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The past is never dead. It’s not even past.

—William Faulkner, Requiem for A Nun


For John, always


THE CREATURE WATCHED AND waited. It crouched just beyond the trees or beneath the waterline or over the horizon, just beneath the shifting sugar sand or just above the clouds, up beyond the stars. It waited for me. It will wait for you, too.

I don’t know how long I floated beneath the hot sun, how long I drifted in the land of alligators and crocodiles, where men walk on water, where God and the Devil shake hands, where the dead rise up to live again. At some point my body stopped sending signals to my fevered brain. I stopped wanting water or food. I stopped clawing at the stinging welts from the mosquitoes and black flies. The numbness from my leg spread across my body. Soon, I guessed, I’d feel nothing at all. Thank goodness. Thank God.

My life never flashed before my eyes; instead it unfolded like a child’s picture book. And other people’s lives, other people’s memories, other people’s stories came to me, as well. I recognized some of the people, and some were strangers to me, but I knew them all. We were joined together and there was no way to tell me from you or you from me, no way to separate sisters and brothers, mothers and fathers, friends and enemies. There was no past or future. Everything that ever happened existed in a single moment. We were all connected.

A large black bird circled above me, waiting for me to die. I smelled fires burning from one hundred years ago. I smelled the clean sweat of a man swinging a pickax. I smelled cornbread and stewed collard greens. I smelled the sweet scent of brambleberries growing wild in the haunted woods. I smelled stale smoke from my mother’s cigarettes. I smelled the damp rotting decay of my father’s body. I smelled my sister’s hair; it smelled of summer. I smelled the metallic threat of rain. I smelled my grandmother’s lemon pound cake. I smelled my brother’s clothes after a long night on the water, briny and sharp. I smelled mustard and onions. I smelled the damp clay from the quarry and the sulfur-ripe stench of spent fireworks.

People talk about heaven and hell, about seeing the light or the darkness, but I got no sense of an afterlife. No angels descended to comfort me. No fire-and-brimstone visions. Only a man in a boat. A man both familiar and strange. And as I floated across the water, I wished I could go back. I wished I could return to the day when we first came here, when we first navigated the fresh rivers and the brackish swamps, when we swung beneath the mangrove tunnels, our monkey arms sunburnt and tight, when the swamp chicken called us forward, when the anhinga stretched, stretched, stretched its wings, when we touched pineapple plants sprouting from nothing more than humidity and hope, when we saw the strangling fig choke the bald cypress and I mistook it for a hug.

But no.

I wished to go back even further.

I wished to go back to the beginning. Or I wished to skip forward to the end. It came to me, floating on that small boat in the Gulf of Mexico: the beginning and the end were the same thing.

And monsters were everywhere. And dead men walked on water.


ONE
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White Forest, Mississippi

1976

IT WAS AUGUST AND hotter, somehow, than July, a heavy, smothering heat that left us sticky and restless even in the dark of night. It rained most afternoons in the Mississippi Delta, violent thunderstorms from soft gray skies. The rain should have brought relief but when the clouds parted and the sun came out, steam rose from the dead grass and the cracked asphalt and the brown fields, and it was hotter still. Folks who believed in voodoo or signs from above said the heat was a warning. We didn’t believe in superstitions back then, but we were wrong to dismiss things we could not see.

In the summer of the bicentennial, we wore red, white, and blue. The cheap colors faded quickly, like sparklers burning out on a summer evening. We spent the long sweltering days together. We watched bad sitcom reruns on television, ate sugary cold cereal for lunch, read books we pulled from dusty shelves, and complained about the heat and the humidity and the boredom and our lives.

Willet, at sixteen, complained the loudest. It’s hotter’n a bitch in heat, he’d yell upon waking. Or I’m sweating like a pimp in Sunday school! He refused to wear a shirt or shoes. Teenage boys could get away with being crude and half-dressed, but girls had to remain fully clothed and weren’t allowed the relief of profanity. Instead of cussing, we whined. Pansy, just six years old, had mastered the skill of prying ice from the plastic tray in the freezer. She’d suck on the cubes while lying still as a corpse in front of the box fan in the living room. The heat left me restless. Like any fourteen-year-old girl, I yearned for something new to happen, something different or interesting or scandalous.

I sat beside Mama on the living room couch, an old, faded, overstuffed floral monstrosity that once belonged to her mother, the grandmother for whom I was named. I lifted a thin blue towel from the plastic basket to fold. You can bet Willet and Pansy never helped with the laundry. “Where is Daddy? What is he doing? When will he come home? Why does he leave?” My questions went on and on.

Our father had been gone for three weeks. He’d disappeared the week after the town’s Fourth of July celebration, when I’d eaten myself sick on hot dogs and peanut brittle, when Willet had nearly lost a finger to a Roman candle, when Pansy had fallen asleep under the live oak in front of the courthouse. His absence wasn’t unusual. Daddy often disappeared for a stretch—traveling for work, he said—but the details of his work were vague. He wasn’t like other fathers. He didn’t sit behind a desk all day or wear a tie. He didn’t come home at night and sit in front of the television with a stiff drink. He didn’t mow the lawn on weekends or putter around in our garage. He wasn’t interested in the news of the day. Daddy lived in the past, in the murky netherworld of legend and lore. Everything that might happen in this world has already occurred, he would tell us. There is nothing new. Daddy showed up and disappeared without warning. We were expected to be glad to see him, and mostly we were. He was charming in the way dishonest men have to be and too handsome for his own good. He bore a striking resemblance to Paul Newman. He said so himself.

That summer, he and Uncle Chester spread counterfeit bills all over the south. They made no secret of it. They bleached five-dollar bills until they turned a soft pale gray, and then printed them as fifties and hundreds. Daddy was proud of their work. The five-dollar bills were the perfect canvas, not so soft as one-dollar bills. Folks might get suspicious if a hundred-dollar bill was too soft, he said. They laundered the cash by spending it. A few hundred dollars’ worth of merchandise could be bought and returned. The refund cash was real. Cashiers couldn’t detect the fake bills. Some cashiers swiped larger bills with a pen from the bank, but the pen only outed bills on bad paper; Daddy’s canvas was legit.

Sometimes Daddy and Uncle Chester sold their bills. Men in trouble with the law or unable to find steady work would show up at our front door and ask to invest in some art. Daddy would sell them a fifty-dollar bill for twenty-five dollars, or a hundred-dollar bill for forty. Mama hated when these men showed up, hated the desperation in their eyes and the dirt on their hands. They had a way of shuffling and mumbling that drove her near crazy, and she begged Daddy to find another line of work or at least keep the counterfeiting away from our house. We have children, she reminded him, as if he might forget. It did seem possible he might forget about us on one of his long trips. I didn’t like it when Daddy went away.

I often pestered Mama about Daddy’s absences, asked her when he would come home. Willet would scold me, tell me not to ask questions when there ain’t no answer. He protected Mama, even before things got real bad.

Mama snatched the towel out of my hand. She hated it when I went on and on about Daddy. She didn’t have any answers for me. “For God’s sake, Roberta Lynn.”

Mama was the only one who called me by my whole name. I hated it. It was old-fashioned and sounded like the name of someone destined for a career in country music or who would someday have too many children. I couldn’t carry a tune and I had no dreams of motherhood. I greatly preferred being called Bert. I was a tomboy, always trying to keep up with my brother. At a time when prairie skirts and gingham blouses were the style, I wore overalls and faded T-shirts. Willet said I was a roughneck. I wasn’t a hundred percent sure I understood what he meant, but I got the gist. It was an insult, but I didn’t mind.

When Mama got fed up, when she got sick of our whining and my persistent questions, she kicked us out. “I don’t want to see one freckle on your faces until suppertime, you hear me?”

She got like that, especially when Daddy was gone for too long. We grabbed a few things and fled, letting the screen door shut hard behind us, because the slamming sound drove Mama crazy.

Once exiled, we always went to the same place, the forbidden and abandoned rock quarry, a two-mile journey across blistering asphalt and through choking dust. The sun shimmered like an oil slick. It had a way of making folks see things that weren’t there or maybe things that weren’t there anymore. On that hot August day, Pansy swore a wild dog was bounding toward her from the bottomland hardwoods. Willet tried to hitch a ride on a phantom farm truck. Something dry and cool slid across my bare foot, a water moccasin seeking moisture. When we reached the quarry, we kept right on walking until we stepped over the edge and sank hard into the cold, dark water, the first plunge a small death.

Daddy said the quarry was a mile deep. Sometimes he told us stories about how the quarry was dug and how the men who unearthed those stones suffered and died. He warned us away from the quarry and from the woods surrounding it. “It’s an evil place,” he told us. “The Devil will find you there.”

We ignored his warnings, desperate to immerse ourselves in cool water.

Earlier that summer, Willet had strung up an old rope on a live oak tree. We took turns swinging out over the water and dropping in, plunging deeper each time.

The country club in town had a swimming pool full of cool, clean, chlorinated water, but we were not members of the country club and never would be. Daddy said it was evil for different reasons. It was a place where white men played golf and smoked cigars, where white women ate cold chicken salad for lunch, where white children swam and ate ice cream sandwiches. We were white but not that kind of white. Daddy said it was wrong to swim in a place where so many people were excluded.

There used to be a public pool, but men had tossed broken bottles into it at night as a protest against integration. We wore shoes to swim there, but even so we came away with cuts on our legs and arms. Strands of red floated in the chlorinated water. Eventually, the city decided it was better for no one to swim than for black children and white children to swim together. So they drained it and turned it over to a used car dealer. The quarry was our only option.

We dove into the forbidden waters. We tried to reach the bottom. Diving left us dizzy and strung out. Pansy didn’t care how deep it was. Only the cool water mattered.

She was the smart one, the lucky one. She was supposed to start school in a few weeks and she wasn’t happy about it. She’d spent no time in day care or with babysitters. Mama had enrolled her in kindergarten the year before, but Pansy threw a fit about it. Daddy said she was already smarter than half the kids in town and she didn’t need an extra year of sitting in a classroom. Mama had let her stay home. It was like that with Pansy. She got what she wanted. There was no way Mama would have kept Willet or me home for an extra year, let me tell you. But Pansy would have to leave Mama’s constant care soon. Kindergarten was optional; first grade was mandatory. Pansy would have to sit in a classroom like the rest of us, no matter how many fits she threw.

Mama called Pansy her little miracle, because she’d shown up unexpectedly when Mama and Daddy thought they were done with all that. She wasn’t saddled with the names of the dead the way Willet and I were, but she was brought into the world the same way.

We were not born in hospitals. Daddy didn’t trust the cold, sterile instruments. He didn’t trust the doctors and nurses. He didn’t trust the drugs. It was unnatural, he said. We were born onto a soft quilt. And the same hands that stitched the quilt pulled us from our mother’s womb. We were brought to life by the hands of our Granny Clem. We were not the only ones.

Granny Clem had a way with pregnant women. She knew which herbs would dull pain and what to do to bring on contractions. She knew how to get a breach baby to flip by massaging a woman’s back and placing a warm hand inside her. She knew other things too, darker things. Sometimes women came to her with pregnancies they hadn’t planned, pregnancies they didn’t want. Granny Clem would send the women home with a week’s worth of strong tea made from pennyroyal, tansy, cotton root bark, and who knew what else. Most of the time, the tea brought on the women’s bleeding and emptied their wombs, but when the tea failed, Granny Clem took stronger measures. She knew how to push a long steel wand into a woman’s cervix to eliminate a pregnancy. For many women, Granny Clem was their last hope.

Abortion was legal by then, but the clinics were hours away by car and often overrun with protest groups and news cameras. Wealthy women went to private doctors or flew to areas of the country where clinics were not so scarce and where they could recover in a nice hotel with room service. Poor women and high school girls made do with the clinics when they could reach them, or took matters into their own hands, or sought out the services of people like Granny Clem. Mama didn’t approve of Granny Clem’s abortion business, but Daddy said his mother was doing God’s work. Daddy said no child should be brought into a world that doesn’t want it.

Even though Mama and Daddy hadn’t planned for Pansy, they wanted her very much. It was a difficult pregnancy. Mama gained more weight with Pansy than she had with either Willet or me. Her feet swelled and a dark rash crawled across her face. We found long strands of her hair in the sofa cushions and the breadbox. When she went into labor, she howled like a wounded animal. Daddy told Willet to keep an eye on me and he dragged Mama to his truck. She could barely walk; her knees buckled and her feet dragged across the ground.

Willet put an arm around me as they drove away. “It’s all gonna be fine, Bert.” He couldn’t have known that and he must have been scared, too. At ten years old, he’d taken seriously his responsibility to keep me calm. It was the middle of the night and we knew we wouldn’t sleep. We ate peanut butter on saltine crackers and drank root beer over ice. Willet taught me how to play gin rummy.

Mama labored for nearly twenty hours. Granny Clem had her suck on peyote to make the experience less painful and to wash away bad associations. It was under the influence of the peyote that Mama blurted out the name of her favorite flower in a fit of giggles after finally giving birth. The name stuck. When I asked what Pansy would be named if Mama hadn’t been all dopey, Mama said Pansy was Pansy and could never be anyone else.

Pansy was strange from birth, different from us in so many ways. She was born with a head full of coarse black hair and a blotchy tan. A large purple birthmark spread across her left thigh. Willet and I were bald and pale as ice cream in our baby photos. Pansy’s almond-shaped eyes were sage green and wide-set, where ours were round and the color of milk chocolate. Pansy was born with teeth, four of them jutting out of her bottom gum. Granny Clem said it meant Pansy was special, powerful; she certainly seemed to hold power over our father. He held her and stroked his thumb across her birthmark as if that purple blemish were some sort of sign from God.

During her first months at home, Pansy cried and cried. She seemed angry. She rarely slept. When Mama tried to breastfeed her, she refused to eat or clamped down hard with her grotesque teeth until Mama cried out in pain. Mama switched to bottle-feeding, but only the most expensive brand of formula would satisfy Pansy. Daddy said she’d eat us into the poorhouse before her first birthday but he didn’t seem mad about it. In fact, he sounded kind of proud. Starting her on solid food didn’t help. As a toddler, she was so picky Mama worried she’d be malnourished. While we ate mushy vegetables and cornbread, Pansy got peanut butter on toast. While we choked down greasy cabbage rolls with ground beef and onion, Pansy got chicken fingers and French fries. If anyone tried to insist she eat whatever the rest of us were having, she threw a tantrum so violent her whole face turned purple. Mama rubbed her back while she gasped and hiccuped.

It was obvious to anyone that Mama and Daddy loved Pansy best. Willet and I were ordinary children, but Pansy was charmed. When Daddy was home, he sang soft songs we’d never heard before and carried her around like a precious object. Every single morning, Mama brought Pansy a glass of chocolate milk in bed. Pansy wouldn’t get up without her special treat, and Mama indulged her—though Willet and I weren’t allowed food in our beds. I did small chores even as a toddler, but Pansy never helped out around the house. I won’t pretend it didn’t hurt, to see Mama and Daddy dote on Pansy, to feel second best though I was there first. There were times I wished Pansy would go away, times I wished she’d never been born. Shameful thoughts from a petty child, but still.

There was no explaining why our parents chose to give in to Pansy’s demands so often and so willingly. At first, I thought they felt sorry for Pansy because she was so ugly, with her old man hair, splotchy skin, and bizarre infant teeth. But the coarse hair fell away, and in its place wild and silky dark curls appeared. She lost her natal teeth, and her complexion smoothed and softened until it was something people wanted to touch. Even I could see it. I loved her as much as I resented her. She was a beautiful child. Who doesn’t love a beautiful child more than an ordinary one?

Pansy floated on her back, still as a log on the surface of the deep water. Her skin was tanned, as it was by the end of every summer. Willet and I burned and peeled and freckled, but Pansy’s skin soaked in the sun. Everyone wanted to be tan back then and I envied how easily it came to her. Everything seemed to come easy for Pansy. She could float for hours. Sometimes she fell asleep. I couldn’t float for ten seconds without lifting my head and looking around, worried I might miss something important. Willet would not be tamed. He hurled himself into the water again and again, all banshee cannonballs and Tarzan yells. Only Pansy seemed at peace on the water. She had faith the world would hold her up.

We splashed around for hours, and by midafternoon I was half starved.

“I could eat a gator,” Willet said.

Pansy didn’t open her eyes. “I’m fine.”

“We ought to call you Dandelion instead of Pansy,” Willet said. “Someday you’ll just up and blow away.”

“Oh, shut up.” Pansy’s voice was as calm as the water.

“There’s wild berries across the road,” Willet said.

“What if they’re poison?” I was a worrier from birth.

“They’re just brambleberries, no different than the ones in the store.”

We told Pansy we’d be right back. We didn’t think twice about leaving our six-year-old sister alone in a deep pool in the middle of nowhere. She was a stronger swimmer than either of us would ever be. We figured she was charmed and, like most children—hell, like most people—we thought primarily of ourselves.

Willet led the way to the leggy bushes, which grew in a clearing a little further into the woods than I cared to travel, but my hunger was stronger than my fear. The black raspberries were plump and sweet, and we ate them as fast as we could pick them.

Willet wiped his hands on his shorts and looked over his shoulder. “I’ll be back in a sec,” he said.

“Don’t leave me here!”

“I’ll be right back.”

I followed him until he turned and told me I was acting like a baby. I hung back and waited. The sound of branches popping beneath Willet’s footsteps faded. The scent of smoke, sweet and smoldering, drifted through the air and I figured it for the lingering aroma of a fire built by Boy Scouts or some family avoiding campsite fees at the state park. The berries grew large and angry in my stomach. I rubbed my aching belly and wished for Willet to reappear. I closed my eyes and counted, telling myself Willet would be there when I reached ten, then twenty, then fifty, then one hundred. My too-small swimsuit dried and wedged in my butt. I tugged at it, angry with Mama for not buying me a new suit that summer. Clouds rolled in, sending the clearing into shadow. A swarm of gnats gathered around my face and I waved my hands to keep from inhaling the pesky creatures. The sky, which had been blue and clear all morning, turned gray and menacing. I’d had enough.

“Willet!” I shouted. “Willet, this isn’t funny!”

The tall trees swallowed up my voice. It was like one of those bad dreams where you scream for help but don’t make a sound. A hot wind traveled through the woods; the leaves on the trees quivered and quaked. Dark gray clouds blocked out the sun. The first fat drop of rain hit my bare shoulder. I called for Willet once more, then walked in the direction he’d disappeared. The sky let loose a roll of thunder. The rain swept through in heavy, blinding sheets and the dust beneath my feet turned to mud. It was an angry storm.

Up ahead, something moved. It was a person, darting among the trees.

“Willet!” I chased after the darting figure, already thinking about what I’d tell Mama when we got home. “You are in so much trouble!” I hollered.

The storm grew darker. My feet slipped on mud and slick fallen leaves. I put my hands out to avoid crashing into the trees surrounding the clearing. They seemed to pop up out of nothing. Thunder cracked and the ground shook. I’d been caught in bad weather before, but this was worse than anything I’d ever seen. The rain was so thick it looked like something you could grab by the handful. Clouds obliterated the daylight. It was dark as night until a bolt of lightning lit up the sky. In that flash of light I saw a dark creature lurch across the clearing. It hunched forward. It wore tattered, ill-fitting clothes, and in the lightning glow, the creature’s skin seemed to be the same color as the clay from the quarry—a slick greenish gray. It reminded me of the trolls from children’s storybooks. It carried something in its arms, something too large to be lugged through the woods in a storm. I stood very still, hoping to escape the creature’s notice. I barely breathed. At the next bolt of lightning, I tried to spot the creature again, but it was gone. I stood frozen in the downpour, afraid to move forward or go back. What had I seen? Was it a monster or a vagrant? Was it the Devil himself? Was Daddy right about this being Satan’s sanctuary?

Anything seemed possible in the midst of that dark storm. I thought of Margaret Halsey, a classmate who’d told her mother she was having a sleepover with a girlfriend but instead spent the weekend with her boyfriend at his family’s deer lease, not far from these woods. Margaret wouldn’t talk about what happened, but she’d come back changed and not for the better. Some people said a gang of rough boys had violated her with the barrel of a hunting rifle. Others said she got drunk and let her boyfriend and his friends do what they wished, and she enjoyed every minute of it. People avoided her, as if whatever had happened might be contagious. If it happened to her, it could happen to me. She’d been touched by evil, and I wanted no part of it. If I stood very still and remained silent, maybe the evil would pass me by.

The rain slowed. The violent stinging sheets became soft drops. Clouds rolled apart and soft fingers of light began to creep across the sky. Steam rose off the trees, the mist clearing away irrational fears. I told myself I was being silly, imagining things.

“Willet!” I called out.

When he didn’t appear, I turned back on the path to the quarry. Willet would be there, probably wondering where I was. Maybe I missed him in the storm or maybe he’d circled around and gone back a different way. I shook like a dog, water flying off my hair and skin. My hands were stained purple from the berries. Leaving the woods, the sun hit me with a blinding brightness. Any coolness from the rain disappeared, melted into sticky sweat between my thighs. The quarry water lay still and peaceful. I circled the lip of the quarry, looking for Willet to pop out of the woods or waiting for him to rise up from the deep water, gasping from holding his breath. Out of the rising heat, Bubba Speck appeared. I couldn’t figure where he’d come from; suddenly he was just there. Bubba was shirtless, and even at sixteen it was clear he would be a fat man someday. His pudgy belly sagged over the waistband of his shorts and his breasts were larger than mine, which had barely begun to announce themselves to the world.

When we were younger, Bubba and Willet were good friends. They shared a fascination with building things, mostly explosive devices fashioned from old car parts and match tips and household cleansers. In seventh grade, they set off a small bomb in the girls’ bathroom at the junior high school. The principal had told the sheriff and the woman from the local news that it was only by the grace of God no one was hurt. The grace of God was something a lot of folks believed in back then.

“What are you doing, Bubba?” I hollered.

Bubba tossed a rock into the still water of the quarry.

“Have you seen Willet?”

Bubba tossed another rock. It was like he couldn’t hear me, like I wasn’t even there.

“You got no right to ignore me, Bubba Speck!”

Bubba looked up at the sky, pointed a finger to some spot above his head. I looked where he was pointing, but all I saw were dissolving clouds and the bright, white sun. My vision filled with fiery spots that flared and went dark. By the time I could see again, Bubba was gone.

Between Willet and Bubba, I didn’t know what to think. Why were they treating me so mean? I couldn’t think of anything I’d done to deserve such treatment. I resolved to ignore Willet for the next week at least and to tell Mama how he’d abandoned me in the woods and hid when I called him. I was running down the long list of things Willet had done to make me mad when I realized something was wrong.

Pansy was not floating on her back in the quarry where we’d left her. Pansy was not sitting on the edge of the quarry with her feet dangling in the water as she sometimes did. Pansy was not walking on the path into the woods. Pansy was not climbing the oak tree with the swing. Pansy was not anywhere at all. The berries I’d eaten expanded and rose into my throat. I spewed out a hot mess of the sweet fruit, splashing my bare feet.

I yelled for Pansy. It seemed I’d spent the whole afternoon shouting for people who wouldn’t answer.

“Willet! Bubba! Pansy!”

I called their names over and over, but no one called back. I held on to the idea they were playing a joke on me. Any minute they’d burst from behind a tree and laugh at me for getting all worked up. But they didn’t come out, and even the birds seemed to have gone silent. The sun, bright and hot and unforgiving, dipped in the sky.

It was getting on toward suppertime, and I thought about Mama at home making cornbread or stirring a pot of purple hull peas. Maybe Willet and Pansy were on their way home without me. Maybe they were teaching me a lesson. I played the last week in my head and tried to figure out what I’d done to make them angry. Instead, I devised a long list of slights I’d suffered. Someone ate the biscuit I was saving for breakfast. Pansy kicked me hard enough to leave a bruise when I asked her to get her laundry sorted. Willet called me an “idget.” Ordinary sibling grievances, but there I was, alone, abandoned for some reason I couldn’t fathom. My chest felt heavy and tight. I was lightheaded and ashamed. I didn’t know why. My face burned, but my arms prickled with chilly goose pimples. With no option but to stand there or walk on, I set off down the road toward home. I was halfway there, on that stretch of hot, shadeless road, when I heard Willet call my name. Any anger I held against him fell away. I’d about convinced myself the whole world had disappeared during that storm and I would walk in the door of our house to find Mama vanished and no supper on the stove. When Willet caught up with me, I threw myself around him like a spider monkey. His skin smelled sharp and sweet, something unrecognizable rising from his sweat.

“Where were you?”

“Jesus, Bert, I’m right here.”

I started to tell him about the storm and the creature in the woods and Bubba, but he interrupted me.

“Where’s Pansy?”

“I thought she was with you.”

“Why in the hell would she be with me? She was in the quarry.” Willet’s face shimmered with sweat. His eyes were all pupil.

My chest got real tight then, and I felt starved for air. Everything went woozy and dark until the world was the size of a knothole. I grasped Willet’s arm to keep from keeling over. “Maybe she went home without us.”

Pansy had never walked home alone.

Willet shook me so hard I bit my tongue. The metallic taste of blood crept through my mouth. “How could you leave her?” Spit flew from Willet’s lips.

“I thought she was with you. I thought you were playing a trick on me.”

“We have to go back.”

“But it’s nearly suppertime,” I said. “Mama will be worried.”

“Worried? She’ll be damn near crazy if we come home without Pansy. Goddammit, Bert, make some sense.”

My head felt fuzzy. Normally, I was the sensible one. Pansy was young and still prone to fanciful thoughts, imaginary friends, bursts of sudden temper. Willet was unpredictable, wild and untamed in the way boys brought up with too much freedom tend to be. I followed the rules. It drove Willet crazy. He warned me I was on a path to spinsterhood. Men hate that shit, was how he put it. He had a way of drilling down to the heart of things, but now he seemed unable to focus. The world spun in the wrong direction, and I wondered if the berries we’d eaten were poisonous, if this was all a sick fever dream. We stood there arguing far too long. The sun dipped closer to the horizon. Finally Willet told me to go home. He turned to go back to the woods, back to the quarry where we’d last seen Pansy. I shivered as a vision of the creature from the woods came to me, but Willet was already a good piece down the road. I didn’t call him back. I didn’t warn him. I didn’t trust what I’d seen and, anyhow, I knew Willet wouldn’t believe a crazy story about some monster in the woods.

“Be careful,” I whispered, though I knew he couldn’t hear me.
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A HOLE IN THE ground, a depression in the earth, a gaping wound, an open mouth. That’s what it was—a greedy open mouth drinking in rainwater and sucking sunshine into darkness. At night when the stars hid behind clouds and the moon was reduced to a sliver, people brought offerings to feed the mouth. They tossed their sins into the muddy water and hoped to be cut free from guilt or shame. Sacks of bones, mostly canine, lockboxes with love notes from someone else’s husband, the sticky remains of an unformed child, a bloody knife, a hunting rifle, a broken mirror, a single leather glove—these things sank into the deep water and lodged among the gray stones left unearthed. Of course it was an evil place. It held too many secrets to be anything else.

The things he knows can’t be found in books or newspapers or in the scrawled notes of local historians. The things he knows, he knows deep beneath his skin. He gathers the stories of the ghosts and combines them with his own. They melt together like candle wax. Lately he’s begun writing everything down in a small notebook, everything he can remember and all the things that are deeper than memory.

—

The quarry was dug by slaves in the earliest years of the nineteenth century. The slaves had fled the nearby cotton fields and were caught by the brutal man who owned the land. The man promised to break them with labor a cotton picker could never know. He chained them to one another and forced them to dig with pickaxes and shovels and bare hands. The men worked from first light until dark without resting. If a man grew thirsty, he drank muddy water from the ground. If a man needed to urinate or move his bowels, he did so while continuing to work his tools and his hands through the earth. Each evening, the plantation owner brought meager rations of cornmeal mush and cold beans. The men pulled the slop up with their filthy hands from a communal bucket. Soon enough, the weakest of the men fell ill and died. The plantation owner left the man’s corpse chained to the workers as a reminder of what might happen.

“This man’s soul now toils in hell,” he told the men. “You’ll join him soon enough, but until that day you’ll toil for me.”

The men talked about the bad feeling they got when they dug. One said they were digging in the mouth of hell. One lost his mind and used a small shovel to hack off his leg and free himself from the shackles. He bled to death, and the work went on around him. All of the men gave their lives to the quarry.

The plantation owner who’d ordered the work gave his life, as well, though not as quickly. He used the first stones unearthed from the site to lay the foundation for a house for his daughter. His slaves, the ones still working in his fields, carried the stones in slings around their necks from the quarry to the home site nearly a mile away. They dug a level trench in the earth and lay stones in like a puzzle until they’d made a foundation so stable only God himself could move it. The plantation owner worked beside his slaves to build the house. He wanted it done right, and he imagined showing it to his daughter and her fiancé with a sense of pride, telling them he’d built it himself. He used the best pine logs available and put in windows to capture the morning light. He put in a fireplace and a woodstove. He constructed walls for three bedrooms and imagined his future grandchildren sleeping peacefully there.

But when the house was finished, it didn’t please him. Something about it looked askew, though he’d measured every angle himself. The house was as square and level as any house could be, but it sat wrong on the plot of land. He knew this and it made him angry. The house was constructed from his plans and his vision, so there was no one to blame but himself. Nonetheless, he found reasons to whip the men who’d worked on the house. He accused them of sabotage.

At his daughter’s wedding, he could think of nothing but the disappointment she would feel when she spent her first night in the new home. His wife told him he was being silly. She said the house was fine. She said the daughter was lucky to have a father who would provide such a generous wedding gift.

But the house was never right. His daughter said she was always cold inside its walls. She kept the fireplace burning even during the hottest days of summer. Every meal that was cooked in the woodstove came out ruined. She slept too often, even in the middle of the day. She produced no children. She told her husband her womb was too cold to carry a child. Nothing went right. On a warm summer night while they slept, an errant spark escaped the fireplace and settled on the woven rug covering the wood floors. The spark smoldered and gathered strength. Flames leapt through the main room, catching the curtains and a pile of quilting scraps. By the time the woman and her husband woke, the house was filled with smoke. They made it out and watched as the house burned to the ground. After the ashes were cleared, the only thing that remained was the bed of stones from the quarry. The woman came down with a persistent cough and spent the next year trying to catch her breath. Her lungs failed. She died exactly one year from the date of the fire. She was twenty years old. Her husband moved on, married another woman, but the plantation owner lived out his life in mourning. He felt responsible for his daughter’s death. He blamed the house.

His slaves knew better. They held their children close and told them stories about how the land could turn evil. They warned the children not to play with the gray polished rocks from the quarry.

“Those are Satan’s stones,” they said. “Don’t you steal from the Devil.”


TWO
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WHEN I GOT HOME from the quarry, I could smell the ordinary odors of supper being cooked. In the kitchen, a pot of butterbeans simmered low and slow on the stovetop. Cornbread, golden and fresh from the oven, sat in a cast-iron skillet on the counter. A bowl filled with sliced okra tossed in flour and cornmeal waited beside the stove, ready for frying. Mama came in the back door holding a jar of pepper jelly she’d fetched from the garage.

“I was starting to fret.” Mama pressed the glass jar into my hands.

I twisted the jelly lid, part of a batch we’d put up last summer. Mama turned up the heat on the skillet for the okra. A cigarette dangled from the corner of her mouth. She talked around it, smoke seeping forth with each word.

“Y’all get washed up for supper.”

“But, Mama …” The lid popped loose.

“Stand back, Roberta Lynn. This oil might splatter.”

I moved away from the stove, listened to the oil hiss and spit. I didn’t want to tell her about Pansy. I didn’t want to set all that worry in motion. I wanted to fill my plate with good food and watch something silly on television. Maybe if I stalled, Willet would come through the door with Pansy. Maybe everything would be okay.

I pulled plates from the cabinet and stacked them on the dining table along with a pile of forks and a spoon for the jelly. I looked out the window, hoping to see Willet and Pansy walking toward the house, but the street was empty. Back in the kitchen, Mama tucked fat pats of butter into warm slices of cornbread.

I wished Daddy were home.

In the bathroom, I ran my hands under the faucet until Mama called out and said to hurry up because the food was getting cold. Time seemed to slow down, but everything happened too fast. I turned off the faucet and wiped the drops from the porcelain basin with a bit of tissue. I sat on the toilet without any plans to use it, elbows resting on my knees, head propped in my hands. My heartbeat seemed to echo against the dingy tile floor. My chest felt tight and hollow. I flushed the unused toilet, watched the clean water swirl in the bowl, then ran my hands under the faucet again.

No amount of stalling would keep me from facing Mama. The bathroom door creaked when I pushed it open. The hallway seemed to expand into a long tunnel. I moved slowly, hoping Willet would come through the front door with Pansy and everything would go back to normal. Mama gave me a strange look. She seemed young and vulnerable. Her old shorts and faded blouse were dusted with flour and spotted with grease. She never did bother to put on an apron when she cooked. Her feet were bare. She wore no makeup and her hair was pushed back off her face with a cheap plastic headband. A moist line of sweat beaded across her upper lip.

I couldn’t tell Mama Pansy was missing. I couldn’t say it. Bad news about Pansy would be the worst news of all. It would be better if I disappeared, or Willet. Mama would trade us both for Pansy, I suspected. I couldn’t say the words. She knew, though. She read my face and knew something was very wrong.

“Where are they?” she asked, her voice soft, without a hint of tremor. “Where?” Mama sank onto the living room couch with a thud.

The cold knowledge of how we’d failed Mama by leaving Pansy in the quarry became all too clear. We were older and should know better. She’d trusted us. We were supposed to watch our sister, to keep her safe. Pansy was still a baby. Pansy was Mama’s baby. Willet would find her, I thought. Willet could do anything. I remembered the time he killed a snake with a pellet gun, the time he swung himself onto the roof to fetch a stray ball and how he’d dropped from that great height with the gracefulness of a cat. When I came down with the chicken pox, Willet colored with me in the cheap paper books brought over by the church ladies, even though he’d outgrown such things. Willet had never let me down. He was brave and strong and fearless. He would bring Pansy home. He had to.

But when Willet came through the front door, he was alone. Mama and I were still staring at one another, both of us working up the courage to speak. I don’t know if we’d been like that for an hour or for five minutes. The timeline of that day is all wonky in my mind. Willet said some things I can’t remember. What I do remember is how he looked. All of a sudden, my brother looked like a man. When Mama went to stand, he reached out and held her arm, steadying her in a gentle way. At some point, he put on a shirt, as if walking around half-naked was too casual for our current situation. He stood with Mama while she called the police and spun the dial for her when her hands shook. He put on a pot of coffee and turned off all the burners on the stove. How did he know what to do? Had he been preparing himself for tragedy? Had he rehearsed this moment in his mind?

Meanwhile, I remained useless and clumsy. I dropped a water glass in the kitchen and gashed my thumb trying to clean up the shards. Blood crept across my palm like a lazy river. Willet thrust my injured hand under a stream of cold water and wrapped it in a kitchen towel. He could see I was feeling woozy. He held my shoulders and looked straight into my face. It was like looking in a mirror. We had the same brown eyes, the same freckles across our pale cheeks, the same dishwater hair. His face was sharper and wider than mine, but no one could ever doubt we were related.

“We need to help Mama,” he said. “Do you understand?”

Help her do what, I wondered. What could we possibly do to make this mess right? We could find Pansy and bring her home. Nothing else would be any help at all.

A car pulled into our driveway. It was a police cruiser, but there were no flashing lights or sirens, just two uniformed officers with notebooks. Mama brought them right inside our house. Daddy wouldn’t like that, I thought. Even from where I stood I could smell the bleach from the laundry room where Daddy worked. He had a cardboard box full of bleached bills stashed behind the washing machine. It’s not like you could stumble over it but it wasn’t exactly locked up tight. Mama didn’t seem worried about any of that. She cared about Pansy, of course, and nothing else.

The officers, one fat and balding, one thin with a thick afro, talked to Mama. They wrote down information about Pansy’s height and weight and age and hair color. They questioned Willet and me, together at first, then separately. We answered whatever they asked until the questions ran together like wet paint.

What time did you leave Pansy to eat berries? What time did you leave the quarry? Neither of us wore a watch. Why didn’t Pansy stay with you? She wasn’t hungry. She’d rather swim. When did you last see your father? A few weeks ago. Was anyone else with you? No. Bubba Speck was there but just for a minute. What time was that? I don’t know. Would Pansy leave on her own? I don’t think so. Would Pansy leave with Bubba? I don’t know. Was she angry with you for any reason? No. I don’t know. Where is your father? I don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t know.

The skinny officer asked Mama for a list of Pansy’s friends or neighbors she might visit. Mama looked at him like he’d lost his mind. “We’re her whole world.”

Oh, God.

I sat with the fat officer and answered more questions, one hopeless response after another. It was hot and I wanted to reach out and wipe away the stream of sweat from his bulging jaw. The scent of vegetable oil gone cold and slightly rancid settled around us. My stomach growled, though I couldn’t imagine eating anything.

I answered the officer’s questions, but I didn’t offer any additional details. I didn’t tell him about the creature from the woods; it was too fantastic and it seemed like a bad dream. I told him I’d returned to the quarry just after the storm. That’s when I’d seen Bubba and realized Pansy was missing. The officer had a lot of questions about Bubba, but I couldn’t answer anything in a way that seemed to satisfy him. “Bubba wouldn’t hurt Pansy,” I told him.

Sweat trickled from the officer’s forehead to his neck. He wheezed a bit whenever he took a deep breath. The buttons of his uniform strained against his bulging belly. He had the look of a man about to burst. He asked me what Bubba and I talked about at the quarry.

“We didn’t,” I said.

He grunted and scribbled in his notebook, thanked me for my time, and said he might want to ask me more questions later.

By the time they finished with us, I thought that day was the only day there ever was. It was impossible to imagine we would eat or brush our teeth or put on pajamas or go to sleep. It didn’t seem possible we’d ever wake up to a different day. The options narrowed to nothing. It seemed I would sit and nod or shake my head for an eternity.

While we had answered questions, two men in scuba gear dove deep into the quarry to search for Pansy. Here is what they found: a 1969 Volkswagen bug, a Japanese motorbike turned to pure rust, two identical refrigerators, three hunting rifles and one pistol, a machete, enough dog bones to make a pack, hundreds of amber beer bottles, an old guitar, coins of every denomination, a burlap sack filled with the carcasses of a litter of kittens, five ladder-back dining chairs, three barstools, a plastic box containing syringe plungers, a backpack filled with swollen school books. Here is what they did not find: Pansy.

After the officers left, Lorna Speaks came over from across the street. She was a religious woman, who was always trying to get us to go to the Baptist church. We went occasionally, on Easter or near Christmas, but Mama never made us go on an ordinary Sunday. Neither she nor Daddy were particularly religious. It was one more thing that set us apart from other families. Most of the folks we knew were devout; even the terrible people made it to church every week.

I knew Lorna must have been watching from her living room window, curious to the point of shaking about the cops at our house. Mama always said she was the nosiest woman on the face of the earth, but Mama didn’t turn her away. She told her about Pansy and let Lorna pull her in for a long hug. When Lorna started praying, Mama bowed her head and clasped Lorna’s hands.

“Dear Lord,” Lorna said, “lift up this family in their time of trouble. We pray for you to return Pansy safely to her home, to keep her from harm, to fold her up in your love and protection. In your name, we pray. Amen.”

“Amen,” Mama said.

I had never heard Mama pray before.

Willet offered Lorna a cup of coffee. His manners were suddenly impeccable. He called her ma’am. It was like everyone in our family had transformed in some terrible way. I didn’t want a brother with good manners. I didn’t want a mother who prayed. All I wanted was for everything to go back to normal. I wanted Pansy to wander home and tell us some fantastic story about where she’d been and what she’d done. Most of all, I wanted my Daddy. He would know what to do, and he would not be dazzled by nosy neighbors and probing police officers. Daddy would fix things the way he always did, without bringing in a bunch of outsiders.

Mama sat with Lorna at the dinner table, both of them letting mugs of coffee go cold between their hands. Willet and I cleaned up the uneaten supper. I took a bite of the cornbread and it swelled like wet sand in my mouth. We scraped everything into the garbage and piled the dishes into a pail of soapy water in the sink. Willet told Mama we’d wash the dishes in the morning. He asked if she needed anything.
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