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Preface


[image: Images]


Nibi pulled her shawl tight against the midnight chill. The unearthly call of the weathered dreamcatcher had beckoned her from a sound sleep. Studying the portal in the center of the web, she understood why. A human darkness lurked among the shadows, waiting patiently for a chance to hurt the woman-child she loved.


“Not this night.” Eyes skyward, Nibi raised her hands and chanted an ancient Monacan prayer. High, swirling winds caught the plea and carried it toward the moonlit peaks to the south.


Gazing into the portal again, Nibi shivered, but not because of the cold. Another darkness loomed at the edge of her sight, lifeless yet more powerful than any she’d ever known. This darkness would not be stopped as easily, if at all. Either way, the price they’d pay would be dear.


Stepping to the edge of the porch, Nibi studied the sleeping valley below. She closed her eyes and appealed to the wisdom of those who had come before. In the wee hours of the morning, she had an answer. Some things must end for others to begin.




Chapter 1
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Central Virginia, Summer 1969


Velvety moss cushioned Nettie’s back as she enjoyed the soft, meandering sounds of the Piney River and the sweet smell of blooming honeysuckle. The small glade had been a perfect hideaway for her and Andy since grade school. The smooth, tangled roots of the old riverbank trees made comfortable benches, and their long, arching limbs provided a shady respite. Coupled with the eventide, the glade’s thick forest walls and leafy canopy still offered them secrecy.


Andy’s strong arm under her head and his hand on the curve of her hip were warm, comforting. Not long ago, Nettie would have punched any boy who tried to put his hands on her like this, but not now, and not Andy. They’d been exploring the rhythms of this almost-dance at River’s Rest since the weather turned, enjoying togetherness yet managing to stop on the good side of bad. Tonight, things were different. She and Andy were touching but miles apart. Nettie knew why, but wasn’t ready to have that conversation. Brushing her fingertips along his jawline, she opened her lips to kiss him just as the wind began to blow. The layered treetop canopy pitched back and forth, slowly at first, then harder and faster, whipping leaves and surrounding them with eerie shadows. Nettie couldn’t tell her goose bumps from Andy’s.


“Storm coming?” she asked.


Andy pushed to his knees and scanned the moon-colored riverbank. “Maybe. It doesn’t feel like rain, but something’s off.” Sitting back on his heels, he pulled Nettie up. “Come on. We should go.”


“But—”


“I know. We should go.”


Nettie flushed as she tucked in her blouse.


Getting in the car, she slid to her usual position in the middle of the seat and lightly bumped Andy’s shoulder. “You said you wanted to come here tonight.”


“I thought I did.” He hesitated, gold specks flickering in his warm but troubled eyes. “Do you love me?”


Nettie slumped. Ready or not, the conversation had started. Words—right, wrong, and in between—surged behind her eyes, but not one made it to her mouth.


“You know I love you, but you’ve never said it back to me. Not once.”


Most of the time, it wasn’t in Nettie to be anything other than straight-up, a trait that had cost her plenty in the past and most likely would again. She cared about Andy, enjoyed his company and his touch. She couldn’t imagine life without him, but the idea of forever love unnerved her—what it was supposed to feel like, the commitments that came with it, what it would mean for both of them. “I don’t know.”


Andy tensed and leaned against the car door. “What about the guy you met last summer—Mitchell? Did you love him?”


The memory of Mitchell stung as badly as the pain and jealousy in Andy’s voice. She and Andy had grown up best friends, but since they’d started high school he’d made no secret about wanting more; he’d even asked her to go steady the previous summer, before she’d left on vacation. Nettie hadn’t been interested in a boyfriend then, much less a steady one; however, spending the summer in the Alabama Wiregrass had changed all that. She’d met Mitchell, a handsome, troubled teen who knew better than anyone what love was and was not. By the time she’d returned to Virginia, her perspective on love and relationships had changed.


“We’ve been through this, Andy. I cared about Mitchell. He helped me figure out a lot of things: growing up, some of the boy-girl stuff, and how to choose to be happy even when you have no reason to be. But that’s not forever love. I don’t know what that kind of love is. I want to know what it means before I say the words.”


Andy’s jaw tightened as he turned away.


Nettie didn’t bother to hide the frustration in her voice. “How do you know—I mean, really know—you love me like that? Forever is a long damn time when we’re barely thinking past tomorrow. You already know what you want to do and who you want to be. A year from now, you’ll be off to West Point, just like your father, and I’ll still be here, trying to figure out the rest of my life.”


Andy found Nettie’s hand in the dark. “Look, all I know is that I’ve loved you since the day we met in the sandbox. I can’t imagine life without you. I don’t want to imagine it without you.”


“I’m not ready.”


His voice softened as he let go of her hand. “You’ve always moved slower than me when it comes to us, but it’s tough being with you when you don’t know how you feel. I love you. I need to know you love me too. If you’re not sure, maybe we need to take a break until you know one way or the other.”
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The tangerine sunset nested in the deepest draw of the rolling Blue Ridge as Nettie made her way to the center of Allen’s Hill. The field always welcomed her, its soft, flitting sounds better than quiet. Tall grass and feathery Queen Anne’s lace tickled her outstretched arms. The hill’s long slope and its distance from the Upper Road and Lower Road made it unlikely anyone would see her, and if they did, she’d just be a someone. That was, except for spooky old Alise Allen, the wispy silhouette in the Palladian window of the mansion at the top of the hill. Always watching, never acknowledging, she allowed Nettie to come and go on the hill as she pleased.


Reaching her favorite thinking spot, Nettie burrowed through the stalks to lie among the silky new shoots. A few timid stars sparked above her, leading the way for thousands of more robust ones. Their slow, kaleidoscopic slide across the sky helped settle her jumbled thoughts.


Except for glimpses at school, she hadn’t seen Andy since their standoff at River’s Rest the week before, and her world wasn’t right. Word of their breakup had gotten around, giving the gossips reason to twitter a little more loudly when she passed. Thankfully, this troublesome scrutiny by the curious, the sad, and the happy would end with the start of summer vacation in a few days.


With barely a rustle, tawny, moon-tinted legs slid into the grass next to Nettie. “There you are.”


Win, Nettie’s best friend and neighbor, could move so quietly that birds and butterflies stayed put as she passed. Her ability to be in the world and not on it came from her grandmother Nibi, a full-blooded Monacan Indian.


“You were supposed to meet me at the Tastee Freez after school, remember?”


Nettie pushed up on her elbows. “Sorry, I forgot. I’m having a hard time keeping my head straight. All I think about is Andy. I haven’t talked with him all week. He won’t look at me at school. I don’t know what to do. I know why he said he wanted to break up, but I’m beginning to wonder if there’s someone else.”


“You know that’s not true, right? There’s room for only one girl in Andrew Stephen Stockton’s heart, and he set his sights on her a long time ago.”


“I thought I did, but now I’m not so sure. You know Anne Johnson started working at her grandfather’s hardware store right after Andy did.”


Nettie and Anne had barely tolerated each other since grade school. Nettie played shortstop, ran, jumped, climbed, and got as dirty and caused as much mischief as the boys. She had little tolerance for any girl who preferred hair bows, dressing up, and dolly tea parties.


“Working with her is not the same as dating her.”


“True. But she’s always stared at Andy like he’s an ice cream cone she wants to lick. Plus, she’s been smirking at me all week, as if she knows something.”


“You sound jealous.”


“Wouldn’t you be?”


“Why don’t you just ask him?”


“Because I don’t know if I’m jealous for the right reason.”


“Let me get this straight: You don’t know if you want him, but you don’t want anyone else to have him either, at least until you make up your mind?”


“Yes. No. Damn! I don’t know. What if I’m making a mistake? What if I’m wrong about Anne? Worse yet, what if I’m right? What if I lose him before I figure it all out?”


“Then you’ll deal with it.”


“Right.” Nettie sat up. “Like I don’t already have enough to deal with. Mom and Dad are pushing me to make a decision about applying to colleges, especially Sweet Briar. Plus, I’ve got to meet with Pastor Williams about this baptism thing. I can’t stall him much longer. Everyone else in the Girls’ Auxiliary has already had their interview.”


“Don’t you want to be baptized?”


“Of course. But I’ve heard that some of the questions he’s asking are not easy.”


“Since when have you shied away from anything because it was hard? If the other GAs can answer his questions, you can.”


“I know. But he and I have never gotten along very well.”


“It’s been over a year since you stopped pranking him. Maybe now is a good time to mend fences.”


“And if it’s not?”


“Remember what Nibi says: Trust fate. It will see you through the storm.”


“Not if it drowns me first.”


Win laughed and pulled Nettie to her feet. “Look, you need to think about something else for a while. Let’s go to Oak’s Landing tomorrow. Nibi has a project for us.”


“What kind of project?”


“She didn’t say, but it must be important.”


“Why?”


“She wouldn’t take no for an answer.”


“Like we’d ever say no to her.”


As they turned to leave, Win stepped sideways, pulling Nettie with her. “Don’t move.”


Nettie tensed as a long, slithery shadow glanced her foot, hell-bent on beating them to the bottom of the hill.


“Blast it, Win! You knew it was coming. You could’ve said something sooner!”


“What would you have done if I had? Gotten yourself bit?”


“Smart-ass.”


“I only knew a few seconds before you did. Besides, it’s just a black snake. If it had been one to worry about, I would have said so.”


“You know I hate snakes,” whined Nettie. “That’s the first one I’ve seen on the hill in a long time. Wonder why the hawks and raccoons didn’t run it off.”


“Maybe one of them just did and we were in the way.”


“Well, at least you knew it was coming. That’s good.”


“I don’t know if it’s a good thing or not. There’s no rhyme or reason to what I see or know, or when, or why. I can’t control it—the visions just come. It’s scary.”


“Have you talked with Nibi about it? I bet she went through the same thing when she was learning how to be a shaman.”


“She said she felt the same way at my age and to be patient, that my ability to see and interpret the visions will improve over time.”


“Well, if you happen to get a vision about Andy and me getting back together, let me know. On second thought, never mind. I’m confused enough.”


“See, that’s the hard part: knowing what to say when.”


“I’m glad I’m not a shaman. Life’s easier if you don’t know what’s coming.”


“My point exactly.”


“Look.” Nettie nodded toward the far corner of the field, where the Lower Road intersected a long path leading to the back of the Allen mansion. A moonlit figure climbed steadily along the shadowed side. They’d seen the inky form before, always after dark and always from this vantage on the hill. At first, they’d been afraid; however, it hadn’t taken long for fear to give way to curiosity. Over the years, they’d hidden at different spots along the path in hopes of discovering the nighttime visitor’s identity, but whenever they got close enough to recognize a face, no one showed. “One of these days, we’re going to find out who that is,” Nettie whispered.


“Maybe it’s good we don’t know,” Win said. “Sometimes it’s best if shadow dwellers keep their secrets.”


“But they have the best stories. We don’t even know if it’s a man or a woman.”


“Either way, Mrs. Allen is getting company, which is good, since she’s lived up there all by her lonesome for the last forty years. The only people around to keep her company are the housekeeper and the gardener.”


“Why do you think he did it?” Nettie asked. “Her husband, I mean. Marry her, then leave her alone for a lifetime. Why do that to someone you promised to love forever?”


“I have no idea. Whatever the reason, all that aloneness is a high price to pay.”


Nettie’s thoughts turned to her last conversation with Andy. “Forever love gone bad.”


“What?”


“Nothing. I’ll meet you at the train station in the morning. A summer project with Nibi is just what I need.”




Chapter 2
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Climbing the steps to the traveler’s platform of Amherst’s turn-of-the-century train station, Nettie scanned the crowd for Piccolo, the station’s custodian. “There he is, sweeping the other end.”


She and Win threaded through the milling crowd of uniformed workers. “Hey, Pic.”


“Mornin’, girlies.”


Giving them a contagious smile, Pic propped his broom in the corner. His clothes were clean but worn, shoes covered with work dust. Across his shoulder hung an ever-present leather bindle, a holdover from his rail-riding hobo days.


Nettie handed him a rolled-up brown grocery bag. “Momma sent you a picnic.”


Pic settled on a bench and dug through the bag with his only hand. As the smell of fried chicken wafted up, a smile deepened his ruddy wrinkles and sparked his faded blue eyes. In days gone by, he would have been considered handsome. He devoured a drumstick, chewed off the ends, and put the remains in the bag. “I’ll save the rest for lunch. Tell your momma I said thanks.”


“Will do. She wanted to know if you’d check the kitchen faucet at the church after the potluck supper Wednesday night. It’s got another slow drip. She put a bucket under it.”


“Ever know me to miss one of those suppers? ‘Course I will. You girls headed to Nibi’s?”


Win pulled a couple of apples from her pockets and gave them to Pic. “Yes, sir. Any message?”


“Tell her I’m cleaning the station at Oak’s Landing tomorrow, so I’ll be up to see her after.”


A short whistle blast from the station’s oldest train, the Weak and Weary, announced its imminent departure for the thirty-minute ride north to the town of Oak’s Landing in Nelson County. Regular as clockwork, that whistle kept folks moving better than a watch.


“Got to go, Pic. Maybe we’ll see you on the way back.”


Nettie and Win jumped from the platform and waved to the train’s engineer, Mr. Roberts, who sat in the window of the idling locomotive. For as long as Nettie could remember, he’d made several trips a day carrying logs and shift workers to the pulp mill near Oak’s Landing, returning to Amherst with thick fiber boards that other trains would deliver to paper mills up and down the East Coast.


“Hey, girls! We pull out in five. Tell Nibi I could use some more remedies when she has time.”


Nibi kept Mr. Roberts supplied with ginger root for his arthritis, as well as feverfew for his wife’s all-the-time headaches. Nettie and Win had couriered the cures back and forth for years, so he let them ride the train to see Nibi whenever they wanted.


“Yes, sir!”


Running past a couple of passenger coaches and flatcars stacked with tree trunks that smelled of old earth and sap, they climbed the steps of the cozy, washed-out red caboose and settled at the top, spring too present to sit inside.
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Nettie and Win swayed with the Weak and Weary as it trundled up the peaks that divided Amherst and Nelson Counties. An artist’s palette of pink dogwoods, white laurel, an bursts of cherry-colored somethings blurred against the new greens and old browns of the mountains as they rounded the summit and rolled down into Rock-fish Valley.


As the train sloped onto the valley floor, the Tye River dominated the view, its water sparkling and lazy after its four-thousand-foot journey out of the mountains.


“River’s up,” said Win.


“It rained here. Look at the puddles.”


One long whistle blast followed by a short burst announced the train’s approach to the Oak’s Landing station. On the left, rolling, asymmetrical foothills flanked the small town. On the right, dozens of majestic oaks separated the town from a wide bend in the Tye.


When the train stopped, Nettie and Win skirted the bustling railyard and headed to Main Street along the crushed-stone river walk the community had built decades earlier. Shaded by the oaks’ interlaced canopies, they walked under the arched wrought-iron entrance to the town’s park. Passing benches, Adirondack chairs, picnic tables, a playground, and ropes long enough to drop swimmers into the river, they stopped in front of the park’s grand gazebo where ladies were scurrying up and down ladders, trying to measure, cut, and hang uncooperative streamers.


Win stood up on her toes and twirled. “Friday-night dances must be starting. We should come to a couple this summer.”


Nettie reached for the missing necklace that used to hold Andy’s class ring. He’d given it to her at a dance the previous fall. She’d given it back to him at River’s Rest.


“Still haven’t heard from him?”


“Not a word.”


“Maybe you should call or, better yet, go see him.”


“He broke up with me, remember?”


“He loves you, remember? You two started as friends. Maybe you could be again.”


Nettie shook her head. “That walk doesn’t go backward.”
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Bells jingled as Nettie and Win entered the Candy Store, one of the few businesses in town that had air-conditioning. Mrs. Loving eased around the counter; her size equaled her generosity. A childhood friend of Nibi’s, she lived farther upriver, on the valley side.


“Hey, girls. It’s good to see you. There’s some fresh rock candy in the sample box. Cinnamon and apple today. Help yourself while I get Nibi’s peppermints.”


“Thanks, Mrs. L.”


Nettie popped a piece of the red crystal candy into her mouth, rolled it around, and quickly spat it out. “Damn! That’s hot.” When repeated swallowing didn’t stop the burn, she wiped her tongue on a napkin, then on the hem of her shirt, but the pain still escalated. Eyes watering, she gobbled a piece of fudge, which did little to relieve the scorching.


“Here you go, girls. Give my best to Nibi and tell her the echinacea worked great. My cold is all gone. Goodness, Nettie, what’s wrong? Why’s your face all red? Do you need a tissue?”


Without answering, Nettie flew out the door and across the street to Huffman’s General Store. Stuffing a quarter into the Coca-Cola machine, she smacked the give-it-to-me button. “C’mon. C’mon.” When the machine finally surrendered a bottle, she popped the cap and gulped. Blessing its coldness, she kept the last swallow in her puffed-out cheeks, hoping the carbonation would wash away the remaining embers. Sinking onto a nearby bench, she belched painful bubbles. “Holy hell! That stuff should be illegal.”


A boy’s laughter pierced the pulsing in her head. Perched on the same bicycle in front of the store were the two lookalike sons of Jim Warren, owner of the Farm Supply Store. They made deliveries for him all over the valley. Wade, the older of the two, had had a crush on Nettie for a while and stayed close whenever he saw her in town.


Skip, the younger, pointed and continued to laugh while Wade stared at Nettie, mouth wide open.


“If you two think this is funny, you should go see Mrs. Loving. She has some rock candy you should try.”


Skip stuck out a bright red tongue. “We already did. Gotcha!”


Nettie looked at his brother. “Wade Warren, what did you do?”


Wade’s face glowed as red as his brother’s tongue. “Uh, we, uh—”


Skip piped in. “We got our candy before we put cayenne pepper on the rest.”


“You did what?”


Wade rolled the bike closer. “Nettie, I’m really sorry. I didn’t know you’d be here. We thought Albert Kenny and his buddies would get the candy.”


Win came up behind him. “You two stay right here. I’m going to get Mrs. Loving.”


With that, Wade took off down the street as Skip struggled to stay on the back, the bike chain rattling loudly.


“Can you believe that?” Win bought another Coke and handed it to Nettie. “We should tell their father.”


Holding the icy bottle against her tortured tongue and flaming face, Nettie shook her head. “No, don’t. They won’t do it again.”


“How do you know?”


“Didn’t you see the look on Wade’s face?”


Win opened Nibi’s bag of peppermints and tasted one. “Well, at least they didn’t pepper these. Mrs. L. will need to change out those samples of rock candy. I’ll be right back.”


Win returned from the candy store with an apology and a bag of chocolates. “Mrs. Loving said for us to stop by on the way home. She’ll have some good rock candy for us by then. Those boys are going to get an earful the next time they’re in her store.”


Next, Nettie and Win headed to Carter’s Drugstore, their last stop.


Two large ceiling fans kept the tepid air moving as they made their way down the center aisle toward the pharmacy counter. On one side were shelves lined with everyday products Nettie had seen advertised on television. On the other side were soaps, lotions, balms, and assorted remedies created and packaged by Mr. Dexter Carter and other folks living in the valley, including Nibi.


Nettie and Win waved to Alma Carter as she restocked the Beauty Corner with lipsticks, mascaras, eye shadows, and perfumes. “Hi, girls. Nice to see you.” A naturally pretty woman, Mrs. Carter seemingly never wore makeup or used store-bought perfume. She always smelled fresh, like Nibi’s lilac soap.


On the long pharmacy counter at the back of the store sat a turn-of-the-century cash register, a tap bell, and an open, three-ring notebook where folks could name their ailment and order custom remedies. Beyond the counter sat a marble-topped island with neatly placed measuring instruments, an old-fashioned balance scale, and different colored mortars and pestles. On the back wall were containers of different sizes, shapes, and colors. Some held liquids, others powders, and each had its own nameplate.


Win tapped the bell. Seconds later, Mr. Carter appeared, dressed in a light blue, raised-collared tunic, his round glasses perched precariously on the end of his nose. “Good morning, girls.”


“Hey, Mr. Carter, do you have a list for Nibi?”


“As a matter of fact, I do.” He rummaged behind the counter, found another notebook, and tore off the first page. “Tell her I’m out of foxglove and ginger, but she can take her time gathering the rest.” Tucking the notebook back under the counter, he pulled $5 out of the cash register and handed it to Win. He did a double take at Nettie. “You’re all flushed. What’s wrong?”


After hearing the details of the red-pepper attack, Mr. Carter grabbed a tongue blade and peeked inside Nettie’s mouth.


“I think we can put that fire out in short order.”


Going to the island, he concocted a thick mouthwash that he had Nettie sip, swish, and swallow twice.


“Wow. The pain’s gone. That stuff’s magic.”


“No,” said Mr. Carter. “It’s Nature. I made it from the same plant cayenne pepper comes from. One form of it causes pain; another relieves it.”


Nettie grimaced. Figures. Just like love.




Chapter 3
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Despite the early hour, shallow waves of heat radiated from the bright concrete as Nettie and Win crossed the new Route 56 bridge. Halfway across, they leaned over the railing to catch the coolness of the Tye’s burbling water.


“Between the cayenne pepper and this heat, I may end up in the river before the day’s over. And it’s barely June.”


“Nibi said this summer would be hot. The crickets have been chirping really fast.”


“One of these days, you two will have to tell me how they know.”


Win laughed. “I don’t know how they know. They just do.”


Nettie tossed a stick into the gliding current of the upriver side of the bridge, then ran to the downriver side to watch it tumble out in the foamy white water careening away from the support columns. “It’s amazing how some things float no matter what.”


“If it’s lighter than water, it’s going to float. Science, remember?”


“It’s still amazing.”


Farther downriver, tethered in the shade amid the reeds, lily pads, and flitting bugs, jostled a three-seat fishing boat. The old man in it waved and held up an almost full stringer.


“Save a few for the rest of us, Mr. Stevens.”


Giving them a thumbs up, the mayor went back to tending his line. A decade earlier, in that same fishing hole, he’d hooked the largest catfish ever caught in the Tye. He’d been trying to beat his record ever since.


Just past the bridge, Nettie and Win turned right onto a worn footpath and wove among boulders and trees, before turning to climb the trail up Buffalo Ridge Mountain. Nibi’s homestead sat in a clearing halfway up. Built by her father and husband as a wedding present, Nibi had lived, loved, lost, and learned to live again in the dovetailed log cabin.


The sweet scent of apple wood reached Nettie before she saw hints of white smoke whiffing from both of Nibi’s fieldstone chimneys. “She’s got her fireplace and woodstove going, as warm as it is. She did the same thing last summer.”


“Old people are always cold. At least, that’s what she says.”


As they approached the clearing, the arrhythmic drumming of the wind chimes Nibi had hung in the woods around her house grew louder. Made of hollowed river cane, they were intended to deter evil spirits from coming too close. More fanciful chimes, made of shiny river glass, hung by the front and back doors, their knell meant to lull even the most determined menacing spirits into complacency.


Nettie and Win dodged thorny blackberry bushes to enter the clearing and carefully stepped over long strands of running cedar that crisscrossed in front of them. Commonly referred to as bear’s paw, the rare plants provided the only green in the grassless yard.


“When can we start collecting this stuff for Nibi again?”


“As soon as folks stop using it for Christmas decorations and it comes off the endangered-plant list. Until then, Nibi says, we need to protect it.”


“What’s she using for ceremonial fires instead?”


“Juniper, sage, tobacco. She uses them all, but they don’t sparkle as much as the cedar.”


The four-room cabin, with its rusted roof and sagging porches, had never known a drop of paint inside or out, but its view of the valley provided a myriad of colors, including the meandering blue-gray of the Tye; the variegated whites, reds, and browns of Oak’s Landing; and the pink and white blossoms of the orchards. Above the town’s roofline glistened the silvery cross of the Baptist church Nibi’s father had built at the turn of the century.


Nettie followed Win up the creaky steps to the porch. Stopping at the top, they watched Nibi’s worn dreamcatcher lilt in front of her bedroom window, mesmerized by the parts moving together but not. Wrapped in grapevine, the two-foot-wide outer ring anchored a hand-tied, spider-like web. A pebble-size purple stone sat on one of the taut strands near the middle, its rough facets towing light when it moved. In the center of the web, small white feathers loosely covered a round opening. Suspended from the bottom of the ring, spaced equally, were thirteen strings of varying lengths. Each had a gold feather tied in the middle and a finely serrated arrowhead attached to the end.


“That is so beautiful,” Nettie said.


“You say that every time.”


“Well, it is.”


Throaty humming drifted though the screen door as Win knocked. “Nibi, it’s us.”


“I’m in the sitting room.”


Dressed in a long-sleeved, buttoned-up gray shirt and worn black pants, the Monacan elder rocked by the remnants of a fire, smoking a handmade clay pipe filled with tobacco she’d grown on her hillside. The room smelled sharp from the bearberry leaves she’d cured with tobacco to sweeten the taste. Around Nibi’s neck hung a blue moonstone cross, and encircling her wrist was an intricately braided copper bracelet, both childhood gifts from her mother. Nettie had never seen her without them.


“Morning, girls.”


Win kissed the old woman’s weathered cheek. “Mom and Dad said to tell you hi and that they’ll be up next Saturday. They’re bringing a picnic lunch.”


“Good. I like your momma’s cooking better than my own.” Even though Win’s parents lived in Amherst, they nurtured her relationship with Nibi, especially after Win had begun demonstrating interest and skill in the ancient ways of the Monacans.


“Mr. Carter sent you a list. He’s out of foxglove and ginger.” Win set the list and the money on the table.


“I’ll send some back with you all. I have ginger, and with luck we’ll find some new growth of foxglove today.”


Nettie poured the peppermints into a Mason jar, then hugged Nibi. “Mrs. Loving said to tell you the echinacea worked and sends her best.”


“I’m glad she’s better. She hates closing her shop.” Nibi paused. “Nettie, are you feeling all right? You look a little flushed.”


“Yes, ma’am. I’m okay now.” She and Win took turns relaying what had happened with the Warren boys and the cayenne pepper.


“Those little scoundrels. They’ll be bringing supplies up here the end of the week. I’ll be sure to offer them some peppermints.”


“Nibi, you wouldn’t,” Nettie said.


“Of course not.” She chuckled. “But they’ll know I know, and they won’t be sure that I wouldn’t. Even good boys need to know someone is watching. I’ll send Dexter some extra foxglove to thank him for making the magic mouthwash. You’d still be on fire if he hadn’t.” Nibi emptied her pipe in the fireplace, then sat in a straight-back chair. “Win, would you braid my hair, please? Rheumatism is slow leaving my hands this morning. Rain’s coming.”


“Rain? So, we can’t start the project today?” Nettie chafed at her own whining. She wanted to stay busy to keep her mind off Andy.


Nibi winked. “I said it’s coming, not that it’s here. First drops won’t fall until dusk.”


“Oh. Sorry.”


Using her fingers as a comb, Win separated Nibi’s long white hair into three thick strands and wove them into a soft rope that reached the old woman’s waist. Picking a sprig from a bouquet of purple cone-flowers on the table, Win wove the stem into the last knot of the braid.


“Nettie, I’m simmering some tea to help get my fingers moving. Would you pour for me, please?”


Nibi’s kitchen also served as an apothecary. Shelves filled with colorful baskets, jars, and palm-size otter-skin bags full of this and that lined the walls. Drying herbs and other plants hung from dozens of hooks in the ceiling, and pieces of oak bark and earth-colored roots lined the windowsills. Sweet-smelling flowers and leaves lay in mounds on the mixing table near a worn stone mortar and pestle. Nestled among them sat Nibi’s journal of medicinal recipes and a miniature cobalt-blue bottle with the words “Angel Water” on the side. Nettie popped the cork, closed her eyes, and sniffed. A delicious scent filled her head, crested, and flowed away like an ocean swell, leaving her unsteady. Leaning against the table, she replaced the cork. If heaven had a flower garden, she hoped it smelled like this.


Getting on with the business of pouring tea, she placed a piece of clean but stained bark cloth over Nibi’s tin cup and strained the amber liquid from the pot of prickly leaves simmering on the woodstove. How could stinging nettles be so mean to the skin yet so soothing to the stomach? Using a tin saucer, she carried the warm cup to Nibi.


“What did you think of the Angel Water?”


“How’d you kn—. Never mind. Of course you know.”


“A gift from my mother and hundreds of years of grandmothers.”


Win’s brow furrowed. “You made a love potion?”


“Think again,” Nibi said. “What you know is only useful if it’s correct.”


“Oh, that’s right. Angel Water isn’t a love potion. It eases pain, like heartache.”


“That’s better.”


Smelling the Angel Water hadn’t eased Nettie’s struggling thoughts about Andy. Maybe she needed another dose. “May I take some home?”


“One sniff should do. Give time and fate a chance to work. Is Andy struggling too?”


“I guess. I hope.”


“Butterflies struggle to escape their cocoons, you know. It gives them the strength to fly.”


“Or kills them.”


Nibi’s thin shoulders rose and fell with her soft laugh. “Patience, child. Patience.”


Nibi had struggled with love. At eighteen, she’d fallen in love with Dell, a young man who’d settled in Oak’s Landing. They’d married, moved to the mountain, and had a daughter. Dell died shortly after her birth, leaving Nibi to raise Win’s mother by herself. Nibi never remarried. When asked why, she always gave the same response: “Love doesn’t come and go just because people do.”


“What’s the project you want us to work on?” Win asked.


Nibi finished her tea. “Come with me.” Leading them to the front porch, she nudged her dreamcatcher. The slight movement spun the purple stone and sent cascading waves of violet across the porch. “I want you two to make dreamcatchers just like this one.”


Nettie and Win raised eyebrows at each other. They had asked to make dreamcatchers many times before, but Nibi had always been reluctant, citing their youth and the degree of difficulty.


“Is there a reason you want us to make them now?”


“There are things I want you to learn while I’m here to teach you.”


“Are you sick?” Win asked.


“No. Just old.” Something else flashed in Nibi’s eyes and tinted her voice.


Nettie started to question her further but stopped when she caught Win’s eye. When Nibi wanted them to know more, she’d tell them.


“This is not a typical dreamcatcher,” Nibi continued. “Making ones like it will be the hardest work you’ve ever done.”


Win didn’t hesitate to answer, “Yes, ma’am.”


Nettie agreed. “We have all summer.”


“Not quite. They need to be finished by mid-August.”


“Why then?”


Nibi hesitated. “You two will need to be getting ready for school about that time.”


Win caught Nettie’s eye again. What was Nibi not saying?


“If you’re going to build dreamcatchers, you need to understand the legend.” Nibi pointed to a fresh spiderweb in the corner of the porch, its creator busily bundling a wasp. “Centuries ago, an Ojibwe grandmother was doing the same thing, watching a spider build an intricate web. Her grandson became frightened by the spider and wanted to kill it. The grandmother stopped him, eased his fear, and taught him to how to appreciate the beauty of the web and the life creating it. Grateful for her protection, the spider gave the grandmother an extraordinary gift, a strong web spun between her and the moon to trap dark spirits and keep her from harm.”


“Why put it between her and the moon?” Nettie asked.


“Because that’s where darkness lives.”


Hearing the legend made the dreamcatcher seem even more mystical, powerful.


“For some tribes, the dreamcatcher is a symbol of the human spirit. Each part represents a unique gift of Nature and brings with it special meaning.” Nibi ran her hands along the rim. “The red willow ring represents the circle of life.”


“Would any type of tree work?” Nettie asked.


“No. Red willow is not only strong but also flexible enough to bend in half and not break.”


“Why is it wrapped in a vine?”


“This isn’t just any vine. It’s grapevine, which helps protect the ring and symbolizes life after death.”


Nibi’s fingers moved to the intricate latticework in the middle of the ring. “The web symbolizes protection. Dark spirits hide in bad dreams and enter our souls as we sleep. Just as a spider’s web traps insects, the dreamcatcher’s web traps bad dreams and the darkness they veil.” Nibi pointed to the purple stone suspended in the web. “The amethyst symbolizes the spider. She protects us by devouring the bad dreams and allowing the good ones to reach us through the portal.”


Nettie pulled back the small white feathers with black tips. “Why is it covered with these?”


“Those are the feathers of a snowy owl. Some tribes view them as the wisest of all birds, while others view them as omens of darkness.”


“Which is it?”


“Both. Nature is never either-or. Covering the portal with their feathers symbolizes wisdom, our ability to choose between light and dark, good and evil.”


Nettie shook her head. “Those are some powerful feathers.”


“What about these?” Win pointed to the thirteen strings suspended at the bottom of the ring. The first seven strings grew progressively longer, while the last six grew shorter. Each string had a gold feather tied in the middle and an arrowhead attached to the end.


“The strings symbolize the thirteen phases of the moon. Waning moons get smaller, while waxing moons get bigger. A full moon appears in the middle of each cycle.”


“Why are they part of the dreamcatcher?”


“Because they also symbolize the ability to discern light in the presence of darkness. Each phase of the moon balances the amount of light available, which in turn balances Nature.”


Nettie touched the feathers tied in the middle of each string. “What type are these?”


“Those are the feathers of a golden eagle, the greatest of all birds. My grandmother said some eagles are so brave and fly so high that the sun turns their feathers gold. They can see farther than any other bird and are so strong they can fly for hours at a time, especially in an east wind.”


“Why in an east wind?”


“Because they’re heading toward dawn. Their feathers symbolize courage and hope.”


Win balanced the tip of one of the arrowheads on her finger. “And these?”


“Arrowheads signify strength and commitment. Most important, they remind us to stay alert, always watchful. The stones used to make them arise from deep earth; they’re hard and strong yet capable of being shaped to do the work necessary to survive.”


A breeze spun the dreamcatcher. The varying lengths of the strings prevented the feathers and arrows from becoming tangled with one another. The weight of the arrowheads brought the ring to a gentle stop.


“Individually, these elements represent faith, wisdom, courage, hope, strength, and commitment. Together they make a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts.” Nibi arched her right hand from her forehead toward her eye, Monacan hand talk for Do you see? Do you understand?


Win and Nettie responded yes by curling and tilting their right hands.


“You’ll need the same qualities to build your dreamcatchers.” Nibi arched her hand again.


Following Win’s lead, Nettie slowly hand-signaled that she understood. What had started as a summer project seemed to be taking on a much bigger meaning. Faith she had, but the rest she’d never had to worry about before.


Nibi answered her unspoken question. “Time and patience, child. Time and patience.”


Nettie nodded. Pushing the white feathers aside, she peeked through the portal at her distorted reflection in the wavy glass window. “Sometimes bad dreams make it through?”


“Yes. Some dark spirits are so powerful, dreamcatchers alone can’t stop them.”


“What more does it need?’


“You. And everything you learn during the journey to create it.”


[image: Images]


Nibi crossed the ties of her chest-to-knees apron behind her back, then knotted them in front. Made of thin leather, the apron had a dozen pockets that held everything from twine and scissors to salves. Empty ones were for whatever she found and needed during her treks around the mountains. A machete, small enough to be quick and sharp enough to slice paper, hung from a loop on the side of the apron. Nibi used it to harvest plants, clear brush, peel bark, and kill slant-eyed snakes foolish enough to refuse her one time offer to leave.


Nibi pulled a bottle from one of her shelves. “We’re going off-trail today, and the bugs will be hungry. Cup your hands.”


Nettie turned her nose from the tart-smelling liquid and rubbed it onto her exposed skin. By sunset, she’d be covered with red speckles anyway. “Bugs like me.”


“It’s the scent of your warm blood,” Nibi said.


“Then I’d just as soon be cold-blooded.”


“I thought you were afraid of snakes.”


“That’s right, snakes are cold-blooded, aren’t they?”


“You remember how to tell the dangerous ones from the harmless ones, right?”


“Of course,” Nettie said. “But both slither and bite.”


Nibi laughed. “You two get some twine and another knife out of the barn while I pack us some lunch; then we’ll get going.”


Cool darkness and the scent of silage and fresh hay dominated the dimly lit barn as Nettie pulled a roll of twine from a stack in the corner and Win selected a knife from those hanging on the wall. Turning to leave, Nettie bumped into an old farm table, causing a balled-up burlap sack to flop open. Half a dozen tiny gray blobs with little tails scurried through the dust in all directions. Mouse babies.


Nettie jumped back. “Damnation! Nibi needs a cat.”


“Or a couple of black snakes.” Win said, giggling.


“Very funny.”


Rejoining Nibi, they headed down the mountain.


While the Oak’s Landing side of the river had a beautifully sculpted river walk, Nibi’s side did not. Crossing Route 56, they waded through tall grass and prickly brush until they intersected a game trail. In single file, they zigzagged around trees, boulders, and clumps of Nature’s debris. Along the way, they startled a doe, sent the squirrels into a panic, and surprised a fox breakfasting on an unlucky chipmunk.


Moving at a steady pace, Nibi talked over her shoulder. “There’s a big stand of red willows about half a mile upriver. If we’re lucky, we’ll find some just the right size.”


Nettie and Win struggled to keep up, having to stop over and over to remove the ropy briars that captured their clothes, skin, and hair.


“The stickers are awful this year,” Nettie complained, wiping linear dots of blood from her arm.


“I feel like a pincushion,” Win said.


“No whining, you two. Keep up,” Nibi called.


The sun indicated midmorning before Nibi pointed to a cluster of young trees with reddish-brown bark. “There they are. Your saplings will need to be about a foot taller than you and half the width of your wrist. Less, and they’re not strong enough. More, and they’re harder to mold.”


Nettie and Win body-measured dozens of saplings until they found two the right size. Under Nibi’s supervision, they took them down at the base and angled the ends so they fit together.


“Pinch off the small sprouts and carefully cut off the larger stems. Preserve as much bark as you can. It helps keep the wood strong.”


When the trees were pruned, rolled, and tied, Nettie and Win sat in a patch of moss to take a break.


Nibi waved them back to their feet. “There’s no time to rest. You want to find the grapevines and get them down before the day heats up.”
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