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Praise for Ghost on Black Mountain

“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

“Ann Hite’s Ghost on Black Mountain is an eerie page-turner told in authentic mountain voices that stick with the reader long after the last page is turned.”

—Amy Greene, author of Bloodroot

“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. Ann Hite delivers an eerie page-turner that I couldn’t put down.”

—Joshilyn Jackson, New York Times bestselling author of Gods in Alabama and Backseat Saints
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For Jack and Ella, 
who are the very essence of this book, 
my heart and soul.

Granny, your voice still lives.
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Part One
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Nellie Pritchard
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Mama warned me against marrying Hobbs Pritchard. She saw my future in her tea leaves: death. I was young, only seventeen, and thought I knew all there was to know about life. Nobody could tell me different. Mama and me lived on the edge of Asheville, not the rich part of town but not the worst either. We attended Hope in Christ Church. It was our place to go on Sundays to pray for those worse off than ourselves. The Depression brought hard times on everyone. The church did its part by serving one meal a day. People lined up at the door hours before time to eat. We could only take one hundred people for each meal. And I was there standing behind the counter ready to serve. Folks would fight over the places in line. It nearly turned my heart inside out. One afternoon Hobbs Pritchard came walking up to me all cocky and sure of himself.

“What are you doing here in a place like this? You’re way too pretty.” He smiled and opened his hands like he was some angel sent from God to ask me that very question. I never stopped to wonder what brought him into a soup kitchen.

He showed up right at a time when I thought I couldn’t scoop one more ladle of weak chicken broth. I really hated that mess. The smell got in my nose and stayed with me all night.

“I’m helping those in a bad way.”

He folded his arms across his chest, tucking each of his hands under a armpit. “Why?”

Now, that was a question I’d never even thought on. I did what I did because Mama said it was a privilege to work the food line, because the church needed me, because there were people out there starving with no homes, living in cardboard boxes. “I really don’t know.” I looked into his crystal-clear blue eyes that reminded me of a winter sky. Those eyes made me see life his way in an instant.

•   •   •

In the first days of sweet romance, if Hobbs had asked me to jump off a cliff, I would have with a smile on my face. Mama always said, “Nellie, don’t love a man too much. A woman should save some feelings back to care for herself.” And Mama should have known, seeing how she loved my daddy with every bone in her body. When he died—a horrible accident in the stone quarry where he worked—part of her soul faded away. One day she was something else to look at in full bloom, and the next she was dropping one beautiful petal at a time until all her heart was gone like a bunch of spent tulips. Maybe it was this story that made me fall for Hobbs as hard as I did. The last thing I wanted was to be used up before I was old with no man to love me.

One night Hobbs took me out of town to look at the stars. We stretched out in the bed of his old truck. Now, I knew I was playing with fire, but I didn’t care one bit. I thought I could handle anything thrown at me.

“You done changed me, Nellie.”

I kept real still, afraid all the beauty of the night would disappear. This man was making me believe I might just be something special.

“I got me a decent place up on Black Mountain. I’m not some poor hobo standing in your soup line. I’m a man to be reckoned with.” He leaned over and kissed me, running his hand clean down the front of my dress. My whole body heated. He laughed at the little shiver I gave.

“We’re going to get married, Nellie girl. How about tomorrow?” And the deal was sealed without a question asked.

Mama refused to come. “It’s too soon, Nellie. You don’t even know this boy. He could be the worst man alive.”

•   •   •

The ceremony wasn’t much to speak of, just the Baptist preacher, a Bible, and words that bound me until death did part us. When Hobbs kissed me, the preacher puffed up like some old bullfrog. Out of my side vision I saw a girl, pretty in a rugged way—like she’d been pulled from pillar to bedpost, roaming the streets too early in life. I’d seen lots like her in the soup line. She stood in the door of that small church, casting a shadow up the aisle, and looked me dead in the eyes. Then she left. Chills walked up my arms, but I pushed them away. I loved Hobbs Pritchard with all my heart and soul, and he loved me.

Our honeymoon consisted of one night in the back room of Mr. Hamby’s mercantile. Hobbs paid real good money for the privilege. He tore at the pretty buttons on my white dress. I’d made it for Easter the spring before. I watched each one of those tiny fake pearls pop off and hit that cold hard floor, bouncing like little balls.

“It’s time for me to get what I got coming to me.”

He pushed me on the old musty cot. I wanted to slow him down, but his desires just couldn’t be contained. He hammered me with his body, drinking that love I offered in one sloppy gulp. When he finished his business, he stood and dressed.

“I got to go out for a while. You stay put.” And he left, no kiss or hug. I was right hurt, but then I remembered he wasn’t big on affection unless it suited him. This much I already knew. Mama always said there wasn’t no moving Daddy out of a mood when he got into one. I had to get used to Hobbs’s ways. I looked up at the dirty ceiling, tracing a water stain that looked like the state of Georgia. Somehow I had to soften him.

Hobbs moved me straight up to Black Mountain the very next day. He waited in the truck while I visited with Mama and packed a few things. He said I didn’t need my old stuff, but I told him I couldn’t go to my new home empty-handed.

“You can’t just leave, Nellie. This ain’t the right thing to do.” Mama followed me from the kitchen to my tiny bedroom.

“He’s my husband, Mama. I love him.”

“He’s no good.” Mama stamped her foot as if she could force me back into my innocent ways.

“You’ve not seen his soft side. It shows when he looks at me. You don’t even know him either.” I gathered my few dresses.

“I’ve heard stories about him, Nellie. Tony down at the bakery told me just this morning that he’s killed at least one man.”

I held my hands over my ears. “Don’t. He’s my husband. I’m going to his home on Black Mountain. You even said yourself you might like to live up there one day.”

“That’s just pie-in-the-sky dreaming. You can’t go there, not with him.” She touched my arm, and I nearly broke in half at the thought of not feeling her touch whenever I wanted.

“I got to go. I love you.” I buried my face in her neck and breathed in the smell of her cold cream that she smeared on her face each night.

“Please listen to me, Nellie.” She wrapped her arms around me. “You’ll be too far away. I won’t be able to help you.” She stroked my blond hair like she did when I was a little girl. I almost gave in and stayed, but that was giving up before I even tried. Didn’t she understand? Hadn’t she ever noticed? Not one boy had given me the time of day. If I didn’t love Hobbs with my whole heart, I might lose my chance to be loved by a man.

The horn on the truck interrupted us. “I got to go.” I pulled away and left the only home I’d ever known with a feed sack of clothes, a few trinkets, and a childhood of memories.

Mama stood in the door, twisting the tail of her skirt in her weathered fingers, and cried like a baby. “Nothing in this world, Nellie, will ever be the same. You’ll never come back here. I’ve seen it all in the tea leaves: death.”

Mama was just desperate to keep me home. There wasn’t nothing bad going to happen. I didn’t much believe in tea leaves anyway.
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The leaves had turned the mountain into orange, red, and yellow flames that shot into the sky. I sat next to my husband in his truck, knowing I was the luckiest girl in all the world. We passed little cabins that looked like they might slide down the side of the steep drop-offs. And always the river flashed into view, twisting and turning, sometimes next to the road, sometimes just loud churning music.

As we passed, folks threw up a hand here and there like someone was forcing them to be nice, keeping busy with whatever chore they was working on. I expected more of a welcome with Hobbs living in such a small place. That’s when I seen a whole gaggle of boys—their height resembling doorsteps—playing in the front of one cabin that sat in a sunny clearing all fresh and clean. One of the boys looked to be a couple of years older than me and watched me close, even though he was trying to act like he wasn’t paying us no mind. His mama stood in the door, wearing a faded dress that hung on her slight figure. Her face, strong and creased, reminded me of a map that had been studied by many on their way to different places.

“Who is that family, Hobbs?”

Hobbs had been real quiet on the trip. Daddy used to draw inside himself just like that when me or Mama did something to get under his skin. What had I done to make Hobbs mad?

“That’s the Connors, poor as dirt. High and mighty too. The Depression put them under. Take a good look. That’s what this mountain can do to a soul if they don’t stand against it. The Connors turned their God-loving hearts away from my help. Won’t accept any offers.” He threw his hand out the window in a half wave. The woman only stared. “She’s the worst. Ain’t nothing like a woman with some kind of attitude.” His laugh turned mean around the edges.

I looked out the back window and hoped to study on the woman a little longer, but she was gone and so was the boy that had stared at me. The rest of his brothers scrambled in the yard like a bunch of ants eating on a sugar cookie.

We stopped at the next house, larger than the others, and my stomach flipped to think I’d have that much room to wander around.

Hobbs grinded the truck gears metal to metal. “This ain’t ours. Don’t worry. Ours is bigger. This here is where Aunt Ida and my stepbrother Jack live. I’m sure they are dying to meet you. And Aunt Ida would beat me with a stick if I passed by here without stopping.”

I married a man without even meeting his family first. That just wasn’t proper. But not much about Hobbs and me had been proper. My whole insides froze up at the thought of meeting them.

Hobbs jumped out of the truck; a flash of his bare chest showed through his unbuttoned collar. “Come on, girl. Don’t get all shy now.” He kind of smiled, and I knew he was playing with me. If I closed my eyes, I could see us with our own babies like a real family.

I slid out of the truck. “What if they don’t like me, Hobbs?”

“That’s just tough shit, ain’t it, Nellie.” He grabbed my hand and pulled me along. His excitement spread through my fingers. We were going to be the happiest couple on the mountain, maybe even in the South.

A woman met us on the front porch. A deep frown creased her forehead. “Hobbs, where have you been? We got trouble with that Connor bunch. They won’t pay the rent on the land. We can’t keep holding them up. It ain’t theirs no more. That wife of his runs the whole show and tells Connor what to do. It’s just plain sinful and unnatural. Where’s his backbone?” She looked over and sized me up. I knew I’d failed some test. “Who you got here, Hobbs? She’s just a baby.”

Was she making fun of me or did I look that young?

“You’re too old for her.”

Hobbs was twenty-five to my seventeen going on eighteen. That wasn’t so bad.

Hobbs looked at me and shrugged with a little-boy grin. “This here is my wife, Aunt Ida.”

“Are you telling me a whopper, boy?” Aunt Ida’s face seemed to melt into one huge disappointment.

“I ain’t a boy. And this is my wife. I found her serving folks in a soup kitchen in Asheville. If that ain’t a real woman, I don’t know what is.” He wrapped his arm around my shoulders, pulling me next to his body that gave off heat on that chilly day. I was snug, protected.

“You done married some little girl from Asheville without telling me?” The news was starting to sink in to this woman’s head. I thought she might pop from anger, but Hobbs didn’t seem to notice. “Jack, come on out here. Jack?” She yelled at the top of her lungs, staring straight at me like she could drive a hammer through my skull.

A tall man ambled out of the barn to the side of the house. He wore a big straw hat that reminded me of that book I read, Huckleberry Finn, except this was a mighty fine looking man, almost as cute as Hobbs.

Hobbs looked at Jack and a small shadow passed over his face. Funny how I didn’t even know Hobbs, but his dislikes and moods were starting to make their mark on my memory. Our love was that strong.

Hobbs gave me a little squeeze. “This here is Nellie Pritchard, my new wife. We got married yesterday.” He looked at Jack.

“Nice to meet you, Nellie. I reckon we need a young woman in this family.” His voice was softer than the wind slipping through the leaves.

A thought scooted through my mind. Had I seen him first, things might have turned out different when it came to marrying Hobbs. “It’s nice to meet you.”

Hobbs stiffened. “I’m going to get Nellie on up to have a look at our place. You come up and visit us, Brother.” But I couldn’t hear the invitation in his tone, not for the life of me.

“Now, Hobbs, what are you going to do up there in that dirty old house? You need proper things like linens and dishes. I’ve got some things here I’ve been saving that belonged to your mama. It’s been over a year since your sister left, so I don’t reckon she’s coming back. Maybe you and your new bride might want them?” She smiled pretty at me, too pretty. “You know that AzLeigh, Hobbs’s sister, up and left about a year ago. Poor thing, her husband and baby died with barely two weeks passing between them. It was right sad. I think she must’ve lost her mind, leaving like she did. Nothing, not a thing did she take. You know what they say about this mountain? Once you leave there ain’t no coming back, not really, but you’ll long for it. It never gets out of your blood.”

“AzLeigh ain’t crazy.” Both Hobbs and Jack said this almost at the same time, and both frowned at each other for having done it.

“She’s about as smart as one woman can be.” Jack’s words were soft.

“I don’t reckon any of us knows AzLeigh better than her own blood brother.” Hobbs shot a look at me. “You want Mama’s things?”

My words stuck in my mouth. I didn’t know how to answer.

“Sure we do, Aunt Ida.” He looked away from me like my not answering didn’t mean a thing.

“Good, come on in here and take a look. Jack, you need to see if there’s anything you want to take.”

I felt Hobbs’s arm stiffen around my shoulders.

“No. I don’t want nothing. I don’t have a claim to it.”

Hobbs relaxed just a bit. “Let’s get this mess and head on home. Me and Nellie here has some unfinished business.” He winked at me, and for a second I couldn’t imagine what he was talking about until I looked at the sly smile on Aunt Ida’s face, and my cheeks heated like they was on fire. I looked at the ground.

“Look now, how you’ve shamed that poor child. You got to remember she’s a proper young lady, Hobbs. She ain’t used to the likes of you. Take that other girl down in Asheville …” Aunt Ida rambled on.

“Aunt Ida, let’s get them things.” Hobbs pulled me into the house.

I was too busy trying to cool down the heat in my face to give anything else much thought, and that was bad on my part. Anyway, I never thought he was some kind of saint. I knew he had to have had some girlfriends, being older than me by eight years. But what came before me was before me and it didn’t matter.

“Hobbs, you should let me send some help for your new wife. That big dirty house is a sight and you know it.” Aunt Ida had a stern look on her face.

“I don’t want nobody underfoot, Aunt Ida.”

“I bet there’s ten years’ worth of dust, not to mention them floors. The little colored gal that works for the preacher could do it.”

I opened my mouth to say no thank you, but Aunt Ida cut a glare at me that hushed me up.

“I better not even see that girl’s face,” Hobbs threatened.

Aunt Ida smiled. “I’ll send her tomorrow.”

“That’s nice, ma’am.” What was I going to say?

“You can call me Aunt Ida.” She cocked her eyebrow at me.

The things Aunt Ida gave us were as lacy and dainty as a fine woman in her flower garden, like the linens Mama washed with her dried cracked fingers for the rich women of Asheville. I touched the sheets and thought of Hobbs and me wrapped in them quiet, not all hurried like our first time. I stole me a glance at him and he caught it with his crooked smile. Hobbs didn’t know a thing about slowing down.

The lace was soft under my touch, not the scratchy dime-store stuff. How would I fit in with such nice things? The closest I ever came to fine things was a bar of lavender soap, a washtub, and a scrub board.

•   •   •

Hobbs’s house looked the same as the rich houses in Asheville. It had a whopper of a porch, the kind that wrapped around the house, the kind I used to imagine I could roller-skate on all afternoon without one chore waiting on me.

“Nice, ain’t it?”

I was without one little word. At home me and Mama could hear each other breathe at night.

“My daddy built it for my mama when he brought her here from Asheville. She came from a rich family and was used to the finer things in life. Daddy loved her. We all did. She made a room glow when she entered.” He looked so far off I was afraid he might not come back.

“I ain’t never been past the front hall of a house that big.” I whispered the words.

“Let’s go in, Mrs. Hobbs Pritchard. Mama would approve of you.”

The house was musty with age and lack of love. Cobwebs hung here and there. The windows were filthy. I was proud someone was coming to help because we had our work cut out for us. Lordy be, Mama would die. Hobbs loved me enough to marry me and bring me to such a fine home. I was the luckiest girl in the state of North Carolina. I threw my arms around his neck.

“Whoa, girl.” He laughed as he lost his balance and fell backwards on the sofa that was covered with a dusty sheet. His kisses reminded me of soft peppermint sticks and were just as dangerous as sugar was to teeth. Maybe one day I could teach him how to slow down. We had a whole lifetime ahead. Mama was so wrong. I’d have to write her a letter and tell her about my new home. Maybe Hobbs would get over being hurt and let her come visit. Outside the big window in the front room was the perfect place for a garden. The sun caught on the river that twisted off in the woods. The sound would sing me to sleep every night.

Hobbs kissed me some more. Aunt Ida mentioning that girl shouldn’t have bothered me a bit. Was she someone recent? All those silly thoughts kept pricking me as sharp as a needle sewing through thick cloth.
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That night as Hobbs slept tangled in his mother’s fine linens, I stood in the window, overlooking the front yard, watching the mountain breathe. Nellie. The name floated over the sound of the river. I was thinking on my marriage to Hobbs. Wishing somehow things could have been different. Mama was an ache in my chest. A big old harvest moon hung in the sky, bathing the clearing with a ghost light.

The man stood at the edge of the woods just like he belonged there, like a brown tin photo from time gone by. He stared out at the house. Was he the mountain come alive? That was silly. He was a living, breathing trespasser. I turned to call Hobbs from the bed, but when I glanced back the man was gone. Had he seen me and run? Or was he part of my dreams?

That morning after breakfast someone knocked on the kitchen door. Hobbs was out at the barn.

A little colored girl dressed in a faded blue shift nodded. “I be Shelly. Mrs. Dobbins told me I had to come over and help you.” It was clear she was not happy to be on our doorstep.

I guessed her age to be fourteen. “Nice to meet you, Shelly.”

She gave me a long look. “You tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.”

“Come on in, and we’ll get started.” I stepped out of the door.

“Yes ma’am.”

“My husband was born here.” I looked around the room.

“Everybody knows that, ma’am.” She watched me.

“Well, it’s a mess.”

“Yes ma’am.”

I looked out the window just in time to see Hobbs leave the barn and climb into his truck. “You stay here.” I went out on the porch. “Hey Hobbs.”

He looked over at me with a frown and stopped the truck. “I’m going to take care of business.”

I ran up to the passenger side. “That girl is here to help.”

“Well, get her to work. I don’t want to pay good money for her standing around. I can’t see why you couldn’t do the work yourself.”

I opened my mouth to remind him how I never asked for no help, but he kept talking.

“I ain’t going to be bothered with woman’s work, Nellie. You go take care of that. I’ll see you tonight.” He shifted the truck into gear and stepped on the gas.

“I love you.” But I was shouting at the back of the truck.

“Mrs. Pritchard.” Shelly stood in the door.

“Nellie, call me Nellie.”

“My mama would tan my hide for that. No ma’am, it ain’t proper.” She had her hand on her hip.

“I’m closer to your age than your mama’s.”

“I’ll be fourteen on Christmas.”

“Eighteen in the spring.”

Shelly shook her head. “Mama was right.”

“What?” I followed her back into the kitchen.

“She said that anyone that would marry Hobbs Pritchard was either crazy in the head or so young she had no sense.” She looked at me as I filled a pot with water. “I guess you be the last one. I ain’t got a bit of use for Hobbs Pritchard, ma’am. Most on this mountain don’t. Mama would whip me for saying that, but I’m warning you. He ain’t liked.” She took the pot from me and put it on the wood stove.

I stoked the fire.

“You want to start with washing these walls and windows? Ain’t nobody cared for this house in a passel of years.” Shelly waited for my answer.

“Why don’t you like Hobbs?”

“I ain’t going to talk about it. Don’t ask me no more.”

“Shoot. I don’t have any soap. How can we clean?” I looked in the cupboard.

“I got some stuff Mama sent. She figured you’d be lacking in this house.” Shelly went to the door and picked up a feed bag. “The only reason Mrs. Dobbins is doing this, letting me work here today, is to get Hobbs’s old aunt to come to church. Miss Ida Pritchard snubbing the church has crawled right under Mrs. Dobbins’s skin.” She pulled some bottles out of the bag. “One more thing.”

If I kept my mouth shut, Shelly would end up answering all my questions.

“This house has a ghost roaming the rooms because of you.”

For a minute I couldn’t speak. A cold prickle ran up my scalp. “What do you mean?” A pressure built in my stomach and worked into my chest.

She shrugged. “I got sight. Them spirits stuck here on this mountain always come to bother me.”

“Mama said ghosts just aren’t so.” I moved to the other side of the kitchen and pushed the memory of the man standing in the yard from my mind. There wasn’t no such thing as ghosts.

“No disrespect, ma’am, but your mama lies.” She lined up her cleaning supplies on the table. “Just be careful is all.”

“I think the walls and windows will do fine.” This strange girl and me had a lot of work to do. “There will be some ghosts around here if Hobbs comes home and we ain’t working.”

Shelly looked at me sharp. “It ain’t no joking matter, Miss Pritchard.”

No, it sure isn’t.
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The days turned chilly. The beauty of the leaves, the view of the valley, and the happiness rushing around my insides made me know I was in the best place in the world. The house showed a little order after Shelly and me got a hold of it. We got the rooms where me and Hobbs spent most of our time. We scrubbed, polished, washed, and ironed until I thought I might fall flat on my face. Shelly came two times a week. We didn’t talk too much after that first day and I sure didn’t see any ghosts. Us working together filled up what would have been empty hours.

I found me a lavender bush out beside the kitchen door. Lord, I guessed Hobbs hadn’t even paid it no mind. It was probably growing wild from back when his mama planted it. Come late spring the lavender added to water and sprinkled throughout the rooms would give the place a fresh smell. Just like home.

Hobbs and me visited with Aunt Ida nearly every day. Some days it was the last place I wanted to be. I tried and tried to talk to that woman. I smiled. I even searched my heart for goodwill, but Aunt Ida ruined everything I did with her sharp words and disgusted looks. But shame always built in my heart, and I went with a smile on my face, being how Hobbs loved his family so much. I couldn’t fault him that. Jack kept out of sight—only showing up when we stayed for supper—quiet and brooding like a thunderstorm in the distance. That was too bad. The truth was I wanted to know more about Jack.

One evening Hobbs and me stood in the kitchen with Aunt Ida. Hobbs had a way of saying what was on his mind, no matter how bad it came out. “Aunt Ida, you got to teach Nellie to cook.” He threw one of his “I know everything” looks at me. “Her food tastes like that soup kitchen she worked in.” He laughed at his own joke, but Aunt Ida only stared at me with a smug look on her face.

I didn’t take no offense to Hobbs’s remark. Shoot, he talked like that all the time. It was just his way. I didn’t come from a family like his. Mama and me were plain people with simple ideas. “When can I come for a cooking lesson, Aunt Ida?” I turned on my smile.

Hobbs laughed like he won some contest. “You can try and teach her. I’m not sure it’ll help.” He went outside.

Aunt Ida gave me a long, slow look. “You come on down here tomorrow. I’ll show you his favorite dinner.”

“What is his favorite?” Her biscuits were soft and fluffy just like Mama’s. Come to think of it, my biscuits were like Mama’s. Maybe Hobbs hadn’t noticed how good they were. He was always thinking on something else.

“Chicken pot pie. His mama made it when she was alive.”

“He loved his mama.”

Aunt Ida placed fat pieces of fried chicken on a platter. One piece of that chicken would have fed two adults in the soup line.

“Lord, child, he was too close to her. She ruined him and then died. Took the wind right out of him. He was seventeen. Too young to be the man of the house.”

“Where was his daddy?”

“Oh, he was a walking dead man until he up and married Jack’s mama six months later. Hobbs never forgave him, or Jack for that matter.” She leveled a serious stare at me. “You’ve seen Jack. He’s calm where Hobbs is loud. He’s sweet where Hobbs has a mean streak. You think he ain’t mean, but girlie, you’re wrong. You best watch yourself and maybe you’ll be okay. Hobbs dug deeper into that pit of mean when his mama died. AzLeigh, his sister, loved Bess—their stepmother—better than anything. She loved Jack too. Hobbs saw it as betrayal even though he never talked about it. See, he loved AzLeigh and his mama with his whole heart. Something can be said for not loving a person like that.” She cocked her eyebrow at me.

“I got so much to learn about him, but we got a lifetime.” I gave her my brightest tone of voice.

“Maybe so.”

Her words sent chills up my neck. She was only jealous of me and Hobbs. Anyone could see she loved him like he was her own. Sometimes people turned mean and afraid when a new person came into the picture. Daddy was like that when Mama tried to do anything new. He got downright ugly with her. It was the only time I ever disliked him; that side of him was hard to swallow.

“Let’s get this supper on the table. I can’t imagine your mama never taught you to cook.” She smiled. “Hobbs didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“Oh, he’s right. I’m a terrible cook.” I picked up the platter of chicken and went to the dining room; imagine, a dining room. I had moved into high society. The table was covered with lace and there were plates with gold rims. In the large mirror over the fireplace was a girl as plain as plain could be. She was a girl who told lies on herself. Because she was a good cook. That was a fact.

“You go out and call Hobbs to eat. Maybe you shouldn’t worry so much on how you look.” Aunt Ida met my stare in the reflection.

I wandered out to the barn instead of standing on the back porch screaming my lungs out.

Hobbs’s voice was mean. “We got to get the Connors to give in, Jack!”

“I ain’t going to help with your business, Hobbs. I told you that when Clyde Parker got himself killed. And I made it real clear when you ran AzLeigh off. That was it for me.” Jack’s voice was as calm as a pretty little pond in the woods.

“AzLeigh wouldn’t listen. She brought trouble on herself. Clyde was a accident and you dern well know it. The Connors are too high and mighty. They’ll listen to your reasoning.”

“Like AzLeigh? You tricked me into thinking you cared about her loss too.” Jack’s voice never got a bit louder, but the words cut the air.

I should’ve stepped into the door, instead of hiding like some sneak, but I didn’t. I just listened.

“AzLeigh ain’t nothing to you.”

I could imagine the mean look on Hobbs’s face.

“Neither is the Connors.”

“We need them to play along.”

“Why? You afraid the whole mountain will turn against you? The Depression won’t last forever and these good folks will get back on their feet. Where will that leave you?”

“They can’t get their land unless I sell it back.”

“You can’t resist making the money. They’ll get their land back.”

Hobbs laughed.

“What’d you tell that girl in Asheville when you married your little wife?”

My heart started beating in my ears, and I stepped in the doorway. “You boys come eat. Orders from Aunt Ida.” My face burned hot.

Jack smiled. I got the feeling he’d known I was there all along. “Let’s go eat, Brother.” If he had been writing the word “brother” on a piece of paper, it would have been big and bold.

Hobbs cut a look at me. I was learning each expression meant something different. I looked at the ground. He was daring me to ask one little question. I knew to keep my mouth shut.



Five

[image: images]

Shelly knocked on the door the next morning just after Hobbs left out. He never told me about anything he did, and most of the time I couldn’t find the nerve to ask. He got so cranky.

“I thought we’d work upstairs today.”

“Yes ma’am.” She held on to the words, drawing them out with a sigh.

“Would you rather work in the dining room? We could go through that sideboard.” I didn’t much feel like working either. “How about we take us a walk first. I need to get out.”

Shelly’s face lit up. “Yes ma’am. That sounds real good.”

The sky was so clear and blue that I felt like crying. I was missing Mama. If I brought the subject up with Hobbs, he still growled how he had no use for the “woman.”

Me and Shelly walked into the woods near the hollow tree. We didn’t even speak for the longest time—the river was loud—and we probably wouldn’t have spoken at all if not for seeing that man again, the one I saw in the night. He was standing way down the path.

“Lordy be, I didn’t dream him.”

Shelly straightened her shoulders and looked at me.

“Sir!” I yelled. “Can I help you? Why are you here on my husband’s land?”

Shelly touched my arm. “You see him?” She seemed shocked.

“Who is he?”

The man wore glasses, but he was so far away I couldn’t make out any other details.

Shelly had stopped walking. “He be someone you don’t want to know, ma’am.”

The man stood stock still.

“I want a better look.” I walked toward him.

He moved in the direction of the river.

“I saw you the other night!” I yelled, but he was gone, just like that.

“It’s best we not go to the river, Mrs. Pritchard. It can be dangerous being so high because of the rain.”

I studied her face. “Shelly, you’re afraid of him.”

“Not me.” She didn’t look me in the eye.

“And don’t call me Mrs. Pritchard!”

Shelly gave me a mean look. “I’m not getting my tail whipped because of you.”

“Then call me Miss Nellie.”

She looked around. “I reckon.”

“Good.” I walked closer. “Now, tell me why that man is here.”

“Well, I guess because he had a falling-out with Hobbs, or that’s what folks claim.”

“So you know him?”

She didn’t look at me. “No, can’t say I ever spoke to him.”

“What kind of falling-out did him and Hobbs have?”

This time she met my stare. “I ain’t going to talk about Hobbs Pritchard behind his back. I ain’t stupid. No disrespect intended.”

“Hobbs wouldn’t hurt you, Shelly.” We were walking side by side.

She looked at me like I lost my mind. “Don’t take no hurt on this, but there’s a lot you don’t know about your husband.” She let this sink in. “I reckon you better take me on back to that dern house so you can work me some. I ain’t a good liar.”

I studied her for a minute. I bet she knew about that girl in Asheville. “I know folks have a quarrel with him.”

“Yes ma’am.” Shelly grinned and broke into a run. “If you is so young like me why don’t you race me to the house?”

I broke into a run, giggling like a schoolgirl. The world passed by me in a blur. Wonder if I could run right off that mountain? Then I thought of the man we seen in the woods. What did Hobbs do to him? What kind of husband had folks roaming on his farm looking for him, anyway?
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Hobbs had two boys come to the house and chop wood for the winter. The job should have been done in the summer so the wood could cure, but seeing how Hobbs had no idea we’d be marrying and moving in the house, he could be forgiven. But I was a little nervous about a mountain winter without plenty of wood.

“Don’t be silly, Nellie. I can get all the cured wood I want. You won’t be cold this winter.” He was knocking around the kitchen while I cooked bacon and eggs for breakfast. I wanted to ask him why he didn’t just buy all the wood and not bother with them boys, but I kept them thoughts tight in my head. Wasn’t no use to cause trouble. Like Aunt Ida said, he had his ways. I’d seen them that very morning when he found where Shelly left a cleaning rag in the dining room and promised to beat her. I told him it was my rag and for a minute I thought he’d slap my nose off my face.

“Where did them boys come from?” The bacon popped grease on my arm. I dearly hated bacon. The boys were Connors, but I wanted to hear Hobbs’s answer. I was still thinking on all Shelly had said or hadn’t said.

“The tall one is Maynard and the short one is Oshie. Both of them are Connors. At least they see some reason, but their daddy don’t. He’d beat them if he knew they were here. I can’t figure why they agreed to come.”

“How much is their pay?” I placed the platter of bacon on the table.

Hobbs threw his head back in a big laugh like I’d told some kind of joke. “I don’t pay for work, Nellie. People pay me. You’re dumber than a mule.”

The words stung like one of those switches Daddy used on my bare legs when I was young and did something wrong. He’d send me out into the yard to find a switch that had a good snap to it. “I just thought since they’re working for us …”

“Well, I didn’t marry you to think, now did I?” He pulled me to him, and I nearly dropped the basket of raw eggs. “You’re funny, Nellie. Just keep entertaining me and I’ll stay around.”

“What do you mean? Are you going somewhere?” Heat moved through my face.

His grin made him hard to figure. “I got to work sometime, Nellie.”

Now he had a good point. “What kind of work, Hobbs?” That was a stupid question for a wife to ask her husband. “You don’t farm.”

Again he threw back his head and laughed in a mean way. “I’d rather die. I’m a businessman. It’s tough to do business up here, so I travel around. You’re going to have to get used to that now, sweetie. I just can’t sit here all the time.”

He hadn’t sat at home. A big lump got stuck in my throat. I counted the eggs in the bowl. Hobbs had brought them home from someone who owed him money. He was smart like that. Mama would call him slick. “I thought maybe we could have Mama come visit.” I drew in my breath and cracked each one of the eggs into the cast-iron skillet.

“That woman wouldn’t even come to our wedding. I can’t tolerate her. You don’t need to be talking to her.” He piled a bunch of bacon on his plate. “You got all you need right here on this mountain. Just put that nonsense out of your head. You don’t need your mama like some baby girl.”

The eggs went to bubbling in the pan. I kept my mouth closed tight. What was I thinking? Mama hurt him, and who could blame him for being upset? Some folks weren’t as easy to forgive as me. I looked at the side of his face. How in the world had I got such a fine man to notice me? He could have had any number of girls with his charms. If Hobbs hadn’t come along, who would have? He was mine.

“When you leaving?” I scraped the eggs onto a plate.

“Now, don’t go worrying on that. I’ll let you know in plenty of time. Is that why you want your mama? You’re going to miss old Hobbs too much? You need him to protect you.” Little bits of bacon flew out of his mouth as he pulled me on his lap. “I picked you cause you’re strong. You’ll be fine when I go away.” He pinched my leg. I looked away to hide the tears.

“Now, let’s eat. I got to visit the Connor farm and I ain’t relishing the idea. Will you be okay here with them boys?”

“Why wouldn’t I?” All them mixed-up thoughts rushed out with a attitude.

But Hobbs didn’t notice. “Those boys don’t like me much, but they listen to reason.”

“I can’t see they would cause anyone a bit of harm.”

He looked at me a little sharp. “Whether you’ve noticed or not, folks up here don’t care for me. So you got to be careful, Nellie. They’re jealous cause I’ve made something out of myself. I can’t help I got some sense.”

“Why are they jealous?”

“Ain’t nothing for you to trouble your little mind over.” He slapped me on the bottom.

After breakfast Hobbs took out of the house like it was going to fall in on him, but not before he warned me to stay away from the Connor boys. I stood in the kitchen window and watched them work their fool heads off. They weren’t talking or even looking at each other like most brothers would when saddled with a day’s work. It looked to me like they needed some cheering up. And I was a grown-up woman with just as much sense as Hobbs. I could take care of myself.

Them boys stopped their chopping and watched me pick my way across the yard, balancing overloaded plates of eggs and bacon. Didn’t their mama teach them any manners? “I have some breakfast for you.”

Both looked at me like I was some kind of ghost.

“I have plenty of milk too, but my hands are so full I couldn’t tote it.” They stood there like a couple of dummies.

The oldest boy took off his hat. “I’m Maynard Connor, ma’am, and this here is my brother without a stitch of manners, Oshie.” He grabbed the cap off of Oshie’s head and slapped it at him. “I mean no disrespect, ma’am, but we can’t eat your food.”

“I’m a good cook. Don’t you believe a thing my husband says. He likes to joke. You have to get used to his ways.”

Oshie gave me a disgusted look. “We know all about Hobbs Pritchard’s ways, ma’am.”

“My name is Nellie. I come from Asheville.”

Maynard nodded. “We know, but you need to get back in that house with your food before Hobbs catches you.”

“That’s no way to act.” The words popped out of my mouth. “He don’t care if you eat his food.”

Oshie laughed mean-like. “He’d rather feed that food to some old hogs than give it to us.”

Maynard nodded and spoke gentle as if my mind was unhinged. “We’re beholding to the thought, ma’am, but it’s best you go on back in that house and not talk to us no more.”

“Yeah, if you don’t care nothing about yourself, at least think of us. Hobbs would kill us dead for talking to you.” Oshie looked at me like I had some kind of disease.

I opened my mouth to argue with them about how Hobbs wasn’t and couldn’t be like they said, but I saw in them boys a truth that couldn’t be denied. I nodded and turned, but something stopped me dead in my tracks, and I whipped back around.

“I ain’t like that. My mama taught me manners and how to treat folks when they offered me good Christian thoughts.”

Oshie puffed up. “We don’t need your Christian thoughts.”

Tears stung the back of my throat.

Maynard took a step forward. “It ain’t got a thing to do with you, Mrs. Pritchard.”

And there it was, the Mrs. part. I was changed whether I wanted to be or not. I only nodded and went back to the house, where I dumped the food in the trash. It was a pure sin with so many souls hungry, but them boys were too proud and stubborn to take my kindness.
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Hobbs was in the habit of sleeping a big part of Saturday and Sunday. This was probably caused from his late hours. The weekend seemed to always bring some emergency that called him away to a neighboring farm. And so I wasn’t a bit surprised to see a man standing outside one chilly Saturday at dusk.

“Who is that out in the drive, Hobbs?”

Hobbs stood behind me to look out the window. He smelled like pine trees. I leaned back against him. For a second, he relaxed into me. “That’s Harper Wallace. He works for me. There must be some kind of trouble.” He pushed me away with a light touch.

“What kind of trouble is it this time?” My words had a tired, run-down sound.

Hobbs’s look turned dark and he wrapped his large hand around my wrist, pulling me close to his face. “You got some kind of attitude? My business ain’t your problem. I told you there was trouble. That’s all I need to say.”

My throat closed. Why couldn’t I keep my mouth shut?

His grip tightened. He could snap my bone without much effort. “I work while you sit around this house doing nothing much, some little colored girl cleaning. Just shut up and leave me alone.” His fingers left prints on my skin.

Part of me wanted to tell him that he could go to hell. The other part wanted him to be the man I met in Asheville, the one who saved me from a life of serving.

“Now, don’t go getting your feelings hurt, or I’ll have to stay here and love on you. My work will go down the drain. We got to have money.”

“Go on and look after things.” In that instant, I wanted him to leave and not come back.

“Don’t worry, now. I’ll be back before sunup and I’ll wake you.”

And he was true to his word.

•   •   •

Hobbs crawled into bed around dawn, giving me whiskey kisses. I tolerated it until he turned over on his back and snored louder than ever. Men drank and women turned their heads. Mama and Daddy taught me that.

That’s when I decided I would go visit the First Episcopal Church of Black Mountain. I thought it was funny that such a small town would have a first anything since they didn’t even have a second. I was missing that old soup line back at home something terrible. See, when I was there I had a purpose, a reason to put my feet on the floor each morning. Shoot, on most days on the mountain, I could have crawled back in the bed after Hobbs left and stayed all day. Nobody cared. All I did was wander around that big house all day, dusting a few trinkets, sweeping a floor, and cooking supper. There wasn’t even any mending to be done or a book to read.
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“Pull up a rocker and gaze into the hills at SundOWRS
Qld-time front porch storytelling unfolds in this darky
twisted tale where hardscrabble lives, murderous:

ts, and ghosts intersect on a mysterious
mountain.” —BETH HOFFMAN,
Netw York Times bestselling author of
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