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For the women who taught us the meaning of courage:

Erma L. Kosanovich

Katherine B. Bale
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Chapter One


Molly Bride could hear the river. It sounded like a hard wind. The rain had started again, and her faded yellow shift was wet through, plastered across her back. The path was underwater from the mule shed on. Feeling something sharp stab at her heel, she took an uneven step to the side, splashing brown water on her hem. She balanced herself, reaching out to grip the rain-slick fence rail. She pulled her foot out of the sucking mud, twisting around to look. No blood.

Molly started up the path again, walking more slowly, swatting at the mosquitoes that whined close to her ears. Her family had owned this farm for ten years, and they were still picking up broken glass. The Porter boys had used this end of the farmyard for target practice. They must have shot up a thousand soda pop bottles, learning to aim straight. She sighed and glanced upward, squinting against the rain. Was it ever going to stop?

The wind drove the spattering raindrops against the side of the chicken coop as Molly swung the door open and stepped over the threshold. She was greeted with startled clucking from the rows of low roosts. Pa’s favorite speckled Dominique hen darted out of the shadows, and Molly dodged her pecking beak, then bent to pin her wings and lift her to eye level. “You ought to know better than to try that with me,” she scolded.

The hen struggled, and Molly set her atop the nest shelf and backed up quickly. The floor planks were slippery. The standing water was seeping up from below the floor.

Molly shook her finger at the speckled hen. “You just stay put, now.” She glanced away, then back when she saw the hen spread her wings a little. “I said stay put! You peck me even once, and I’ll throw you out into that storm, and you won’t get warm for a week.”

The hen made a resentful grinding sound and settled, lowering her wings and flattening her feathers. Only then did Romeo, the brown-and-white rooster, come out from under the old corncrib built along the far wall. He approached slowly, marching proudly, his arched tail swinging from side to side.

“You’ll have to wait for Meachum to bring you supper scraps,” Molly told him. “Mama just sent me out for eggs.”

Just as she finished speaking, the wind shoved against the coop again, and Molly felt the planks shudder beneath her feet. The whole shed rocked and trembled. A chorus of squawking rose from the frightened hens. “No wonder you aren’t laying,” Molly murmured as she checked the nests.

She found four eggs in the damp straw. Only four. That would barely be enough for this morning’s griddle cakes. Her mother was going to be upset—and the tawny hen was still missing. Maybe a fox had gotten her. Or she was setting somewhere under the mule shed or the porch, trying to hatch a clutch of eggs.

Molly’s mother had been pretty testy lately. The rain was on everyone’s nerves. Every time they took the truck into town, the water seemed higher. Driving along the top of the levee was strange now. Usually, the river wasn’t anywhere close. You couldn’t even see it through the stands of willow and pine and the tangle of weeds and tye vines that grew along its banks.

Now, the dark brown water had covered all that and come up over the cleared berm. The deep barrow pit at the toe of the levee had filled up weeks ago. Then the water had risen up the slope. The past few days the river had been lapping at the levee road.

Molly gathered her hem in one hand, placing the eggs into the folds of the soft cotton. Careful not to bump them against the coop door, she went out. The wind chilled her and she shivered, stepping back into the cold mud.

Molly glanced across the yard, beyond the outhouse, at the slope that led up to the road. A steamboat had gone past yesterday, hugging the levee for some reason. She had craned her neck to watch it go by, so far above her that it was like looking up at the second story of the jailhouse. If the levee ever broke here, the river would come crashing through the crevasse. . . . She shook her head and forced the thought away.

Molly started for the house, walking slowly, feeling her way up the submerged path. Backwater was widening the bayou and muddying the canebrakes on the far side of the north pasture. She could see the lightning tree from here—or at least the stark, barkless top of it. Garrett had said to meet him there as early as she could this evening so they could work on their raft.

Molly picked her way past the mule shed. It was going to be hard to sneak off. Both her brothers were keeping close to home now, and neither one of them liked her being friends with a white boy. They would have been furious if they had known the whole truth.

She and Garrett were partners. Hidden high in the lightning tree, they had an old molasses jar half full of pennies and nickels and dimes. They were saving up from Garrett’s odd jobs and her sewing and cleaning for Mrs. Spiars at the boardinghouse in Mayersville. Someday, they both wanted to see places like London or Paris, or at least Vicksburg.

The wind gusted, and the cold rain stung Molly’s cheeks. Just then, Meachum came into sight, walking back along the levee road, hunched against the wind. Bedraggled, Skipper trotted close at his heels, his ears and tail low.

Meachum had been working for Mr. Turner, sandbagging the edge of the bayou to keep the old man’s fields from filling up with backwater. Lawrence had been working for Turner, too, until Pa had made him quit. There was too much to do around home now to spare both boys.

Meachum’s lowered head and slogging pace told Molly he was tired. Since he had turned thirteen and started hiring out, he wasn’t nearly as mischievous as he had been a year before. Lawrence, at sixteen, liked to play at being a man. He was starting to order her and Meachum around when Pa wasn’t looking. Though Molly loved her brothers, she sometimes wished for a sister to share chores and secrets with—but Hope was still just a baby.

“Molly!”

She looked up, blinking, to see through the rain. Her father was standing on the porch, his hands on his hips. “We were beginning to think you got lost!”

Molly grinned at the teasing in his voice. She heard him laugh before he turned to go back in. She hurried as fast as she dared through the deep puddles below the pigsty and the cowshed. When the path veered up toward the house, she walked faster, mud oozing up between her bare toes.

Meachum made it inside just before she did. As Molly opened the door, she saw him pulling off his wet shirt, hanging it on the clothes wire above the cookstove. Pa was standing close to Hope’s cradle, rocking it gently. Ma had the kerosene lantern hung above the sink. She was adding last night’s coffee grounds to the scrap bucket. The cast-iron pot was already on the stove, steaming. Molly could smell the warm odor of grits cooking. Her mouth watered.

Meachum opened the fire door and shoved in a piece of split oak. “The bayou up along Turner’s place is all right.”

Molly saw her father nod. “Sandbags holding?”

Meachum shrugged. “For now. Lawrence went upriver a little to get a look at the levee. There’s a crew from the Corps up there—”

“Put your trust in the Army Corps of Engineers!” Pa interjected. “I will tell you one thing. The day those ol’ boys tell me to evacuate, I’m going to laugh in their faces. Back in twenty-two they proved one thing to me. It’s in God’s hands, not theirs.”

Molly kept quiet as a mouse in a corncrib. The last thing she wanted to do was get her father going about Major Donald Connolly and all the rest of the bigwigs and their predictions.

“You have the eggs, Molly?”

Startled by the harshness in her mother’s voice, Molly turned. “Only four,” she said, spilling them gently onto her cot.

Her mother frowned and said nothing more as she scooped up the eggs. Molly glanced away. There was nothing to do but wish the rain would stop, and she was already doing that a dozen times a day. Everyone was. Wishing and praying, but none of it was doing any good.

Molly waited for Meachum to step away from the stove before she walked into the little kitchen. Turning her back, she shimmied off her wet shift and took down her dry one. Shivering in her damp slip, she pulled it over her head, then stood close to the stove. This was last year’s dress and it was too tight across her shoulders.

Molly leaned close to the stove, letting the waves of heat soak into her skin. Her mother handed her a wooden spoon and slid the big pot toward her. “The grits are thickening. Don’t you let them scorch.”

Molly started stirring, wincing when the bubbles burst and the hot grits spattered her wrists. After a few minutes, she pulled the pot aside, sliding it across the stove top, away from the firebox. The bubbles slowed.

The door suddenly banged open. A gust of wet wind came in as Lawrence stumbled over the threshold. “The levee,” he managed between breaths. “There’s a little water coming over the top, Pa!”

Molly watched her father run out the door. An instant later, both her brothers followed him, carrying empty feed sacks and shovels and splashing their way toward the river. Her mother was crying.



Chapter Two


“Hey, Mr. Talbot.” Garrett Wood pulled off his cap and stood in the doorway of Whittacher’s Grocery. The water in the street had gotten deep enough to cover the top step. Little rivulets were flowing inside and puddling near the threshold. Garrett stared at his bare feet. They weren’t too muddy. He stood on one foot and rubbed the other against the back of his pant leg, then switched.

“Is that you, Garrett?” Old Man Talbot was stacking cans on a shelf behind the counter. He did not turn around. The lights flickered, and Garrett heard the Delco plant that sat out beside the store on a cement slab run rough for a second. Then the motor caught up again.

“Mama sent me after chickpeas and ten pounds of flour,” Garrett said a little louder. He waited, fiddling with his burlap sack. He looked from the bolts of brightly colored cloth to the fragrant Florida oranges in the crates stacked by the door. There were pairs of leather shoes hanging from a wire strung over the counter. He stared at them with genuine longing, then looked back down at his feet. Little cuts crisscrossed his skin, and one of his toenails was black from stubbing. He cleared his throat politely.

Mr. Talbot finally faced him. “I’ll get them for you, but you tell your mama that she had best come see Mr. Whittacher about her account.”

“Yes sir, I’ll tell her.” Garrett said it quickly, and glanced back outside. Willard and Earle Harland were waiting for him across the street. Willard was throwing pebbles into the muddy stream of water that had appeared two weeks ago behind the courthouse. It was twice as wide as it had been a few days before.

“Hurry up, Garrett,” Earle shouted.

Garrett pretended he hadn’t heard. Mr. Talbot laid the flour on the counter. The cloth sack was blue with green stripes. Mr. Talbot bent down, then straightened again, placing a pile of eight or ten empty flour sacks on the counter. “You can take these, too. I had to spill them out. The flour got wet and rotted.”

Garrett hid a smile. Mr. Talbot knew that the colored flour sacks meant a lot to Mama, because she used them to make dresses for the girls. Ivy and Mae were barely four and would be delighted at the gift. Ginny, at nine, was beginning to wish for store-bought clothes.

Garrett tightened his hands into fists for an instant. He was going to find a good job in Greenville, or Rolling Fork, or Yazoo City, or somewhere, and he was going to make it so that Mama would never have to worry about money again. As he always did, he felt guilty for a few seconds about the money he and Molly had hidden up the lightning tree. Then he promised himself for the hundredth time that he wouldn’t squander a penny. He would use it to make that good job possible.

“Come on, Garrett!”

This time it was Willard. Mr. Talbot was scooping the chickpeas into a paper bag. He rolled the top shut and tied the parcel with twine. Garrett put the groceries into his sack. Then he nodded and smiled his way out the door, plopping his cap back on his head. He slung the sack over his shoulder and waded back into the brownish water. He winced, sloshing across the patch of sharp red gravel that Whittacher’s spread in front to keep down the mud. He shook his head. It sure wasn’t doing the job this year.

“Let’s go see the cottonmouth they killed out at the Indian mound,” Willard said as Garrett got closer. “Earle saw it, didn’t you, Earle?”

“Sure did.” Earle slapped a mosquito on his arm. “It was lying on a tombstone up there, one of the old Heath-Smith graves. They hung it on the fence. Biggest moccasin I ever saw.”

Garrett hesitated. He wouldn’t mind seeing the snake, but he didn’t want to go with Willard and Earle. Lately all Earle thought about was smoking cigarettes and flirting with girls—and Willard was just plain mean-hearted. “I suppose I had better just get on home,” he said evenly.

“Why? You afraid of snakes?” Willard threw another rock. The muddy water splashed up in a little plume.

Garrett shook his head, refusing to rise to the bait.

Willard grimaced. “I know,” he said slowly. “You have to get home so you can go meet up with that darky gal, don’t you? She’s just your best friend, isn’t—”

“I told you to leave off about Molly,” Garrett cut in.

Willard lowered his voice. “You know what folks say about you?”

Garrett hitched the sack higher on his shoulder and started walking. There was no point in arguing with the Harland brothers. His daddy had always said that some folks would live and die ignorant, no matter what. Garrett felt the stab of sadness that thoughts about his father always brought.

As he continued on down Court Street toward the levee, a truck horn blared. Garrett saw Mr. Wade’s truck rolling toward him, sending up sprays of water from either side of the tires.

“Go on, then,” Willard was shouting. “We didn’t want you to come, anyway. We was just being polite.”

Garrett half-turned and touched his cap in a mock salute. Then he quickened his pace, making his way around a deep puddle at the toe of the levee. He started up the slope, following the path. Halfway up the levee he turned and looked back down Court Street. The tin roof of the courthouse matched the gray sky. Beyond it, people’s houses stood along a graveled road that ran east between muddy, unplowed cotton fields.

The smell of frying bacon tickled at Garrett’s nose, and he wished he had money for a restaurant meal. Sighing, he went on up the slope of the levee, nodding politely at four men who were unloading sandbags.

There were a number of trucks and cars up on the levee. Convicts in striped uniforms went past him heading north, carrying shovels, their legs chained together. Farther along, a crew of colored workmen were laying down sandbags.

Garrett was glad he hadn’t gone with Willard and Earle. He had to stop off at old Miss Hampstead’s place and carry in her wood. Then, he had to finish tearing the tye vine off the cowshed and muck out the chicken coop before he went to meet Molly—and he wanted to clean up the length of rope he’d found. He walked faster, shivering as it began to rain hard again.



Chapter Three


Molly straightened up, glancing uneasily at the river. It seemed to stretch all the way to forever. She wondered if the people on the Arkansas side of the river were as worried as everyone in Mississippi. Her father and Lawrence were positioning the last two bags. Breathing hard, Meachum stood to one side. The low spot in the levee was repaired now, the new sandbags holding the pressure of the water. It had taken hours. Molly had brought noontime biscuits and pie, then stayed on to help.

The rain picked up a little. Molly saw her father shake his fist at the sky. “We’ll never make a cotton crop if this won’t let up,” he shouted.

Lawrence scuffed his foot across the sandbags. “Charley says his pa is going to plant corn next week no matter what.”

“He’s a fool if he does,” Pa snapped. “The seed will just rot.” He hitched up his overalls. “We’re going to walk along the levee, see if Mrs. Wood needs any help. Molly, you go tell your ma that everything is all right now.”

Molly stared at the new sandbags. They were already turning dark, the color of the roiling water.

“Molly! You hear me?”

“Yes, Pa,” she answered. Her father made a shooing motion. She turned and made her way back along the levee. There was a nearly constant stream of trucks now. It seemed like everybody and his brother were trying to keep the river from flooding.
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