, the front door opened and a familiar figure stood framed in the flicker of the hearth behind her.


There was only the slightest hint of dawn’s pink on the horizon, but Mary May was up. I was tired, cold and bruised. I allowed myself to imagine she had been waiting for me, for us to arrive.


I parked and climbed from the car, stiff, but determined. There had been no flutter inside of me for hours now. Even though I had treated the journey like a story I shared out loud. Please be all right. Please. The journey from the chilled car to the open doorway was suddenly more daunting than all the miles I’d traveled to get to this point. Even than all the years.


“We’re here,” I said, to the baby, to Mary May, to the sleeping orchard and to myself. I stepped into the old woman’s outstretched arms and she supported my weight with her wiry muscles and surprisingly strong, straight back. Her warmth and the scent of apples, cinnamon and savory browned butter enveloped me at the same time.


“And none too soon,” she replied.















Two



Mary May


Morgan’s Gap, May 1969


Even in this hotter than normal spring, when the wildwood was already rustling dryly in the hopes of a good long drink of rain, Mary May was cold. It was time. Well past time to go to ground like the ones before her had done when there was work left to do even though their years had run out.


But first an urgent task had come to her in the night, like the heavy atmosphere of a downpour the trees waited and waited for that just wouldn’t start. Rachel was tossing and turning and muttering in her sleep when Mary made her way to the kitchen. “Hurry. Hurry. Hurry,” the young woman told her pillows. Mary didn’t go into her room to soothe her. No doubt Rachel felt the approaching storm as well. Not rain. There wouldn’t be any rain on the mountain for a long while to come. Fear and fury sucked the life out of a body and the air. Mary could already feel what it would be like a few weeks from now when a miasma of distrust suffocated the town rising up from the people and places haunted by the past. Old prejudices against the different, against those touched by the fae, against Other no matter what that Other might be, lurked in the shadows of Morgan’s Gap, waiting to be brought forward into the light.


Dreams were one way a wisewoman knew things.


There were no clouds. No ozone in the air. Only necessity so frightening it caused her usually steady hands to shake and the words on the recipe card she retrieved from the old tin box to blur.


The orchard nudged. The trees always knew. Maybe she was getting too old to listen, too far gone to understand. She’d known Rachel’s baby was touched by the fae from the moment she’d cooed and blinked at the world when she was born rather than crying in protest at the sudden cold and bright light. Fairy shine some called it. Rachel had named her Pearl. Mary hadn’t realized what unwanted attention the child might attract when she began to mature into her gifts.


Almost four already!


And Rachel wasn’t equipped to help her daughter. Yet.


You couldn’t hide a bright spark forever, and the child would be most vulnerable on the day of her birth, when the veil was thin and the fairy shine was on her.


Mary wrote the first three names, confidently pressing her pen to the faded card. Words had power. Names even more so. She wasn’t as certain of the last name she committed to the card. She placed it on the very bottom at the edge where the worn paper had started to curl in on itself after so many years of use.


Maybe she shouldn’t have included the last name at all. Fear caused even the wisest woman to teach skewed lessons. Yet, it wasn’t her place to second-guess the intuition that nudged her pen across the page. She’d had more than enough years on this earth to know the energy between student and teacher flowed both ways. Knowledge. Ignorance. Fear. Courage. All of us a mixture of those things.


It had been years since she’d had anyone wiser to give instruction over her shoulder. This was her place. Her job. The tending. The harvesting. And providing a haven for the girl—now a woman full-grown—who needed a place to call home.


Mary May had welcomed Rachel back to the mountain. She’d helped her through the pregnancy. She’d even accepted the frightened insistence that the baby had to be given away.


Her father was a murderer and there was always the chance that he might find me.


Mary shivered, but this time it had nothing to do with being cold. The gathering storm wouldn’t converge in one morning, but she had no time to pamper creaky joints and chilled bones. She must away. Her Billy, gone silent and still, told her. Her energy was fading, depleted as it had never been before. She’d lingered longer this time. Too long. For Rachel and the baby, now grown to precocious girl all eyes and curls like her mother. Maybe she shouldn’t be so quick to accuse others of teaching from a place of fear.


There was so much for Rachel to learn. Mary had tried to give her time—to heal, to wake, to finally begin to live again, but the young woman had only drawn more deeply into herself.


Time had run out. For Mary May and for the girl the orchard had called. Silly of her to second-guess the wildwood’s timing after all these years, of course. She would rest. Rachel would rise. It was only weakness to wonder and worry and doubt. She needed to trust in the trees as she had always done. Wildwood willing, she would sleep in its embrace and wake recharged. If not, she would find a deeper rest and only wake as leaf and limb and vine.


Thank the First Tree, there were others on the mountain. It would take more than one—no matter how extraordinary the one was—to help Morgan’s Gap make it through the summer.
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Rachel


Morgan’s Gap, May 1969


Honeywick was never hushed.


Farm animals bleated, crowed and clucked. Mary May sang or clanged with a rhythmic rattle of pots and pans I’d grown so used to that her hustle was my meditation. That morning I’d washed my face, combed the chestnut curls that now grew long all the way to my waist and gotten dressed in my usual patched jumper before the silence penetrated my consciousness.


Complete. Silence.


Except for the sudden thudding of my heart in my ears.


My memory-fueled night had left me jumpy this morning. That was all. I scoffed at my pounding heart.


All was well and settled. Pearl was safe and I was… fine. I forced myself not to rush from the tiny bathroom addition to the centuries-old front room where the kitchen still welcomed infrequent visitors to the house, but my quickly donned canvas sneakers slapped on the uneven hall floor, staccato and strange all by themselves.


No songs. No fussing. No goat’s greeting or cookery underway.


Mary’s Market Day willow basket and her prized recipe box sat on the kitchen table. They brought me up short. I stood just inside the doorway from the hall trying to calm my breathing. Each breath in and out threatened to hitch in my throat, squeezed by (please God) unnecessary panic.


There must be a simple explanation.


But the blood rushing in my ears sounded like warning whispers.


It was unlike the elderly wisewoman to take the handwoven basket off its hook by the front door until it was time to fill it, and she always placed the painted metal recipe tin back on its shelf beside the chipped porcelain sugar bowl. So while the rooster crowed at the break of day, I forced myself forward to pick up one of the recipes Mary had left beside the open box.


The card was worn around the edges and smoothed by time and countless fingers. I scanned the neatly numbered steps to making apple cider, then placed the card back on the table. The other card, even more worn, was for making apple pie. There were fresh ink marks on the pie recipe in Mary May’s wavering script—Mavis Hall, Truvy Rey and Jo Shively. Then, farther down, a hastily scrawled addition—Granny Ross. Why had Mary added the names to the recipe and why had she left the otherwise faded card on the table?


The house was still hushed. The market basket seemed expectant, waiting for its load of muslin-wrapped goat cheese rounds Mary traded for various and sundry necessities and treats as well as a precious few coins.


But Saturday was almost a week away.


The cookstove was cold and the kettle Mary used for tea every morning was still in the drainer beside the sink.


The small spiral staircase to Mary’s bedroom was on the other side of the cottage at the end of a hall. I hesitated. I never intruded on her privacy. I’d never had any of my own before coming here, so it seemed a sacred thing, not to be disturbed. Still, this was practical. Checking on her well-being wouldn’t be an intrusion, right? She was very old, after all. She might have fallen. She might be quietly sick in bed in need of nursing.


A circular room opened up at the top of the stairs, ringed by paned windows with glass so old it was wavy. They allowed only a hazy view of outside and the merest hint of rising sunbeams within. Dust motes floated on the light, drawing my eyes upward to the high rafted roof. Some of the honeysuckle vines from outside had found their way in to twine across the ceiling. There was no evidence of leaks, only a whimsy of living woven canopy instead of plaster.


Mary’s bed sat empty, neatly made and spread with a colorful quilt. Her possessions lay in an ordinary tumble of everyday use.


One object caught my attention. In the middle of the table, as if it was a miniature barnyard, was a red clay statue of Billy, complete with his left crooked horn. With one hesitant finger, I touched the lifelike face. The room was eerily empty in spite of its clutter. Mary must be outside.


I skipped breakfast, washed and dressed quickly, so I could hurry to catch up with whatever task the elderly woman had gotten up to before sunrise. I tried to be a good assistant to my hostess, offering my younger back and hands in service to whatever she had going on each day.


But the real Billy wasn’t in the doorway of the barn or anywhere else I would usually see him when Mary was tending to her daily business. The unlatched barn door creaked slightly on its hinges. The sound set my teeth on edge.


The long lone wooden match I’d dreamed about last night still haunted me. That was all.


The chickens were up with the rooster and hopefully poking through the gravel and dust. I shook off my unease and tossed them some cracked corn from the barrel. Their joy over breakfast came in the form of fluttering wings and scrambling for the best place to scratch among their brethren.


The familiar routine didn’t make me relax because Mary was still nowhere to be seen.


Nanny goats stared out at me with big, unblinking eyes and bleated, puffs of dust around their feet punctuating their unease. It had been a dry winter and spring had arrived dry as well. The air was hot and heavy. The honeysuckle vine that nearly covered the blackened stone of Honeywick was wilting. The fragrance from the blossoms had gone faint on the breeze. Only a whiff of what it used to be.


“All right, ladies. What have you done with Billy?” I asked, only halfway joking.


I was used to following along with Mary’s bustling routine. Suddenly, I was rudderless, drifting in the doldrums of a glassy sea. A familiar dread had risen up from my chest. I caught myself tense and bracing.


For the next fist to fall.


I didn’t like my trepidation. Didn’t like the familiarity of it after all this time. Not the dull thud of my heartbeat beneath a sharp ringing in my ears. Not the clammy sweat on my upper lip or the shaking in my fingers. Last night, I’d relived the night I’d left Richmond in my nightmares. It had brought the nightmare of my life with Ezekiel back to the forefront of my mind.


The sound of tires on gravel pulled my attention away from the nanny goats and my crippling physical reaction to Mary’s disappearance. As if conjured by my thoughts, the tinker’s truck pulled up the driveway.


His name was Michael Coombs. Most people called him Mack, but I thought of him as “the tinker” when I thought of him at all. A broken man who repairs things. Mary depended on him, as did many of the people around Morgan’s Gap. His appearance was ordinary in an otherwise strange morning. And I liked ordinary above all else.


I moistened my lips, tasting an embarrassing amount of salt from where my nervous perspiration had dried in the sun. I rolled my shoulders. I put one foot in front of the other. I wasn’t an abused child or a beaten wife. Not anymore.


“Mary called and asked me to come out and take a look at the cider press,” the tinker said. His window was down, no doubt to catch as much as he could of the mountain breeze that would die before noon. I was startled, silent and motionless, by the need to make conversation on top of Mary’s absence. I don’t know why. He was all dungarees and tools as usual, as plain as could be. Except he wasn’t plain, was he? In that moment, with his window down and his whole manner held still as if he was speaking to a deer that might startle away, I found myself staring at the shallow dimple in his chiseled chin, wondering if he had smiled, even once, since returning from Vietnam. “She said she was going away for a while,” he continued.


“Away?” I echoed. I managed to close the lid of the chicken feed barrel. Away is a place. Why hadn’t Mary told me she was leaving?


“She said you were going to make the cider this year. Asked me if I could help.” He’d opened the door of his truck and stepped down without using the running board. He was a tall man and his polish-blackened boots squared off on the ground with the ease of practice. “Mary has early apples. Grow faster than most. Cider making is usually in late July. So at least that long.”


He didn’t act as if it was strange to remind me. I hadn’t really been a part of any goings-on that involved anyone besides Mary May since I’d come here. I supposed everyone knew it. She was the one who managed the harvest, the cider making and especially the Market Days when Morgan’s Gap was busy with locals bartering between each other for goods and services both simple and sublime. Mary’s cider always fetched the best trades, but her goat cheese was also regularly in demand. “On account of the field apples,” I’d heard her say. The goats loved the old bruised fruit she added to their feed and she swore it made their milk sweeter and the cheese she made from it richer and more filling. My part had always been hidden away, packing and unpacking her Market Day baskets.


I crammed my suddenly icy hands deep into the pockets of my coveralls. I liked pockets. I had ever since Mary had sewn me the first secret one. I kept my wedding day photograph buried deep in a pocket of an apron Mary had given me when I first came back to the orchard. Now the apron gift seemed portentous. It was one thing to help Mary with her tasks. It was another to take on her duties myself.


Two months alone. At least. There’d be no hiding away in that.


The very idea of facing a busy Morgan’s Gap Market Day for the first time and alone made cold sweat break out on the back of my neck.


The tinker had continued on to the back of his truck where a cargo bed was lined by cedar rails much newer than the truck they framed. He’d come back from the war with a noticeable limp. “Such a shame,” Mary said the townspeople whispered, as if bad luck might have followed the former quarterback home from the bloody jungles of Saigon. The injury still bothered him. I could tell. When he thought no one was looking, he would rub his upper thigh as if to ease the pain. He never caught my glances. We avoided eye contact altogether, like a shy dance, always looking away, away, away.


He lowered the tailgate with another practiced move, not even grunting, although the heavy rusted metal screeched in protest. Injured or not, he was a strong man, a working man. So unlike the Sect men I’d known who were all smooth hands and slicked back, plastic hair.


The truck bed was a jumble of tools and supplies, but he easily reached for an open toolbox with a slanted handle that must have weighed fifty pounds. He hoisted it out and turned back to face me, blowing a lock of dark brown hair back from where it had fallen in front of his eyes. Lots of returning soldiers let their hair grow long, I’d heard. The tinker certainly had. His head was thick with overgrown waves.


Our gazes bumped into each other, all clumsy and shocked. Distracted, I had stumbled in our dance. The one, two, three and one, two, three had skipped its measured beat and somehow I was at one when he was at three. And neither of us looked away. His eyes were blue. A dark, rich blue. Like the back of a barn swallow lit by the rising sun. But shadowed. Oh, God, so shadowed with shades of darkness I shouldn’t be able to recognize, but I did. I’d seen shadows like those in my own eyes in the mirror.


I glanced away first.


“The cider press is in the barn,” I stammered.


“All right. I’ll get to work,” the tinker said. He was always quiet, speaking sparingly with a deep, measured voice that flowed like liquid on the ears. If he’d seen anything unusual about my eyes, he hadn’t let them shake him the way his had shaken me.


I don’t know why I lingered near his truck when he walked away. I was drawn to the jumble that ended up being a fairly organized collection. There were neat coils of rope and boxes of bolts, nails and screws.


But it was the woodwork that caught my eye. The toys.


There were hand-carved trucks and cars. Limber Jack dolls fashioned out of walnut with their accompanying planks of wood that could be placed under a hip for the doll, suspended like a marionette in a child’s hand, to tap dance upon. There was a hobby horse with a handsome carved head complete with a flowing mane and small wheels to hold the other end of its saddled stick. And there was a duck-and-ducklings pull toy painted yellow and attached to each other by string. There was also a bucket filled with smaller toys lashed to the side of the bed—simple wooden figures of people and animals, spiky jacks and hollowed-out whistles.


I hadn’t expected to find colorful whimsy in the back of the tinker’s truck. Or maybe something about the lettering on the side had clued me in that I might. A broken man who repaired things and created happy new ones. I was caught, fascinated by what this man’s work said about him, even when he rarely said much at all. I found myself unable to put the duck and ducklings down after I’d picked them up for a closer look.


I turned from the truck, ducks held to my chest, and walked into the barn before I could change my mind.















Three



Siobhán


North Atlantic Ocean, 1885


Mrs. Morgan lay not in the manner of the deep but restless sleep laudanum gifted her, but sprawled, eyes half-open, mouth already stiffening in a rictus of despair.


The opiate liquid she regularly drank usually kept her nightmares at bay or at least made her forget them during the day. But now she looked as if her nightmares had materialized to drag her to hell.


Siobhán was struck still as a statue in the doorway of the steamship cabin she shared with her (former) mistress. Only her eyes moved, shifting her gaze back and forth between the new bottle she’d procured for Mrs. Morgan only yesterday—and the horror of its emptiness—and the corpse on the bed. It was many moments before she saw the spoon, usually used to carefully measure drafts, on the floor, longer still before the tangle of sheets wrapped around Mrs. Morgan’s arms and the rent nightgown—once soft and luxurious, now torn to leave the vulnerable swell of one pale, cold breast bare.


Her feet propelled her back from the door, but not far. Only a few steps brought her body against the solid wall of Mr. Morgan.


A nightmare of her own.


“Many barren women cannot live with the shame,” Mr. Morgan said. His hands bit cruelly into Siobhán’s upper arms, holding her, preventing her from escape. Useless to struggle. Better to pretend she believed what he said.


“Of course it was irresponsible of you to bring her more when I had expressly forbidden it. Did you also help her take it? Did you give her too much last night, Siobhán?” He spoke against her hair. The heat from his lips and tobacco-scented breath scalded her scalp.


It had been five years’ work to obtain the position of lady’s maid and companion to a wealthy coal baron’s wife. She’d bided her time, always watching for an opportunity to fill a sudden, desperate need that would enable a clever woman to step in. The dream of traveling to America in first class rather than steerage had disintegrated once she’d met Penelope Morgan’s husband.


“I should have known a delicate, highborn lady would be too weak to give me a son. I was too focused on her wealth and title. But I no longer need those things from a wife,” Morgan continued.


Siobhán had seen him watching her from the start of the voyage. She’d adopted severity in her hair and she’d bound her chest. It had done her no good. He had overheard her mentioning her many brothers to Mrs. Morgan over tea. She’d seen the sharp speculation in his eyes.


“You will want for nothing,” he said. His wife was still cooling on the bed several feet away. Mrs. Morgan had wanted kindness. A gentle hand. Love. “You will come with me to Virginia. You will not be named a murderess.”
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