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After Eli

Terry Kay




For Tommie, who has endured and loved and believed




Everything that deceives may be said to enchant

—Plato




1

FOR TWO DAYS the Irishman had watched the house and waited.

The house was below him, on a flat shelf of land that spilled off the mountain like the after-matter of an ancient volcano. A stream, as slender and wild as a break of lightning, curled from the mountain around the house, turning sharply below the shelf. In the sun—when the sun was high—the stream glittered like a silver necklace dangling from a throat of trees. He knew the water would be cold and sweet and clean.

The house was old. Its unpainted lap-plant siding had darkened into weathered ribs and the roof was covered with rusting sheet tin. The spine of the roof sagged in the center. The front of the house had a porch, full-length, covering the front door and windows like a lip. The two side windows were small and high in the walls; windows made for seeing out, not in. There were two chimneys, holding the house between them like bookends. He had seen smoke from only one of the chimneys; it would be from the kitchen.

There were three other buildings: a barn, a corncrib, and an outhouse. And a well, sheltered by a roof of wood shingles. A barbed-wire fence looped in a circle from the back of the barn, crossed the stream, and disappeared into a windbreak of pines. He had seen a cow and a calf and two mules in the pasture, and pigs in a slab fence outside the wire fence. There were chickens, also, but no dog. It was strange there was no dog.

In the two days he had watched the house from the mountain, the Irishman had noticed only one man and a woman there. He knew they were young—not long married, he believed. In the mornings, the man walked to the side of the road at the foot of his house, where the shelf fell into a strip of level valley, and waited for a truck. The truck was filled with other men who seemed tired and methodical. In the late afternoon, before sundown, the truck returned, slowing but not quite stopping, and the man slipped from its tailgate and walked to the house without looking back. Sawmill hands, the Irishman decided. In the day, from where he camped on the mountain, he had heard the dull, ringing cry of saw blades from far away.

The woman was not often outside. On the first day the Irishman had seen her at the well, dressed only in her slip. She seemed thin. Her elbows were drawn into her sides, and her shoulders were stooped. The silk shine of her slip flashed like frost in the sunlight and the Irishman remembered a woman in another place, whose body had signaled to him its unending secrets. She, too, had been thin.

* * *

He did not know why the house had stopped and held him for two days. He was tired, he knew that. And the rest had refreshed him. But it was more than being tired. It was the house itself. The house intrigued him. It yearned to speak, and he could not leave until it did. A soft and distant music played in the Irishman when he watched the house. It had the sound of a single lute, with high, splitting notes breaking into soprano voices and the soprano voices were whispering secrets to him. There was something about the house. Yes. And the voices would tell him. He knew the voices would tell him if he did not hurry them. The voices had always told him, and he trusted them. The Irishman knew patience. Patience was his artistry and his genius.

He sat on the ledge of the mountain, protected from the March wind by a granite cave, and waited for the house to trust him with its secrets. He did not know where he was in the great Appalachian range. North Carolina, he thought. Perhaps Georgia. The mountains were brown and borderless and he had traveled for weeks through small villages huddled to themselves like vagrants needing companionship. He himself was a vagrant, skilled only in his patience and in his gift for belonging to the moment and place of his wandering. It was his nourishment and his way of survival in the lean years of the late thirties, and the Gypsy urge that led him from village to village became a life that was both poetic and cruel. He lived as animals live, with intense calculation and with an unerring sense of the indefinable world scurrying about him like so many bugs.

Then, late in the afternoon of the second day, the Irishman knew he had waited long enough.

* * *

He stood on the road before the house at the last finger of sunlight, when the mountains were caught in the cupped dome of gray coolness. He wore his knapsack loosely over his left shoulder and carried in his right hand a walking stick with an intricate carving of a gargoyle on the knob. He waited until the man had closed the barn door and was walking back to his house with the pail of milk.

“Ho, there, friend,” the Irishman called cheerfully.

The man whirled quickly toward the voice. The milkpail shook in his hand. He stared at the stranger on the road, but did not speak.

“Ah, I’ve put the fright in you, I have,” the Irishman said. “I’ll be askin’ your forgiveness.”

“No need,” the man replied weakly. “Wadn’t expectin’ nobody out here.”

The Irishman dropped his knapsack from his shoulder and pushed his left hand into the small of his back.

“Fact of the matter, you’re a bit better off than I am,” he said. “Leastways, you’re knowin’ where ‘here’ is, and I could be standin’ at the pearly gates with a hand-printed invitation and still be turned about.”

“Where you headed?” The question was timidly asked.

“By and by, I’m hopin’ it’s to Atlanta and then on to sunny Florida,” the Irishman answered. He laughed and added, “That is, if I’m even in the right part of the blessed globe.”

The man stared at him. The fear in his eyes faded. He said, “You goin’ to Atlanta from here, you better grow you some wings. Take you a couple of days on foot just to get in the right direction.”

The Irishman sensed the relaxation. He could see a smile playing across the man’s face. The man was younger than he had thought, perhaps twenty.

“No doubtin’ it,” the Irishman cried comically. “It’s the luck I’m havin’, and you’d think an Irishman would be a bit more blessed than that, now wouldn’t you?”

The man grinned broadly. He looked quickly toward his house, then back to the Irishman.

“That’s what you are, ain’t it?” he said. “Knowed it was somethin’ other’n what’s around here. You Irish from over in Ireland?”

The Irishman extended his arms above his head and lifted one leg in the air.

“Just the same as you, my friend. Same as the Good Father made Adam himself. Arms, legs. Two apiece.”

The man looked again toward his house and the Irishman followed his eyes. He could see the woman standing in the shadows of the screen door like an abstract painting.

“Well, friend, good to speak to you,” the Irishman said. “If you’d be kind enough to point the way, I’ll be off, thinkin’ about pickin’ up some wings along the way.”

The man hesitated. He switched the milkpail into his other hand.

“Late to be travelin’,” he said. “You want, you can put up here in the barn tonight and share some supper with the wife and me.”

The Irishman reached for his knapsack. He counted the pause between the invitation and his movements. It was an old cadence with him, like a rhythmic dance. Then he shook his head easily and lifted the knapsack to his shoulder.

“Good of you to offer, friend, but it’d be burdensome, it would, what with the times bein’ bad, and that’s somethin’ Michael O’Rear won’t see happenin’.”

The man did not answer immediately. He looked again toward his house, toward his wife.

“Ain’t no trouble,” he replied suddenly. “Not if you don’t mind some spare eatin’. Ain’t much. The wife’s been a little sick and I ain’t pushed her to put much on the table.”

The Irishman smiled. He kicked playfully at a rock in the road. He looked away into the darkening mountains, as though contemplating the offer, then turned back to the man.

“Well, you’re a sight kinder than I’m thinkin’ I’d be under the circumstances,” he admitted. “But I’d be lyin’ if I didn’t say it sounded good, me bein’ weary and longin’ for human company to share some words with.”

A boy’s satisfaction fluttered across the man’s face. He said, “Caufield’s the name. Lester Caufield.”

“And me you call Michael,” the Irishman replied.

* * *

To Lester Caufield, who was easily impressed, Michael O’Rear was impressive.

Michael laughed and told tales that could have been read from books of stories. He had a voice that was thunder from a cave and whisper from the wind, and his words sounded like a poem read by an actor, or a preacher’s prayer skimming about in space in search of God. And words. Irish words. Like music.

And there was another thing about Michael O’Rear: You believed him. It was more than what he said, it was the way he looked into you when he said it. Lester had never seen such eyes. They changed with his voice, like seasons, and Lester knew they were eyes that had seen farther across sadness and joy than any other man had ever seen. Michael’s eyes danced, then softened. And they looked into you. Into you.

Lester Caufield found in Michael an immediate friend, and felt wholly comfortable with him. Michael had been a merry guest at supper. He had praised the meager meal with soft blessings of wonder and gratitude. He had spoken of faraway places, of homes and suppers in other mountains, and of how it was possible to sit at another man’s table and feel the pulse of his life. And he was gentle. Lester liked the gentleness, and he had seen the same wonder in his wife’s silent, watching face. Michael had spoken her name—Mary—with a broken syllable that rolled musically from his mouth. “May-rie,” he had said. “May-rie.”

After the supper Lester had taken a jar of whiskey from a pie safe and motioned for Michael to follow him to the front porch. Lester sat in a straight-back chair and Michael slipped to the porch floor, leaning against the doorjamb with his shoulder, his legs stretched and crossed comfortably at the ankles. Lester read Michael’s face as he stared into the pit of the wooded night. There was melancholy in Michael’s eyes; he seemed to be seeing into another mountain in another place.

“You come along at a good time,” Lester said, offering the jar of whiskey.

“And it’s luck, I’m thinkin’,” replied Michael. “I’ve been long enough on the road, wanderin’, with no one to talk to but my own good self and the creatures.” He swallowed from the jar. The homemade whiskey was sharp and strong. He laughed and his body shook. He added, “Trouble is, the creatures come to makin’ more sense of it all than I did.”

Lester nodded. “Creatures ain’t bothered by things,” he said philosophically. “May be why they make sense.”

“True enough,” agreed Michael. “I’ve thought the same myself, many’s the time.” He pointed with his hand toward the woods. “See that squirrel nest in that oak? About halfway up.”

“Yeah. They all over the place,” Lester answered.

“I’ve been lookin’ at them for the last few days,” Michael confessed. “Think about squirrels. They build and stay put. Most of the men I’ve known, they wander all over.” He looked at the whiskey jar in his hand and swallowed again. “You’re a good man, Lester Caufield,” he whispered. “A good man. You and your Mary. Takin’ in a stranger to feed and bed in hard times. Not many you’ll find in the mountains who’d do such. I know. I’m a travelin’ man who’s been on the ups and downs. You’re good people, you are.”

“My daddy always told me don’t never open the door to somebody you don’t know,” Lester admitted, “but it seems right to me to be neighborly.”

“No, I’ll be havin’ none of that,” argued Michael. “It’s more’n bein’ neighborly. You’re out of the ordinary. You’re what the Irish would call righteous.”

Lester laughed.

“Somebody ought to tell the preacher that,” he replied lightly. “Don’t reckon the preacher thinks so. Especially about me. The wife, she’s a churchgoer.” He leaned his chair close to Michael and whispered, “Reason she ain’t out here. She don’t take to drinkin’. Says it’s first-rate sin. But this jar was give to me by my cousin as a weddin’ present and I couldn’t just drain it out. Reckon I knew somebody’d come along to help with it.” He leaned back and looked up into the night. “Well, hell, she ain’t no more’n a girl yet,” he mused. “Me and her been wed a month now, I reckon. She ain’t used to takin’ me, if you know what I mean, especially when I have me a drink or two. She’s scared to death I’m gonna get up for a hunk and split her wide open.”

Michael did not answer. He lit a short-stemmed pipe and smiled and nodded and continued to stare into the darkness. He could hear Mary in the kitchen. He thought of Lester pushing himself into her and his body tensed. He remembered watching her from the mountain and the frost color of her slip.

“Matter of fact, you pass along that jar and I’ll take me a sip right now,” Lester again whispered. “Don’t make a damn to me what she says. I’m feelin’ good for the first time in days, and tomorrow’s Saturday and I ain’t goin’ to work. I don’t take a drink while you around, ain’t no way I’ll get to. She’s started throwing a fit if I do it by myself.”

Michael handed him the jar and Lester wiped his sleeve across the mouth and turned it up to his lips. He swallowed twice.

“Good, ain’t it?” Lester said proudly.

“True enough, it is.”

Michael could feel the music flowing inside him and the soprano voices ringing in his head. And then the night rushed through him like a ghost and he could sense the singing of small night animals and the cooling, green perfume of grasses and trees breaking through the membrane of early spring. He breathed deeply, suddenly, filling his lungs. The house seemed to rise and yawn and enfold him. The voices were becoming a scream.

“Know what I been sittin’ here thinkin’ about?” Lester asked easily. “Come to me at supper, out of the blue. I been thinkin’ how you seem like a fellow who used to live around here.”

The screaming in Michael stopped abruptly.

“Another Irishman in these parts?” he asked lightly.

“Wadn’t no Irishman, far as I know, though I reckon there’s the blood around,” answered Lester. “He was reared around here. I recall him from when I was a boy, and I heard tell a lot about him since. He used to be somethin’. Told some good tales. I reckon he left for good seven, eight years ago. Some say he’s dead. Some say he ain’t.”

“A wanderin’ man, he was?”

Lester nodded and swallowed again from the whiskey.

“I reckon he was more’n that, you get right down to it,” he replied. “From what I hear tell, ol’ Eli was about anythin’ you could think of. He was a charmer, all right, but meaner’n the Devil hisself, if he had to be.”

“Fact is, I’ve been called the same,” Michael said brightly.

“Well, I be damn,” exclaimed Lester. “Sounds like I’m callin’ you names, don’t it? Don’t mean it that way. I mean Eli was a talker, made people feel right. That’s what I mean. Same way you do. And he was always smilin’, same as you. You ask anybody around here, they’ll tell you. Way I remember him, he even had the same kind of easy look you got.” He laughed. “Hell, down in Yale they’d probably throw you in jail for bein’ like Eli.”

“Then I’ll stay out of Yale, wherever it is,” Michael replied.

Lester giggled. He toyed with the jar of whiskey.

“Just goin’ on with you,” he said. “Don’t make no difference what Eli done, he was a man to listen to.” He paused. “Ain’t thought about him in years,” he added.

“Well, no offense taken, friend,” Michael said. “It’s true enough, I’m a talker. Proud of it, if you twist the fact out of me. It’s the way I’ve made my way, everythin’ from readin’ Milton to little ladies on the tent Chautauqua to—”

“What’s that?” Lester asked innocently.

“The tent Chautauqua. It was like a travelin’ show. Music and actors doin’ plays and readin’s. Died out about ten years ago, I’d say, what with radio and the Depression. But it was somethin’ to see, Lester Caufield. Somethin’, all right. Me, I’d be readin’ from some good Irish poet, or actin’ in a play, and the ladies would be swoonin’ and the nights were lovely, they were. Not been the same since. Little left that I can find but some carnival barkin’ at the circus.”

“Never run across it,” Lester confessed. “Only thing around here’s some revivals, and when that ain’t on, some drinkin’ done down at Pullen’s, down in town.”

“Times change,” Michael said simply. “Maybe your friend took off on some tent circuit of his own likin’.”

“Eli? Don’t nobody know, I reckon. He wadn’t Irish, I reckon, but he had him a streak. Tale around the hills is he come back home last time with a whole suitcase of money he stole somewheres. Hid it on that farm of his—down the road five or six miles—and then he lit out again. But that was some time ago, like I said. He ain’t come back since.”

Michael shifted his weight, leaning forward from the doorjamb. He folded his arms around his knees and locked his right hand over his left wrist. His eyes sparkled quickly and played across Lester’s face.

“Ah, a buried treasure, it is?” he said. His voice had the exuberance of a child’s question.

Lester nodded and returned a child’s smile. He glanced over Michael’s shoulder through the screen door, then motioned Michael closer with his head and whispered, “Them Pettit women say it ain’t so, but ain’t nobody believes ’em. They’s been some snoopin’ around, times bein’ what they are, but ain’t nobody found nothin’. Harley Nixon tells around how he got shot at one night, thinkin’ they was gone, but them women don’t leave the place all at one time, not even goin’ to church.”

Michael returned the whisper: “Is it a goodly sum?” he asked.

“What they say. Ten thousand dollars, some say. Five thousand, according to others. Word is Eli took it from a bank up in Kentucky, but don’t nobody know for certain. Way he talked, he could’ve been lyin’ just for the hell of it. Eli loved to do his talkin’ and word is he told around that it was hid in his luck place. But that was the way Eli was.”

Michael could sense a drama moving in his mind. Flashes of a house he had never seen, of faces, of secret, hidden places. His heart pumped hard against the muscles of his throat and he could feel the palms of his hands warming.

“And the women?” asked Michael, forcing his voice low.

“Couldn’t call ’em all women, I reckon,” replied Lester. “I ain’t seen ’em in a while, but there’s Eli’s wife—Rachel, she’s named. And there’s Sarah, the daughter. I expect she’s sixteen or seventeen now, a couple of years younger’n my Mary. Always been a little weak, like Mary.”

“Just the two of them?”

Lester shook his head and laughed sharply. He sipped from the whiskey, smacking and sighing as he swallowed.

“One more,” he said. “Dora. She’s the sister to Rachel. Old maid. Tale is, she’s the one you got to watch out for. Keeps a shotgun handy and damn well knows how to use it. Besides, she’s quaint, I hear tell.”

“Quaint?”

Lester shrugged his shoulders. He rolled the whiskey jar in his hands and thought about his answer.

“Well, maybe that ain’t the way to say it,” he replied. “She’s always starin’. Got a mean eye. Meaner’n Hell.” He laughed. “Reckon that’s the reason she never got no man. That’d be more’n a man could stomach, wakin’ up every mornin’ to some woman starin’ a hole through him.” He laughed again.

A chill ran through Michael. He could feel the glare of a woman’s face.

“But, hell, it wouldn’t be that I’d be scared of,” Lester added. “It’d be that damned ol’ shotgun. I’d be careful, I was you. You got to go by when you light out in the mornin’, if you goin’ on down to Hiawassee.” He snickered gleefully. “Don’t you go strayin’ none when you pass that house off the road, say five or six miles on down. You’ll see it. Sets up on a little hill in a bunch of oaks. First farm down the road is Floyd Crider’s; next one is the Pettits’. Ol’ Floyd ain’t gonna do nothin’ more’n wave his hand. I ain’t givin’ you no promise on them women.” He snickered again.

Michael’s inner eye framed the image of three women, and his mind repeated their names—Rachel, Sarah, Dora. He said, “It’s a good thing there’s some fear in them, I’m thinkin’. Women livin’ alone could be in the Devil’s danger if they’re not careful what’s about them.”

“And them women could be what the Devil’s danger is,” Lester replied, snorting into the mouth of the jar. He shook his head lazily and stretched his shoulders against the hard brace of the chair. The whiskey had entered his mind and muscles and the night was becoming heavy. He rubbed his hands over his eyes and yawned. “Anyhow,” he added, “it’s somethin’ how much you put me in mind of Eli, what I recall of him.”

“Well, I take that as a compliment, all but the part about him bein’ a rogue, that is,” Michael replied. “That part I’ll leave to the next traveler down the road.”

Lester laughed suddenly. He hiccupped and his eyes floated sleepily to Michael.

“Yes?” Michael said.

“I was just thinkin’ how you was lucky to come walkin’ up here instead of up to the Pettits’ place,” Lester mumbled. “Dora might’ve blowed you to kingdom come before you got the chance to say hello.”

Michael pulled himself from the floor of the porch, smiling at the thought.

“Now that’s the truth,” he agreed. “That’s the truth. Maybe my luck’s changin’, and it’s luck I’ve been livin’ by all these long years, Lester Caufield. Pure luck.”

* * *

He did not have a watch, but Michael knew by the ticking of his patience that it was after midnight. He had planned carefully. It was time.

He rolled quietly from the cushion of straw and folded his bedding neatly and tied it beneath the top flap of his knapsack. He then pushed the straw back into the stack—a habit of erasing where he had been.

He stepped silently across the barn and slipped out of the door into the barnyard. There was only a rim of a moon, like a silver scratch. It was cold and dark, the kind of darkness he needed.

Luck, he thought. Yes, blessed luck, as he had said to Lester. There was no dog to worry about. Nothing for warning. That was first. And it was Friday. Being Friday would give him time. The rest would be simple. He had studied the door carefully; it would be no trouble. And there would be time to follow the stream and lose himself in the mountains before Monday morning and the truck of men.

He placed his knapsack and walking stick at the foot of the steps leading to the porch. He took the steps slowly, pushing his weight on the supports. Then he was across the porch and at the door. He reached for the knife scabbarded to his belt. He slipped the blade between the doorjamb and lock and pried gently. The door broke open without a sound.

He was inside, moving in a crouch, skimming the room with his fingers. The bedroom was before him, its door open. He could hear the heavy breathing of whiskey sleep rising from Lester. He wondered if Lester had taken his wife.

Michael smiled. A pleasing Irish melody rose in the back of his throat and the words flowed into his seeing like sheet music—“I have loved you with poems… I have loved you with daisies… I have loved you with everything but love…” The music was a serenade of joyful sadness and it filled Michael with memories. His skin tingled with a rush of excitement. He stood at the bedroom door and stepped lightly to the foot of the bed. Lester was asleep on his left side, his right arm tucked against his chest. Mary lay beside. She was awake. She stared at Michael in horror, unable to move or to make a sound. Michael winked and warned her with a low, hissing “Shhhhh.” He bent to Lester, catching him on the shoulder with his left hand, rolling him quickly, the knife in his right hand flashing in one clean stroke through Lester’s throat. Lester’s body quivered. The blood gurgled and spewed as Michael rolled him onto the floor. He turned to Mary, whose open mouth was frozen in a mute scream, and the Irish melody in his own throat escaped in a hum.

“Well, now, you’re a lovely sight, close up, you are,” Michael said softly, easing onto the bed with his knees. “Young as the mornin’, you are. Just the thing a man would be needin’ before he’s up and off.”

He moved effortlessly across the bed, singing quietly to himself as he worked, casually pulling away the bedcovers with his left hand, playing with her flannel nightgown with the tip of the knife blade. He was unhurried, almost gentle, as he slipped the blade into the gown and slit it open.

The smile in his face faded as he looked at Mary’s body.

“You’re a sickly one,” he said bluntly. “Not tit enough to feed a sparrow.” He smiled again as his left hand swept lightly over her breasts, tipping the tiny pink nipples. “But it’s not tit I’m in favor of,” he added. “Not when there’s more for the havin’.” His hand dropped to Mary’s underpants and he tore at them roughly, lifting her from the bed. The knife whipped quickly, slashing at the garment, and then his hand was on the soft feather hair and his fingers were gouging at the tight opening.

Mary cried at last.




2

THE BOY WAS SITTING on the back of the moving wagon, slumped forward at the shoulders as an old man would sit. His elbows pushed into his thighs and his fingers laced his hands together like bootstrings. His legs dangled from the bed of the wagon and he wagged them unconsciously in small air steps as he stared between his knees at the grass bridge in the center of the hard dirt road, unrolling in a pale green ribbon beneath the spoked wheels of the wagon. There was no expression on his face.

The boy’s father sat up front on a plank seat hooked to the side gates of the wagon. He had a thin back and he, too, was slumped forward, exactly like the boy, but his feet were propped on the front gate of the body and he held the rope reins of the two mules loosely in his hands. The wagon between the boy and his father, sitting with their backs to one another, was empty except for two axes and a large fertilizer sack filled with sweet potatoes.

* * *

Rachel Pettit stood at the front window of her house and watched the wagon moving slowly along the road. She knew it was Wednesday. Floyd Crider was a calendar. If it did not rain, he arrived always on Wednesday, always in the same hour, always at the same languid pace, always in the same hesitant mood. Floyd intrigued her. She was grateful for his attention and his concern, yet he intrigued her because, of all the men she knew, he was the most guarded and private. He was a male Crider and that was the way of the male Criders, as though it had been bred into them; it was a substance in their blood, passed down from generations in the darkness of mating. If you were a male Crider, you were born to silence and to a hollow, distant face with eyes covered by a dull film of surrender. And if you were a male Crider, you did not change. You lived and died in a monotone that was as empty as a sigh.

But Floyd had been a caring neighbor. Since Eli had disappeared, Rachel had learned to depend on Floyd for the safe man-presence he offered, as well as for the occasional man’s work demanded by the farm. His sense of obligation, sealed by the common borders of their land, was as absolute as an Old Testament law: It was the work of good deeds to watch and to help. And slowly, Rachel had learned Floyd well. She did not impose; she waited. She would not speak until Floyd spoke. She would not ask his advice about the farm until Floyd insisted that he be allowed to help. And she never spoke of Eli. To speak of Eli would have been to whimper and she could not whimper before Floyd.

Each Wednesday, when it did not rain, Floyd escaped the unending oppression of his failing land and made a visit to the town of Yale, and it was his habit to stop at the home of Rachel Pettit. Each Wednesday Rachel would hear the wagon, and she would stand behind the curtain of the window in the front room and watch as Floyd stopped his wagon fifty yards away at the mouth of the road turning into her house. He would sit and observe the house, expecting Rachel, or Dora, or Sarah, to greet him. He would sit and become uncomfortable and remove his hat and fan the air into his face. But he never looked at the boy, though the boy was always with him, always sitting in the back of the wagon, looking down.

And then Floyd would cup his hands to his mouth and call out: “Ho, anybody home?”

Rachel would not answer him at first call. Never at first call.

“Yo-hoo. Anybody home? Rachel? You there?”

In all the years, Rachel had always been there.

* * *

“Yo-hoo. Anybody home? Rachel? You there?”

Rachel stepped to the screen door. She knew Floyd could not see her from the road. She called, “That you, Floyd?”

“Yes’m. It’s Wednesday.”

Rachel pushed open the door and stood beneath the frame of the doorway.

“Mornin’, Floyd. Jack. Come on up. We’re all here,” she replied.

Floyd clucked to the mules and pulled them into the narrow road leading to the house. He stopped the mules at the edge of the yard and tied the rope reins to the hand brake. He then climbed slowly off the wagon, using the front wheel for steps.

“Thought somethin’ might’ve been wrong when you didn’t answer right off,” Floyd drawled, looking beyond Rachel. It was one thing Rachel had long known; Floyd could not look into her eyes when he spoke.

“Nothin’s wrong, Floyd,” replied Rachel. “I was in the back of the house. Didn’t realize it was Wednesday again. Week’s gone fast.”

“Time gets by and you don’t know it, I reckon,” Floyd said. “It sure does. More I live, the faster it goes. A man don’t know how little time he’s got unless he’s got a little age on him.” He nodded authoritatively and mumbled, “Uh-huh, uh-huh.”

Rachel moved to the corner of the porch, above the steps. She leaned against a support post.

“Y’all all right?” she asked. “Mama Ada feelin’ better?”

“Doin’ good. Doin’ good. Have to help Mama around a little bit, but she’s feelin’ good. Sure is. Y’all all right?”

“Fine, Floyd. Fine. Sarah and Dora’s out back, workin’ out there in the garden.”

“Keeps me worried, y’all bein’ up here all alone,” Floyd said.

“Nobody’s bothered us, Floyd.”

“Can’t tell, though. Sure can’t. Times bein’ hard.”

Rachel knew what he wanted to say but could not.

“It’s been two months since the Caufields was found,” she replied patiently. “Whoever done that must’ve passed on through.”

“Could be.”

“Well, we’re fine, Floyd.”

“Uh-huh.”

Floyd stood nervously beside his wagon. His fingers moved absently to the blouse of his overalls and he withdrew a tobacco sack. He began to build a cigarette with the precision of an artist, his long, hard fingers moving gently over the thin paper, cupping it, tapping it full with shredded tobacco leaf, folding it in a single twist. Rachel watched him, fascinated by his skill.

“Me’n the boy’s goin’ to town,” Floyd said as he lit the cigarette. “I heard tell there was a man wanted some oak shingles cut. Thought y’all might be needin’ somethin’. Maybe you got some quilts you want carried to the store.”

Rachel looked at Jack Crider sitting on the back of the wagon. He had not lifted his head. He seemed preoccupied.

“No,” she answered. “Nothin’ today, Floyd. I’m grateful, just the same.”

“Sure wish Dora wadn’t so dead set against lettin’ me and the boy cut up some wood for y’all,” Floyd said slowly. “Wouldn’t take us but a little while.”

Rachel smiled. She said, “Don’t suppose it’s hurtin’ us, Floyd.”

Floyd sucked smoke from his cigarette. He looked around the yard, his eyes carefully examining the buildings. He pinched the cigarette from his lips and dropped it and ground it into the dirt with his shoe heel.

“Almost forgot,” he said quickly. “Got a sack of sweet potatoes in the wagon. Me’n the boy finished cleanin’ out the hill a couple of days ago. Got more’n we can use.” He turned to the wagon before Rachel could reply and effortlessly lifted the heavy sack and shouldered it. Floyd was small and thin, but strong.

“You didn’t have to do that, Floyd,” Rachel protested.

“Wadn’t no need in lettin’ ’em go to waste.”

“I know they’re good. Sarah loves sweet potatoes.”

“We had us a heavy crop last year. Made up the biggest hill we ever had,” Floyd said. “Where you want me to put ’em?”

“You don’t mind, in the storeroom.”

Rachel watched Floyd nod and drop his eyes from her face. She knew him; yes, she knew him well. Part of his caring was overplanting his garden, though his sharing of goods was always spaced and calculated, presented with timid excuses of having more than needed for his own family. It had become a familiar ritual between them: the gift hurriedly offered like an embarrassment, countered by protest, then excuse, then acceptance. The two could have been players in a motion picture, repeating a memorized script. There was never any improvisation or invention; it was always the same.

Floyd followed Rachel to the screen door, waited for her to open it, then entered the house.

The house was wood-warm. Its walls and floors and ceilings had cured into the soft tan of time and use. The smell of wood smoke and cooked foods and cleaning soaps coated the house and expired from the walls like a living thing, a breath. But there was no odor of a man, nothing of the musk of the field laborer, or of the sweat brine of the sawmill hand. The breath of the house was sweeter, more delicate, like evenings of early spring flowers or the perfume of lilac water on hands. It was a house that belonged to three women and contained only their presence.

There were five main rooms to the house—the living room, the kitchen, and three bedrooms, one for each of the women. A narrow corridor led from the kitchen along the back of the house to the small sideroom used for storing canned goods and food supplies, and to Dora and Sarah’s bedrooms. The largest of the rooms, belonging to Rachel, was at the front of the house beside the living room. Rachel’s room was both bedroom and workroom. Two heavy quilt curtains had been tacked to the ceiling, almost precisely dividing the room. One side was for sleeping, the other for sewing and quilting. Most of the hours of Rachel’s life were spent in the divided halves of the room. Once there had been a door leading from her room onto the porch, but Floyd had boarded it, with Rachel’s permission. “Makes me feel some better,” Floyd had said flatly.

* * *

“House looks good,” Floyd said routinely as he walked through the living room into the kitchen and to the sideroom. It was more than a compliment; it was a litany spoken by a man who had helped build the house, had repaired it, tended it with a craftsman’s pride. It was something Floyd always said.

“Dora scrubbed the walls this week,” Rachel replied.

“She’s a worker,” acknowledged Floyd, placing the potatoes against the wall in the sideroom. He added, “Woman like Dora, she’ll scrub the wood off.” He blushed at his weak humor.

“She likes to keep busy,” Rachel said. “She and Sarah’s been out in the garden all mornin’.”

Floyd looked instinctively through the window of the kitchen. He saw Dora and Sarah working in a small, flat field beside the barn.

“Been a lot easier if she’d of let the boy come over and run the middlebuster,” he said. “Would’n’ve took but a couple of hours. Make a better garden, bein’ plowed deep.”

“Dora’s got her ways,” Rachel replied simply.

“Yes’m.”

“I appreciate the potatoes, Floyd. I’ll cook some tonight.”

Floyd shifted nervously on his feet. He said, “Long as I’m here, I might as well take a look at that well pulley. Make sure the boy done it right.” He looked at Rachel and then quickly away. “If it ain’t no trouble,” he added.

“No trouble at all,” Rachel answered. She had forgotten about Jack repairing the well pulley. It had been a month and Floyd had not mentioned it before. “But it’s fine,” she said. “Jack’s handy when it comes to fixin’ things.”

“He’s all right, I reckon.”

“You want to look it over, you can.”

Rachel opened the kitchen door and stepped into the backyard. Floyd followed. She crossed the yard to the well. Dora and Sarah stopped their work in the field and stared. Floyd lifted his hand, a pointed finger, in greeting. Sarah returned the wave timidly; Dora turned to her work with the heavy steel hoe.

“Sarah’s growin’ up,” Floyd said.

“She is,” agreed Rachel. “She’s a woman now. I wadn’t much older when I got married.”

Floyd nodded. He turned to the well and began examining it. He did not know why, but he had always thought of the well as Eli’s single triumph on his farm. Eli had battled for it, cutting through granite and clay, going deeper for water than anyone in the valley. He had used dynamite and a shovel and scoop bucket and had worked tirelessly. He would not listen to advice to move the well, not even a few feet. “This is where Rachel wants it,” he had declared, “and, by God, this is where it’ll be put, if I have to bore a hole to China.” He had persisted and one day his shovel had caved into an underground river as cold as winter. The next day Eli had called in every neighbor within five miles to sample his water.

Floyd had helped Eli cover the mouth of the well with a box of fieldstone, planked across the top by oak shelving. And then the windlass of chestnut, with the winch driven through the tight center eye of the wood’s age circles. The winch had a cog wheel with a drop wedge for locking the windlass and holding the bucket. It was the first windlass lock anyone in the valley had ever seen.

Floyd ran his hand over the lock and the windlass. The chestnut had been burned smooth by the rope. He dropped the bolt and locked the windlass and pulled with his weight against the rope, looped over the repaired pulley. The pulley was attached to a crossbar that Eli had cut from a blackgum and had nailed solidly beneath the roof of the shelter.

“Looks good,” Floyd judged. “I was rememberin’ when Eli dug out this well. Cut through some hard rock, but he done it. Got him the sweetest water in the mountains, to boot. Always like stoppin’ by for a drink.”

Rachel’s face opened quickly, like a blink, then closed. She was surprised. Floyd had not mentioned Eli by name in years, and she had always understood his silence; it was a matter of respect, of avoiding the absence in her life. At least she had always believed that. It could have been that Eli was an absence in Floyd’s life. He had been Floyd’s friend. It did not matter that Eli told other people fantasies to please them, he had always been truthful with Floyd.

“You helped Eli dig it,” she said, deliberately repeating her husband’s name.

Floyd dropped his head. He mumbled, “I was around. Hauled off the dirt over yonder where that fig bush is.”

Rachel stared at the bush. It was in full leaf. She remembered when Eli had planted it and had laughed that it was a stick and would never grow. But he would please her. If it was figs she wanted, it was figs she would have. The bush had survived and had grown an umbrella of limbs and leaves, and each year it pushed figs out of its covering like sweet bronze candy.

“That’s been a few years,” Floyd said, shaking his head philosophically.

“Yes,” whispered Rachel. Then: “Floyd, you worry too much about us.”

Floyd did not answer. He toyed with the bucket on the plank covering of the wellbox.

“Don’t think I’m not grateful, but we can take care,” Rachel added. “We have for a long time.”

Floyd nodded and looked across the yard to Dora and Sarah.

“Be good if y’all had a dog of some kind,” he said seriously. “Them Caufields didn’t have one. It got killed a couple of days earlier, I hear tell. Kicked by the mule.”

“Maybe,” answered Rachel. “But I don’t know what good it’d do. If Sarah didn’t spoil it lazy, Dora’d probably run it off.”

There was a pause, a taut silence stretching between them.

“I remember Eli likin’ dogs,” Floyd said softly.

Rachel was again surprised. Floyd had again spoken of Eli by name.

“You ever want one, let me know,” he added. “We got too many to keep fed, anyhow.”

“I will.”

Floyd wiped the sleeve of his forearm across his face. It was a nervous habit Rachel had recognized for years. It meant Floyd was ready to leave.

“Gettin’ on in the day,” he said. “Me’n the boy got to go on, I reckon. Maybe find that fellow wantin’ some shingles. I got some white oak cured out and a little bit of hickory.”

“I’m glad you stopped by, Floyd. I appreciate it,” Rachel told him.

She walked with him to the wagon. The boy was sitting exactly as he had been. Rachel spoke to him: “Tell your mama I said hello, Jack.” Jack nodded.

“You need anythin’, you send Sarah over,” Floyd said, untying the rope reins from the brake. It was another of their memorized lines.

“I will,” Rachel promised.

* * *

Rachel watched, arms folded, hugging her breasts, until the wagon rolled into the main road and disappeared around the knoll that had once been planted in corn. The sun was on her.

She lifted her face and closed her eyes and stood unmoving in the warmth. Her breasts felt full against her arms and she shuddered at a remembered touch that flashed through her body like a chill. She could see Eli in the translucent screen of her closed eyes, his face burning with laughter, the roar of his voice thundering inside her mind. His fingers were touching her lips, her face, her arms, her back. His mouth pulled from the brown vessels of her nipples and his hair was warm under her chin. Then his face fluttered and was gone and she could sense only the fevered heat of early summer. There were earth sounds around her, swirling in the undetectable rush of time, and she could feel something shrill piercing her, filling her.

* * *

Floyd did not see the man standing inside the gray-green of the wood’s shadows. Floyd’s eyes were fixed ahead, at the tip of the wagon tongue balanced between the two mules. He was thinking of Rachel Pettit. He had said too much to her, had been too insistent. He had spoken of Eli, which was not his right. His duty was as neighbor, but not to give advice. He crouched forward on the wagon seat, feeling the shame that he feared more than any other emotion. It was not right to pry, he told himself bitterly. It was never good to speak more than necessary. And he had. He did not know if he should return to the Pettit house. Or if he could.

* * *

The man stepped into the edge of the road after the wagon had passed, then quickly back into the undergrowth. He was not certain: Perhaps the boy sitting in the back of the wagon had seen him. The boy had looked up, then down again, but if he saw him, he did not react. Even if the boy had seen him, it could not have been clearly, not enough to recognize him again. For days, he had been careful not to be seen. It would be foolish to blunder after being so careful.

“Ah,” he said aloud, “don’t go rushin’ things, Michael O’Rear. You’ve work to do.”

He shrugged the sudden tightness from his shoulders and pulled at the bill of the cap on his head. Then he turned in the woods and started his slow climb back up the mountain. He began whistling. Softly. Gaily.
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MICHAEL STOOD WITHOUT moving and watched the rattlesnake.

He knew the snake could kill him; still, there was something majestic about it. It was coiled into a rope of thick muscle that quivered like a blood pulse and its tail hissed a sickening warning. The whirring of the rattles mesmerized Michael. It was as though the tail performed rites of a ceremony as ancient and dark as time. Circe’s magic, thought Michael. Sweet as death, the rattler’s song. The snake’s head danced against its swollen, dark body. Its mouth opened and closed in a white smile and its teeth glistened. Its red-string tongue slithered like a whip.

Michael was not afraid of the snake. It was an even match. The snake had quickness and its vial of poison and its Devil’s noise; he had size and strength and a pinning stick. The stick was long—six feet, at least—and Michael had trimmed one end into a fork, where two limbs had branched away.

He gouged gently at the snake’s head and whispered teasingly as he turned the stick in his hands: “Shhhhh. Be quiet, my little one. You’ll get your bite soon enough. Soon enough.”

The snake’s body tightened into a hard knot. Its head sank backward like a raised fist. Michael knew the snake would strike soon. He tapped above the snake’s head, then flipped the stick quickly and pushed hard, catching the snake behind the hard bone of its jaws. The snake’s body writhed, turned upside down, uncoiled, convulsed, fought hard to pull its trapped head free, and if not free, then off. The instinct for suicide in trapped animals was great and Michael knew it. He pushed steadily as he eased down the length of the stick to the snake.

“Easy up, now,” he said to the snake. “No need of fightin’ it. Not now. Not now. You lost it. Fair and square.”

The snake’s body lashed at the pinning stick, wrapping it in a death choke. Michael reached across the stick and caught the snake behind its flat jaws with his right hand. He squeezed hard with his fingers and the snake’s mouth gaped open and he could feel the long ribbon muscles contracting as the snake swallowed involuntarily. He stood, lifting the snake still coiled to the pinning stick.

“Ah, you’re a beauty,” Michael said proudly. “A four-footer, I’d wager, and you’ve killed your share, you have, of rats and lizards. Swallowed ’em up whole. And I’ve got another swallow for you.”

He chewed into the wad of tobacco leaf in his mouth, squashing it flat. He could feel the burn of the leaf against his tongue, and his mouth filled with saliva. Then he turned the snake’s head to him. He pinched the snake’s mouth open against the stick and spit the brown juice of tobacco deep into the snake’s throat. The snake’s head twisted angrily and its venom dripped from the tips of its teeth as the juice slipped into its body.
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