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For Terri, Scott, Jon, and Heather, my children. The grandest moments I have ever known have been with them.

I wish for them, and for all our children, a less violent world and the understanding that peace is in giving, not taking.


PART ONE

THE SLAUGHTER


ONE

OCTOBER 13, 1980

He could smell the muscadines which, weeks earlier, had cracked at the skin and oozed freely and had been sucked dry in the hulls by bees.

And he could smell the withered October apples still hanging from trees in the terrace row. And the pollen dust of autumn leaves sundrying on limbs. And snow that would not fall until December, but was in the air still—the air being unexpectedly cold after a warm day.

All these things he breathed into himself and knew them, distinctively, separately, instantly, and in that surprising moment he was quickly alert to autumn.

The season changed for him in that moment, that precise clocktick when sweet, thick odors perfumed the air (there was a steady wind as well) and the falsetto pitch of nightbugs hurt his hearing, and he could feel his breathing quicken. He was suddenly very alive, very filled. It was a good time of the day, though it was not day exactly, nor night. It was a mutation of time, a soft downcushion of time. Dark Thirty. That was what the people of the valley called it: Dark Thirty—the thirty minutes of after-day and before-night. It would be called night by others, because of its thin, dark-liquid color, because it had the feel of night. Yet the day’s cooking of earth lingered and the ground was still warm to touch. And the cows and mules and one horse still wandered in the pasture, nibbling at grass along the fence line. That was another thing he could hear: the teeth-snipping of grass. And, far off, a foxhound baying and, close by, a bird, out late, crying for its nest. And in the pillowed sandbed beside the house, the bitch dog sprawled on her grotesquely misshapen nipples and lapped the air with her heavy tongue while her puppies yelped and played among the dry stalks of the com rows.

He stretched and laced his fingers above his head and his body quivered involuntarily. He could feel the muscles of his legs tighten across his thighs and calves. Younger, as a boy, he would have turned from the house and raced across the field until his breathing became fog in the cold air. He pushed his head into his laced fingers and smiled at the thought. He had loved running, leaping imaginary fences, like the pictures of racers caught in an open scissors of their legs over wooden hurdle stands. Jim Thorpe and Jesse Owens. He had wanted to be both. He had never felt as free as he had been as a boy, running. Flying, almost. Almost. Sometimes in his dreams (still, at his age), he began to soar as he ran—effortlessly, his body rising, skimming the trees, and he would become airborne and free. But those were dreams. Now, at his age, he could no longer run. He had smoked too many cigarettes for too many years and the running had been smothered. It was the one thing he regretted more than all other mistakes: smoking cigarettes. He could not remember when the smoking had begun to hurt him, but it had. The last game he had played was many years ago. A softball game at an outing for Tickenaley Church. He had played—had tried to play—but he could no longer chase gracefully after high outfield balls, like a hawk in hunt. He had laughed about it, saying he had a slight cold and would soon be well, but he had known even then that it would be the last time he would ever play games. After that, he quit being excited about sports. He smoked and forgot how it had been to swing across the high tension of games. And his children never knew that he had once been spectacular.

*

He kicked against the side of the doorstep, one shoe, then the other, and he slapped against his shirt and pants with his hands, though there had been little dust from working in the woods. His ritual before entering the house never changed. Never, in all seasons.

The house cat moved lazily across the floor when he entered. It arched its back against a chair and then trotted to him and scrubbed its face on his ankle.

“You worthless, you know that?” he said to the cat, playfully pushing it aside. “Cats ought to be in the barn, chasing rats. You don’t even know what a rat looks like, do you? Worthless.” The cat returned to his ankle, rubbed and purred.

He moved into the kitchen. His wife sat at the table, reading from a stack of papers. Supper steamed on the stove. He could smell fish frying in a skillet.

“Smells good,” he said.

She did not look up.

“Fish supposed to be smoking like that?” he asked.

Her eyes danced quickly to the stove. The fish was not burning.

“Why’d you say that?” she asked. She was annoyed.

“Just said it,” he replied. “Thought maybe you’d know I was here.” He remembered: she had burned the first meal she had ever cooked for him and they had always laughed about it. “The smoke was good. Tasted a little like meat,” he had said.

She folded the papers and stood and went to the stove and began to turn the fish with a long fork. She was tired and he knew it. She had not slept well for months and he knew she often sat numbly, doing nothing, when he was away at work. Her face did not lie; her face had aged sadly.

He washed his hands at the sink and dried them on a towel hanging from a wall ring. Then he sat at the table and watched her at the stove.

“Macy come by the woods this morning,” he said quietly.

She opened the stove and removed a pan of cornbread and began to cut it into wedges.

“She said Winston was worked up about his birthday tomorrow,” he continued. “Said he was telling everybody about the cake his grandma was making for him.”

She dropped the hot pan into the sink and mumbled something he did not understand.

“What?” he asked.

“Nothing,” she said. She watched the pan slip into the water, its hot film of grease sizzling in tiny bubbles. “I can’t find the candles,” she said. “I had some. I don’t know where they got to.”

“I’ll go by tomorrow and pick up some,” he said. “Everybody coming?”

“Anna’s working at the store,” she said. “She’ll be by after she closes up.”

“Macy seemed happy,” he said. “Boy being ten means something, I guess. Especially not having a daddy around.”

“Macy expects too much sometimes,” she mumbled. “The boy’ll be fine, if she’ll leave him alone, let him have some room to grow up.”

“She will,” he replied. “Faron’s only been dead a couple of years. She’s still trying to do it all.”

“You ask me, she makes more out of being widowed than she ought to.”

“Maybe so,” he said wearily. “She’s just now getting used to being on her own.”

“What’s done is done,” she said bluntly. “That’s all there is to it.”

He nodded and whispered, “I guess.” He rubbed his forehead with his hand. The room was warm with the cooking steam and the sizzle of the frying fish. He picked up the papers she had left on the table and looked at the first page. It was from a company in New York. The company’s name was Family Finders, Inc.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“They look up family names,” she replied. “I wrote off for it.”

“What for?”

“Tells you about your family. Where they came from. Who they were.”

“What’d it say?”

“You can read it good as me,” she told him. She poured tea into two glasses of ice and put them on the table.

“Maybe after supper,” he said. He put the papers on the shelf of the pie safe near the table.

She filled his plate from the stove and placed it before him and then took a small portion for herself. He no longer said anything to her about not eating. She was easily irritated and would refuse to eat if he questioned her. Her loss of weight in the past three months frightened him. She was pale and thin and weak. Still, she would not eat.

He bowed his head and said, “Lord, for this and all Thy blessings we are truly thankful. Amen.”

When he looked up, she was staring at her plate. She picked up a fork and pushed the food across her plate, separated it, pushed it again.

“Looks like we’ll be through clearing off the trees in a day or so,” he told her. “Carl and Doyle work a little harder than when they was boys.”

She continued to stare at her plate. The tip of her fork scraped at the fish.

“Herman Field’s boy come by to see about the sawmill work. Said it looked like there’d be enough timber for the house. Maybe the barns.”

She drank from her tea and turned her face to look out the window beside the door.

“What’s the matter, Jean?” he asked gently. “You hear anything I’m saying?”

“I heard.”

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

She did not move her eyes from the window. She said, “Maybe won’t be no need for the house. Maybe the world’s coming to its end, like some thinks it is.”

“Jean, the world ain’t coming to its end. It ain’t, now.”

Her eyes jumped on him. “What makes you so God-sure?” she demanded. “It could be. Lots of people say it’s the endtime. People that know more’n me and you.”

“Jean, it ain’t so,” he said firmly. “You got that fixed in your head. It’s all from the pamphlets and the Preacher. But it just ain’t so. World’s just gonna keep on spinning. That’s all.”

“Not if He don’t want it to, it won’t.”

He bit into his fish and chewed slowly and thought about the grotesque visions locked in his wife’s imagination. He could see the tips of her fingers turning the fork nervously in her hand, stabbing at the food.

“Guess so,” he said. “Guess He can do what He wants with it.”

Her head jerked hard in anger. Her eyes narrowed and her lips trembled.

He took her glare but did not answer it. He pushed his plate away and stood and left the house through the kitchen door. He walked across the yard to the barn. The dog and her puppies followed him, stumbling about his feet, yapping in their sharp voices.

He went into the barn and began to fill the feed bins for the livestock. The barn was his place to think. The history of his father and grandfather and great-grandfather (sometimes, he believed, their presence) was in the barn, carefully stored in the antiques of their farming tools—the plowstocks and wagon pieces, the oxen yoke and mule harnesses, the stalk cutters and steeltooth rakes, the gophers and sweeps and fenders and planters, the hoes and axes, the anvil and the blacksmith firebox and bellows. He could not throw away the tools that his father and grandfather and great-grandfather had used. The handprints of their touch were still on them. The barn was a museum of their history in the valley and it meant, for him, proof that he belonged to something clearly good and noble.

But the barn was not entirely private. The gossip of its treasure had been shared by many, and in recent years there had been people (they arrived always in vans or pickup trucks) asking to see Jesse’s collection. And when they had looked and examined and whispered among themselves, they had offered cash or personalized bank checks for the contents of the barn. But Jesse would not sell. He knew the buyers well: arrogant, overly casual, pretending there was little actual value in the collection, but perhaps in Atlanta, in their antique and curio shops, someone might find something amusing and buy it for a conversation piece. A wagon wheel for a frontyard marker (“…appropriate, don’t you think, for the little Negro statues, the ones of shiny clay?”). A plowstock holding a mailbox. Heelbolts for wall decorations. “No,” Jesse had said firmly. “No.” He knew them well: petty thieves who robbed the mountains of the past, emptying houses like vandals and saying to unsuspecting mountain families, “What a good deal you got out of me.”

He thought about his wife’s letter as he worked. He should have read it. Maybe he would have known why she had become distant and tense. Something, someone, had frightened her into believing God was readying His Armageddon, His last terrible destruction, and she had become obsessed with that finality. Perhaps that was why she had written away for the history of her family, Jesse thought. To know the names of those long-dead strangers who would leap out of their graves for the great trial and judgment before God Himself. If the world ended in a holocaust of fire, boiling from the hellpits of inner earth, she would be able to fling herself—handholding the ghosts of her people—before God, the Judge, and beg for His goodness. Perhaps it was an illness of incomprehensible fear, the mad, grumbling voices of prophets spellbound by their own oratory, yelling across centuries like a siren of war.

Once, after the birth of Macy, Jean had said to him, “Do you think all those people gone on before us will know about this? About Macy?” And he had answered, “Could be. I never thought of it.” She had turned from him and said, very quietly, “I have. All the time I was carrying her, I thought about it.”

He did not understand the fear in his wife. He knew only that it was painful to watch her, tortured by something she could not explain. While his wife talked of the endtime and tried to decode God in pamphlets and scripture, his daughter, Macy, had concluded that it was only the woman’s change of life, arriving late in her mother, and therefore brutally hard to accept. It would pass, Macy had said. It was not serious. Macy had told him about it triumphantly, as though he did not know of such things, and he had pretended relief. But he knew it was more than change of life. Whatever it was ravaged her, made her mourn over illusions that were spectacularly cruel in their power.

And it had begun so suddenly, so unexpectedly.

One morning she had awakened and dressed and called Macy and Carl and Doyle and ordered them to meet her at the cemetery in Tickenaley. She had made them stay the day with her, at the gravesites of her family, learning (writing on paper) the ancestry of names and dates chiseled into granite headstones—English and Indian together, the bloodmixing of worlds.

“I want the plots redone,” she had said to Jesse when she returned home in the evening.

And he had taken Carl and Doyle and remounded the graves with fresh sand, planted new grass and shrubbery, and scrubbed the stones. They had worked patiently at her instruction until the gravesites were remarkably picturesque, and for a time she had seemed pleased that people stopped and stood at the gravesites, admiring the sculptured white sand, glittering with mica, rising from perfectly clipped Bermuda grass.

Then she had become angry with the onlookers. They became intruders, gawkers gawking like predators over the obscene rot of death. One afternoon, late, the Preacher’s wife had called Macy, and Macy had rushed to the cemetery to find her mother digging furiously at the grass. She had already scattered the sand and toppled (with great strength) one of the headstones. “She was covered up in sand,” Macy told her father. “Standing there with a pick in her hands, sweat all over, and the sand—sand was everywhere, like it was a storm. She sparkled, Daddy, like—like she was covered in little glass scales. She looked like she’d been dead herself and rose up through the sand, like she’d uprooted herself.”

The people of the valley had heard the story, had wagged their heads sadly, had said among themselves, “It’s a pity, ain’t it? Such a good woman.”

The Preacher began to visit after that day.

More than anyone, the Preacher seemed to calm her. He came wearing his Scottish solemnface, softspeaking his reassurances, saying, “I know, I know.” And he leaned forward, close to her, and held her hands and told her to let the demonic unrest fluttering through her pass to him and, from him, to God. “I know, I know,” he sighed. “Let it loose. Let it loose.” And his conduit hands stroked slowly over her fingers, and his touch made her calm. “I know, I know,” he said. “I’ve had troubles, too. We’ll help one another. I know, I know.” But the Preacher did not know. He only placated her, like a drug. And she became addicted to him.

Jesse sat at his workbench (his father’s workbench, made by his father’s hands) in the barn and filed the axe he had used that day for clearing the woods. It may be that Macy was right, he thought. It may be change of life, a withering hormone sac, and maybe that had made her bitter and maybe that was why the Preacher could comfort her, because he had only to listen and sympathize (plugged into God, as he proclaimed) and leave her prescriptions of scripture, like pills from the pharmacy.

He leaned the axe against the door jamb and turned off the barn light and walked across the yard to the house. It was dark and the air spinning from the mountains was cold against his face. It was a night for a wood fire, but he would not have one. He knew she would retire early to bed, as she had done for months. In the night, she would rise from the bed and walk the house. He would listen to her wandering until she sat in the chair by the front window, clutching her Bible, and then the silence around him would become awesome. He was, he thought, more afraid of silence than anything. Sound meant life. It was proportional: the grander the life, the louder the sound. It was the one thing of value that Macy and Carl and Doyle—especially Doyle—had taken from the house: sound.

*

She was cleaning the table when he entered the kitchen. The oilcloth covering glistened under the globed overhead electric light. He could smell the detergent from the sink.

“Where you been?” she asked.

“Filing my axe,” he said. “I dulled it some, cutting out roots.”

“Doyle called,” she told him. “He’s going by Martin Bain’s in the morning. Wants to see about getting the bulldozer.”

“That’ll help,” he said. “Tractor won’t pull up some of them stumps.”

He sat at the table and watched her stack the dishes in the cabinet. She worked methodically, by the rote of habit. Each dish in its place, precisely.

“It’s a good spot, up there,” he told her. “You ought to come up and look at it now. Doyle was asking where you thought the house ought to be.”

“Put it where he wants,” she said. “It’s his place, not mine.” She was turned from him and he could see the tension in her arms and shoulders.

“You helped Macy and Carl,” he said. “Doyle just thought—”

“I told him once,” she interrupted. “Sometimes I wonder if that boy ever hears a word anybody says.”

He leaned his elbows on the table and pulled his shoulders forward. He said, “Jean, the boy knows what you told him. It’s just—well, you was around when we put up Macy’s house and Carl’s house. There every day, helping out. It’s the way we been doing it. Doyle just wants the same, I guess. Seems like it’s fair.”

She nodded slowly and dropped her head and stared at the drain.

“I’ll try,” she said quietly. “Maybe in the morning, after the Preacher comes by.”

He moved restlessly in his chair. He said, “I thought he was by this morning. Thought I saw his car from the woods, headed this way.”

She turned and looked at him. “He was,” she told him. “For a few minutes. Said he’d be back this way tomorrow.”

“He comes by a lot, Jean.”

“We talk,” she said. “He helps me. Just talking to somebody helps.”

“Talk? What about? Tell me. Maybe if you’d tell me, you wouldn’t be needing the Preacher so much.”

“You’re busy. No need to bother you.”

He folded his arms across his chest and raised his head and looked into the hot light above the table.

“It’s not you, Jesse,” she said weakly. “I—I just can’t seem to get anything straight anymore. Talking to somebody outside the family helps sometimes. That’s all.”

He nodded. “I guess,” he said.

“I’m not crazy, Jesse,” she said. “I know you and everybody else thinks it, but I’m not. Things change. Sometimes it’s not easy, seeing things change.”

“It’s all right.”

She walked to the window and looked outside. She said, “It’s cold.”

“Want me to make a fire in the fireplace?” he said.

“No,” she said. “No need to.” She walked past him, out of the kitchen and into the living room.

He sat very still, arms crossed, and listened as she moved through the room. He heard the door to the bedroom open and close. The silence began to close around him. He picked up the letter from the pie safe and unfolded it.

The stationery had a motto stamped across the top in raised lettering: we pledge to find your first step in America. A pen-and-ink drawing of a man with a Scandinavian face was in the upper right comer of the page. The pen-and-ink man was holding a shapeless bundle and he appeared awestruck, suspended in a seizure of the future. He had taken his first step in America; his next step would be a child’s wailing and then the cry of the child’s child. The firm of Family Finders, Inc., specialized in routing bloodlines across centuries of stagnant timepools. It was a zigzagging of places and matings, of names and migrations. There were the lost people, the guesses, the fill-the-blank questions of misplaced records (properly confessed by asterisks), and the courteous underplaying of failure in honor, overwhelmed by the accomplishments of the achievers, recorded like resumes in history books. Phantoms. Names fused in the pumping of lovemaking, with long-dead cries of ecstasy echoing in progeny like prayers of survival.

He read quickly but found nothing important. Births and deaths. Marriages. Children. The people of his wife’s history sprouting from the straight lines (limbs?) of the ancestral tree. The records were mostly those that Jean herself had furnished Family Finders, Inc. And somewhere in the New York offices, someone—a part-time worker, a college student, Jesse thought—had pieced together names and dates and made it all sound legitimate. It was believed, the letter said, that Jean’s great-grandfather, Asa Daniel Moreland, had served as an aide to Alexander Stephens, the vice-president of the Confederacy. Beyond that, facts were obscure. The first step taken in America may have been that of William Hall Moreland, who arrived from England in the late eighteenth century. But it was only speculation. Family Finders, Inc., had the name of William Hall Moreland because he had been killed in a violent assassination. No one knew where his bones had decayed.

There was no mention of the Indian ancestors. There was no reason. Jean knew they were buried in the mountains around her.

He closed the letter and slipped it back into its envelope and placed it on the pie safe. He thought of the stories of her great-grandfather—her English great-grandfather. He had been the first man buried in the cemetery of Tickenaley Church. He had followed Jesse’s great-grandfather to the valley, had married a Cherokee Indian who bore him two sons. In the third winter, before the birth of his second son (Jean’s grandfather), he had died. There were stories that he had been fierce.

Jesse picked up the letter again and turned it in his hand. It did not seem right, omitting the great-grandmother Indian. It was that heritage that had first attracted him to Jean—the high cheekbones and chocolate eyes that marked her like a proud signature.

*

He lay in bed, away from her, and imagined the great space that separated them. He remembered the nights when she had touched his face before turning to sleep. A touch. Wordless. He remembered how she had fit in sleep, her back curled into the cradle of his body with his arms around her, and how, in sleep, she would pull his hands up and fold them over the delicate flesh of her breasts. But now she moved away, balancing on the edge of the bed, her hands tucked to her own face, her arms covering her breasts.

Outside, it was autumn. He listened to her uneven breathing (she was still awake, staring into the dark off the edge of the bed). He closed his eyes and threw his mind back to the splendor of the quickflashing moment of autumn entering him. Autumn. He trembled. He wanted to touch her, but he did not. The space between them was too great.


TWO

OCTOBER 14

Jesse was at the clearing before sunrise, before Carl and Doyle. It was still cold and he buttoned his coat tight to his throat as he stood beside his truck, waiting. The dawnsilver of light fell heavily across the trees from a dark underbelly of the fluorescent sky. The ground was coated with the thin crystal skin of frost and it, too, was fluorescent.

As he waited, a stirring began in the woods around him and the first chattering of day fell from the trees. Squirrels, he thought. He could hear wings fluttering above him like soft voices. And the dawnsilver began to lighten and Jesse saw a spear of sun driving into a single oak high on the mountain. He heard the barking of a dog far off in the valley. He lit a cigarette and blew the smoke in a circle from his lips. The circle of smoke stood for a moment before him in its swirling blue O, then turned level and fell across the hood of his truck.

He took his axe from the truckbed and walked across the cleared land to a large oak that had been left standing. It would border the house on the southwest, its limbs close enough to scrape the porch roof.

Jesse knew the house that would be built. Doyle had drawn it out on paper, but the drawing was not necessary. Jesse had seen it in his mind exactly as it would be. Every detail of it was clear to him, and when he and his sons had begun clearing the woods, he had taken only what would be needed for the house and barns. There would be nothing wasted, nothing unnecessarily ripped out. The house and barns would fit neatly among the trees. It would be a good place to live.

The land had been Jesse’s and his father’s and his grandfather’s and his great-grandfather’s. Each had tended it well, had extended its boundaries. They had farmed the black soil of the bottomlands and cut timber from the mountains. With each generation, portions had been given for homesites and the buildings had been constructed by the families. It was always assumed that a child would never leave the valley; the heritage was too great.

Jesse’s own children had drawn lots for their homesites when Macy married. Though he had never said it to Macy or Carl, Doyle’s draw—this land—was the best of the three sites. It was in the palm of a mountain that had split apart into two small peaks jutting above the break. The mountain was ringed in exposed granite that had cracked apart millions of years earlier and had left rooms and tunnels of caves hidden behind purple rhododendrons (the purple-laurel). In the summer, a chilling air blew from the caves. Jesse’s great-grandfather had named the mountain Twin Top. The people of the valley called it the Mountain of the Caves.

At the bottom of the mountain, along the road, the site was fringed in white pines that Jesse’s father had planted after the virgin timber had been cut. Above the pines, the land leveled like the lap of a chair. A wide, shallow trough collared the land at the base of the peaks and in storms the water swept harmlessly around the lap.

An archeologist had studied the site in the late sixties and reported that it was a man-made plateau. It was too symmetrical for the evolution of nature, he had said. And he had dug into the earth in criss-crossing ditches and uncovered rare pottery and broken seashells used for money by nomadic coastal tribes.

The archeologist declared that Indians had moved the earth onto the plateau in vessels, in thousands of trips, and had carefully scattered and packed it. It was the way burial mounds were prepared, he had explained. But the work was never completed. It had been stopped abruptly, as though something had happened to drive the Indians away. Something fearful.

The people of the valley had listened eagerly to the archeologist. It could be true, they had agreed. Tickenaley—the valley and the town—had been an Indian word Anglicized into obscurity. It meant (as rumored) “place of the gods.” And, yes, they agreed among themselves, that, too, could be true. There was a legend about an Indian chief (no one knew his name) who had proclaimed himself a deity and had demanded the worship of human sacrifices. And the gods had gathered at the Mountain of the Caves and begged him to stop the sacrifices, but he would not. The gods had become angry and used their terrible power and the arrogant chief had been consumed in a great, whiteheat flame that scorched the earth.

Yes, the people of the valley agreed, something like that could have happened. At least it was a good Indian story. Much like Moses on the mountain, conversing with God, then coming back down with the Commandments in his hands only to find the children of Israel frolicking in sin. Like that, like Moses. A good Indian story.

But the archeologist had listened to the legend of the chief in awe. The Indians had left the land and never again disturbed it because they were warned by some undeniable presence. And the archeologist began to feel the heat in the ground and began to imagine the dark earth as scorched. He began to have dreams of warning and he, too, left.

But if the Indians had begun constructing the plateau as a burial ground, and if the gods had used it in the firedeath of a chief, it was an ancient, overgrown history. Across the level lap of the plateau, in the wide, shallow trough, and up the ridges of the Mountain of the Caves, the land was thickly covered in massive hardwood—oak and hickory and black-gum and beech and maple and sourwood, trees that were majestic and firmly rooted. The only break in the treeline was the belt of exposed granite, running like a gray scar across both peaks. The caves under the granite shelves had never been explored. The bones of Indians, stored until they could be put into burial mounds, were deep in them, the people of the valley believed. It was not worth investigating. The people of the valley were afraid of being lost in the caves, of falling into a tube of rock and dirt so deep in the bowels of the earth that even their shouts would be swallowed.

It was a good place for a home, Jesse thought. He looked below him, over the pale green rows of the white pines, and above him, to the clusters of hardwoods. The hardwoods had colored for the autumn and the golds and reds and browns blistering on their great chests of limbs waved brilliantly in the first rush of the October sun. Colors so grand they hurt his eyes.

He remembered the night before. He could feel the wonder—the absolute wonder—of the season surging through him. It was like music, and he wanted to stand beneath the pouring of the sound.

*

He had marked and wedgecut three trees before Carl arrived. Of his children, Carl was the most private. Carl had fought in Vietnam and had been decorated for heroism, though no one knew what Carl had done that was heroic. He would not speak of it. No one had ever seen the medals that had been pinned on his chest in a ceremony thousands of miles away. He had said that he’d lost them, but he had not. They were in the trunk that he kept locked and stored in the attic of his home. Jesse knew there had been horror in his act of heroism. He knew it was deep in his son’s memory, like a thick brain tumor that could not be removed. Carl was thirty years old. He had been married for six years to Anna Peeples. Anna was from Tennessee. She was the first wife of any of Jesse’s family since 1903 not born in the valley. And that, at first, had been difficult for Jesse to understand or accept. But he liked Anna. His grandmother had been named Anna. Anna was the first word Jesse had said as a baby.

Carl and Anna did not have children. Jean believed that whatever had happened to Carl in Vietnam had made him sterile. If so, Carl hid the secret as carefully as his honors of war.

Jesse watched his son walking from the truck, carrying the power chainsaw that Jesse had reluctantly begun to use. It was faster, but not as clean as the two-man crosscut. The chainsaw smelled of burnt oil and gasoline. It was faster. Only faster. And Jesse had taken his crosscut (his father’s crosscut) and mounted it on nails to the wall of his barn. A man had tried to buy it from Jesse, claiming he knew of a doctor in Atlanta who collected such saws. It was after that that Jesse quit showing strangers driving vans and pickup trucks the contents of his barn.

Carl nodded a greeting to his father and switched the heavy saw in his hands. Jesse said, “Good morning, son.” He said it softly, as he always spoke when with Carl. Carl’s own voice was soft. His eyes were soft (brown, deep, like his mother’s eyes). There had always been a gentle look in his face, as though he was preoccupied with something that had not yet happened.

“Cold this morning,” Carl said to his father.

“It is,” Jesse said. “Feels good.”

Carl looked at the clearing below him, at the feathering of frost. He saw a deer in the dark trunks of the trees. “It does,” he agreed. “Best time of the year.”

“You talk to Doyle this morning?” Jesse asked.

“He called before I left. Said he’d overslept some.”

Jesse laughed easily.

“Been that way since he got married,” Carl said, smiling.

“Seems that way,” Jesse said. “Guess he can’t be blamed that much. Young people like being alone.” He laughed again and picked up his axe and drove the head of it into a stump. “He’ll be on after a while. Called last night to say he was checking on a bulldozer. I guess we can get these trees down and trimmed.”

Carl cut the trees with the chainsaw, dropping them exactly as Jesse had planned. The trees fell in a sudden thunder and the airswell from the falls blew up into the limbs of the trees close around, tossing them wildly. And they took their axes (Jesse would not use the power saw for trimming) and began cutting away the limbs, cutting from the bottom upward, pulling the limbs away and piling them for burning. It was slow, monotonous work. The sound of their axes against the tree limbs echoed off the Mountain of the Caves.

It was past nine when Carl saw Doyle’s car easing along the logging road leading into the clearing.

“I see he got up,” Carl said.

“Looks like he’s got somebody with him,” Jesse said. “Looks like somebody’s in the front seat.”

Carl cupped his hand over his forehead and stared at the car. “It’s somebody,” he replied. “Maybe Florence. Maybe she needed the car to go over and help Mama get ready for Winston’s birthday.”

“I don’t know,” Jesse said. “Macy was saying yesterday that she was going by for Florence.”

The two men watched the car stop and the doors open.

“Looks like Mama,” Carl said.

“It is,” Jesse replied. He pulled a cigarette from its package and lit it. He knew why she was there. She could not push Doyle away from her. Not Doyle. Doyle had roared noisily through childhood, always close to her, circling her, celebrating her with his play and with his care. She had become deeply depressed when, three months earlier, Doyle had married Florence Hart and moved into the house of his father-in-law. Was that it? he wondered. Was it Doyle’s leaving that had caused her change?

“Doyle,” Jesse whispered, saying the name like a discovery.

“What?” Carl asked.

“Nothing.”

They watched mother and son walking across the clearing. They could hear Doyle talking excitedly, stopping to gesture over the land with the handle of his axe.

“Knew something was wrong with him,” Carl said quietly. “He’s been looking off down that road every day, waiting for Mama.”

“I guess.”

“Mama feeling better?” Carl asked tentatively.

“Has good days and bad days,” Jesse answered. “This must be one of the good ones. I left before she got up.”

“Guess Winston’s birthday gives her something to do.”

Jesse drew from his cigarette and spit the smoke into the air. He said, “I guess so.”

“Hey, look who I found walking up the road,” Doyle called from across the clearing. He pulled at his mother’s arm. “Told her she looked like Old Lady Pitts, wandering around the hills like she was lost.”

“Mama,” Carl said as they approached. He could see the circles, like bruises, under her eyes.

“Morning, Carl,” Jean said. She looked away from him.

“You look good, Mama,” Carl told her.

“Must not,” she said. “Not if Doyle thinks I’m Old Lady Pitts.”

Doyle laughed and put his arm around her. “Now, I didn’t say that,” he teased. “There’s a difference in looking like somebody and being somebody. Old Lady Pitts is about ten times prettier. Whole world knows that.”

A smile split across Jean’s face. She said, “You be quiet before I take a stick to you, boy.”

“Why didn’t you come up in the car?” Jesse asked.

“Wouldn’t start,” she said. “Guess the battery’s dead. Thought I’d walk up.” She looked at him. “Thought it’d help to get out in the air a little bit.”

“Don’t matter,” Doyle said quickly. “You’re here. Come on. Let me show you where my house is.” He struck his axe into the tree Carl had been trimming. “Why don’t you catch a break,” he said to his father and Carl. Then to his mother: “Hired hands need a rest every once in a while. Only way you can keep them around.” He laughed and pulled his mother away and began to show her his imaginary house, walking her through the groundplot of each room.

“What he needed,” Carl said quietly to his father. “Mama.”

Jesse did not reply. He watched his wife and son, saw them standing close, saw Doyle speaking and pointing and pacing off the room sizes, saw Jean listening and nodding.

“He’s been scared, the way Mama’s been,” Carl said. “Cried about it one day, when we was talking.”

Jesse looked at Carl, surprised. “Doyle?” he said.

Carl nodded. “It was right after Macy found Mama at the cemetery.”

Jesse dropped his cigarette and stepped on it. He lifted his axe and ran his thumb along the blade. “Let’s finish up,” he said.

*

Jean stayed for an hour and then Jesse walked her across the clearing to Doyle’s car.

“I don’t need to take the car,” she told him. “It’s not that far to walk.”

“It’s more’n you think,” he said. “Couple of miles at least. No need to walk. Doyle can come in with Carl. I’m going to town to pick up the candles for the cake.”

“I didn’t get him a present,” she said fretfully.

“It’s all right,” he replied. “I got him one for us. Got him a rifle put away down at Helton’s. I’ll pick it up this afternoon.”

“A rifle? He’s too little—”

“No, Jean. He’s old enough. I always told him I’d buy him a rifle when he turned ten. He’s old enough.”

“I guess,” she mumbled.

“I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t think it was all right,” he said. He opened the car door for her and touched her hand and held it for a moment. “I’m glad you came by, Jean,” he told her. “It was good for the boy. I can tell.”

She looked at him, then quickly turned away, and slipped into the car and closed the door. He leaned with both hands against the car.

“I got to go,” she said through the opened window.

“Preacher coming?” he asked.

She looked at him again, then away. She said, “No. No, he’s not. I called. Said I’d be busy, doing the birthday.”

“Jean, I didn’t mean nothing by what I said last night.”

“I know it,” she replied quietly. She turned her head to stare at his hands.

“Jean.”

She lifted her head and looked into his face, her eyes holding him. He remembered her eyes when nothing confused them. Brown, deep, Indian eyes.

“What’s the matter?” she asked suddenly.

“Nothing. Why?” he said.

“You just—just shook. Like you had a pain.”

“I didn’t feel it. Didn’t feel nothing.”

She looked across the clearing. She could see Carl and Doyle working at the trees.

“Maybe he should of put the house somewhere else,” she said. “All those stories about that land.”

“It’s a good place,” Jesse said. “Just a good place. Nothing else.”

“Maybe.” She continued to watch her sons working. Then: “Tell him I’m glad for him.”

“I will. We won’t be late. We’ll quit early.”

He watched her drive away, watched until the car disappeared beyond the white pines. Without turning he knew his sons were also watching. Their axes were silent. He wondered what they were thinking.

*

In late afternoon, Jesse drove into Tickenaley.

Tickenaley was the town of the valley, and of Jesse’s family. His great-grandfather had moved into the unsettled, isolated region in 1869, at age twenty-eight, the same year Jesse’s grandfather had been born. Two of his great-grandfather’s brothers (bachelors who remained unmarried) had followed in 1870 and, with them, four other families whose lands had been forever lost in the Civil War. One had been a merchant from Madison who decided to become a farmer, failed, and then constructed a log store in 1873. He had called the store Tickenaley. Later, it became a township and the county seat for Onslow County. There were five valleys in Onslow County—the Tickenaley, the Valley of the Two Forks, the Dobbs Creek, the Cane Bottom, and the Gold Hill. The Tickenaley was the most isolated and the most beautiful.

It was a small town. Its stores and shops were crowded along the narrow highway that stretched like a pencil scratch through the north Georgia mountains. The magazines of Atlanta had published that Tickenaley was the last unspoiled mountain village, the one holdout against the remarkable, triumphant march of progress. The people of Tickenaley had not been impressed by the prose writers from the magazines. To them, there was nothing remarkable or triumphant about the invasion that had crawled over north Georgia like a relentless malignancy. It was not progress; it was destruction. Finely dressed Atlanta land speculators in their chrome and mahogany offices playing at buying and selling and promoting as though it was all merely an amusing game. Summer hamlets and winter homes nestled in the hills, selling daily by the razzle of come-ons and scheming. Guaranteed giveaways—cameras to Cadillacs—to select people on select mailing lists of demographic profiles worthy of the chance-taking. Half-acre lots on special. A-frame/condo/duplex/log cabin blueprints in a mail-order book. Nestled. Nestled. Nestled. A cozy fireplace feeling. Just off the four-lane freeways. Hiking on government-safe woodtrails, clearly marked. Rafting on cold mountain streams. Plenty of handcrafts from quaint old mountain people who had ancient skills and were willing to sell them for pennies. Come on up, for God’s sake. Bring picnics and cameras. Find a mountain man (or woman in a sunbonnet) and have your thirty-five millimeter picture taken to show the people back in the office in Atlanta. (“My God, look at them. How do those people live that way, up there in the hills, nestled away like that?” “How? Oh, by the money we take in there on weekends. That’s how.”)

And all over the mountains, except in the Tickenaley Valley, there were clusters of homes and rich, gleaming city cars in concrete driveways. And on the rivers, it was easy enough to read the trash trails of the rafters. Belligerent. Haughty. Chuting through the spew of whitewater rapids. Kings of the goddamn river. Keeping a watch on the banks for natives that may pop up like the dumbfaced characters out of Snuffy Smith. (Once some mountain boys were swimming in the river and the rafters stopped and one, the leader, berated the mountain boys. Said they were stupid for not having regulation lifejackets and for not swimming in buddy-system pairs. And the mountain boys, saying nothing, threw rocks, driving the rafters cursing downriver. And there followed a solemn story in the Atlanta newspapers about an ambush on innocents. Just like James Dickey’s Deliverance, the story said. Wild people up there. Can’t take good will when it’s well meant. Won’t be taught. All that in-breeding that causes slobbering and albinos. Progress would never change them. Never.)

And where progress invaded, it did not change the people—it annihilated them. Progress rolled over them like a furious war. Progress reduced them to sideshows, like the summer Indians in the hills of North Carolina.

But in Tickenaley, in the last unspoiled mountain valley discovered by the writers of magazine stories, the only ventures of progress had been the antique scavengers. And when they had bought all that would be sold, they seldom returned. The road was too narrow and crooked. (“Make a snake puke, it’s so crooked,” one once proclaimed cynically.)

Tickenaley was too far off the four-lane freeways and none of its merchants were wealthy. None seemed to care. It was a quiet and restful place, too small to become embroiled in the uncontrollable anger that seemed to consume the rest of the world in the first year of the decade of the eighties. None of Tickenaley’s men fought in World War One (it was lore that the news of the war reached the valley a year after it was over). Only three had been in World War Two. All three had been killed in Germany—ironically on consecutive days. Only four had been to Korea. One had been killed. One had remained in the Navy. Two had returned to Tickenaley. And only two had been to Vietnam. Carl was one. Guy Finley, a deputy sheriff, was the other. Guy had been wounded. No one knew about Carl. There was no wound that could be seen.

*

Jesse parked his truck in front of Angus Helton’s hardware store. He looked at his watch as he opened the truck door and slipped from beneath the steering wheel. It was ten minutes after five. Angus was sweeping the sidewalk in front of his doorway.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Angus said cheerfully, folding his hands over the top of the broomhandle. “What brings you out of the hills, Jesse?”

“Came by for the rifle,” Jesse told him. “Today’s the boy’s birthday.”

“Today?” Angus said. “Well, I guess it is. October fourteen. I was talking to Anna earlier about it. She said y’all was having a to-do up at your place tonight.”

Jesse smiled and stepped into the store and Angus followed him. Jesse enjoyed talking to Angus. Angus was a descendant of the merchant who had constructed the first log cabin in the town. A sign over the front door of his store read: established in 1873. The sign was only partly true. The way Angus explained it, the store had never completely passed out of the family; it had been confused by some confusing marriages.

Angus loved gossip. If he did not know the truth of a matter, he speculated. Angus’ speculations were always more interesting than the truth and always listened to and believed. Angus was, by his own declaration, an oracle. His cry was, “Remember, you heard it here first.”

“How about it, Jesse?” Angus asked. “You got a to-do going on?”

“We’re having a little party,” Jesse said. “Boy’s growing up. I guess Anna’ll be a little late for it.”

Angus moved behind the counter. He said, “What she was telling me when I was talking to her about it. Lester won’t close that store until six-thirty, come hell or high water. Ask me, he’s just wasting time. I close at six, no matter what the business looks like. Got my bowels trained for it. Six-thirty, I’m home, sitting on the john. Ain’t no business worth clogged bowels.”

Jesse laughed. He lifted a new axe from its stand and tested its balance. It was heavy and true.

“Well, she likes the job,” Jesse said, replacing the axe. “She and Carl been talking about buying a little more land. Every dime helps.”

“Hell, Jesse, y’all must own half the valley.”

“If we do, it’s the half nobody wants,” Jesse replied lightly.

“How’s the clearing for the house going?” Angus asked.

“Going all right. About ready to put in the foundation.”

“Damned if I’d build it up there,” Angus said. “Don’t care what you say, Jesse, that place is haunted.”

Jesse laughed easily. “Yeah,” he said.

“Now, damn it, I mean it,” Angus argued. “I been up there. People tell me they ain’t ever saw any animals on that land. Say they go right up to it but won’t go on it.”

Jesse shook his head in amazement. “That’s a good story, Angus,” he said.

“Story, my ass. You ever see any animals on it?”

He could not remember, Jesse realized. Birds, yes, but they were in the trees. He could not remember seeing any animals on the plateau.

“Well, I never stood around and looked,” Jesse said.

“I was telling Anna about it,” Angus boasted. “She thought it was funny.”

“So do I, Angus. But it’s a good story,” Jesse said. “Now, where’s the rifle?”

Angus squatted behind the counter and began to pull out boxes. He talked as he searched for the rifle. “Ask me, Lester ought to double Anna’s pay. Wadn’t for her, he wouldn’t be selling doodley-squat. I bet that woman sells more dresses than anybody in Georgia, including them fancy stores in Atlanta with them French names. Wish to God she knew something about the hardware business. I’d turn the store over to her.” He paused and shoved a box behind him. “Here it is,” he said. “Knew it was under there someplace.” He lifted the rifle and placed it on the counter. “Boy’ll like that, Jesse. One of the best twenty-twos made. You got some shells?”

Jesse raised the rifle to his shoulder and narrowed his eye over the gunsight. He could smell the woodstain of the stock and the gun oil in the barrel.

“I got some,” he said, “but I’d better take along a box. Boy’ll be shooting more’n he needs to for a while.”

“Well, hell, let him,” Angus said. “Not having a daddy around, he needs to do what he can. Good thing he’s got you and your boys.”

“They watch after him pretty close,” Jesse replied quietly. Then: “I need a box of birthday candles, if you got some.”

“Birthday candles?” Angus snorted. “Good God, Jesse, this is a hardware store. We ain’t got a Hallmark Card section that I know of.”

“Thought I saw some the last time I was in here,” Jesse said.

“Maybe so. Maybe so,” Angus mumbled. He began to walk along the shelves, looking. “I got mule collars and axle grease and baking soda and linament and binder twine and washpots and God only knows what else,” he said. “Maybe there’s some candles somewhere. Don’t ever know what some drummer’s pushing off on me. Hell, I got stuff in here my granddaddy bought. Found some medicine for liver spots last week that was so damn old the box itself had caught the spots.”

Jesse watched as Angus found the candles and cartridges for the rifle, and he listened to a story about a drummer who specialized in wart remover and how Old Lady Pitts had bought some for a wart on her nose and how the medicine had burned a hole in her nose. “She come after me with a shotgun,” Angus swore. “Said she was fixing to blow a wart off my ass if I didn’t give her money back. Well, I did, quick enough.”

Jesse looked at his watch. It was five-thirty.

“I appreciate you holding the gun for me, Angus,” Jesse said. “Guess I’d better be going on. The boy’ll be wanting to shoot at some tin cans before it’s too dark.”

“Well, you and them boys of yours teach him good,” Angus advised. “Him not having a daddy around, he’ll need it. A gun ain’t no toy. Gun’ll kill a man in a snap of a finger. Never had one myself. Not at the house. Damn things scare me.”

“We’ll be careful with him, Angus. He’ll be fine.”

*

Jesse took the gun and cartridges and candles from Angus’ store and drove north out of Tickenaley. He crossed the bridge at the creek, with its clean, silverflashing water spraying off the shoals of a rockbed. He passed Tickenaley Church, which his great-grandfather had helped organize and build on land that his great-grandfather had donated to the valley. The parsonage was across the road from the church. He could see the Preacher’s car in the carport and the Preacher’s young, plump wife at the clothesline. She looked at his truck but did not wave. He wondered if the Preacher held her hands and stroked them and whispered, “I know, I know.” He felt his body tighten.

He turned right off the highway onto a graveled dirt road and passed the house where Macy lived with Winston. It was a small house, white with navy-blue shutters. The shrubbery grew around it like a blanket tucked to the foundation and along the steps. It was well shaded and cool. The mailbox in front of the house was held by a five-foot Uncle Sam in profile, a quaint holdover from World War Two. Macy’s husband, Faron, had kept the wooden Uncle Sam painted in vivid red, white, and blue. Since Faron’s death two years earlier, the Uncle Sam had begun to chip and peel (its goatee was also broken) and Jesse had promised Macy he would repair and paint it after clearing the land for Doyle’s house.

Jesse thought of his dead son-in-law. Faron had not been a success as a provider, but he had been a good man who had cared for his family. Until the cancer, he had driven a truck. The cancer had killed him slowly and painfully and it had hurt Jesse to see him wasted and ill. But it had also taught Jesse something about his daughter: Macy was strong.

She had continued her teaching at the elementary school and attended her ill husband and her growing son and she had not broken. Macy had a spirit that could not be compromised.

Jesse looked again at his watch. It was twenty minutes before six. It would be late for Winston to shoot his new rifle, he thought. The treeshadows lapped across the hood of his truck like thick splashes of night. The air was cooling quickly. It would soon be Dark Thirty. There would be a fire in the fireplace, sound in the house. He touched the stock of the rifle beside him.

*

He was a hundred yards from the house when he felt it: the premonition of a sickening silence.

He slowed the truck to a stop and listened to the idling motor. He saw Doyle’s car, and Macy’s, and his own (the one Jean could not start), but he did not see Carl’s. Where is it? he wondered.

He turned the key and the motor of the truck stopped. He opened the door and pulled himself out. He stood behind the door of the truck, holding it open before him like a shield, and looked at the house. He could see lights through the windows. Nothing moved. There was no sound.

He stepped cautiously forward. “Doyle,” he called. “Doyle.”

There was not an answer.

The dog, he thought. Where is the dog and her puppies? The dog is always around me. Always.

He began to walk slowly toward the house. He could feel the freezing crawl of fear across his shoulders. He said, softly, “Jean? Jean?”

He saw Carl first. Carl had been hurled into the shrubbery beside the front door. His chest was split and caked with blood jelly, as though his heart had exploded. His head was cradled in a branch of the bush, his mouth flung open in a cry that had been blown out through his back.

Jesse’s body convulsed. His neck jerked spastically. He reached to touch Carl, but he did not. He tried to speak, but he could not. He turned numbly, breathing in short, shallow swallows, and pushed open the door of the house and stumbled inside.

He found them all. All except Florence.

Doyle in the living room, just inside the door, a butcher knife in his throat, his head almost severed.

Macy on the kitchen table, tied with cord to the table legs.

Jean in the bedroom, also tied with cord to the four posts.

In the backyard, between the house and barn, he found Winston. The cap of his head had been blown away.

He fell to his knees and dragged his grandson to him and cradled him gently. He began to cry and then he vomited, spilling his sickness over the cooling body in his arms.

He lifted his head and screamed like an animal in pain.

He could hear the echo of his voice off the hills. And then he could not hear anything.
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Jesse could not hear. He sat forward in a chair, with his elbows braced on his knees, his hands hanging limply. He saw the faces—the moving mouths—of the men around him, but he could not hear what they were saying. He knew they were asking questions. Somehow—by the arching of their lips or by intuition—he knew they were asking questions. But he could not hear the sound of their words and he could not answer them. His silence was absolute.

Yet there was a part of his mind that could hear and speak and reason. It was like a separate person, a diminutive, keeneyed ghost of a person, who was oddly intolerant and restless. And that person wandered effortlessly outside of his body, outside of his seeing, and flew about like a whisper, leashed to him only by an umbilical cord of pity.

There in the Onslow County Courthouse, in the outer office of the jail, in the dustlight of morning, there were two Jesses: one deadened by silence, the other alert and certain and impatient. One could not hear and did not speak; the other knew—all that was happening around him and far away from him, that Jesse understood.

The wandering Jesse knew about the slaughter of his family, knew that the silent Jesse had discovered them. He knew the people of the Tickenaley Valley had sat in their homes throughout the night, huddling, afraid of an evil that was somewhere in the darkness around them. He knew the women had hugged their bodies in a mother’s pain of loss, swaying in their chairs and weeping. He knew the men had sat with their hunting guns across their laps and guarded against a madness that was invisible and incomprehensible. And through the windows of their homes, in the amber spill of the filling moon, they had seen images of an unloosed hell—shadows disembodying like teasing demons—and what had been familiar and lovely on other nights was now satanic.
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