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To Penelope, with all my love.


May you learn the old songs and then write your own new one.










PRETTY POLLY [image: ] GRACE 2019



Aunt Dee told me about the murder. She’d picked me up from school that day and taken me to the park. We were swinging together, when I asked if our family had any good stories. She laughed. “We got stories for sure, Gracie. What kinda story are you after?”


“It’s for my language arts class. We’re doing a family history project. I’ve already made my family tree, but we’re also supposed to write a family story.”


Dee nodded. I pumped my legs back and forth in the swing, and a cool breeze whipped around us. “Well, I know our family’s lived here forever. We’re not related to anyone famous or anything.”


“Are there any family legends?”


“Hmm…” Dee looked thoughtful, which was unusual for her. Mom says she never thinks and just says whatever comes into her mouth. That’s why she can’t keep a job or a boyfriend for more than six months. But Dee’s my favorite babysitter. Her hair is shorter than most boys’, and she wears a leather jacket whenever it’s cold out. She lets me watch PG-13 movies and stay up past my bedtime, and one time she squirted whipped cream into my mouth straight from the can. She’s Mom’s little sister, and Dad says Aunt Dee is still a child, even though she’s twenty-four.


“Well!” she said, scuffing her feet in the mulch to stop her swing. “One of our ancestors killed somebody. That’s a pretty good story, isn’t it?”


“Really?”


“Yeah. It happened just up the road in the national park, but this was, like, way back before the park was built.”


I relaxed my legs and let the swing slowly come to a stop.


Dee loved telling spooky stories, and she grinned as she got going on this one. “So supposedly our, like, great-great-great-great-grandfather was dating this girl. She was just a teenager, I think. And for some reason, he flipped out and stabbed her.”


“Whoa.”


Dee smiled. She knew I wasn’t freaked out. We told ghost stories all the time. “Yeah. There’s even a song about it, ‘Pretty Polly.’ ”


She twisted in her swing to pull her phone out of the back pocket of her jeans. “Check it out,” she said as she opened YouTube and pulled up a video of some old guys in cowboy hats with guitars and banjos. The one in the middle sang in a country twang:




“Polly, pretty Polly, come go along with me,


Polly, pretty Polly, come go along with me,


Before we get married some pleasure to see.”


She got up behind him and away they did ride,


She got up behind him and away they did ride,


Over the hills and the valleys so wide.





The melody was upbeat, and I laughed as Dee bounced up and down in her swing to the beat.




They rode a little further and what did they spy,


They rode a little further and what did they spy,


But a new-dug grave with a spade lying by.


“Oh Willy, oh Willy, I’m scared of your ways,


Oh Willy, oh Willy, I’m scared of your ways,


Scared you might lead my poor body astray.”


“Polly, pretty Polly, you’ve guessed just about right,


Polly, pretty Polly, you’ve guessed just about right:


I’ve dug on your grave the best part of last night.”





I grinned at Dee, and we giggled at the gruesome bit.




And he stabbed her in the heart and the heart-blood did flow,


And he stabbed her in the heart and the heart-blood did flow,


Into her grave pretty Polly did go.


He threw a little dirt over her and started for home,


He threw a little dirt over her and started for home,


Leaving nothing behind but the wild birds to moan.


And it’s debt to the devil, and Willy must pay,


And it’s debt to the devil, and Willy must pay,


For killing pretty Polly and running away.





The musicians wrapped up, and the audience clapped. Dee reached her phone back into her pocket.


“So Willy was our ancestor?” I asked her.


“Yup. He was a Reid.”


“Why did he kill her?”


“I don’t know. The song doesn’t really say.”


“It’s kind of terrible.”


I must have looked worried, because Dee put her hand on my shoulder. “Hey, it’s just a story. I mean, it happened a really long time ago.”


“Yeah, I know.”


“Forget I showed you that song. It’s probably not a good idea for your paper.”


“I liked the song.”


“Well, I’m sorry the story ends in murder.”


“Why?”


“It’s not a very nice subject for a little girl.” She gave me a sheepish grin. “Should we go home and get a snack?”


I nodded and we slid off our swings. But I wasn’t scared by the song, and I’d already decided to write about it for my project.





Our language arts class has a special focus on history this year, because it’s the 110th anniversary of the founding of our school, Tates Valley Elementary. We’ve learned all about what life was like in Douglas County, Tennessee, back then. Most people lived down in Douglasville, which is still the county seat, and Tates Valley wasn’t a city at all yet, just a collection of farms up in the mountains. The people who lived here were really poor and didn’t have electricity or anything. Children had to work on their families’ farms until missionaries came and started this school so that we could get an education.


Mrs. Durham had said the next step in our project was to learn about our own individual family histories. The assignment was to make a family tree, then collect some family photos, write down a family story, and put it all in a binder. My mom helped me do the family tree and told me to ask my grandma for pictures and a story to write. Grandma gave me plenty of photos to use, but the only story she told me was something really boring about how my grandpa was born in a snowstorm. “Don’t we have any ancestors who did something exciting?” I had asked her.


“We’re just normal, hardworking folks, Gracie.”


The next day, Dee told me the murder story. Later that afternoon when she’d dropped me off at home, I found out from Wikipedia that “Pretty Polly” probably wasn’t written about our ancestor. The song is way older than that, and there are all these different versions. I called Dee to tell her about my research, but she wasn’t moved. “I don’t know. That’s just what our grandma always said, before she passed. She said the song was about our however-many-greats-grandfather, who killed this girl way back when at Laurel Springs. But maybe she was mixed-up.”


So I wrote out the lyrics and what I’d learned from the Internet, then told the story as best I could going off what Dee had told me. I decorated my binder with the pictures Grandma had given me and chose an old-timey font for my title page. I thought Mom would be impressed with my work when I showed her.


She had just come downstairs for breakfast when I handed her the binder. She’s a nurse at a clinic and was wearing her green scrubs. Mom glanced at the pictures and family tree, smiling. But then she turned to my paper, and her face went dark. “What is this?”


“Dee helped me.”


“Oh, Dee!” She turned away from me and muttered under her breath, “What is wrong with her?”


“What do you mean?”


“Why is she telling you to write about someone in our family being a murderer?”


“Who cares? I mean, it was, like, more than a hundred years ago.”


Mom shook her head. I could see she was angry, and I didn’t understand why.


“When’s this due?” she asked.


“Today.”


“Great, so you don’t have time to change it. This is all Dee’s fault!”


“What’s the big deal?”


She wasn’t looking me in the eye. I knew there was something she wasn’t telling me. My family doesn’t tell me things all the time, and it makes me crazy, especially since I’m not a little kid anymore. I’m ten. I can handle it.


Finally she looked up. “Has your dad seen this?”


“No.”


“Just don’t show him, okay? I don’t want him to get upset.”


“Why would he get upset?”


She snapped, in her serious-business voice, “Just don’t show him, okay?! Now, finish your Cheerios. We’re gonna be late.”


Dee came over that weekend for dinner, and I could hear Mom talking to her in the kitchen while I was setting the table. “What were you thinking?” asked my mom, clearly not expecting an answer. “You weren’t thinking. You never think.”


“I’m sorry. It didn’t occur to me it would be awkward until after I’d mentioned it.” I could tell from her voice that Dee felt bad. She and my mom fight a lot, and usually she gives as good as she gets. But that day she sounded meek and regretful.


“This is a small town, you know? Everyone knows. Everyone remembers. It only happened seven years ago! Finn has worked so hard to make sure it affects Grace as little as possible. But she goes and writes a paper about someone in her family murdering someone else, and her teacher’s gonna raise her eyebrows. If she gives a report on it in class, and then some kid runs home and tells his parents, they’ll gossip about it.”


“I get it,” said Dee. “I really am sorry.”


I put the silverware down as quietly as I could and crept back to the living room, so they wouldn’t know I’d heard them. I didn’t understand what they were talking about but realized I wasn’t supposed to know about it.


Mrs. Durham handed our binders back the next week, and I was excited. I thought at least she would be pleased with my story. But Mrs. Durham gave me a B and wrote: Grace, you always write well. But this story is disturbing and probably not even true.


When the class went to recess, Mrs. Durham asked me to speak with her and bring my binder. She’d never done that before, and I was scared. Lily and Maria waited for me at the door to the playground, because we always hang out together at recess, but I motioned for them to go on without me.


Mrs. Durham turned to me. “Grace, I want to talk to you about your family history project.”


She took the binder back from me.


“I’m sorry, Mrs. Durham. I didn’t mean to be disturbing.”


“It’s okay, Grace. What made you want to write about something so yucky?”


“I just thought it was an interesting story.”


She leaned in close to me. I think she was trying to be nice, but it made me squirm. I wanted to go play with everyone else. “I think you should talk to Miss Flores. I’ve made an appointment for you.”


Miss Flores is the school guidance counselor. She comes to our class once a week to talk about feelings and how we shouldn’t get in a stranger’s car. She has long brown hair and wears tight dresses, and I think she’s beautiful. But I’d never talked to her alone. The kids who go to her office have problems.


When I went to see Miss Flores that afternoon, she told me to sit across from her on a little sofa beside a ragged old teddy bear. The walls of her office were covered in posters with kittens and smiley faces. “Thanks for coming to talk to me, Grace. Are you comfortable there?”


I nodded. She had a sweet, soft voice.


“Mrs. Durham wanted me to talk to you. It’s nothing to be worried about. She just wants to make sure you’re doing okay. At school and at home.”


I really didn’t understand any of this. I hadn’t written anything that bad. No curse words, just a tiny mention of blood in the song, but nothing too gross.


“How is school going, Grace?”


“Good.”


“Mrs. Durham says you’re a very good student.”


“I like school.”


“That’s great. I’m really glad to hear it. She showed me your family history project, and I think you did a fantastic job on it.” She stood up, opened a drawer beside her desk, and pulled out my binder. “Really, Grace. You write very well.”


“Thanks. But I got a B.”


She sat back down. “I guess Mrs. Durham thought you should have written about a nicer story.” She leaned toward me. “But I think you should have gotten an A.”


I was surprised. Teachers always went along together. “Really?”


“Yeah.”


“I didn’t mean to upset anyone. I really didn’t think it was that bad or I wouldn’t have written it.”


“You may have already figured this out for yourself, Grace. But sometimes grown-ups will get upset when you do things, and it doesn’t really have anything to do with what you’ve done. It just reminds them of things they don’t want to think about. Did your parents help you with the project?”


“My mom helped me with the family tree but not the story. When I showed it to her, she got really angry. She told me not to tell my dad about it.”


“Do you know why?”


I shook my head. “No one will tell me.”


“How does that make you feel?”


“Annoyed.”


“I understand. That would annoy me too.”


“Do you know why she’s so upset?”


She looked down. “You wrote about something scary and sad. Your story took place a long time ago. But it’s still not the kind of thing people like to talk about.”


“I reminded her of something she doesn’t want to think about.”


“Maybe.”


“You’re not going to tell me what it is either, are you?”


“To be honest, Grace, I don’t really know. But what I do know is that you haven’t done anything wrong.”


We talked for a while after that about all kinds of things. I liked Miss Flores a lot. She was easy to talk to and seemed really interested in what I had to say. She said I could come by to talk whenever I felt like it, as long as I got permission from Mrs. Durham.


She gave me back my binder, and I was ready to forget that the whole stupid family history project had ever happened. But I made a mistake that night. Mom’s always yelling at me that I leave my stuff all over the house, and I guess she’s right. I must’ve put the binder down on the dining room table when I got home and forgot about it.


That evening Mom called me down to set the table for supper, like normal. She was busy in the kitchen, where I could hear the sound of pouring water, banging pots and pans, and the hum of the microwave. I ran down the stairs and saw Dad sitting at the table, still wearing his work clothes, quietly reading my binder.


I stopped still when I realized what I’d done. At first he didn’t seem to notice me. His face was tight and serious, but I couldn’t tell if he was angry. He looked up slowly. I braced myself for what he was going to say.


“This is really good, Gracie.” He stood up.


“My teacher said the story was too disturbing.”


He looked down at the binder and rubbed the corner with his thumb. “Well… just because a story isn’t nice doesn’t mean it’s not true.”


I didn’t know what to say. He seemed lost in his thoughts. Finally he handed me the binder. “I’m gonna go take a shower,” he mumbled, and went upstairs.


Dad never came to dinner that night, which was strange. Mom said he’d left something at work and had to go get it. She seemed sad, though, barely talking to me as we ate. When supper was over, I took the binder from my backpack where I’d stashed it and quietly went out the back door to the big trash can behind the house. I took out Grandma’s pictures, then stuffed the binder under a trash bag. I never wanted to see it again.





I still don’t know why everyone got so upset over that story. But I have a feeling it has something to do with my mother. Not my mom, who’s married to Dad and lives with us now. My birth mother.


The thing is, that family tree I made was missing something. My mom isn’t my birth mother. She’s really my stepmother. I’m not even related to the “Pretty Polly” murderer by blood at all.


And I don’t really care. I mean, my mom adopted me four years ago when she married my dad, and I love her and all that. I really do. I’ve been calling her Mom since she and Dad got engaged when I was five. They picked me up from kindergarten together one day, both laughing and smiling, and told me we were going to get ice cream. And then at Baskin-Robbins, Dad told me they were getting married. I remember she said that she would love to have the chance to be my mother. And I liked her. They had been dating for about a year, and she came over to our house most evenings. She was always nice. She cooked good food and played games with me and read stories in funny voices. I felt as excited as they did that day. I got two scoops of mint chip, and I’ve called her Mom ever since.


But I do remember my birth mother. At least, I think I do. I remember she had dark hair, almost black. I remember she had soft, warm skin, and I remember leaning into her and feeling safe.


I asked my grandma, Dad’s mother, about her once, but she got so distressed that I never asked again. Grandma was driving me home from ballet, and I was shocked because she started to cry. “You listen to me,” she said. “That woman’s not your mother, Gracie. Not anymore.”


She gripped the steering wheel so hard that her knuckles turned white, and I didn’t say anything else until we got to the house.


I remember that my birth mother took me once to see the Statue of Liberty. Could that be right? I asked my dad if we’d ever gone to New York, and he said no. But then he stomped out of the living room, slamming the door behind him, and I had that feeling again that he wasn’t telling me something.


About a week after I threw away the binder, I asked Dee about my family history project. We were back at the playground, sitting at a picnic table together, eating chips after school. She was smoking a cigarette, which I’m not supposed to tell Mom about. It was a sunny day and warm enough that she’d left her leather jacket in the car.


“Dee?”


“Yeah?”


“Why did everyone freak out about the ‘Pretty Polly’ story?”


She scrunched up her face, and I knew she didn’t want to talk about it. “I can’t tell you, Gracie. I’m sorry. I wish I could. I really do. But you’re not gonna find out from me. Your mom would kill me.”


“It’s not fair! I’m not a little kid anymore. Why won’t anyone tell me the truth?”


She smiled and tossed her cigarette onto the grass. “Don’t rush into growing up. It’s not all it’s cracked up to be, I promise.”


“It’s all your fault anyway. Did you know my teacher made me go talk to the guidance counselor?”


“Oh no! Really? I’m sorry, Grace. I shouldn’t have told you that story. I don’t even know if it’s true.”


“But it’s not really about that story, is it?”


“Look, Gracie. You need to ask your parents about this, okay? It’s not my place to talk about it. I’m in enough trouble already.”


But I can’t ask my parents. I keep thinking back to the weird look on my dad’s face when he was reading the binder. He looked so serious, his brow furrowed, his mouth clenched tight, like he might explode in rage or burst into tears. I think of the way my grandma gripped the steering wheel on the way home from ballet class, and of how my mom yelled at Dee in the kitchen, how Dee just took it.





We went on a field trip yesterday to the national park. A ranger took us to a waterfall and taught us about the plants and animals that live there. It’s spring now and the woods are filled with wildflowers. Ranger Terry taught us their names: bloodroot, Solomon’s seal, galax, trillium, violet, iris, geranium, phlox. A carpet of yellows, whites, and purples brightened the dark greens and browns of the forest. Ranger Terry said people come from all over the world to see these flowers blooming. We’re lucky to live in such a special place.


Maria, Lily, and I walked together, jotting down notes about our observations. I like science, and I like the national park. Maybe I’ll be a park ranger when I grow up. I like the feeling you could get lost in the forest, that it goes on forever, although I know not to ever leave the trail, and that it does stop eventually, of course, and give way to the motels and restaurants and miniature golf courses and houses and our school and all the other buildings and roads that make up Tates Valley.


We were walking up front near Ranger Terry, who would stop and tell us about interesting plants and bugs. She explained that the forest was still scarred by the wildfires from back when I was little. The trees in that part of the park were small and young, slowly replacing the great, tall trees that had burned down. Ranger Terry knew everything about the mountains.


“Let’s take a quick break here!” she called out to the group. “Who can tell me what a spring is?”


Lily raised her hand. “It’s where water comes out of the ground.”


“That’s right, Lily. This behind me is a spring.” She was standing in front of a wet patch of ground where a trickle of water bubbled up at the base of a giant oak tree that must have survived the fires. “Fresh water comes up out of the ground here. You can put your hand in, but let me warn you, it’s really cold.”


That was when I noticed the small brown sign on the other side of the trail: LAUREL SPRINGS. This was the place where the murder was supposed to have happened. Some of the kids rushed up to put their hands in the water. I walked away from them all, over to the tree. I put my hand on the rough bark, and then I noticed that someone had carved initials into it: WR + PC.


Ranger Terry came up behind me. “Some people have no respect for nature.”


“How long ago do you think it was carved?”


“Don’t know. It does look pretty old.”


And it’s debt to the devil, and Willy must pay, for killing pretty Polly and running away.


I tried to tell Dee about the initials this afternoon, but as soon as I brought up “Pretty Polly,” she refused to talk about it. “Seriously, Gracie, let it go!”


But I know what I saw. Just because a story isn’t nice doesn’t mean it isn’t true.










THE WIFE OF USHER’S WELL [image: ] PEARL (GRACE’S GREAT-GREAT-GREAT-GREAT-GRANDMOTHER) 1907–1908



I don’t believe in witches. My granny swore a witch lived up on Jones Mountain when she was a girl, but I never took her too seriously. Seems to me folks just like to blame their troubles on someone. If your cow stops giving milk, it’s probably sick, and if your horse up and dies, it’s probably gotten old. It’s not a witch’s fault—just bad luck.


A lot of folks in these parts disagree. They say old Widow James is a witch. I’ll admit, she fits the description. She’s lived by herself for well on thirty years, and no one ever sees her at church. I think she likes people thinking she’s a witch. It gives her a certain standing in the community, and folks are a little scared of her. I’ve always assumed she just wants to be left alone. She plays up her image, shooing away the children who run up into her vegetable garden on a dare, muttering under her breath when she makes her monthly visit to the general store. It suits her to be thought of as a witch, and it suits everyone else to think of her that way.


It was different with Violet Nickson. She didn’t want folks to think she was a witch, and when they started saying so, it hurt her. But once an idea like that has begun to spread around, it’s hard to stop.


Violet didn’t exactly look like a witch. She wasn’t old—just four years older than me, as a matter of fact, and I was twenty-six when the trouble started. She wasn’t beautiful, true enough, but she wasn’t a fright to look at either; she just had buckteeth. She was terribly shy—always had been—so some folks thought she was uppity, but I know that wasn’t so. Perhaps because of her shyness, she had never married.


I first got to know Violet when I was only a girl. She was best friends with my older sister Polly. Violet had moved to Tates Valley as a child to live with her aunt after her mother had died and her father had gone off to work in the mines. She brought along a whole trunk of books her mother left her, and Polly told me she’d read every one at least three times. Violet would loan Polly books sometimes, or more often read them aloud to her, as Polly had never made it past fourth grade.


It was when Polly died that folks started talking about Violet being a witch. Polly’s body was found in Mitchell’s Creek. I was only eleven when it happened, so the more distressing details were kept from me. But I knew folks suspected she’d been killed right from the start.


Except for Mama, no one was as upset by Polly’s death as Violet. She wore only black for a year after, and many an afternoon I saw her lingering by Polly’s grave. I always reckoned that for such a shy girl, losing her closest friend was particularly difficult. But Mama had never taken to Violet. She thought the girl put on airs, since she was so quiet and always reading. I told Mama she was just bashful, but my mother was not one to change her opinion easily. And when Polly died, Mama was overwhelmed with grief and began screaming that it was Violet’s doing. The girl had witched Polly and cursed her to die. No one took this seriously, of course. All women go near mad when they lose a child. Violet let the old woman be, and the rest of the family assured the girl we bore her no ill will. She’d always treated me kindly, and I liked her.


Not long after, rumors started going round that one of Polly’s suitors, Will Reid, had murdered her. He’d been acting strange ever since her death, folks said, and then one Sunday at church he began sobbing during the sermon, yelling, “God forgive me!” for all to hear. Pa certainly believed Will was guilty and so had plans to kill him, but before he got round to it, Will up and joined the navy. We never saw him again in Tates Valley, although a few years later a little boy came to live with the Reid family, and soon enough news got around that he was Will’s child. Will had been tried and hung in North Carolina for killing his wife, the boy’s mother. The Reids are raising little Charlie as their own, and I try not to hold his father’s sins against the boy. Though we felt for the murdered wife, the thought that justice had been served comforted our family, except for Mama, who clung to the crazy notion that somehow Violet was responsible for poor Polly’s death.


It made sense for Violet to take over the one-room schoolhouse in Tates Valley when old Miss Abrams retired. Violet had no marriage prospects and had done more reading than anyone else around. And she took well to teaching. She wasn’t so shy in front of children. By that time, my son Jake was old enough to go to school, and he learned to read and write and do sums from Violet. She taught all three of my children in that room at the same time, as well as most of the other children from Tates Valley. On any given winter’s day, she’d have a class of thirty, aging from six to twelve.


My husband, Abel, looked in on Violet from time to time, as did my brothers and other men in the community. They saw to it she had enough firewood for winter, fixed the leaks in the roof of her aunt’s old cabin, and brought her a rabbit or grouse when they had a bountiful hunting trip. That’s how we lived in these parts in those days. I don’t know what you might have heard, but there was no feuding here, and only a little moonshining. Most folks were good Christians who helped their neighbors.


Mama still muttered cruel things about Violet when she came up in conversation, but no one paid any mind. She ran a good schoolhouse, and no one else had cause to speak against her.


The trouble all started when Miss Elizabeth Munroe came around. The first I heard of her was from Ida Johnson, who stopped by on her way home from town one June afternoon. Abel runs a forge on the edge of Tates Valley, and we live just down the road, so I often see folks coming and going from town—if you can even call Tates Valley a town. It’s really just Abel’s blacksmith shop, Jonas Hickam’s general store, Violet’s schoolhouse, and two churches, Methodist where we attend and Baptist. Ida likes to run her mouth, so she makes a point to stop in when she’s passing by.


I was on the porch shelling peas when I saw her coming down the path to the house, waving and singing an old hymn to herself. Ida was a big woman with a voice to match her frame. That afternoon she was carrying two large baskets, one on each arm.


“Hidy there, Pearl. Hit’s a fine day, ain’t it?”


“Sure is, Ida. You wanna set down for a spell?” She’d made it to the porch and was leaning against the railing.


“Don’t mind if I do.” She put down her baskets and sat in the empty rocker next to me. Without saying a word, she grabbed a handful of my peas and started shelling along with me.


“You been in town?” I asked.


“Yes’m. Had to stop by Hickam’s.”


“You oughta send one of the boys to do your errands.”


“Oh, I like to get to town now and again. Gets mighty boring day in, day out on the farm.”


I nodded.


Ida leaned in. I could tell she had some news she wanted to share. “You know there’s two women in a tent setting up a school down by Laurel Springs?”


“A school? In a tent?”


“Mm-hmm. They’s from Atlanta. Dressed real nice. Come here to help us mountainfolk.”


“What they doing in a tent?”


“They say it’s just temporary. They want to build a proper school in Tates Valley.”


“But we already got a school.”


“They’s talking about a big, consolidated school to teach children from all over the valley. They even mean to teach classes for grown men and women. Why, Pearl, you and I could take instruction in weaving—fancy that!”


I laughed. “No one bothers with a loom no more.”


“I know, but these ladies say we could sell what we weave. They reckon folks in Chicago or New York would like to buy authentic mountain handicrafts.”


“They told you that?”


“Yes’m. They got a real fancy way of talking, let me tell you.” Ida reached into one of her baskets and fished out a magazine with a picture of a beautiful brunette lady on the cover. “They were giving magazines away. Books too.”


I picked up the magazine and flipped through the pages. I’d never had much schooling myself, and trying to read gave me a headache.


“They done set up a kindergarten in the tent. The Greeleys’ two boys were there doing lessons, and little Lureen McKay.”


“Reckon my Timmy might like that. You think it’s respectable?”


“Just about the most respectable thing to ever happen in Tates Valley. Can you believe they got a silver teapot?”


“What, in the tent?”


“Sure enough!”


That night after supper, I asked Abel about the tent women. He usually knows everything going on in town on account of his work. He’d heard about them and thought we might as well let Timmy take their lessons, since he was still too little to be much use on the farm. Abel didn’t put too much stock in their grand plans to build a school, but seemed to think they were harmless enough.


It was a warm night, and we had the door open to let in air. The children were all upstairs in bed. “I don’t understand, though,” I said, as I sat across from my husband in the front room. “Why do they want to set up a school here?”


“It’s charity, Pearl. They’re missionaries.”


“I thought missionaries only went to primitive places, like… China, or South Dakota.”


Abel has a way of half-smiling at me that makes me feel a bit stupid, and he did it then. “They reckon we is primitive.”


“Oh.” I felt very stupid then. I looked around the cabin. It was simple. Abel had made most of our furniture except what had come from my daddy’s house. I had sewn the tablecloth. I supposed we were poor, and yet because of Abel’s smithy, we had more than most around here. I supposed everyone here was poor, but I’d never thought we were primitive.


Abel leaned back and drew on his pipe. “The truth is a real school would be good for the children.”


“We got a real school, though. What about Violet?”


“Violet is a clever woman, but you know she ain’t never been to school past eighth grade herself.”


“But she’s read all them books. A whole chestful! I seen it.”


Abel was giving me that smile again. “I know, Pearl. She is smart, and she does a good job, I’m sure. But wouldn’t you like for the kids to have more of a future?”


“You mean a future where they up and leave the valley?”


Abel took a long drag of his pipe, then nodded. “Yeah. Reckon I do.”


I said nothing. I didn’t know if I wanted that or not. I’d never really thought of it. The people I knew who’d left had gone to the army or the coal mines or the cotton mills, and none of that sounded worth making the trip for. But despite what Abel’s half-smile implied, I wasn’t stupid. I knew there was more in this world.


The next morning I got Timmy up and dressed and took him to see the tent women. Esta came along, though I thought she’d be too old for their kindergarten. She skipped ahead of us on the road down to Laurel Springs. Timmy held my hand tightly, nervous of wherever I was taking him.


“Hit’s gonna be real fun!” I told him. “Don’t you want to learn your letters and arithmetic?” Timmy said nothing but gave me a fearful look. He was the quietest of our children, the most frightened of strangers and new situations.


When we got near to the creek, I saw four tents set up in a clearing. Three women stood outside, talking amongst themselves, one of whom was Violet. I felt worried for her, offended on her behalf by these women coming to take over her school. The other two ladies were immaculately dressed—I could see that much even from a distance. One had a skirt that was a rich plum color, the like of which I’d never seen in a fabric. The other wore a white dress, and as we got closer, I saw that it was covered in tiny, delicate blue flowers. These two dresses were the most beautiful items of clothing I had ever seen. I looked down at my own homemade dress of faded blue cotton, thinning from years of wear and wash. I had never thought much about what I wore, but it was impossible not to compare.


When Violet saw me, she smiled and waved. I hurried up and called to Esta to stop running. Violet walked toward us, followed by the woman in the flowered dress. “Hello, Pearl! I’m so glad you’ve come along. Is Timmy going to stay and study in our kindergarten?”


I noted Violet’s “our.” “Howdy, Violet. Yep, Timmy’s real excited.” He squeezed my legs and tried to hide behind them. I pulled him out. “Say hello, Timmy.”


Timmy looked down at the ground. The woman in the flowered dress crouched to his level. “Why, hello there, Timmy is it?”


He nodded silently.


“My name is Miss Ames. Would you like to come inside our tent? Some other children are doing lessons inside. I’m sure they’d love to see you.” He stayed silent, but Miss Ames persevered. She pulled a piece of chalk out of her pocket. “I’ve got a slate that you can use. How does that sound?”


Cautiously, Timmy took the chalk. He gave me a look. “Go on then,” I said. He followed Margaret into the tent.


Violet smiled at me. “He’ll love it, Pearl. Margaret’s a first-rate teacher.”


“How do you know her?”


“Oh, we only met last week when she and Elizabeth”—Violet motioned toward the woman in the plum dress, who was writing something in a notebook—“arrived. But I’ve been mightily impressed with both these women.”


Elizabeth looked up from her writing and came toward us. “Hello!”


“Hello,” I replied. “Name’s Pearl Whaley. My son Timmy’s inside there.”


“I’m Elizabeth Munroe. So nice to meet you!” She extended her hand, and I shook it. Her face was wide and pale. She had straw-colored hair and brown eyes.


“Pearl’s husband is the town smith, Abel Whaley.”


“Ah, I see! Yes, I’ve been by your husband’s forge. It seems there’s always a crowd of men there.”


“Elizabeth and Margaret are from the Women’s Federation of the Upper South. They hope to found a settlement school right here in Tates Valley.”


“What made you decide on this spot?”


“We’ve been doing a comprehensive assessment of the surrounding counties, looking for the right location for our school. The most compelling factors leading us to Tates Valley were the community’s isolation and its current lack of educational opportunities.”


Violet seemed unfazed by this. In fact, she was nodding slightly.


“But Violet runs a real good schoolhouse,” I said.


“I’m sure she does.”


“I do what I can,” cut in Violet. “But with our lack of resources, there’s only so much anyone could accomplish.”


She and Miss Munroe were nodding at each other now, almost as though I weren’t there. “It has been such a delight to find such a naturally gifted teacher here in the mountains! We hadn’t dared hope to stumble upon such a diamond in the rough.”


Violet smiled and let out a sound close to a giggle. I couldn’t recall ever hearing her giggle before.


Miss Munroe continued, turning back toward me. “When I found out how well-read your Violet is—why, I could scarcely believe it! I tell you, I did begin to doubt whether we had chosen the right spot for our project. Do the people of Tates Valley really need a settlement when they already have the innate gifts of Miss Violet Nickson at their disposal? But I hope we can build a school worthy of Miss Nickson’s talents.”


Violet was blushing now. She looked a right fool, and I felt embarrassed for her. “So you’ll teach in the new school?” I asked her.


“I would like to.”


“And we would love to employ her,” replied Miss Munroe.


“How long should Timmy stay here?” I asked.


“You can pick him up after noon,” answered Miss Munroe. “We’ll serve the children a light lunch. And we can offer you some magazines to take home with you, if you like. We have some to give away.”


“No, thank you. Though my daughter might. Esta!” I called. She’d run out of sight down by the creek. “I’m mighty thankful to you for learning Timmy like this. Tomorrow we’ll bring you some eggs.”


Miss Munroe shook her head. “That isn’t necessary. We are happy to help those who need us. Besides, your generous neighbors have already begun supplying us with more eggs than two single women can possibly eat!”


Esta sprang toward us. I explained, “This here’s Miss Munroe. She wants to know if you’d like a magazine.”


Esta glared. “What magazine?”


“Esta! Don’t be rude. Introduce yourself.”


The girl sighed and stuck her hand out toward Miss Munroe, who invited her into one of the tents while I stayed outside with Violet.


“You ain’t bothered that they think we’re primitive?” I asked her.


“We are a bit primitive, aren’t we?”


“And you ain’t mad they’re taking over your school?”


“They want to include me in their project, Pearl! It’s terribly exciting. Why, this past week, since Margaret and Elizabeth arrived, has been one of the most thrilling of my life. We’ve had the most stimulating conversations.”


Her eyes were shining, as though they might begin to leak. I could see her happiness was genuine, and the intensity of it made me uncomfortable. I looked away and muttered, “They seem real clever.”


“More than clever,” replied Violet. “Good. They are intelligent and good.”


Esta and Miss Munroe reemerged from the tent, and I couldn’t help but notice the silver buckles on the woman’s shoes. They caught the light of the sun and half-blinded me.


For the next two months, Timmy spent his mornings in the tent. He seemed to like it well enough, and he was spelling words by the end of the summer. Most folks I talked to seemed taken with the tent women and their magazines and silver teapot. They were hoping to buy Old Man Kingsley’s farm to build their school on. In August, they went back to Atlanta or wherever they came from. But around about October, I heard from Violet that Elizabeth Munroe was coming back. She would be staying with Violet while trying to work out the details of the land purchase. Not long after she arrived, Violet asked Abel and me to come to dinner with them.


“Where’d she get all this money from anyway?” I asked Abel in the wagon on the way to Violet’s.


“Looks to me those ladies come from plenty of money.”


“Sure, but silver buckles for your shoes is one thing. Buying up whole farms and building schools is another.”


“Them that’s got money get more easy enough.”


Violet met us at the door. Miss Munroe was sitting in the front room before the fire, but she rose when she saw us, carefully placing the embroidery she was sewing upon the mantel.


“Thanks for having us, Violet,” said Abel.


“Thank you for coming. Hope the children are well.”


“They’re with Mama,” I said. Violet winced at the mention of my mother.


“Mr. and Mrs. Whaley, it’s a pleasure to see you again.” Miss Munroe swooped over.


“Miss Munroe.” Abel nodded as he took off his hat and hung it on the rack. “How long you in town for?”


“Two weeks at the shortest, I should think. However long it takes to secure the sale of the property.”


“Then when will you commence to building your school?” I asked.


“Just as soon as possible. I have made arrangements with an engineer in Knoxville who has the plans all ready.”


“Progress moves so quickly,” said Abel.


“It does when you make it,” said Miss Munroe.


“Come along to the table,” urged Violet, and we followed her into the cabin.


She had done her best to brighten up the place with pictures from magazines, mostly landscapes, on the walls. I didn’t remember them from the last time I was here and wondered if they’d come from Miss Munroe’s magazines. As we ate, the two women chatted back and forth like the best of friends. Violet was sounding more and more like Miss Munroe. She’d always had a schoolteacher’s proper way of talking, but her accent was becoming more refined.


“Our village will never properly be able to thank you and Margaret for the kindness you’ve bestowed upon us.”


“You know, dear Violet, that it is my pleasure.” Miss Munroe carefully stabbed a green bean with her fork. “I only hope that the rest of your neighbors share your enthusiasm for the project. Mr. Whaley, I know you are a pillar of the community here.”


Abel looked up from his potatoes.


“What is your sense of the people’s feelings regarding our school?” she asked him.


Abel cleared his throat. “Folks are real thankful for the opportunity you’re giving us. I know Pearl and me, like everyone, I suppose, want the best for our children.”


Miss Munroe smiled broadly. “Of course. That is what all good mothers and fathers want. I am confident we can create a school here that will give your children a first-rate education, whether in agriculture or academics. And, you know, we hope to provide education for the entire community as well. We plan on running workshops for all ages in homemaking, hygiene, and similar subjects.”


I almost choked on my beans. I was trying very hard to say nice things, but this was too much. “What in the world do you think you could teach me about homemaking?”


Miss Munroe went slightly red. “Oh, I mean no offense, Mrs. Whaley! I’m sure you are an excellent homemaker, as are all the fine women of the community. But there are modern techniques and technologies that I’m afraid no one around Tates Valley has been exposed to.”


I had thought Abel would be cross at my rudeness and was surprised to hear him say, “And do you think folks here are unhygienic?”


“No, no! Oh, I should have explained more carefully. Again, it is not meant as an insult to the people or their current way of life. But we can provide medical services and instruction. There are so many simple things you can do to prevent the spread of disease, aid women in childbirth, and the like.”


Violet tried to help. “Elizabeth and Margaret have shared their plans with me. I assure you both they aren’t insulting in the least. Our people would benefit most greatly from the help they could provide.”


Abel leaned away from the table, thoughtful. “I would caution you not to push folks too hard or too fast, Miss Munroe. People are attached to their ways. Ain’t no one like to be told to change.”


“Of course, of course. I understand you completely. And let me assure both of you that I have no intention of interfering with your custom. In fact, it is my greatest desire—after, of course, setting up the school for the betterment of the local people—to learn more about the culture here. What I have seen has truly impressed me. It seems to me that the people of the mountains have a real connection to our country’s past and to the best of our shared heritage—and that should be treasured.”


I stared at her blankly. Violet attempted to explain: “Elizabeth is a ballad collector.”


“A what?” I asked.


“A ballad collector,” repeated Miss Munroe. “It’s a hobby, really—nothing scientific. I’ve been recording as many of the local songs as I can while in Tates Valley. To preserve the culture. Why, do either of you sing? Do you know any of the old ballads?”


I glanced at Abel. “I play the banjo,” he said.


“Oh.” Miss Munroe sounded disappointed. “An imported instrument, I’m afraid. My real interest is in the authentic mountain music.”


“We had a fiddle in the attic,” I mentioned. “Some say that’s bad luck, but I don’t put no stock in superstitions.”


“You did ask for the rattle on that snake I kilt behind the barn to put inside it.” Abel gave me his sly half-smile.


“Well, we ain’t had no other use for that rattle, so we might as well use it to ward off evil spirits, just in case there is truth to those tales. Anyway, Jake’s taken to playing it now.”


“Does he play ballads?” asked Miss Munroe.


“He’s been learning from my father,” said Abel. “Mostly just fiddle tunes like ‘Devil’s Dream.’ ”


“I sing some to the children,” I offered.


“What tunes?” she asked eagerly.


“ ‘The Cuckoo,’ ‘Old Smoky,’ that sort of thing.”


She nodded, reached into her pocket, pulled out a notebook, and jotted something down. “Mrs. Whaley, could I stop by sometime and take down your songs?”


“I mean, I don’t know anything special. Just the same old songs my mama sang to me when I was little.”


“But that is exactly the sort of thing I’m after! Really, I would be most grateful.”


I couldn’t figure a polite way out of it. “Sure. I don’t see why not.”


“It’s settled then—fantastic!” Miss Munroe dug into her potatoes, triumphant.


We managed to leave quickly after supper—I complained of exhaustion, which was true enough. I hadn’t told Violet yet, but I was about three months along carrying a new baby. Abel was silent at first in the wagon on the way home. But then all of a sudden, as we passed the Turner place, he exclaimed, “What is wrong with that woman?”


I laughed at how irritated he sounded. Abel was a moderate man, not given to fits of temper or speaking ill of others. He looked over at me and laughed as well. I shook my head. “I can’t understand half of what she says.”


“I know! And what I do understand makes me madder than a wet hen. What business she got telling us we need hygiene classes?”


“And to think she wants me to sing songs for her!”


“You don’t have to if you don’t want to.”


“I know, but how to get out of it without being rude? Besides, I almost feel sorry for her.”


“Why on earth?”


“I don’t know exactly.… She means well, don’t you think? I mean, she really is trying hard to do the right thing.”


“You’re a kind woman, Pearl. You think the best of people.”


“I try to. Hit don’t always work, though.”


I saw Violet the next day at church. She came up to me in front of the chapel after the service. “Pearl, I hope you had a nice time last night.”


“Of course we did, Violet! Sorry to rush off—I’s all tuckered out.” I put my hand on my belly. “Looks like I’m expecting again.”


“That’s wonderful news, Pearl! I thought you had a glow.”


“I don’t know about that.” Out of the corner of my eye I saw Jake terrorizing his little brother. “Jake! Don’t hit!”


“Elizabeth really would love to hear your ballads.”


“Oh yes. She’s welcome to come by the house. I don’t know anything special.”


“She may consider it special. You know, she doesn’t always know how to talk to folks around here. But she’s determined to do good. I promise.”


“I know, Violet.” Seeing my boys roughhousing now in front of the church, I turned to them. “Boys! Stop that!”


My mother had also seen them fighting and came over to pull them apart. She yanked Timmy up by his collar and deposited him away from Jake on the grass. She was rougher with them than me.


“Well, thanks again for coming,” Violet said quickly. She had already turned to go before I could reply. I knew she didn’t want to speak to Mama, who was approaching us, dragging Jake behind her.


“What she want?” asked Mama.


“Just making conversation.”


Mama watched Violet walk away, her face ugly with suspicion.


Three days later Miss Munroe came by to collect her ballads. It was a warm day, and I was outside hanging the washing when she stopped by. I heard her skirt rustling before I saw her on the path.


“Hullo there, Mrs. Whaley!” she cried as she came toward me.


“Hidy, Miss Munroe. How’re you today?”


“Excellent! We are one step closer to finalizing the purchase of the land for the school.”


“Good for you. Can I get you a cup of tea?”


“I’d love a glass of water. Hot today, isn’t it?”


“Indian summer, I reckon. Come on inside.”


We sat in the front room. I figured it was best to get it over with quickly. She asked me what songs I knew, and I tried to think of as many as I could. Most she wasn’t interested in, but sometimes when I’d say a name, she’d stop me. I sang “Little Sparrow” for her twice, then mentioned “The Wife of Usher’s Well.”


“Ah, wonderful.” She jotted something in her notebook. “You know that one’s also known as ‘The Lady Gay.’ Did you ever hear it called that?”


I shook my head, and she made a note.


“Would you be so kind as to sing it?” asked Miss Munroe.


So I did. I’m not a great singer, but I can carry a tune. I sang out clear, “There was a woman and she lived alone, and babies she had three. She sent them away to the north country to learn their grammarie.”


Miss Munroe held up her hand, and I stopped. “I’m sorry, Pearl. Let me just get that last line. ‘To learn their grammarie’?”


“That’s right.”


“Fascinating. Every other version I’ve heard begins with the mother sending her sons ‘o’er the sea’ instead of ‘to the north country.’ ”


“Oh. Well, that’s just how Mama taught me.”


“No, it’s wonderful, wonderful! It’s very exciting to find a new variant. Please go on.”


I cleared my throat. “They’d not been gone but a very short time, scarcely six weeks to the day, when death, cold death spread through the land and swept them babes away.”


The whole time I sang, Miss Munroe wrote in her book. When I finished, she put down her pencil. “Thank you, Pearl—that was wonderful!”


“It’s such a sad song.”


“It is, isn’t it? At least the children are reunited with their savior in the end.”


I nodded. Then she asked if I would sing the song one more time. We did this with four or five songs. It seemed to take forever. As I finished singing “Lord Randall” for the third time, Miss Munroe looked up from her notebook and smiled. “It is such a thrill to hear these ancient songs being sung live right here in America! You know, scholars say that the Elizabethan manner of speech is best preserved in Appalachia.”


I was puzzled. “What do you mean, ‘Elizabethan’?”


“Just that it’s how Englishmen spoke during the reign of Queen Elizabeth, hundreds of years ago.”


“But how does anyone know what that sounded like?”


“Scholars have remarkable techniques for studying these things. To think you, dear Pearl, have a deeper connection to your Anglo-Saxon past than anyone else in all of the country!”


“They’s just songs my mama taught me. She don’t sing like she used to, not since my sister Polly passed on. Some of the old ballads turn her mind to how Polly died, especially ‘Pretty Polly.’ ”


“I can see how a song by that name would be disturbing.”


I sang it for her:




“Oh Polly, Pretty Polly, come go along with me,


Polly, Pretty Polly, come go along with me,


Before we get married some pleasures to see.


Oh, he led her over mountains and valleys so deep,


He led her over hills and valleys so deep,


Pretty Polly mistrusted and then began to weep.


“Oh Willie, Little Willie, I’m afraid of your ways,


Willie, Little Willie, I’m afraid of your ways,


The way you’ve been rambling you’ll lead me astray.”


“Oh Polly, Pretty Polly, your guess is about right,


Polly, Pretty Polly, your guess is about right,


I dug on your grave the biggest part of last night.”





Miss Munroe looked unimpressed. “I’ve heard that one before. A murder ballad.”


I nodded. “My sister Polly was murdered just like the girl in the song.”


“That’s horrible. Violet has told me the story. I can only imagine how awful it was for your family.”


“Violet took it real hard. She and Polly were close.”


“It must have been a terrible time for your family.”


“It was. You know, I got married just as soon as I could. I love Abel, but I might have tried to slow him down some in the beginning if things had been differnt. But with Polly gone, Mama and Pa’s house was filled with such a dark sadness, I wanted to get away as quick as I could. Losing a child is the worst thing that can happen to a soul in this life, even if you do have faith that you’ll be reunited in the next.”


“I can understand why your mother doesn’t want to hear that song. And in any case, I’m more interested in ballads that trace back to Britain. I believe your ‘Pretty Polly’ is a variant of an English song called ‘The Gosport Tragedy.’ But it’s been so transformed that the lurid American version is hardly recognizable in the original song.”


“So you don’t want it for your collection?”


“No. Americans have made a habit of memorializing young girls’ murders in songs that are a dime a dozen. ‘Omie Wise,’ ‘Pearl Bryan,’ your ‘Pretty Polly.’ I’m interested in the ancient ballads that have only been preserved in a few special places, like the southern mountains. I hope to publish my collection so that these folk treasures are not lost to future generations.”


The idea that anyone would want to read a book of Grandma’s old songs made me want to laugh. But I held my tongue and said, “Glad I could be of help.”


“Now, I do have just one more thing to ask of you, Pearl. Violet told me of your… condition. I hope you don’t mind that I know.”


“No, of course not. Everone’s gonna know here purty soon.” I patted my expanding belly.


“I would love to talk to you about steps you can take to ensure the health of your baby. I brought a pamphlet.…” She fished around in her pocket and handed me what looked like a small magazine but with no picture on the cover. “This goes over the very latest advances in prenatal hygiene. Your diet, exercise, and even clothing can affect the health of your unborn child.”


“I done had three children already, Miss Munroe.”


“Of course, of course. But please, just take a look, Pearl. You may find it helpful.”


After she left I stuffed the pamphlet in the bottom drawer of my dresser, underneath all of Abel’s shirts.


A few days later, Abel reported that the land sale had gone through, and sure enough, not long after that two engineers from Knoxville showed up at his forge, having gotten lost on their way to meet Miss Munroe and begin construction of the school. Everywhere you went in those days, folks were talking about the school. Nothing so exciting had happened around here since the railroad first came through, and that was back before I was born. For the most part, Miss Munroe was a hero, or at least a figure of great interest, larger than life. But she made some mistakes that winter.


I don’t know how she first got wind of the local gatherings. My best guess is she was collecting someone’s ballads, and they invited her along to hear more mountain music. The gatherings were informal parties that different folks hosted about once a month, usually in a barn or other space big enough for dancing. Everyone who played an instrument would bring it along and make music late into the night. I used to go when I was younger, and Abel and I had courted at many a gathering. Those are some of my best memories—hot and flushed, surrounded by all the other young people in the valley, dancing reels while the fiddles played. I always loved dancing. You could forget the hard work of the farm, the hot days of July or the freezing nights of January, the preacher’s hellfire warnings—all of it—when you were dancing. Now, true enough, often some young men would sneak in moonshine, or show up already drunk on it beforehand, and sometimes they got to fighting. But most folks came to enjoy the music and dancing, and there wasn’t anything immoral about that.


Since Jake came along, I hadn’t gotten out to many gatherings, but Abel still liked to go along with his banjo now and then. He was there the night that Miss Munroe showed up, along with Violet. I don’t remember Violet ever coming along to a gathering before, even when she and Polly were fast friends. She was so shy that I’m sure the thought of dancing gave her terrors. But there she was that night, escorting Miss Munroe to see the local festivities. “As though we was animals in a zoo,” said Abel sourly that night as he got into bed.


I’d been asleep when he got home, but he was worked up and woke me so he could tell the story.


“You shoulda seen her, Pearl. Just standing in the corner of Hank’s barn, staring at everone. Poor Violet looked embarrassed by the whole thing. But that Miss Munroe couldn’t hide her disgust. She kept whispering to Violet and shaking her head. Finally she went right up to Silas Barnes and asked him if he was drinking. Can you imagine?”


I grunted sleepily. Abel was under the covers now, wrapping his arms around me. “Well, Silas just laughed and offered her some of his whiskey. She stormed out and took poor Violet with her. Violet had her head down like she was afraid to look anyone in the eye. But Miss Munroe’s head was way up high in the air like usual.”


The next we heard about the whole thing was from the children. They came home from Violet’s schoolhouse one day with flyers, which they presented to me.


“What’s this?”


“Miss Munroe came to school today and gave them to us,” replied Esta. “She said to take them home to give to our parents.”


“What’s it say, Esta?”


“I’ll read it!” shouted Jake, grabbing the flyer out of his sister’s hand.


“No, I want to read it!” said Esta.


“Oh, I don’t care which of you reads it—just somebody tell me what it says.”


Esta grabbed the flyer back. “December second at the new Tates Valley Settlement School building site,” she read aloud, “please join us for a Christian Social. Hymn singing, apple bobbing, baseball games. A celebration of Family, Community, and TEMP… TEMP…”


“TEMPERANCE!” said Jake.


Esta looked up at me. “That last word is written real big.”


“I can see that,” I said.


“What’s temp-er-ance?” asked Jake.


“It means not drinking any moonshine.”


“Are we gonna go to the Christian social?” asked Esta. Both she and Jake watched eagerly for my answer.


“Reckon so.”


“Hooray!” shouted Esta.


“I’m gonna play baseball!” shouted Jake.


I picked the wrong time to bring it up with Abel. It was late in the day, and he’d been at work all afternoon slaughtering and salting one of the hogs. He was worn out, and I would have been better off letting it be for the time. But I thought he’d feel the same as me: annoyed at Miss Munroe, yes, but also amused by her. I still found her harmless and knew the children would be fit to be tied if I didn’t let them go.


He wasn’t amused by the flyer. “The children can’t go. Ain’t none of us gonna go. That’s just giving the woman what she wants.”


“Well, we’re gonna send the children to the school when it’s built, ain’t we?”


Abel was peeling off his blood-soaked shirt. “Only because it’s the best thing for them. They don’t have no need to go to this ‘Christian social.’ ”


“Reckon that’s true. They’ll be mighty disappointed, though.”


Abel wiped himself with the wet cloth I handed him. “Life is full of disappointment.”


He marched upstairs, and I was left alone in the kitchen. That was when I realized just how set against Miss Munroe Abel had become. It gave me an anxious feeling, a rise of nerves in my belly. Not that I cared so much for Miss Munroe, but I could feel that trouble was coming. If Abel felt this way, others must too.


The next day was Saturday. Abel and Jake were working in our small field, so I left Esta in charge of Timmy and walked the two and a half miles to Violet’s cabin. I knocked on her front door, and as I stood waiting, I felt the anxious feeling again and hoped Miss Munroe wasn’t there.


Violet was surprised to see me. “Why, hello, Pearl! This is unexpected. Come on in.” As I followed her into the cabin, she pulled off the apron she was wearing and hung it on a nail in the wall. “Can I get you a cup of coffee?”


“Thank you. That’d be nice.” I gave myself a seat in the front room, worn out by the walk. As this pregnancy had progressed, I had begun to feel a dull ache in my lower back most all the time.


Violet brought in two cups and sat across from me. “Is Miss Munroe around?” I asked.


“No. She’s at the building site most days now.”


“I would have thought she’d have headed back to Atlanta.”


“I think she’s too excited by the construction to go.”


“You don’t tire of having her around?”


“Oh, never! It’s so pleasant to have company.”


Poor Violet, I thought. She must have been awfully lonely before Miss Munroe came.


“Will we be seeing you at the social next week?” she asked.


“No.” She’d been about to take a sip of coffee but stopped short in surprise. I continued, “Abel don’t want us to go. You know, Miss Munroe upset a lot of people at the gathering.”


Violet exhaled loudly and put her cup on the arm of the chair. “Oh, that. It was silly, really. I told her she shouldn’t have gone—”


“She shouldn’t have, Violet! And what were you doing there with her? You don’t want to get all mixed up in this business. You ain’t never been to a gathering before in your life.”


Her brow furrowed. “So what if I haven’t? I got as much of a right as anyone!” She sounded more hurt than angry.


“You ain’t got no right to judge,” I said, shaking my head. “She ain’t got no right, Violet. To come from outside and pass judgment on folks here.”


“Maybe she does have the right! The effort and expense she has put forth to have the school built! Folks should be thanking her, not condemning her.”


“But ain’t no one asked for her help. We is thankful, of course, but still. It don’t give her the right.”


We hardened into silence. I stared into my coffee cup and listened to the sizzle of the logs in the fireplace.


When Violet spoke again, her voice was softer, almost dreamy. “I just wish… I wish that you could see how much she cares. Elizabeth has the kindest, most sensitive soul of anyone I’ve ever met. You know, I haven’t had a friend so dear since your sweet sister Polly passed.”


I gave her a sad smile. “I am glad that she has been a friend to you. But you must realize how everyone else around here sees her.”


“You say she’s judging the people here, but she reveres them. She says all the time that the mountaineers are the noblest race in this country.”


“Why, because we talk like folks did when Elizabeth was queen?”


“She wants to help. That is her only impulse. And there is so much she could do for us. We are terribly isolated here, Pearl, you know that. We could use the help—the educational and medical help.”


“Is it that we’re isolated or that we’re poor? If I’da goose laying golden eggs, I’d take some time to learn reading and writing. I’d take a carriage into town to have my babies at a hospital.”


“So let her help you! Let her help us all. She can’t make you rich, but she can see to it that your children have a better life.”


“My life ain’t so bad!”


“It’s good you feel that way. But what if Esta and Jake don’t? Shouldn’t they have the opportunity for a different life if they want it?”


We were spinning in circles, and I no longer knew how to convince Violet of anything. I wanted out of the cabin and wished I’d never come. I spoke more forcefully than I intended. “Just be careful, Violet! That’s what I came here to say.”


“Are you warning me? Or threatening me?”


“Don’t be ridiculous. I’ve always liked you. I’s just trying to help.”


I felt sick on the walk home and had to vomit behind a rhododendron on the side of the road. I’d never had much problem with morning sickness and wondered if I’d eaten something bad. When I got home, I went right past Esta and Timmy to lie down in bed.


I felt better the next day and tried to put the whole thing out of my mind. If Violet was too deep under Miss Munroe’s spell to listen to reason, there wasn’t anything I could do about it. The Christian social came and went. Besides trying to ignore the children whining about having missed it, I didn’t give it much thought until Ida Johnson stopped by one afternoon.


It was a bitter day, and when I let her in she went straight to the fireplace to warm her hands. “Cold day to go into town, ain’t it?”


“I done run out of sugar. Milo gets awful testy if I ain’t got none for his coffee.”


“Well, set a spell and warm yerself.”


We talked about the cold weather, and she asked how I was feeling. I knew Ida had some gossip she was getting around to.


“Didn’t see you at the social on Saturday.”


“No, Abel didn’t want to go.”


“You missed quite a show!” Her eyes were sparkling with secret mirth.


“That right?”


“Mm-hmm. Silas Barnes and the Riley boys done showed up drowning in mountain dew. Caused quite a ruckus! Silas kept following that poor Miss Munroe around singing temperance songs. She was madder’n a hornet.”


Ida was laughing at the memory, but I didn’t join in. The whole thing filled me with dread.


“Anyway, she done left town now.”


“Really?”


“Mm-hmm. Says she went back home for Christmas, but I reckon those boys done got to her. She was probably offended they don’t drink their shine out of a silver teapot!” Ida laughed at her own joke, and I gave her a weak smile.


After a moment, her face fell. “Seems Violet’s taken over Miss Munroe’s work at the new school.”


“Well, that’s only natural.”


“I suppose, but she’s got the old school to worry about, you know.”


“I’m sure she can keep an eye on the builders while teaching as well.”


“I wonder about her sometimes.”


“What do you mean?” I asked.


“She ain’t never been quite right, has she?”


“Violet’s just smarter than the rest of us, I reckon.”


“Maybe that’s it. But you know, I talked to old Mrs. Barnes, Silas’s mother, and her milk cow, Dottie, dropped dead last week. For no reason.”


“What you getting at, Ida?”


“Violet looked awful upset when those boys was pestering her precious Miss Munroe.”


“Ida, don’t be ridiculous! You think Violet Nickson bewitched Mrs. Barnes’s cow?!”


She shrugged. “You never know. We’ve had witches here before.”


“You don’t really believe that nonsense, do you?”


She shrugged again.


I felt the baby in my belly kick. “Abel’s gonna be home soon. I best get supper ready.”


Ida stood. “I know you’s friends with her, Pearl. But be careful.”


“I don’t want to hear no more of this, Ida. Hit’s foolish and mean.”


She shook her head at me, as though I were the fool.


Miss Munroe didn’t come back until early spring, round about when the floods had started. It was the wettest March anyone could remember. It rained every day for a week, and folks were terrified of the damage done to the crops just starting to grow. We weren’t as dependent as others on our field, owing to Abel’s forge, but a bad season hurts everyone here. If farmers have no crops, they have no means to have their horses shod or wagons repaired.
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