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			Praise for Prayers the Devil Answers

			“The writing in Prayers the Devil Answers is like the tale it tells: straight-forward, unadorned, and powerful. Set during the deep Depression, in an area very familiar to readers of Sharon McCrumb’s previous novels, this story of an ordinary woman thrust into the extraordinary role of sheriff moves forward with relentless momentum and stark beauty. McCrumb continues to mine gold from the hard-rock lives of those who call Appalachia home.”

			—William Kent Krueger, New York Times bestselling author

			“Prayers the Devil Answers is a rich, astonishing, marvelous book. With a superb eye for detail, Sharyn McCrumb masterfully captures the essence of Depression-era Appalachia, its rough beauty, its folklore, and most of all, its people. Suspenseful and gritty, this compelling tale of a determined young widow confronting heartbreak and impossible choices will resonate long after the final page.”

			—Jennifer Chiaverini, author of Mrs. Lincoln’s Dressmaker

			“Not only is McCrumb a masterful storyteller in the classic sense of the word, but her deep love and historical background of her native Appalachian ancestry create a tapestry to be relished by her readers. . . . In Prayers the Devil Answers, we get caught up in a vibrant and suspenseful tale of a woman’s courage, in a time and place we won’t soon forget.”

			—Bookreporter

			“Captivating in its scope and detail . . . an excellent exploration of one woman’s journey to save her family and find herself.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“Prayers the Devil Answers is both an indictment of those who would hold a woman back simply because of her gender and, at the same time, a celebration of what a person can do when faced with difficult circumstances and seemingly unsurmountable odds. McCrumb has given us just the woman to overcome those odds in the character of Ellie Robbins.”

			—A! Magazine for the Arts
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			For Laura Eleanor

		

	
		
			prologue

			Years later, after the tragedy, someone remembered the Dumb Supper and what had happened there. That was the cause of it, they said, because the ritual wasn’t a game after all. It really was magic, but magic has rules, and she broke them. Even when they call it a “senseless tragedy,” people always try to find a reason for it.

			The Dumb Supper.

			The young girls who lived up the mountain in Thorn Hollow only half believed in that ancient tradition—after all, the world had come through a terrible war and into a new century unlike any other that had ever been. Surely the old ways were gone. It was a new age: an era of motorcars and flying machines, telephones and talking pictures. In light of all this mechanized magic, the old superstitions were fading into half-forgotten memories. But these traditions had been around for a long time. People said that keeping some of the old ways was a sign that you honored your forebears. New century or not, country people still nailed horseshoes above the doorways of the house and barn—a hunk of cold iron to keep out the fairy folk and the restless spirits.

			The unsinkable Titanic went down in 1912, and Martha, the last passenger pigeon, died in 1914, but despite the changing world a few of the old ways lived on. The women in the remote mountain settlements still constructed homemade quilts out of old clothes and scraps of cloth, even though you could buy a factory-made bedspread from the mail-order catalogue for only a dollar or two. Some quilts bore intricate patterns that were centuries old. Long ago the ancestors of the mountain quilt makers had put those same designs on their coverlets, and if you looked far enough back into the origin of the tradition, those colorful geometric patterns once meant something. The designs were symbols of protection derived from ancient magic, put there to guard a loved one, perhaps a sleeping child, from whatever spirits walked abroad at night. But people had forgotten that. They kept putting the old patterns on the quilts just because that was the way their grandmothers and great-grandmothers had always made them.

			The Dumb Supper was another mountain tradition, so ancient that nobody remembered how or why it had started. Some said the custom began back over the water, where the quilt patterns came from, in the birthplaces of their pioneer ancestors: Scotland or Ireland or the north of England. When people left those places and sailed away to the New World, they took with them the old customs, the tales, the ballads and fiddle tunes, and the quilt patterns, because memories and traditions were all they had left to remind them of home. After a few generations in the Southern mountains the songs and the customs began to change, as the descendants of the first settlers adapted the old tunes and the old ways to a new place.

			Once a solemn ceremony intended to allow the living to contact the dead, the Dumb Supper took place on Samhain eve, when the barrier between here and the hereafter was at its weakest point. With time, as the pioneers died out and their descendants remembered the what but not the why, the tradition became watered down by other ideas, both foreign and modern.

			Although the tradition of the Dumb Supper had been passed down through many generations in the mountain communities, the women would tell you now that it was only a bit of fun. Similar rituals can be found in some form among young unmarried girls everywhere—that longing to settle what is for girls of sixteen life’s all-important question: Who will I marry? The practice was just a quaint variation of playing He loves me, he loves me not with daisy petals.

			It was only a fanciful party, people said, not really a sacred ceremony. Just an old wives’ tale, perhaps, but . . . Why not? What if it really worked? Don’t you want to know? Everybody had heard a story about a friend of a friend of a friend who had seen the image of her future husband at a Dumb Supper held in Virginia . . . Kentucky . . . southern Ohio. The details were vague, but the story was always the same. Maybe once in a while, for some people, it worked.
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			Only the community’s unmarried maidens observed the tradition of the Dumb Supper. Nobody else needed it. The single men never hosted one; either they did not believe in the art of prophecy, or, more likely, they weren’t much interested yet in the one question the rite was designed to answer. Sometimes, though, the county’s more spirited young bucks would turn up as guests at the Dumb Supper, out of curiosity or as a prank to frighten their sisters and cousins. More importantly, any unmarried fellow who had set his sights on a particular girl was expected to attend to assure his lady love that she was indeed spoken for. His attendance also staked the suitor’s claim publicly so that word of his intentions would get around, and then an engagement was expected to follow. The young men jokingly called the Dumb Supper “the prisoner’s last meal,” because if a fellow went to one, it marked the end of his carefree days as a bachelor.

			Days before the event, the girl who was being courted would give her sweetheart hints as to when and where the supper would take place, hoping that he would come. Expecting it, really. This was more guile than superstition: the girl knew that once the community learned that the young man had claimed her at the Dumb Supper, he was as good as caught.

			Frivolous party or solemn ritual, there were rules to be followed. Mountain lore decreed that a Dumb Supper could not be held at someone’s home; the participants had to find a remote, empty old house for the ceremony, or better still, a long-abandoned log cabin on some forgotten farmstead, being reclaimed by the forest. The farther it was from any neighbors, the better, because magic doesn’t happen in the noise and bustle of everyday life.

			The ritual didn’t have to take place on All Hallow’s Eve, as it had in olden times, but the moon had to be full, and the night warm enough for the girls to spend the dark hours in an abandoned, unheated dwelling. The ceremony must begin at midnight, even though that hour was only the threshold between days, not worlds.

			Once a suitable gathering place had been chosen, the young hostesses would spend the better part of the daylight hours making preparations for the meal. Somebody’s father or brother would bring six chairs and an old wooden table to the empty house; another one’s mother or older sister might contribute the cutlery or a starched white tablecloth. While the sun shone, the girls laughed and chattered as they went to and fro, bringing boxes containing the plates, the glasses, and the flatware, all borrowed from home. Late in the afternoon each girl would bring the food she had cooked herself —a pot of beans, salt pork and turnips, a pound cake, or whatever her family’s specialty was—that is, the same dishes they would have taken to a church supper. All these things were left in the kitchen or in a corner of the cabin, for the table would not be set, nor the food served until the stroke of midnight. Each girl tended to one setting at the table, although they would not be at the table themselves, nor using the plates and silver, nor eating any of the food. Generally, they skipped dinner altogether, perhaps from some dim memory that fasting preceded a ritual. The meal laid out at midnight was intended only for the guests, spectral or otherwise, and when the hostesses served the meal, they piled an equal amount of food on the plate of an invisible guest as they did for a mortal one.

			During the daylight hours, as they laughed and talked nineteen to the dozen, making the preparations for the night’s adventure, they kept an eye on the setting sun. After dark, all talking must cease. In order for the charm to work, they must keep an unbroken silence throughout the long hours of the evening until the ritual was ­complete.

			There were six girls that night at the abandoned cabin in Thorn Hollow: the Greer sisters, who had proposed the Dumb Supper to begin with, even though they were both as stout and plain as piglets, unlikely to attract the attention of any man, living or dead; Sarah, the minister’s daughter, who was only able to go because she’d told her parents she was staying the night at her best friend’s house, though, of course, the best friend Ann was also a participant; Aurelia, the girl who was considered by everyone, including herself, to be the beauty of the settlement, attended in order to see how many eager young men would turn up on her behalf, perhaps even adding to the evening’s excitement and the luster of her reputation by fighting one another over the single place at the table tended by her. Since it would be too dim in the candlelight to see anyone clearly, the beauty left the berry stain off her lips and the lampblack off her eyelids, but throughout the evening she made frequent use of the comb tucked in the pocket of her apron.

			The last girl among them was not particularly beautiful but not quite plain either. Small and dark-haired, she was a quiet girl who never had much to say for herself, always a follower of the more strong-minded ones in any gathering, and, although she laughed and talked easily among her close friends, she was painfully shy around strangers. No one expected any young man to turn up for her.

			The only thing unusual about the quiet girl was that her name was Celia, an uncommon name for then and there, chosen by her mother out of an old book of plays. As her contribution to the feast, Celia brought a pot of stew beans and fresh-baked cornbread. She was assigned the last place at the table after the others had already chosen where their suitors would sit.

			The dark came, and with it the necessary silence. Outside, the wind picked up and clouds scudded back and forth across the full moon. When the cabin became cold, the girls huddled together, wrapped in their wool shawls, staring into the flickering lamplight and wishing they could have a fire to keep warm by, but the Dumb Supper rules forbade it. Even so, they might have been tempted to light it, but that afternoon, after inspecting the premises, the father of the Greer sisters insisted that the fireplace not be lit. The stone chimney of the old cabin was crumbling and would no longer draw. The danger of an outbreak of fire was too great for them to risk using the fireplace. The night air was chilly, but the cold lantern light would have to do.

			Time stretched on as they waited for midnight, silent and still in the deserted cabin. Sarah, who had brought her father’s pocket watch along, went out into the moonlight every now and then to see how much time was left before the Dumb Supper would begin. (Lamplight would have done just as well to illuminate the watch face, but she welcomed the excuse to stretch her legs and go outside, away from the temptation of forgetting the rules and talking. Anyway, moonlight was more in keeping with the spirit of the ancient tradition.) Because the participants were forbidden to speak, or else all would be spoiled, Sarah would come back inside after checking the time and hold up her fingers to indicate what hour it was. At last she held up both hands, fingers spread. Then closing one fist, she raised only the forefinger of her right hand. Ten plus one. The girls looked at one another and smiled. Not long now.

			The last time Sarah came back, signaling that midnight had come, each of the girls picked up the dish of food she had brought from home and carried it to the table—walking backward. This was the other rule of the ritual; besides keeping silent, the girls had to do everything backward, never turning to face the table. Some of them had practiced at home, because it was awkward and difficult to walk backward with a bowl of food held behind your back without spilling it or tripping. They found that it was best to walk backward slowly until you came up against the edge of the table, then you bent backward and eased the bowl onto the table, careful not to turn around or drop it.

			They moved like shadows in the lantern light, as, one by one, they slid their platters and bowls to the center of the table. The practicing and the care they took to walk slowly served them well. No one spilled anything. That, too, might break the spell. Next they carried the earthenware water jug to the table, then the drinking gourds. Last, each girl carried a plate to the table, setting it at her appointed place, taking care not to turn and look as she did so. The last things put on the table were the knives, forks, and spoons. Each girl held the cutlery in one hand and felt behind her to locate the edge of the table and then the plate. Slowly and deliberately, each one eased the flatware into its proper place: fork on the left, knife and spoon on the right.

			Finally all was ready.

			Suddenly, a noise broke the silence, startling them all, and—careful not to look toward the table or to cry out in alarm—they peered over their shoulders to see what had made the sound. Nothing moved. They kept still and waited for something else to happen, but all stayed quiet. They looked at one another and shrugged. Perhaps it had been a mouse somewhere in the shadows. After a few more moments of listening, the girls went back to watching the doorway, hoping to hear the sound of arriving guests.

			At her place at the corner of the table farthest from the lantern, Celia had been holding her breath, hoping that no one would realize that she was responsible for the disturbance. When it happened she nearly cried out to let the others know, but, remembering the rule of silence, she bit her lip and waited. They would be so angry if they knew.

			She had tried to calm her nerves by adjusting the table setting, making sure that the plate was not too close to the edge, and that the flatware was neatly spaced on either side. When she reached behind her to straighten the knife beside the dinner plate, her hands were shaking. At the last instant, the knife slipped through her fingers, missing the chair, and striking the floor with a thump that echoed in the silence. When the others turned to see what made the sound, she slid the knife under the table with her foot, and then kept still, waiting for them to turn away again. After a few moments the others lost interest in the disruption, so she thought it might still be all right.

			When she was sure no one was looking, Celia bent her knees so that she could touch the floor, and reached down, feeling under the table for the knife. There it was, a few inches from the chair. She knew she ought to tell the others what had happened, so that they could end the ritual before it could jinx them, but she kept silent. If the others knew, they would scold her, and blame her for spoiling the evening. She blinked back tears. Why tell them anything? After all it was just a silly game. Why risk their wrath and spoil their fun over a simple mistake?

			Before she could make up her mind to speak, the first of the human guests arrived—Aurelia’s best beau, of course, and the grinning girls took hold of his arms and gently guided him backward to his appointed place at the table. Sarah’s young man came in a few minutes later and was seated next to the other suitor. The Dumb Supper had begun, and Celia’s chance to admit her mistake passed.

			While the others were paying attention to the young man, Celia made up her mind. She picked up the knife and wiped the blade on her skirt. Aurelia was smiling and hugging the others, overjoyed but careful to make no sound. No one noticed that Celia did not join in. No one noticed Celia much at all.

			She pushed the knife back into its proper place on the table, but, worried that she might drop it again and be found out, she turned and looked at the table—only for an instant—just to make sure that the knife was not too close to the table’s edge.

			The Dumb Supper went on without further incident. Sarah and Aurelia’s would-be suitors wolfed down the cold, unsalted food as if it were a feast, and grinned their approval, though, of course, the girls could not turn to see their expressions. The guests must eat and leave without a word or a sign to anyone. The girls whose sweethearts came were triumphant at this token of esteem; the other four chairs remained empty throughout the meal. Perhaps the ritual silence was a blessing after all; no one could make comments about the vacant chairs or boast of her own good fortune.

			At the end of the supper, still four hours from daybreak, the girls gathered up their plates and the leftover food, which had gone unclaimed, and set out for home, still keeping the silence for good measure.

			In the days afterward, when they did laugh and talk about the adventure, the two betrothed girls were careful not to say that no one had come for the others. Maybe someone had come for them. The ritual was a channel to old magic. It might have summoned phantom guests, invisible and silent, a sign that these girls had yet to meet their future husbands. That, too, could be good news—they might meet someone from outside the community, a rich and successful gentleman. Who knew? Perhaps these girls would be the fortunate ones after all. They might travel far from home to strange cities and distant places, instead of ending up right where they started as brides of eighteen: a worn-out woman, old at thirty-five and forever bound to a hardscrabble mountain farm.

			A year later, though, at Aurelia’s wedding to her dinner guest, Celia told one of the Greer girls about dropping the knife at the Dumb Supper.

			“Why didn’t you say something then?” asked Eunice Greer, wide-eyed with alarm.

			“Maybe no one will ever marry me,” she said a little sadly.

			The Greer girl nodded and managed to smile. “You’re young yet, Celia. You’ll meet someone one of these days.” But she was thinking that if the Dumb Supper really was a magic ritual, then worse than mere spinsterhood might come from that mistake.

		

	
		
			chapter one

			If you looked close enough, you could tell he wasn’t sleeping. This was something else. The sheet was rumpled and sweat-soaked from his thrashing in delirium. Sometimes he’d be burning up, and struggling to tear the covers away from himself. At other times he would shiver and moan, no matter how many quilts I put on the bed. All without waking up. No matter how often I wiped his forehead with a damp rag, beads of sweat still glistened on his brow, and when I spoke to him, he never seemed to hear. He would not come back from oblivion.

			He’s not even forty yet. That thought rose unbidden to my mind, and that’s when deep inside me I knew the truth that I would not admit or even think about. No matter how well I tended him or how much I cared, he was going to die. Soon.

			Soon.
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			I reckon things might have been different if we hadn’t moved to town. Times were hard for everybody these days. Mr. Hoover’s Depression had stretched on into President Roosevelt’s term with no end in sight, but the fate of the stock market did not matter to the likes of us, just as long as there were jobs nearby for Albert. But all the jobs were in town, which meant a whole new set of problems. At least if you lived out in the country, you might not have any ready money or store-bought goods, but nobody ever went cold or hungry. You could always be sure there would be logs for the woodstove and food to put on the table at suppertime. Country people could hunt the fields and forest for squirrels and rabbits, same as the red hawk did. A family could eat good on rabbit stew thickened with flour, cooked with carrots, taters, and onions from the garden. It cost little enough to keep a flock of chickens if you had land enough for them to forage on, which saved the cost of feed. Chickens would give you eggs and a good Sunday dinner every now and then. Looking back on it, I can see that the country was the best place to ride out hard times.

			Back then, though, moving to town seemed like the right thing to do. Albert’s cousin Willis worked in the machine shop of the railroad. When he came up the mountain for that summer’s dinner on the ground at the church cemetery, Albert asked him about jobs in town. The graveyard picnic was held to honor our dead kinfolk, but Albert said people ought to think about helping out the living, too. Willis saw the sense in that; he told Albert that if we were willing to move to town, he could get him hired on at the rail yard. After they talked it over, Albert asked me what I thought about it.

			To me a regular paycheck sounded like an answer to prayer.

			Ready money meant that we could buy food that didn’t grow on the farm—oranges, coffee beans, and sugar. Money meant shoes for the boys when they outgrew their old ones, and maybe a store-bought dress for myself every once in a while, or at least a home-stitched one made with cloth that hadn’t once been a flour sack. In town we might even manage to eat something for dinner besides stewed chicken or rabbit. I thought that if we could afford to eat pot roast once a week, maybe Albert could put on some weight, instead of having his ribs poking out, looking like a half-starved hound. With a little more meat on his bones, I hoped he wouldn’t catch so many of those head colds that made him cough and wheeze all the way through every winter.

			The town school would be better for the boys, too; no more one-room schoolhouse, where the teacher’s attention had to be split up eight different ways and there weren’t enough books to go around. People said that town schools had blackboards and books aplenty, and, best of all, they split the pupils up into different grades, so that they shared a class with schoolmates their own age, and there was one teacher for every single one of those classrooms. Eddie was bright, and, just like me, he loved to read, even if it was just those old dime novels about the Wild West. Georgie was still too little to read on his own, but he’d sit and listen as long as anybody cared to read to him from a storybook. I hoped that better schooling would help the boys go further in life than their daddy ever had. Albert could read and cipher well enough, but he wasn’t what you would call educated. Never had the chance, coming from where we did.

			Not that Albert was a bad man—he wasn’t. He worked long and hard, even when he was sick as a dog, with never a word of complaint, never drinking his paycheck away, or making wagers with it. Everybody saw him as rock-steady, but he was nearing middle age now, and it was plain that no matter how hard he worked he wouldn’t ever earn much more than it took to pay the bills and put food on the table. If it was the Lord’s will, I wanted a better life than that for Eddie and George, and maybe a town school would make the difference.

			I told Albert: “They could be anything; if they get good schooling and work as hard as you do, there’s no telling what they could do in life.”

			We went back and forth about it for most of the week, talking in hoarse whispers in the bed so as not to be overheard through the wall. Finally Albert sighed and said, “All right, Ellendor. If you’re dead set on it, why, we’ll go.”
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			Every time he moaned, I’d open my eyes and jerk back awake.

			Although I tried not to, every now and then I’d catch myself dozing off in the chair. Ever since he took sick, Albert had been in our bed alone, and for all that time I had sat in that chair and watched him every minute I wasn’t tending to the boys. I didn’t want him to wake up and find me gone, or be in need of something and have to do without. I kept on telling myself that he would wake up—any hour now, I thought, and then it became any day.

			But he didn’t.

			If there had been someone I could ask to come in and sit a spell with Albert while I got something to eat or to sleep a little in the boys’ room, it would have been a blessing. But I was on my own. Even Eddie was too young to watch over his daddy. I couldn’t bear to think of our boy keeping watch there alone, in case Albert should die while his son looked on. There might have been ladies I knew from church who would have sat with Albert so that I could rest, but I didn’t feel like I knew any of them well enough to go asking favors. They weren’t family. Cousin Willis was the only family we had in town, but he had no wife to be counted on, and besides, he had his job at the railroad yard taking up most of his time. Men are no use in a sickroom anyhow.

			I must have slept sometime, but I can’t remember doing it. I had worn the same clothes for days, not that it mattered compared to everything else. I kept thinking that surely Albert’s fever would break soon, and once the crisis had passed, I could go and tend to myself. For days I waited for him to begin to recover on his own, but instead he seemed to sink deeper into himself, shutting out food and water, light and sound. Shutting out the world, like he was getting ready to let go.

			I tried to pray every now and then, but it didn’t give me any comfort. I kept asking the Lord to let my husband wake up and come back to me, but gradually I began to realize that if God had answered my prayer, then His answer had been no.

			The time came when I was more afraid than hopeful. The practical side of me—the one that took me through hog killing and childbearing and doing without—told me that I ought to be thinking about a future without Albert, but I felt some kind of superstitious dread that if I started making plans for a life without him—if I so much as thought such a thing—then my acceptance of his fate would cause him to die. I know it was whistling in the dark to believe that if I didn’t plan ahead he would have to recover, but it gave me a feeling of control when in fact there wasn’t any. Things just happened, and nothing I could do would change what was meant to be.

			Finally, it felt like our little rented house had shrunk to just this one small room.
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			We knew that living in town meant we would have to pay rent, of course, but we were resigned to that. At least Albert and I had the sense to make the trip down the mountain to town to look things over before we went forward with our plans to move—no use wishing for something if you can’t make it so. Albert said it wasn’t as if we’d be cast alone among strangers. Cousin Willis had promised to look after us, at least at first.

			True to his word, Willis took Albert to work with him down at the railroad yard and managed to convince the shop foreman to hire him on. Albert was good with machinery. All the men in the Robbins family were—always tinkering with a broken clock or a misfiring gun. It just came naturally to them. I think they’d rather take a machine apart than to use it.

			When we knew he would have a job with the railroad, Willis took us down to see one of the deacons from church and explained about his country kinfolk who were fixing to move to town and needed a helping hand. We just stood there like geese and let him do all the talking. Well, we were new in town then.

			That church deacon said he thought there was more to religion than just praying, because the Lord told us to love one another, so he took it upon himself to help us find a place we could afford, which wasn’t much. He claimed he knew everybody in town, and that if there was a house to be had, he would find it for us. When we made our minds up to rent one of the houses the deacon showed us, Albert said that the fellow’s kindness made us beholden to him, so he reckoned that settled the question of where we would go to church. Country people pay what they owe—be it money or favors or meanness. Sugar for sugar; salt for salt.
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			It seemed like I sat there at the bedside for months instead of days. Sometimes I read the Bible, not so much for comfort as to forget all the other things I’d rather not worry about. I didn’t know how Albert had caught this illness, and that made me afraid that the rest of us would get it too. Georgie was too little to survive such a sickness; maybe Eddie was too. Back when I was still in school, during the Great War that was, an epidemic of influenza hit the big cities and the army camps across the country, and it wasn’t the old folks or the babies who mostly died. It was the soldiers, and strong, healthy people in their prime—like Albert was now. I worried, too, that I might be taken, but only because if I fell ill, there would be no one to look after the boys. It was for their sakes that I made myself eat when I fixed food for them, for I had no appetite and scarcely tasted anything that passed my lips.

			We were lucky, I suppose, for Albert was the only one of us who took sick. I didn’t feel fortunate, though, for I knew that whether the rest of us got sick or not, there were hard times ahead. Dying would be easier than what was to come. Quicker, anyhow.
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			When word got around that Albert and I were going away to live in town, the folks at our little mountain church prayed for us as if we were headed off to Abyssinia instead of just down the mountain and a few miles across the valley to a no-account whistle-stop railroad town.

			The town had sprung up at the turn of the century in that narrow river valley around the railroad shops. We had no money to buy land or lumber to build a place of our own, so, with the kind help of that church deacon, we resolved to take what we could get. I was hoping that we would find a house with indoor plumbing—I had heard about places in town having the privy and a bathtub right inside, in a little room of their own, with piped-in water that didn’t have to be boiled. But houses with marvels such as that belonged to the bankers and doctors and the foremen of the railroad shops—not to ordinary folk like us.

			After looking at half a dozen places, some hardly more than shacks, the deacon took us to an across-the-tracks place that wasn’t grand enough for any fancy plumbing, but that was why we could afford it in the first place. Instead of running water, the little house had a hand pump in the yard, which at least was better than an open well. There was a tin bath in a corner of the kitchen, but we had to fill it up with water that we heated on the stove. It took so much water to fill it that by the time we managed to heat enough water—a gallon at a time on the woodstove—the bath wasn’t more than lukewarm.

			A ways from the house on the woods side of the backyard sat an unpainted wooden outhouse. “Four rooms and a path,” Albert called it, trying to tease me out of my disappointment. I hadn’t uttered a word of complaint, but I guess he could see it on my face.

			We had seen the houses that were available, and most of them were beyond our means, so we settled on that four-room frame house a few yards from the railroad tracks. The place was small and in need of a coat of paint, but the kitchen had a cook stove, an old icebox, a pie safe, and an unvarnished pine table, which meant fewer things for us to buy. Above the dry sink, a little square of window overlooked the woods beyond the yard. What I liked best of all was that the kitchen was separate from the parlor. Next to it was a short hallway leading to two bedrooms opposite each other. We gave Eddie and George one of the rooms to share, and we took the bigger one across the hall. After all those years of being cooped up on the farm with the in-laws, I could scarcely imagine any more privacy than that.

			We were happy to finally have some privacy, even after all the years that we’d been man and wife. It was better than having a kitchen all to myself.

			Another disappointment for me, besides the lack of plumbing, was the fact that the house wasn’t wired up for power, either, but the deacon said, “That means there won’t be no electric bills to pay,” and Albert happily agreed with him, as if that was good news. But he wasn’t the one who had to worry about keeping food cold so that it didn’t spoil and poison us, and he wouldn’t be lying awake nights worrying that a kerosene lantern would get knocked over and cause a fire.

			Well, there hadn’t been electricity or indoor plumbing at the farm up the mountain, either, so I hadn’t lost anything, but I figured if Albert and Willis were handy enough to work in a machine shop, then between the two of them they could rig up some wiring for that little house. I didn’t nag him about it—not too much—but he must have known how bad I wanted it, because two months after we moved in, Albert and Willis had the house fitted with electricity so that we could dispense with the kerosene lamps. I wanted a refrigerator, too, instead of an icebox, but I knew it would take a long time to save up for that.

			The best thing about leaving the family farm was that we wouldn’t have to live with Henry and his wife anymore, bumping elbows with Elva when the two of us were fixing dinner, and then Albert and me trying to keep the bed from creaking in the night. That alone was worth the move to town, and Lord knows the move hadn’t been too much trouble. We had lived with Albert’s family for the whole of our wedded lives, so there had never been any call for us to buy furniture or dishes. What little we had to take with us fit in the bed of cousin Willis’s old Ford truck, with room to spare.
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			Albert had started off the New Year with a hacking cough that kept both of us awake nights. By mid-February the cough had turned to wheezing, and his skin was hot to the touch. He was ailing for most of a week before he finally took to his bed and surrendered himself to the fever. He had not left it since.

			Albert was never what you’d call hardy. Being thin as an arrow, like all the Robbins men, made him look taller than he was, and he had a narrow, bony face that made you think that if he wasn’t sick, then he wasn’t getting enough to eat. But that wasn’t so. Albert could put away food like he had a furnace in his stomach—seconds on everything; four biscuits at one sitting; and all the chicken that was left after the boys and I had eaten our fill. Albert could go through twice as much food as I could eat, but he never seemed to keep it on his bones. No matter how much he ate he never put on any weight. I used to tell him that I could gain weight just watching him eat. Not that I was all that heavy either, being little and wiry, but I reckon that if I had tried to keep up with Albert, I would have swelled up like a toad inside of a month.

			I always thought he would get heavier as he got older. People generally do. Running to fat is a bad thing to happen to most men and to all women, but in Albert’s case, I figured the extra weight might come as a godsend as he got older. His sandy hair had flecks of gray, but they didn’t show much. Being so thin made him look younger.

			Sometimes he would moan in a fever dream, and I would try to talk to him. When I ran out of things to say, I’d sing, “Abide with me; fast falls the eventide . . .” It was Albert’s favorite tune. I know that the words of that old hymn were meant to be spoken to the Lord, but when I sang it then, I was really pleading with Albert himself. Abide with me.

			He seemed to turn toward me, just ever so slightly when I sang, but his eyes stayed shut, and I never did know if he heard me or not. Every now and then he’d gabble a few sounds that might have been words, but I couldn’t make sense of them. Maybe they weren’t words at all, but just the sound of his fever. Finally, when he had gone two days without eating anything, I tried to wake him. When I could not make him wake up to drink, I held a moistened rag to his lips so that he would get the water, but he just lay there moaning softly, his eyes shut tight as a new kitten’s. Every time I held that cloth to his mouth, I thought about the Crucifixion, when someone held a sponge up to Jesus so that he could get a bit of moisture. Sometimes it’s all you can do.

			That was the only time I ever wondered if we had been right to leave the farm.

			Hour after hour I just sat by the bedside, waiting, while Albert slept on. At first I was waiting for him to wake up, and then I was waiting for his condition to change one way or the other, and finally I was just waiting, because when I stopped waiting, time would start again, and I’d have to go on with the rest of my life.

			Every now and again Eddie would remind me, mostly for Georgie’s sake, that they needed meals cooked for them. I’d leave the sickroom long enough to boil some potatoes, fry slices of bacon, and round off the meal with whatever we had left in the larder. No one had been to the store in a week. We mostly ate in silence. I was exhausted and I think Eddie was afraid to ask me any questions about his dad. I was afraid that if I tried to explain it to him, I’d commence to crying and never stop.

			At mealtimes, if I remembered, I would eat a bite or two myself, before I went back to the chair by the bedside. The only times I’d know that I had slept were when I would jerk awake in the chair and see that outside the window the light had changed or the moon was down. It was better to look out the window than to catch sight of my reflection in the mirror—catching even a glimpse of myself made me cringe: broom-straw hair; hollow, staring eyes; a pinched face; and lips pale as a fish belly. Sometimes I caught myself hoping that Albert wouldn’t wake suddenly and find me looking haggard and old. I knew he’d be too sick to care how I looked, but I still minded.
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			The front yard of our rented house faced a dirt road, but it was big enough to have a patch of grass and flower beds, and on one side of the house a high blackthorn hedge kept us from having to look at the ramshackle house next to ours. The other side of the house faced the woods, and that view was more to our liking.

			Our backyard faced the railroad tracks, but at least it was big enough to have fifty yards of bedraggled grass and a place to put up a clothesline. That spring I laid out a flower bed next to the blackthorn hedge.

			When we first moved in, we discovered that the house was so close to the railroad tracks that whenever a train went past, the windowpanes rattled and the whole house shook like a leaf in the wind. The shrill scream of the locomotive whistle cut right through your bones. The only thing I ever heard as chilling as that was the sound of the cougars—we called them painters—up on the ridge. Maybe people could get used to such things, even learn to sleep through the shuddering roar of the night train, but none of us adjusted to it quickly. Georgie would wake up screaming. A whole year passed before the rumble of a train became an ordinary night sound, disturbing no one anymore.

			I figured I could plant a vegetable garden in the backyard so that we could save money on groceries. I wasn’t sure about keeping ­chickens—not with the railroad tracks so near. If I turned them out to forage, they’d either get run over by the train, or stolen by the tramps who wandered from place to place with nothing to their names except their independence. We could have put up a chicken wire fence, but the kind of flimsy fence we could afford wouldn’t do much to keep the hoboes out or the chickens in.

			Albert loved the woods, even that scraggly patch of weed trees near us that didn’t amount to more than a couple of acres. I thought that maybe he wouldn’t mind living in town so much if he lived near some woods and didn’t have to feel crowded in by other houses. We moved because he needed a job to support us, but I didn’t really know if he liked being a town dweller or not. He never said. We never did talk much about feelings or wherefores; mostly it was just “What’s for supper?” or “Do you have anything that needs sewn while I’m doing the mending?”

			I guess it really didn’t matter whether Albert liked it here or not, though, because we were doing what we had to, but even if that had not been the case, I had no intention of going back up the mountain and living on sufferance from Henry and Elva. We would manage in town on our own.
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			After I had spent three days tending him, scarcely leaving the room except to see to Eddie and George, Albert stopped thrashing and his breathing changed. That’s when I truly became afraid and gave up trying to care for him on my own. Digging two quarters out of my change purse in the dresser drawer, I called for Eddie and told him to fetch the doctor.

			“Eddie, your daddy’s took bad,” I said, as if he didn’t know that already. “You go and fetch the doctor, and if he’s busy, you stay with him until he can come with you, so you can show him the way.”

			“And so he won’t go tending to somebody else first,” said Eddie.

			“That, too. Give him the quarters. Tell him it’s all we got.”

			We had some jars of blackberry jam left over from summer, and I thought I’d give the doctor one of those along with the quarters. People pay what they can these days, and I reckon by now the doctor is used to taking his fee in vegetables or fresh-killed chickens. He was raised in these parts, so maybe he took these things so that his patients wouldn’t feel beholden to him or feel shamed by charity. Most people’s pride walled them away from anybody except family, and when illness struck, they tended their own. Fetching a doctor was the last resort. If a family felt ashamed to be in the doctor’s debt, they’d not be sending for him again.

			After Eddie set off, I stayed there by the bedside, wondering how long we could make do with just the food we had in the house. Albert hadn’t got his paycheck on account of his being sick, and we had no money now to buy more. I’d had to choose, and I chose the doctor. That’s what people do in town: when someone took sick, they sent for doctors. Well, poultices and herbal home remedies first, same as up home, but finally, doctors.

			A passing freight train thundered past, shaking the house, its shrill whistle cutting through the silence. It shook me awake, for during my weary vigil I had nodded off in the chair. Albert did not stir. He still laid there, eyes shut tight, dead to the world, sleeping but yet not sleeping. He sank all the way into the mire of illness before I ever realized how serious it was, and before I knew that things were coming to an end. Back when Albert was still awake, when I had no inkling of what was to come, I did not try to talk to him about anything other than how he felt and whether he wanted to eat or sleep. Later on I wished I had thought to ask him bigger questions, but that would have meant admitting to myself and to him that he was not coming back. As bad as I needed to know things, I could not have done that. Taken away his hope of surviving—I could not have done that.

			Anyway, I hadn’t believed it myself. I kept thinking, But he can’t be dying. He’s not old.

			But by the end, I knew that if, by the grace of God, Albert did return to life long enough to speak even a few words, I would ask him about everything. By then I’d had many waking hours to sit by the bedside in silence and dwell on the big questions, knowing that the answers to questions would have to last me the rest of my life. I needed to ask him about money, about the boys, about a future without him, whether he wanted me to stay here or go back up the mountain. So many questions, but they all boiled down to a single one: What must I do?

			There had always been things we had to worry about—mostly money—but now all those day-to-day cares seemed meaningless compared to this last great sorrow that swallowed up all the rest. All I could think was: What must I do?

		

	
		
			chapter two

			Those first few months in town, even more than I feared the house shaking to pieces from the passing trains, I worried about the hoboes. They were mostly raggedy, unshaven men with gaunt faces and haunted eyes. There were so many men out of work these days: out of money, out of a place to live, and out of any hope for better times. With no homes to go back to, the hoboes roamed the country, riding in unlocked boxcars, camping out in hobo jungles near the railroad tracks. Some of them had given up on ever finding another job or a second chance at an ordinary life. They would forage, working a day or two when they could, and live off the land. Some of the vagrants were just sad husks, turned into failures by an economic disaster they did not understand, and I felt sorry for them. They were like chickens, headed for the chopping block but not knowing why. But I was uneasy about them, too, because some of them were drunks or dangerously angry men, maybe even deranged. Some of those men stole when they got the chance, so you didn’t leave a door unlocked or a window open.

			Somehow, the fact that some of these men were well spoken and obviously educated made it all the more terrible, because those once-respectable hoboes reminded me that our family might be only one stumble away from sharing the fate of these men: homelessness and hunger. Nothing was safe these days.

			Every so often a grimy man in tattered clothes would knock politely, asking for a cup of water or any food that could be spared, offering to do chores in exchange for a meal. If I didn’t think the tramp looked menacing, I would usually give him water in a tin cup and a hunk of cornbread if there was any left from supper. One day I told one of the ragged men, “We don’t have much to spare. Why don’t you go ask for a handout at the back door of one of those big houses on Elm Street? That’s where the rich folks live—the bankers, the lawyers, and the railroad bosses. Why, I reckon those folks could give you a whole chicken and never miss it.”

			The fellow shook his head. “Don’t you believe it, ma’am. Why, shoot, most of the time those rich folks up the hill won’t give you nothing at all. Poor people will, because they know what it’s like to be hungry and cold, and they realize how easy it is to get there. It’s because they understand that they’ll give a man whatever they can spare, but rich people don’t think being down and out has anything to do with them or ever will. They think that being what we are is our own fault, and that maybe we’re drunkards, or lazy, or feeble-minded. They won’t give you a thing.”

			Some of the tramps tried to earn a few coins by selling intricately carved boxes fashioned with pocket knives, or they might make wooden toys or whatnots out of scrap from old orange crates and cast-off lumber. Some of their handiwork was as good as anything you’d see in a dime store, but I never did buy one. Pretty as they were, they were a reminder of someone losing everything, and I didn’t want that reminder.

			Albert and I had been together for what seemed like forever. We met in church when we were children, the way most folk up the mountain meet the one they will someday marry. Sixteen years back, when I was two months away from being twenty and Albert was nigh on twenty-two, we tied the knot at that same country church where we met. That wasn’t why we got married there, though. That little white church had been both our families’ place of worship for close to a hundred years. For us, all the ceremonies of life took place there: baptisms, weddings, funerals.

			There was no room for a married couple on my family’s land, not that I’d have wanted to live with them anyhow. What’s the point of taking a husband unless you get to leave home? We could have built a place of our own, but there was no land to spare, because my daddy had my younger brothers to think of. The boys would be needing land for themselves one day, and keeping them living close by meant that they could still help Daddy with the family farm.

			So as newlyweds Albert and I had little choice but to go back to the farm where he grew up and move in with his parents and Henry, his only surviving brother. I agreed to go because we were just starting out and there really wasn’t any other choice, but our stay was never supposed to be permanent—just until we could manage to afford a place of our own—but we lived there longer than we or they ever thought we would.

			Albert’s older brother Virgil, the one who had been expected to take over the farm, went off with Pershing to fight the Kaiser, but mostly he went off to see the world, and the pity of it is just how little of it he got to see. Poor Virgil caught the influenza in an army camp in France just a week or so after he got there, before he even made it to the front. Virgil never came back, not even in a box to rest forever on the family land. If he had a grave somewhere in France, none of his family would ever see it. His mother put a little mound of stones at the far end of the yard, next to the wooded ridge. She wedged a wooden cross among the stones, planted flowers around it, and kept it weeded, summer and winter. Virgil wasn’t there, but no one wanted to remind her of that. Later on we buried our first two babies up there beside him. Our first, a little blue-eyed girl, came too early, and she didn’t thrive from the very beginning. We lost her before a month had passed. The next one, Albert Jr., died in his first winter. After that no more babies came for a few years, and I thought that was the end of it, but maybe my body just had to lie fallow for a while, same as the fields do from time to time, before things will grow there again. Sure enough, I was all of twenty-six by the time Eddie came along, and then after six more years of barrenness, we had little George.

			After the passing of Virgil and our first two babies, Albert’s parents seemed to get older real quick. They just began to fade out, which meant that Albert was obliged to stay and help his father with the farm work, because his other brother Henry, the change-of-life baby, had been only ten years old when we got married, so it would be another six or seven years before he could handle a man’s share of the farm work.

			Albert didn’t want the farm, and he would just as soon have left, and I was praying that we could go anywhere else, but it wouldn’t have been right. Daddy Robbins was getting too old to manage on his own, and we didn’t want it on our heads if he killed himself with overwork or perished in a farming accident. So we stayed on because we had to.

			After a dozen years of living with Albert’s family, the farmhouse got crowded. Little Henry had finally grown up and found himself a wife. That was about the time that Albert and I had our last baby, George Albert Robbins. I had secretly been hoping for a little girl, to replace the firstborn that we lost, but everybody else was overjoyed that we had a son. Georgie was a fat and lusty summer baby, so we knew we had a good chance of keeping him.

			Soon after Georgie was born Albert’s father had a heart attack. He lived through it, but it left him frail, which meant that he was able to do even less work than before. I still wanted us to set out on our own, but it seemed heartless to want to abandon the family just when Daddy Robbins needed us more than ever. Besides, Albert’s parents doted on the new grandbaby and it would have been cruel to take him away. So we stayed on. Somehow, for another year, we all managed to jostle along together: three families in one house, but I had started to feel like a bear on a chain, and I prayed we’d be able to leave.

			When we lived up the mountain Albert would sometimes hire on to one of the logging crews so that we would have some extra money for shoes or for cans of food to stretch out our winter food supply. A paycheck meant ready cash to replace something around the farm that needed fixing or replacing. The logging jobs never lasted long, though, and neither did the money. The timber company always closed down the operation before the cold rains of November. Albert seemed happy harvesting timber or gathering ginseng in the woods to sell to the drugstore in town. He liked the countryside and working outdoors, as long as it wasn’t farming. He always said that farming was like pouring sand down a rat hole: no matter how long you did it, you wouldn’t get anywhere. I thought it was strange that he felt like that because his folk had been farmers nigh on all the way back to Noah.

			I told him I couldn’t see where logging or laying track for the railroad got you anywhere either, but Albert’s answer to that was that at least the trees stayed cut down and a stretch of track didn’t have to be laid but once. Farming, though, meant doing the same thing in the same place over and over, year in and year out. “Same as housework,” I said, and he laughed like he thought I was joking.

			So we kept living on the family farm. The soil wasn’t good, though, and it never produced much in the way of a living. Splitting the land between Albert and Henry would have ruined both of them. Maybe Albert knew that and just said he didn’t like farming to spare his father from having to choose between them.

			As bad as I wanted out of there, I tried not to complain about the close quarters and the lack of privacy, because as Albert’s parents began to fade into the frailty of old age staying on seemed more like a kindness than good sense. When old Miz Robbins’s sight began to fail, Henry’s wife, Elva, and I took over most of the cooking and the heavy work around the house. I tended the little flower path around the memorial to Virgil because my babies were there, too. Between the two of them Albert and Henry shouldered more of the farm chores as their daddy’s strength ebbed away. Finally, though, the old man’s heart gave out, and we buried him at the end of October—not in the family burying ground, but out beside Virgil’s plot near the graves of our first two children, which is what he said he wanted. Then in late winter a bout of flu carried off Albert’s mother. She slipped away so gently that it was as if she was glad to go. “She followed him to the grave,” people said at the funeral.

			Since there were two less people living on the farm, it seemed strange that the homeplace began to feel too small to house all of us. When she first married Henry, Elva had been a quiet, biddable girl, but she grew up quick and headstrong, and now she let her temper show when she was displeased, which was often. When running the kitchen became a war of wills between Elva and me, I made up my mind to go. I told Albert that since he didn’t care for farming anyhow, it was time we left the place to Henry, and started looking for somewhere else to go. Sooner or later Henry would have to manage to run the farm on his own, and he might as well start now.

			By the time we were ready to leave, my parents had been dead for half a dozen years. One by one, all my brothers and sisters got married and went elsewhere—the boys to the car factories in Detroit, and the girls to their husband’s house or off to try their luck at city life. We all agreed to sell the farm, and split the money among the five of us. It hadn’t come to much, but I put my share in the bank to save up for the day when we would be on our own. Money was so scarce in Mr. Hoover’s Depression that I reckon we were lucky to find anybody to buy the farm at all.

			The friction between me and Elva was the last straw that made Albert ask Willis about railroad jobs in town. Soon after, we headed down the mountain to make a new start. Our new place might be shabby, small, and owned by somebody else, but at least we had it all to ourselves.
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			I didn’t see any harm in parceling out what food we could spare to the hungry men who came begging at the door, but before long Albert put a stop to my charity. All those tramps seemed so dirty and desperate, he said, you couldn’t tell by looking at them which ones were dangerous and which were not. He reckoned the only safe thing to do was to trust none of them. He never said why he decided that, but maybe he had heard something down at the railroad shop. There must have been an incident; some tramp somewhere must have robbed some woman and killed her. Anyhow, one day he made me promise not to open the door to any of them anymore.

			When he said that, I put down the dishrag I had been using and swung around to face him. I expect he could tell from the look on my face that I was as close to disagreeing with him as I ever got. I took a deep breath to fuel my arguing. “I seem to remember, Albert, that the Bible says we are bidden to help those in need.”

			He sniffed, not best pleased at having Scripture cited at him. “Well, Ellendor, as I recall, the Bible also said, ‘The poor you will always have with you.’ Now that is the pure truth, hon, and you can’t change it with leftover cornbread. I’ll allow that maybe this isn’t how the Bible would have us treat the folks who are poor in spirit, but from what I hear some of those tramps are dangerous. You’ve only got to think of all those Christian martyrs in the Roman Coliseum getting eaten by lions to know that the Lord doesn’t seem to mind if following His teachings gets you killed or not. I guess he reckons heaven is all the reward you need, but I’d rather you didn’t go there just yet, darlin’.”

			He smiled and gave me a one-armed hug to show he wasn’t spoiling for an argument about this, but when I still looked doubtful, he added, “Well, what if one of them tried to break in while you were here by yourself? And what about the boys?”

			After that at least once a week Albert came home full of tales from the machine shop about some woman somewhere who was beaten and raped or found in her kitchen with her throat cut. To hear him talk, you’d think that living here in Tennessee was just as perilous as in the pioneer days, when it was the Indians you had to look out for. Finally, his stories began to get under my skin, and I took to keeping the butcher knife under a dish towel by the sink, in case one of the tramps tried to break in and attack me.

			Albert had a two-dollar pistol with a rubber stock that he’d bought from a fellow at the railroad yard, but he kept it locked in a tin box in the bedroom and wouldn’t let anybody else touch it. “You’d be more dangerous with that shootin’ iron than ten hoboes, Ellie,” he told me, laughing. “I’m afraid you’d panic and shoot one of the boys coming back from the outhouse some night.”

			That laugh flicked me raw. “Are you worried about me or not? You make it sound like somebody could break in here any minute, but what do we have that a hobo or anybody else would think worth taking?”

			“Besides you, Ellie? Anything is worth something to them that have nothing. Hoboes get hungry, same as anybody else. They steal anything that isn’t nailed down to sell so they can buy liquor.”

			It was no use trying to convince Albert of anything when he set his jaw like that and got a mulish look in his eyes, so I let it drop. He had to come to it on his own. Anyhow, he was probably right about the gun being more dangerous than helpful, unless I knew how to use it, so I held my peace and saved the arguments for later. I was thankful that Albert worked days, so that he would be home to protect the boys and me if anybody tried to break in at night while we were sleeping.

			I said no more about it then, but after a couple of days of mulling it over on his own, Albert said maybe he ought to allow me to keep the gun where I could get to it quickly if I had to. “A pistol can stop a man faster and farther away than a butcher knife,” he said, and I wondered what terrible tale he had heard at work to make him change his mind.

			I didn’t much care for guns; all his talk about wayfaring robbers had made me afraid, but I didn’t want to rush into anything. “I think it’s a good idea for me to be able to defend myself and the boys, but I never have fired a gun, you know. I wouldn’t want to shoot anybody by accident because I didn’t know what I was doing.”

			Albert smiled and kissed my cheek. “I’m fixing to teach you, hon.”

			One bright Saturday morning he set down his coffee mug and pushed back from the breakfast table. “Take off that apron, Ellie. We’re going out in the backyard for your first shooting lesson. Last evening Eddie and I collected all the old tin cans and bottles we could find. He’s already set them up on that fallen log on the edge of the woods, haven’t you, son?”

			Eddie looked up from his breakfast and nodded happily. “Can I shoot, too, Daddy?”

			“You cannot. That there gun’s no toy, Eddie. It’s dangerous. You stay right where you are and make sure you keep your brother in the house.”

			Then he turned to me and said: “Now we’ll see how you do with a pistol. But you have to do as I say, Ellendor, and for the Lord’s sake, don’t point it at anything but those cans.”

			From the way he talked, you’d think I wasn’t any older than Eddie. “I know to be careful, Albert.”

			Albert looked at Eddie and Georgie, still shoveling pancakes into their mouths. “You boys stay here in the kitchen. Both of you. Don’t even go near the window.” He grinned at them. “Your mama is fixing to learn how to be a crack shot, in case John Dillinger needs any help robbing banks.”

			They had all laughed at that, and I managed a tepid smile. Dillinger was dead: shot by lawmen in Chicago that summer, but I didn’t bother to point that out, because Albert had only been teasing anyway.

			So we went out in the backyard to begin the shooting lesson. The weight of the weapon did not trouble me overmuch. It wasn’t as heavy as the flatiron I used to press our good clothes for church. The first time I fired, the crack of the pistol startled me, not because it was particularly loud—not compared to the whistle of a freight train, anyhow—but because the nearness of it to my ear startled me, causing me to jerk back and almost drop it.

			When he saw that, Albert sighed and shook his head. He looked like he was about to tell me to quit, but before he could say anything I brought the gun up again as fast as I could and fired off a shot at a jam jar in the middle of the log. When the bullet hit it, the jar flew apart, scattering pieces all over the ground around the log.

			Albert chuckled and patted my shoulder. “Well, what do you know?”

			It had been luck, really. I had not even taken the time to aim the pistol the way Albert had told me to, but after a few more practice rounds, I was hitting the targets not by accident, but because I was aiming at them.

			After a few more shooting lessons from Albert we both figured I could protect myself if I had to. The gun was in a drawer where I could get at it quickly, and I kept on practicing until even at twenty feet my aim was dead-on. I was ready, but no hobo ever tried to break into the house, and after months passed and nothing happened, my fear of the homeless men dwindled to a faint uneasiness. The family had finally learned to sleep through the roar of the passing trains in the night. Eddie got used to the ways of the town school, and Albert seemed happy enough working at the machine shop with Willis. As for me, I found out that the household chores—cooking, scrubbing floors, washing clothes—were the same whether you lived in town or on the mountain. I did get to buy some store-bought cloth to sew a new dress so that I wouldn’t feel like such a ragamuffin when we went to church. Mostly, though, any spare money from Albert’s wages went for shoes for the boys and to replace their clothes when they outgrew them.

			By the time a year had passed, we had settled into the community, and we even had a few friends. Well, acquaintances, more like. Where we came from, friend is a word folks take pretty seriously. Albert got to know the other men from work; Eddie and George found playmates from the nearby houses, and I got acquainted with the women of the church, though I never said much. Mostly I just let them talk, figuring I’d learn something, and they seemed happy to have someone to listen to them. When I really wanted company I read a book, and I was thankful for the little public library. For all of us the town was beginning to feel like home.

			Of the neighbors we had, I had got to know Annie Slocombe the best, but it wasn’t because the two of us had much in common. We had both married young, and we both had little children, but that’s as far as the similarities went. I was older than she was and, in every way that I could see, more fortunate. I’d see Annie out in her yard now and again, usually hanging up a clothesline full of diapers, and even when she smiled she looked like a whipped hound. I kept to myself right enough, but that was because I was satisfied with my own company. The Slocombes came from Pennsylvania, she told me once, swept along by the railroad as if it was a flooded creek carrying rootless things along its path. She never said why they left home, but neither of them had family around here, and they kept to themselves, as if they were afraid of anybody getting too close. Annie looked like she had been set down to live among crocodiles and dare not turn her back for an instant. Maybe she had reason to be leery of the world. A time or two, when our windows were open, I’d hear shouting coming from the Slocombe place—only one voice, and it wasn’t hers.

			Judging by the way he yelled and ordered her around, you’d have expected Annie’s husband to outweigh her by fifty pounds and to be older than she was by a decade, but he wasn’t a big bruiser at all. He was a wiry banty rooster of a man with slicked-back hair and a hand-rolled cigarette hanging off his lip every time I saw him. You’d think that a strong wind would blow him away, but he was like a little yappy dog, far likelier to bite than a big old hound: a big attitude in a small package. Maybe it was because he was little that he bullied his wife: it was the only chance he had to outrank anybody. He might have been a year or two older than Annie, but it was hard to tell their ages. Being slight gave him the look of a teenage boy, while Annie’s youth was running out awful fast. Her hair was scraggly and dull, and she had gone from slender to scrawny sooner than she ought to have. At this rate, she’d be an old woman at thirty, and if meanness didn’t get her husband killed, he’d probably still look twenty-five when he turned fifty.

			She might have been one of those fair-haired women who bloom early and fade fast, but I thought her decline had more to do with how hard she worked, how close together her babies came, and how little money the family had for buying decent food and warm clothes. I never saw the children do without, but I’ll bet that Annie did. Slocombe managed to earn money doing odd jobs and yard work for the railroad gentry up on the hill, but he drank up most of his wages.

			She lived in fear of him—anybody could see that. Even when she was out in the sunshine and everything was quiet, she’d glance back at her house like she was waiting for it to explode. A time or two I tried to tell Albert about how Slocombe treated his wife, but Albert said it wasn’t any of our business, and, besides, he said the few times he’d spoken with Slocombe he’d found him to be a quiet fellow, ready to smile at a joke, though he never had much to say for himself. I couldn’t offer any arguments to the contrary, because Annie wasn’t talking to anybody about it, so I had to let it go.

			Things came to a head one summer evening when Albert had taken the boys with him to go fishing in the river, and I was alone. I had set a kitchen chair out in the yard so that I could shell butter beans in the cool evening breeze, but before long the peace was broken by a crash and a thump, followed by a chorus of wailing. The Slocombe babies were crying from being startled and then frightened, but their mother’s screams sounded like the wailing of someone in pain.

			It didn’t even occur to me to try to hunt up Albert. There wasn’t time. I just went inside and got the pistol and a hunk of cornbread left over from supper. I walked across the yard to the Slocombes’ back door, just letting all the yelling and crying whip past me as if they were no more than a train whistle. I had to pound on the door three times to make myself heard above the din.
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