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Praise for The Storycatcher

“A riveting tale of right, wrong, and vengeance. Restless souls (on Earth, as well as from the spirit world) can find peace only through justice, and at times, only by working together. Ann Hite writes brilliantly about the human condition—in this world and the next.”

—Amy Hill Hearth, author of Miss Dreamsville and the Collier County Women’s Literary Society

“Transports you high atop Black Mountain, North Carolina, smack in the middle of a gothic tale so haunting and with characters and voices so authentic you’d swear you were living amongst them. Ann Hite’s ability to weave the reader through the pages of the story catches you off guard with each and every spooky twist. Impossible to put it down. Brilliant!”

—Lisa Patton, bestselling author of Whistlin’ Dixie in a Nor’easter

“There is a powerful new Southern voice sweeping across the literary landscape, and it belongs to Ann Hite. . . . She is a born storyteller who has crafted a mesmerizing and haunting tale. The Storycatcher is one that you’ll want to put at the top of your reading stack and savor.”

—Michael Morris, author of Man in the Blue Moon

“Steeped in lushly drawn landscapes and teeming with mystery, The Storycatcher is a beautifully rendered story of the journey for redemption and justice that drives the human heart, even beyond the flesh—and the knots of family we tie, and sometimes must untangle, along the way. I was utterly absorbed from the first, riveted and captivated, and no more able to leave the side of Ann Hite’s haunted characters than the ghosts that are leading them toward their impossible secret.”

—Erika Marks, author of The Guest House

“Haunting and daring, The Storycatcher grasps readers by the wrists and pulls them into a world where the only boundary is the one of unfinished business. Ann Hite is a fearless writer who leaves her readers breathless, always looking back over their shoulders, unaware of the turn up ahead. The Storycatcher is riveting Southern gothic literature. Hite has written an unforgettable novel that is lyrical and beautiful, absorbing and graceful, proving that she herself is a master storycatcher.”

—Karen Spears Zacharias, author of Mother of Rain

Ghost on Black Mountain

“Multiple female narrators add dimension and perspective to Hite’s first novel, and the sightings and visits from the spirits are often appropriately eerie. . . . Artfully woven.”

—Library Journal

“Will intrigue readers eager for a Southern Gothic tale, and suggests a promising future for the Black Mountain novels to come.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Twists folklore with the genres of Southern Gothic, paranormal, and literary fiction like a fine, fat pretzel, a guilty pleasure after midnight. . . . A richly layered tale of haints, hoodoo and heebie-jeebies, mayhem and murder, love and betrayal.”

—Press-Register (Mobile, AL)

“Hite paints a loving portrait of rural mountain life in the early twentieth century, and characters are nuanced and true.”

—Atlanta

“A haunting Southern gothic tale . . . wonderfully crafted.”

—San Francisco Book Review

“Pull up a rocker and gaze into the hills at sundown. Old-time front-porch storytelling unfolds in this dark, twisted tale where hardscrabble lives, murderous secrets, and ghosts intersect on a mysterious mountain.”

—Beth Hoffman, New York Times bestselling author of Saving CeeCee Honeycutt

“Haunting, dark and unnerving, Hite’s brilliant modern gothic casts an unbreakable spell.”

—Caroline Leavitt, New York Times bestselling author of Pictures of You

“The authentic voice of Nellie Pritchard, who comes to Black Mountain as a new bride, wraps around you and pulls you deep into this haunted story. I couldn’t put it down.”

—Joshilyn Jackson, New York Times bestselling author of Gods in Alabama

“An eerie page-turner told in authentic mountain voices that stick with the reader long after the story ends.”

—Amy Greene, author of Bloodroot

“The inhabitants of Black Mountain live side-by-side with the spirits of the dead, throw spells and dig for treasure, solve their problems with careful alliances and the occasional murder. This is a story where the spookiness of a mountain village comes to life through gritty characters whose feelings and motivations seem all too similar to our own. Ann Hite captures their voices so well, you’d swear they’re whispering into your ear. . . . Captivating.”

—Rebecca Coleman, author of The Kingdom of Childhood
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Ella Ruth Hite

I miss you each day.

Jeffery Swafford

This is my love letter to you, brother.

Aileen Swafford Brown

The sister I haven’t met and would love to know.
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PROLOGUE

Dayclean
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September 1935

Dayclean: The space between the shadows of night and the first rays of sun. A time when almost anything might happen. Tides change without warning, love hatches between the most unlikely people, a ghost devours a person’s soul.

—Old Geechee saying





Ada Lee Tine
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THE SALT FROM THE OCEAN hung thick and heavy in the air. The only breeze came from the boat moving. Roger and me stood together side by side at the boat’s wheel, him driving, me watching.

Ebb tide gave me the creepy crawlers. Ebb tide was unnatural, bad, nothing but bad.

“That sorry fool Mr. Benton is bringing his colored mistress to stay for two weeks. Mr. Tyson be letting them sleep in his house. He never struck me as one to put up with that mess, but by gosh he is. Just shows you how you never know a person. Ain’t nothing but trouble going to come. You mark words.” My shoulder brushed his.

“How you know all this, girl?”

“I heard the missus talking,” I explained. “Mr. Benton’s woman be colored all right, and missus be raising Sam Hill about it too. She done told Mr. Tyson he’s bringing shame and sin to their family, letting them two stay there. Didn’t stop him. He shooed her away, saying things were done and over. I hear Mr. Benton and Mr. Reynolds is the best of friends. Ain’t no chance Mr. Tyson will turn his back on Mr. Reynolds. He’d be some kind of fool.”

Mr. Benton T. Horse, from New York City—he couldn’t stand being called his last name ’cause it didn’t get him much respect—was a big, fancy banker and best friends with Mr. R. J. Reynolds, known throughout our parts as the tobacco king. Mr. Reynolds was one rich man because he bought and paid for Sapelo Island right smack in the middle of the Great Depression. Mr. Benton was a whole story in himself. He was one of those sneaky fellows. The first time I laid eyes on him back at the start of summer, I knew he was a mule, just a plain old mule. Now, there ain’t a thing wrong with mules—they be hardworking animals—but when a man takes to being uppity and trying to hide behind some fancy words, it sticks out like a sore thumb. Mr. Benton was a sweet-talker and wore one of those big old smiles. He was the kind of white man that made a woman have to look over her shoulder lest he might give a sneak attack. Being around this man was like putting a big spoonful of sugar in my mouth. I drew up every time.

“I think this Mr. Benton better be careful. He ain’t in New York City,” I said. “White folks down here don’t take kindly to sporting a colored woman around like she be the same. And him being a Yankee ain’t going to help a bit either.”

The shrimp boat scooted across the water just as smooth like we was moving on some lazy lake surrounded by big fancy homes. Whenever I worked at the Ridge, Roger gave me a ride from Sapelo Island to Meridian Dock each Monday, and then back to the island every Friday. The Ridge was a strip of marshy land that ran from Darien along the coast of the mainland where all the rich folks lived in their big fancy houses. Our arrangement went on the whole summer long. But it was the middle of September, and I should have been tucked away on my front porch or cooking at my stove, not headed for the mainland, Darien. I should’ve been weaving my sweetgrass baskets like Mama and Grandmama did before me. But Mr. Tyson needed me, and I went. My family had always worked for his, and the extra money didn’t hurt.

“Mr. Benton’s wife will fly through him and jerk a knot on his head if she finds out about this woman. That much I know. She’s one mean soul, always screaming for me to bring her something or another.”

Roger never took his stare off the water. “You in a mess. You in a mess,” he sighed.

He guided Sweet Jesse through Doby Sound into Hudson Creek, where he docked just for me before he made his way out into open waters. That morning the marsh was quiet like Roger, who never had a lot to say on any given day. All that could be heard was the putt, putt, putt of the gasoline engine. Gray clouds built in the southeast sky. A big storm was headed our way. Normally we saw signs of a storm in the motion of the water and tides long before it reached us, but ebb tide was hiding what was taking place out at sea.

“He’s paying good. I don’t even have to work next summer. I could stay on the island.”

“What in the world would you do with yourself, girl?” Roger looked at me sideways.

We’d been knowing each other since we was little things, running around Hog Hammock in our bare feet, seining in the canals, climbing trees, and scaring the fire out of each other by telling stories of haints and such. A hammock was a high place in a low area, and that was just what me and Roger was. We lived in a place higher than everybody else without being uppity. Nope. Just plain old happy and simple, that was us. Before Mama passed, she had a hope that I had me a husband in Roger. I never had the heart to tell her we wasn’t nothing but good friends. Of course, there wasn’t no law that said a man and a woman had to be in love to be married. Lord, that kind of thing was only for folks who didn’t have to worry about making a living. Mama died thinking her oldest child had her a husband. This gave her peace. But I was alone, while my brother took out to live a fine life on the mainland. He didn’t last hardly no time before he got himself in a mess and died. Times was enough to choke a horse, so I couldn’t fault him none for leaving. But if he had stayed put on the island, I would’ve had him to lean on, and he would have stayed alive.

“I’d weave baskets,” I replied. My sweetgrass baskets were asked after in Darien.

He nodded. “You should, but you won’t. You can’t stay away from Mr. Tyson and his family.” He kind of smiled. “I’d like to see you weave all summer. You make the prettiest baskets.”

Roger and me was Geechees, Saltwater Geechees. We lived where Geechee slaves broke their backs growing rice and cotton for the big plantation. Slave blood was our blood. Geechee stories was in the sweat that poured off our heads. The salt marshes made up our bones. Our lungs wouldn’t work without salty air. We was happy to die right there.

“Maybe I’ll just do that.” I couldn’t look at him, ’cause if I did, some sweet feeling showing in his eyes might ruin things between us.

“Just smile and do what this Mr. Benton tells you to do. We’re both good at that.” Roger studied the sky in front of us.

I cut him a look to make sure he was pulling my leg. “I don’t like smiling. It’s one thing to wait on Mr. Tyson and his family, but some big-bellied white fool and his uppity woman is a whole other thing.” I shook off a cold chill that walked up my backbone.

“Shadow passing over your grave?”

I nodded. “It’s this dern ebb tide. It takes the life right out of the air.”

“Now, don’t go blaming ebb tides, girl. They’re made for resting. Mr. Wind takes a few hours off. The water pushes back; even the old fish keep still. It’s a good life.” He looked dreamy, like he just told me some fairy story with a happily-ever-after ending.

“Ebb tide means bad is coming. Everybody knows that.” I watched the thick, gray clouds. We worked our way over the water to the dock.

“Just a little storm, not no hurricane, but we could get some higher tides and flooding.” He shook his head. “I sure hope there’s some decent fishing today.”

“I wish I had me a boat with no one looking for me to wait on them hand and foot. It’d be just me and the ocean.”

Roger owning his own boat was like buying a piece of land, something to be proud of. He was a practical man. No root or ghosts for him. That’s where we was different. I had me a bit of whimsy passed on from my daddy’s people.

“What you talking about? Ploeger-Abbott seafood owns my soul along with all the fishermen’s whether they be colored or white. One day they’re going to decide not to take our catches no more. Then what? Watch what I say. But they can’t beat me. I get up every morning and do what Daddy and Granddaddy did. They fished with seining nets made by their own hands without a fancy gasoline boat. The catch was pure and plentiful. Fishing is part of me like baskets is part of you.”

I took a quiet breath and relaxed into his words.

MR. TYSON LEFT THE OLD TRUCK at the dock for me just like he always did. His house was too far for walking. Most of the homes on the Ridge was prim and white like the snooty folks that lived in them, but Mr. Tyson’s house was big and brown, practically built in the marsh like it had sprung up from the mud during a low tide. Sometimes I liked to stand on the top floor in the little attic bedroom and smell the salt. I saw myself back on the island, walking the beach, the water churning around my feet on the pure white sand, or better yet, weaving my baskets. I loved the way my fingers worked the sweetgrass. Weaving was like thinking hard. I’d get lost in another place. My body went loose and rested in the movements.

I passed Mr. Tyson’s house on Cowhorn Road and cut on over to Darien, where I had to get some supplies. The old houses and churches along the way gave me something interesting to look at. Behind each door was a story, whether the family was rich or poor. We all had a tale.

I figured more than one tragedy happened in Darien. Babies was born and people passed on just like anywhere else. During the War Between the States, the federal troops burned down the little town for the pure sport of it. They even burned the homes of the very slaves they’d come to free. Now, what sense did that make? Spirits roamed those old roads, especially right before dark, a time of day we Geechees called dusk-dark. Those from long ago believed it to be a sacred time, a time when a soul stood between two worlds.

I heard tell there was a colored woman’s ghost who walked the Ridge. She was what the old-timers called a storycatcher. Her job was to set life stories straight, ’cause the Lord only knew how many were all twisted in a knot. Her story was a big question. No one knew where she came from. Maybe it was lost or forgotten or one of them hidden stories, put away on purpose. It was said she wore a long skirt and a bonnet on her head. Folks said if she looked a person in the face, she’d own him or her for a night. In that time she’d work a story that had gone wrong. Sometimes good came, but mostly not, ’cause it was the bad stories that got wrapped in lies. One tale has a mama that beat her daughter every day for no good reason at all, just out of pure spite. The mama lost her mind the night she seen the spirit and tried to kill her neighbor with a butcher knife. The sheriff hauled the mama off to jail. Last I heard, she was still at the state penitentiary. The daughter went on to be a decent person. Thank goodness, I always left the Ridge before daylight was gone, and I’d never had the pleasure of seeing the old woman ghost in person. See, I had me this gift called sight. I saw spirits who was stuck to the earth for one reason or another. Most of them wanted to give me a visit and tell me all about their troubles.

I got my shopping done and headed back to the Tysons’. Sometimes I was sure that house sighed out loud when I came in the door, but that was pure whimsy on my part.

Just before lunch, Mr. Benton’s shiny black car pulled in the gates and around back of the house. I opened all the windows because ebb tide was gone and the wind was blowing right nice. Mr. Benton bounced out of that car and threw open the door where that woman sat, like he was some young fellow. Well, Lordy be, no wonder he was all happy. That colored woman unfolded into a tall, slender frame about twenty-something years younger than him. She had the longest legs, them Hollywood kind. She wore a snooty city suit, complete with this little hat perched sideways on her straightened hair. I’d seen it all. The seam up her nylons was a perfect straight line. I couldn’t help but wonder how long that took. I’d never even touched nylons, seeing how the women in the Tyson house had the good sense to know how hot and sticky summer and fall could be. The silly heels that colored girl wore sunk into the soft, dark earth. So she slid them perfect feet out and left her shoes where they was. I had to chuckle at that. She was light-skinned but not so light she could pass. No, she was colored. Anyone could see it.

“Lou?” Mr. Benton yelled.

Now know this: Lou had never been my name or even a nickname, but that’s what Mr. Benton called all the colored womenfolk he came to meet in Darien that summer. Me, I just answered. It made life easier, even though there wasn’t one good reason for him not to remember my real name. I pushed open the screen door, and there between Mr. Benton and the colored woman was a misty-looking spirit not fully solid, a woman hunched over like she’d been down too many times to stand tall. She raised her head and looked at me straight. Not even a chill went up my spine. I was looking at her, the woman spirit that made everyone stay off the Ridge at night.

Mr. Benton’s colored woman laughed while the old woman spirit shook her head and walked between the two. Mr. Benton reached right through the haint and grabbed on to his woman’s hand without flinching. That was a good sign he be mean underneath all them grins, ’cause otherwise he would be feeling the old woman.

“Lou, this is Miss Mary Beth Clark.” He looked the woman in the eyes, and Lord help me, it was plain he was smitten by a bad spell. “Lou here is the best cook on the coast. I’d be willing to bet in the whole country. I’d take her to New York, but she won’t have no part of leaving that little island of hers. Says anywhere else is godforsaken.” He winked at me like we was some kind of friends.

“Maybe if you could remember my name, Mr. Benton, I might work for you, but until then, no sir, I won’t.” I nodded at Miss Mary Beth Clark, and a look passed between the two of us. It was the kind of look folks give each other when they know more about a subject than they be saying. “You can call me Lou too.” I clicked my tongue.

The old woman spirit planted herself close to me, but I just ignored her. I didn’t want this fine new couple thinking I’d gone around the bend. In those days, I still wanted to swear ghosts off like Grandmama swore off dipping snuff. “What would you like for your supper, Mr. Benton?”

He held Miss Mary Beth Clark’s hand like she might scoot away. “What would you like, honey?”

I guess we was going to playact like they was something real instead of pure sin.

For a second, greed flashed across the face of Miss Mary Beth Clark. A want so deep and thick it couldn’t be hidden by the best of playacting. That girl had gone plumb without. Maybe that’s why she was with someone like Mr. Benton. Times were getting worse each day. Had she left that look as it was and gave a decent answer, I could have found a reason to like her, but that little snip gathered herself back into them uppity ways and looked down her nose at me. “Just something light.” Her voice was a whisper.

“What do we have that is light, Lou?” Mr. Benton winked at me again.

I started to tell Miss Mary Beth Clark to go graze on the marsh grass—that ought to be light enough—but I pulled them words right back before they got out. “I’m cooking some fresh crab with red beans and rice. Maybe some of my greens too. It’s a recipe from the island.” I smiled real sweet at Miss Marsh Grass.

“Sounds like a good meal!” Mr. Benton whooped. “Her crab is astounding.”

The wind kicked up, tossing the tree limbs draped in moss. The clouds gathered across the sky. I needed to go get the fresh crab before the rain.

Miss Mary Beth Clark stared out at the marshes with a worried look on that perky face. “Those clouds are dark.”

“We got a storm coming our way. This morning was an ebb tide.”

Miss Mary Beth shook off a shiver. “I want to explore the house.” Then she turned to me. “Where will you sleep?”

“I’ll be spending the nights in town and back in the mornings.” Great-aunt Hattie always let me stay with her when I was on the mainland. There was just so much I could stomach of white folks before I got purely sick of them. “And I go to the island on Fridays and come back on Mondays. You’ll have to fend for yourselves.”

Mr. Benton grinned like he knew some big old secret. “Lou here, like all the help, is afraid to be at the Ridge after dark. Tyson warned me they’re afraid of a ghost who prowls the area.” He laughed like Miss Mary Beth Clark and him was the same color, like she didn’t have stories. The woman spirit stood right next to her and him, watching every move they made.

“You’d be surprised what be real around here, Mr. Benton.” I tried to keep the pure hate out of my words.

Miss Mary Beth Clark raised her eyebrows at me. “Sounds like some of the stories my grandmother told when I was a child.” She looked over at Mr. Benton, and in that look, I could see she didn’t care for him no more than I did. This was the same look coloreds used to speak to each other without being heard. The girl came from a family that taught her right, even if she was trying to outrun them.

“Come on. This is a grand place. Been in Tyson’s family forever.” He guided Miss Mary Beth Clark through the kitchen. The last thing I wanted was that woman prowling through Mr. Tyson’s house.

Once I was alone, I turned to the old woman spirit. “What you doing here? Mr. Tyson ain’t done nothing to you or anyone. He be a good man and don’t need your trouble.”

“You right about him. I’m here for my own reasons.” She pointed her head at the kitchen door.

“I don’t want to know. Leave me out of it.” I grabbed my crab basket.

“Now, that little old girl has a story that needs fixing. Poison, pure poison. Ain’t nothing like a young’un that shuns her family and takes things that don’t belong to her.”

“Don’t tell me. I just cook and clean. I don’t want to know one thing. I got to be here for two weeks, and then they’re gone and out of my mind.”

The old woman cackled. “You ain’t never going to forget those two, girl. I be talking to you some more. You got to listen whether it suits you or not.” She walked right through the kitchen wall. The thick, gray clouds moved over the Ridge.

THAT EVENING AUNT HATTIE met me at the door. No one really knew how old she was, but it was old, probably close to ninety. In her hands was a little lacy handkerchief. “Something is about to happen. It’s in this storm.” The rain pelted her tin roof, and this made her shout. “It’s been whispering in my ear all day. Tide be high tonight, way too high.”

I put my arm around her shoulders. “I saw the old woman spirit out at the Ridge in the daylight. It’s about them folks that come to town, not any of us.” I didn’t dare tell her the old woman’s last words.

“Lordy, you seen the old woman in the daytime? It’s got to be bad.” She led me into her small, tidy house made of tabby. “That ain’t good, even if you got sight, child.”

“The old woman spirit is here to tell the colored mistress’s story. That’s all. That little prissy sure has that ghost stirred up.”

“Did you warn her?” Aunt Hattie gave me some of her Russian tea. The fresh orange flavor was the best in weather like we was having. I was right content to sit there all evening listening to the rain.

“What good would it do? She done looked down her nose at me. She’s way too smart and fancy for the likes of a cook who knows some root and lives on Sapelo. The spirit said something about her not owning up to her family and stealing.”

Aunt Hattie nodded. “You know she’s got a name.”

“What you know about the spirit, Aunt Hattie?”

“Not much. Mama said her name was Emmaline and she was a slave here in Darien. That’s all.”

“Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

“No reason. Now, you just don’t get caught up in it.”

“What’s for supper?”

“That nice Roger of yours brought me a mess of crawdads, said you loved them best in white sauce. I boiled them in the stuff.”

“My mouth is a-watering.”

ONE MINUTE EVERYTHING is scooting along in happiness, and then a big, fat gator comes slithering through the water and flips over the boat, upsetting the whole balance. But one would have to believe life held a balance. That’s exactly what happened that rainy night while I slept away. Aunt Hattie and me heard a pounding on the door. We busted into the hall at the same time, ’cause there wasn’t nobody who would come calling at midnight.

I’ll always remember the sweet moment of peace, of life as it should be, with only those little problems that take up people’s time.

Douglas, a man who worked for Roger, stepped in the door. He took off his cap, wet from the rain, and twisted it in his hands. Little drops of water fell on Aunt Hattie’s fine hand-me-down rug, seeping into the rose pattern. The wind lashed the trees outside. “I’m awful sorry, Miss Hattie, for bothering you so late, but I got some bad news for her.” His look landed on me.

My mouth went dry. I was actually thinking maybe he was there because of Aunt Hattie’s son, who had never been right in the head and took out wandering a couple of years before. My stomach turned sick.

“Spit it out,” Aunt Hattie fussed.

“It’s Roger, ma’am.” He finally looked away and studied his cap.

A dark shadow pulled at me. “What?”

“Roger wanted to catch you before you headed on out for the night. He had a nice big basket of shrimp that could be cooked for their dinner tomorrow.” Douglas shook his head like he was trying not to remember. “Roger took himself right up to Mr. Tyson’s door, and that would’ve been fine except that crazy man from New York City was there. I don’t know what Roger was thinking, having a talk with that colored woman like she be one of us. That Yankee had Roger put in jail for trying to have his way with her.” Douglas passed his hand over his face. “The deputy came and took Roger right off of Sweet Jesse.”

I couldn’t get a breath.

“A mob of white men took him from the jail. I was right there, and that deputy didn’t do much of nothing. Oh, he threatened, but he didn’t even draw his gun. I tried to tell them they was wrong, but they just hit me in the head.” He lifted his hand to his forehead, and I noticed the lump on his hairline. “These white men be crazy and don’t give a hoot about justice. Everybody in Darien knows what kind of man Roger is. There’s talk this was the KKK ’cause someone was complaining over Roger having big catches. Said he’s grown too uppity. I’m afraid for Roger, ma’am.”

That bunch of words rattled around in my head like a bag of bones. The bottom let out of the sky just as I thought it couldn’t rain any harder. My heart beat in my head, thump, thump, thump. My blood was pure ice. “A mob? Mr. Benton’s mistress? KKK?” I looked around the room like I’d find Roger standing there. “I’m going to kill me Mr. Benton and that Miss Mary Beth Clark just for good measure.” The words came out like I was slicing away at the air.

“You hush, now.” Aunt Hattie tugged at my arm. “That talk will only get you in a heap of trouble. That be a white man from New York City. You can’t talk like that.”

A deep sorrow tangled with crazy rage formed around my heart. Emmaline, the old woman spirit, was behind this.

“Let’s go to church. Folks will meet. We’ll figure out what to do.” Aunt Hattie pushed me to the door. I grabbed my coat from the fancy hall tree some white woman passed on to Aunt Hattie. I was still wearing my nightgown. The rain fell in sheets. But this wasn’t the worst of the storm. Roger always believed that the ocean was a woman to be treated with complete respect. That showed how good he was. Now the sea was throwing a fit.

“I got my truck,” Douglas offered. “I’ll take you to St. Cyprain.” The Episcopal church was one of the oldest in those parts, the first colored church to start up after the emancipation. The slaves had been taught white folks’ ways, but when they started their own church, they mixed in some of the old beliefs. Me, I didn’t have one bit of use for a white church. I’d seen too many so-called good folks use the cross to hide their judging, hateful ways. I prayed on the beach. That was the best church in the world.

The lights from St. Cyprain spilled out the double doors into the rain like the lighthouse on St. Simons; the bright yellow glow cutting through the storm, offering help to those in trouble. Inside the church, folks was milling around. All of them buzzing at the same time. Was there something they could do to help? Could they save Roger—such a fine man—from a crowd of determined white men? All the people in that part of the county knew of Roger and his hard work. My heart settled in my chest. A tiny sliver of hope rested on my shoulders. Those men couldn’t punish Roger for something he hadn’t done. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t just. The mistake would sit with them forever if they did. All that mess was just a bad dream, waiting to be shooed away by the morning light. I went over to stand by the wall.

A bunch of voices, louder than the others, began at the door and spread across the church, moving through the crowd like a wave rolling into shore. Mark Tinker’s sister, Halo, wiped at her eyes and came running at me. “Lord!” she screamed. “Lord have mercy, girl!”

My look settled on her.

“They shot him on the way to Savannah on Highway 17. Right there in the middle of the road. They done killed him. They didn’t even try to hide their intentions. Like he was bad and not worth the effort.” She gripped my wrist with her thick fingers.

Her words turned my heart to ice and something broke inside me. Something cold and hard. I yanked my arm back, turned, and walked out the door into the night. It was like my life was being told in a different way, a way not intended.

“You get back in here!” Aunt Hattie used that voice she always used on me when I was a little thing and took off mad at the world. My heart was dead. I died with Roger.

“Let the girl be. She needs to mourn. She loved him best of all.” This was old Harper’s voice, the voice of a newfound truth.

I wandered in the hard rain without looking, without thinking. Emmaline walked out of a big twisted oak, and for a minute she looked part of the gray moss swinging wildly. It was like our souls were set for the same purpose. I followed her.

FUNNY THING ABOUT BAD STORMS, they leave their mark and then they’re gone. This storm—no one would ever remember—touched us with its fingers, moved up the coast, and then swung inland across the North Carolina mountains, where it stirred up some more trouble.

When I woke up in Aunt Hattie’s extra bed the next morning, the sun stretched across the room, beating on my body. Another hot day. And just like on any other morning, for a minute I wanted to live in that time before my feet hit the floor to go to work. A shadow hung in my mind, but I didn’t want any part of it. Then I thought of Emmaline, her magic, the way she took a story and turned it inside out. The way she made me follow her.

Aunt Hattie flung the door open and looked more ruffled than I’d ever seen her. “You going home now. Get up! I got you a ride back to the island. You ain’t got much time.” She looked into my soul with them watery brown eyes that was fading to hazel as she grew to meet death. “Don’t be coming back here anytime soon. Understand? We ain’t losing you too.” She put my clothes in my hands. My gown was gone. I wore some old housedress of hers. “They won’t bother with Sapelo. They be too scared of stories and that Mr. Reynolds to do that.”

“What are you talking about? I can’t go nowhere until I let Mr. Benton know I won’t be back, not that he should get my respect. But I want to look him in the eyes and tell him what he caused.” The pain stuck under my rib and grew worse like I’d eaten some bad fish. See, some things are too bad for a mind to handle. Mine had shut out most of the night.

Aunt Hattie watched me close for a minute. “She got you, didn’t she?”

“Who?” Some soft scream built in my head.

“You know who. Emmaline, the old woman spirit. Don’t play dumb with me. Somebody killed that Yankee man and his woman. They don’t know what happened up there, only that it’s a bloody mess. What you know about that?”

I looked away as the pain moved down into my stomach. I couldn’t remember what happened after I met up with Emmaline, only that she took me to that house.

“Roger be dead too, child. You can’t change that.” Her words sat there between us.

“I don’t want him to be.”

“You hush, now,” Aunt Hattie whispered. “Get on out of here. Douglas has you a ride back.”

I pulled my black shift over my head. The world outside the window had come out of the night all fresh and clean. Water drops hung on the leaves.

“Go on, now, before I start believing you didn’t have nothing to do with that mess. If anyone asks you, you be right here with me all night, crying your eyes out.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She put her hand on her hips. “Right now the police is asking all kinds of questions. I just pray Emmaline didn’t work through you. The police be saying Roger was innocent all along ’cause of what happen to that Yankee man and his girlfriend. That’s what the chief is thinking, anyway.” Aunt Hattie handed me her Bible. “You read on that. Keep your mind clean. Get some good root on the island to wash that Emmaline away. Stay there until this mess is over.”

I closed my eyes, managed to nod, and tucked the Bible under my arm.

“I love you, girl.” Aunt Hattie nudged me out the door.

“They both be dead?” I asked, because for the life of me I couldn’t see what happened in my mind, only Miss Mary Beth Clark’s face stayed with me.

“Both.”

I climbed in the truck with Douglas.

“Let the island heal you!” she yelled.

Those kind of hurts never heal.

WHEN DOUGLAS LET ME OFF at the dock, he held out a soft gray cloth. “I thought you’d like to have this.”

It was Roger’s old cap. “He gave you Sweet Jesse. Left it in writing. She be yours free and clear.”

I glanced over at Sweet Jesse, rocking at the dock with the other boats. “What am I going to do with a shrimp boat?”

“Fish.” He shrugged.

I got out of the truck.

“The whole town, even the deputy, say they real sorry for Roger’s death.”

“It don’t bring him back.” I watched the boat.

“No, ma’am, it sure don’t.” He nodded. “Can you drive her?”

“I reckon I can.” I’d watched Roger too many times. I could take Sweet Jesse back to Sapelo with my eyes closed. I walked off toward the boat.

“Hey.”

I turned around.

“I think if you did kill them two—and I sure hope you did—you be the bravest woman in these parts. Roger would be proud of you.”

I walked down the dock without looking back. Roger didn’t believe in killing for any reason.

THE SALT OF THE OCEAN mixed with the salt of the marshes was one of those smells I couldn’t get enough of. I watched Sapelo get closer. My island was there, telling me to come home, calling me. I felt Roger standing over my shoulder, and the feeling sunk in that I might never go to Darien again. I was a Saltwater Geechee that loved a man without knowing until the story went way wrong. I learned something hard and cold.

The high tide spilled into the canals and onto the banks. That’s when I seen him, Biali, the father of the slaves. The African slave that taught others to survive and live a good life on Sapelo. He dropped to his knees and prayed his prayers of freedom, of strength, of life. I watched him until he became part of the grasses and left me alone to take Sweet Jesse into dock.




PART ONE

Hailstorm
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Late Summer 1935

“A lost soul always finds its way around on the mountain.”

—Shelly Parker





Shelly Parker
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NADA BIRTHED ME RIGHT THERE on Black Mountain. A Christmas baby born with a caul. Nada called it a face veil. Either way, the thing was supposed to give me power through a special gift. That’s what Nada told me, and she was the smartest woman I ever knew. So, I watched for my gift like a girl at her own birthday party. It wasn’t until I was ten years old that I understood there wasn’t bows and wrapping paper involved.

I lost my big brother Will the last week of August that year. Just after Arleen Brown was buried in the cemetery, he up and left without a good reason or even a word. I cooked and cleaned just like Nada. It was expected. Will had turned nineteen, a grown man. That whole month he had brooded around, having words with Nada more than once. It was like all of a sudden he just couldn’t find his footing on Black Mountain, like he was headed off that mountain.

There was a secret hanging in the air at our cabin, and I figured it had something to do with the way Faith—that was Pastor and Mrs. Dobbins’s prissy daughter—followed Will everywhere. Stupid old girl caused more problems than she was worth. I’d seen her and Will with their heads together, hushing every time I came near, shooing me away. Faith loved Will. A colored boy could die for anything a white girl said—didn’t matter one bit if it was true or not—but especially if that white girl’s father was Pastor Dobbins. Faith had turned into a beauty, or so everyone on the mountain said. But seeing how she was the pastor’s daughter, what was they going to say? I thought she was downright ugly ’cause pretty is as pretty do. And that girl didn’t do one thing pretty.

The morning the folks were supposed to view Arleen, I slipped over to the church for a peek in the window. It was the last place in the world Nada would have me be. The most mournful music floated out the windows. That old piano made a sound that stopped me right there in my tracks. Sweet and all tangled with some unspoken words, begging. And who was sitting there playing? Pastor. Lord have mercy, one look at him and I forgot just how mean and hateful he was. He was so lost in sadness. His fingers was long, pretty, like one of them paper-thin plates Mrs. Dobbins was always making me wash. In that music was the man a woman would want to marry, the softness, the person who could mourn a young dead girl. Everyone had a decent side.

That whole afternoon Will didn’t show his face, Nada festered like something had crawled up under her skin and was burning her from the inside while she worked in the kitchen of the main house. “This mountain be turned sour over this here death,” she mumbled under her breath.

“What did you say, Amanda?” Mrs. Dobbins was hovering over the silver, touching each and every fork, spoon, and knife so I had to polish the dern stuff again.

“Nothing, ma’am,” Nada lied. Lying to white folks was just necessary. A colored couldn’t always guess what actions they might take next.

So, it didn’t surprise me none when Nada went to our cabin before I finished washing all them dern dishes we’d messed up. There was a turkey cooking in our oven. Lord, the food that would be placed on that dining room table would be enough to feed the whole mountain and still leave some. A lot of to-do over some old white girl that looked like she might break in half. Shoot, when Arleen looked at a person, it was like she wasn’t really seeing them but something way off.

The sun was gone, and all that was left was the grayness that spread from the sky to the ground. The water was almost too hot to scrub the mixing bowls, but I tolerated the burn just to be finished and out of the house. A flicker in my side view made me look out the back door. A black shadow passed by the glass. One of the tin measuring cups on the counter clattered to the floor.

“Shelly, why are you still here?” Pastor stood in the hall door. Nothing about him seemed like that music he was making earlier.

“Washing dishes, sir. We made us a right big mess getting that dinner ready for tomorrow.”

He stared me down and then looked outside. “Have you been moving things around on the porch?”

“No, sir. Been right here most of the day.”

“I left my prayer book there on the porch rail.”

“I haven’t seen it, sir.” What in the world would I do with his prayer book?

Meanness was written all over his face. “Let me know if you do see it, and Shelly, if you’re lying, I’ll find out.”

“Yes, sir.”

By the time I got to the cabin, Nada was sound asleep. Will still hadn’t come home. Pastor had made him dig Arleen’s grave earlier. Lord help, Pastor might have met his match with Will, who looked real calm and sweet, but if a person made him mad, it wasn’t a pretty sight.

On my bed was a little green book I’d seen a hundred times. It wasn’t a funny joke. The dern thing was opened to a prayer called “Lost Sheep.”

When in need, one only has to look to the Shepherd, the caretaker, the trusted one. Who will tell the truth. He will point you in the right direction and keep you close, safe.

Maybe Faith put the prayer book on my bed. She was known for slipping around. There was only one way not to get blamed for the mess.

I cut across the field through Daniels Cemetery and then scooted in the back door of the church. The room was dark except for the two gaslights on the wall near Arleen’s burying box. The thing wasn’t homemade like most burying boxes, but shiny as a pond of water on a clear, still day. Store-bought from Asheville and delivered by truck. All the fine church ladies had been chewing on this since the truck drove away, a dead girl in a shiny box while her whole family was so poor they struggled for food. And no one was sitting with the body. Somebody always sat with the body before a funeral. It was mountain tradition.

I ran to the pulpit and placed the book where Pastor kept one of his Bibles. Now I could get home and in bed. But no, oh no, that burying box drew me to it, pulled me like it had hands and arms. I ran my fingers over the smooth wood. The lid squeaked. Arleen looked like she was hurting with her mouth drawn up. Death caught her in the middle of a horrible pain. In the curve of her arm was a tiny blue baby boy. Smaller than one of Faith’s old baby dolls.

“This was a mean thing to do,” I whispered to the Jesus hanging on a little gold cross.

“It’s not his fault.” A girl’s voice spoke out of the shadows. “Don’t go blaming the wrong one.”

I dropped that lid. The sound echoed through the dark, causing the gas flames to jump. I ran out of that church without looking back. I never did tell a soul about hearing that voice, not Will or nobody.

THEY BURIED ARLEEN and that baby of hers the next day while I set the dining room table in the main house. Each fork was put in the right place. That big old fancy dinner for people who loved plain and simple seemed silly. The sky turned black like a storm was coming. The mountain was mourning Arleen Brown, a simple mountain girl. Her death brought a push of wind that started and never stopped. A whisper scooted through the air. “My story ain’t been told.”

BY THE TIME THAT BIG hailstorm found Black Mountain, Will had been gone almost three weeks. Me, I was wishing I could go to school like other kids, make some friends, learn to read better. But there weren’t no colored schools for miles. Nada ordered me to sit on the front porch of our cabin while she gathered clothes from the line. I’d been underfoot and no help that whole day. The pure white sheets from the main house snapped in the hot wind. Nada wrestled to free the clothes before the rain let loose, and it didn’t take a smart person to see the bottom would drop out any second. One long, angry black cloud stretched as far as I could see across the sky. The air turned thick and sticky, and the light became a yellow-green. On the edge of the woods stood a woman bent over hobbling along, wearing a dress of blue ticking that was long to the ground. “Get up from there, silly girl!” She pulled a cane out from behind her back and waved it. What had I gone and done now?

“Go in that there house!” The woman narrowed her eyes, and when I didn’t move, she bared her sharp witch’s teeth at me.

I jumped to my feet, thinking I might cut across the porch and head for Nada, but then I thought better of it. Just as I ducked in the cabin, a flash of purple light splintered the wooden boards where I had been. Lord be, I thought I’d never hear again. I thought I was dead. The noise shook the cabin under my feet, and a charred hole opened smelling of a crackling fire. I was sure the cabin would burn down to the ground with me in it.

“Shelly!” Nada screamed, and then she ran faster than I’d seen her run. She’d been right slow and quiet since Will left. Lordy, that woman who always bossed the world had lost her footing, worse than when Daddy was killed in a moonshine deal gone bad.

“Nada.”

She ran up the steps, stared at the hole, and came to me. Her look stayed on me for the longest, like she was counting all my fingers and toes. “I do believe you be the luckiest little girl I know.” Now, Nada didn’t cotton to Pastor’s god. She believed mostly in hoodoo, with a little Jesus nailed to the cross on the side. She wanted no part of a god that made a person rant and rave like Pastor was known to do when he was on a roll. But that afternoon she looked at the sky and said, “Thank you, Lord God, for my girl.”

Me, I believed in God and figured Pastor had just conjured him a bad spirit to listen to. He was always talking about souls being crushed for their sins and all. God didn’t crush souls. He loved them. Anyway, Pastor never knew a thing about Nada’s gifts. He wouldn’t have tolerated any magic in his house, but Mrs. Dobbins—now, she be a different story—liked the spells Nada conjured. They made a fine pair, Nada and Mrs. Dobbins. Nada always said hoodoo wasn’t about good or bad magic. It was about working out your own life, the story we live on this earth. That kind of story was powerful no matter if it involved money, health, or sweet, sweet love. Nada’s magic could bring bad on folks who were bad and good on those that walked the right path, but her spells couldn’t fix everything ’cause Will was gone, and nothing, nothing Nada tried brought him back.

“No, ma’am. Ain’t luck or God that saved me. A scary woman with sharp teeth told me to get.” I was ten, almost eleven, and had a habit of sucking two fingers when something on my mind went to worrying me silly. I slurped and pointed at the woman still standing near the porch. The woman turned and hobbled back to the woods.

Nada took a breath like she might tell me I was fibbing. The sky turned pure green. “You seen a spirit, Shelly.” The words tingled in the air. “She be a person that passed on.”

Now, that ain’t what I wanted to hear, but it told me why the old woman was wearing clothes from a long time ago. I’d always saw me plenty of people—strange and a little off to look at. Only Will and me could see these folks, but he told me they was nightmares and not to worry over them. So, I never thought on them too much until he wasn’t there no more.

“A soul without her body. They can look just the same as you and me.” Nada spoke softer.

My slurping got louder. “A haint.” I spit the words out around them two favorite fingers of mine.

“She saved you, Shelly. That means she’s been with you for a while. See, these spirits can be attached to you without your knowing. You been seeing ghosts?”

“I don’t know,” I whispered.

“You best act grateful. She’s probably one of your daddy’s peoples. They lived all over this mountain at one time.” Nada rubbed my cheek like I might just be something real special. Then she pulled soft-like on my two fingers. “Don’t be fretting. Be thankful. You be way too old for this sucking mess.” She looked at my fingers. “See there”—she pointed to dark spots on my skin—“you be leaving marks. Ten is nearly grown, child.”

I hugged her tight like some kind of dern old baby and buried my face into her bosoms. The smell of talc powder mixed with spices from the supper cooking on the stove in the main house eased me. In that place, I was grateful. Time, the storm, everything, stood completely still like we didn’t have nothing to worry on.

“You got sight.” Nada sounded proud.

So if I had this so-called gift, Will did too, and since we both had different daddies, that meant we got our abilities from Nada and I liked that part.

“Sight be the best gift of all. You got to show it respect. You’ll find a place to rest in it. I promise.” I almost believed her sweet words as I played with the loose threads on her white work blouse. I guessed maybe I’d known for a while this mess was with me.
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