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Chapter One





  No one knows where I came from—some say Wyoming, but most think it’s Texas. I used to hear rumors that I was a teacher, even a Sunday school teacher, or that I was the runaway daughter of a rich cattle baron. Some say I died last year, struck by an automobile in El Paso. Others still believe I died in that hail of gunfire in Bolivia, when Butch and Sundance were supposed to have been killed. I once heard that I died of appendicitis in a Denver hospital. But none of it is true. I am here in Fort Worth, Texas, living as Eunice Gray and running the Waco Hotel. Still, everyone remembers Etta Place . . . and whispers follow me to this day.




  Just yesterday I met that talkative cattle buyer, Luke Moriarity, on the street. He had with him his son, a child of five or six perhaps—who am I to judge the age of children?—and he poked and prodded the child to speak politely to me. Finally the little one said, “Good morning, Mrs. Gray,” and I smiled and said, “Good morning.”




  But Moriarity must believe deafness comes with age, for as I turned away I clearly heard him tell the child, “Always remember, son, that you’ve said good morning to Etta Place.”




  “Who’s that?” the boy asked.




  “Never mind,” replied his father. “Someday I’ll tell you the story.”




  Well, I don’t want to wait for someday. I want to tell the story now, tell that I didn’t die in El Paso or Bolivia or Denver, tell that I was believed to be Mrs. Harry Longabaugh and still have the wedding photograph to prove it. And perhaps most of all I want to tell where I came from and what happened that could make me live outside the law. To my mind, loving a man isn’t enough reason for some of the things that I did when I was young and wild.




  I wasn’t always called Etta Place. Fact is, I was born Martha Baird in a dogtrot cabin near Ben Wheeler in East Texas. How I came to be called Etta Place comes later, but my story really begins in that cabin in 1891.




  Ben Wheeler wasn’t in the Piney Woods where those tall trees give a sort of grace to the land and deep lakes make you know Texas has some pretty parts. No, our trees were a tangle of cedar and oak and hackberry, so thick that clearing the land to plow was a chore for any man and more than my father wanted to take on. It was a land of certain weather—certain to be unbearably hot and muggy in the summer, certain to be bitter and cold in the winter, and you could count on torrential rains in the spring and fall.




  Ben Wheeler was a strange name for a town, but Mama told me the town changed its name—who knows what it was before?—after the Civil War, in honor of a postman who refused to carry the mail for the Confederacy.




  Ephraim Baird, my father, had come to Texas from Kentucky long after what he called the War of Northern Aggression. He wasn’t any happier with the Confederacy than Ben Wheeler had been. Though he was a man more given to laziness than anger, he was bitter about being driven from his home by the war. Of course, Pa was just a boy when the war was over, so it wasn’t as though he was directly driven from his home, like so many who boarded up their houses and wrote “GTT” for “gone to Texas.” It was just, he said, that a man couldn’t make a living back there in Kentucky. I never understood why he complained so about East Texas, since life back home in Kentucky was no more than a shack in the mountains from all I heard, a shack not much better than what we had in Texas.




  Of course, he didn’t make a good living in Texas, either. Pa grew corn and sorghum on our little patch of East Texas, but he was as likely to spend the day fishing or hunting as he was working his crops. Then he’d send me out to pull the weeds, muttering about a girl having to earn her keep.




  When he wasn’t fishing or hunting, Pa was often in the saloon at Ben Wheeler. It wasn’t much of a town—a general store, a livery stable, a Methodist church, a saloon, and perhaps ten houses, all looking as hastily built as ours. Mama had heard that the town was about to build a schoolhouse and hire a teacher, but Pa said it would only cost money and she could go on schooling us. “Don’t take much schooling nohow,” he scoffed. Since we didn’t go to church or school, I knew no one in town except the Newsomes, who ran the store. To most of the town, I was simply “that Baird girl.”




  In the saloon a man could sit and talk about the indignities of life, about how by God no one was going to push him around. And others who had come to Texas from Kentucky and Tennessee would pound their fists on the table and agree with him. Pa would come home in what Ma called “a mood.”




  “A man oughta be able to grow a crop,” he’d growl, sitting at our rickety, homemade table and drinking from the bottle of whiskey on which he’d spent what little cash he had. “It ain’t right, I tell you!” His fist would rise in the air, then fall hard on the table, and we children—my little brother Ab and I—would scamper to the far comer of the room in fright. Mama just went about her cooking, trying to ignore him, but I could always see a trace of fear in her eyes.




  The next mutter was liable to be “If I didn’t have you’uns to take care of . . .” The threat would drift off, and I would wonder secretly what life would be like without Pa. By the time I was ten I was firmly convinced we would be better off, and I prayed for something to happen to him. The Lord, I reasoned, would forgive me. He knew what Pa was like.




  The dogtrot we lived in stood a bit askew. Like everything else he did, Pa built it with little effort and less care. On either side of that central breezeway or dogtrot was a room of medium size, with space for one window cut out in each wall. There was no glass in the windows, and the only way to see out or let fresh air in was to go outside and lift up the heavy wooden shutter. Winter winds whistled through the cracks in the walls, and spring rains leaked through the roof so that Mama forever had to put buckets all around, even on the open dogtrot itself. And Pa had built in a low place, so that when it came a heavy rain the ground around became a lake. Once I remember the water edged up onto the floor of the dogtrot, and Mama stuffed sheets in the doorways to keep it from seeping inside.




  Pa provided us with the essentials—a tin plate and cup for each of us, an iron pot for Mama to cook in, and a big pot for washing, which was done out of doors. Mama had a spider, that funny skillet that sat on three legs, that she used to make hot, water corn bread, and a gridiron, and once, as a great treat, Pa had brought her a coffeepot. Beyond that our provisions consisted of sugar, dried beans, rice, salt, and, when it wasn’t too dear, coffee. Sometimes we had cornbread, sorghum, and milk for breakfast, dinner, and supper, and Mama counted us lucky that Pa hadn’t sold the milk cow. We ate wild greens and, when Pa’s aim was true and steady, fried rabbit or squirrel stew. But Pa would only hunt rabbit in months that had the letter R in them, a bit of Kentucky superstition to which he clung.




  Mama was a puzzle to me . . . or maybe it was Pa—certainly, it was how the two went together. Where Pa was loud, sometimes profane, and not given to thinking much, Mama was quiet, soft-spoken, and always a little afraid of Pa. Not that she hadn’t good reason. When he’d been too long in town and come home to find his supper cold, Pa had been known to take his anger out on her. More than once she kept her head turned from me, trying to hide the red print of a hand across her cheek.




  One particular time stands out yet in my mind, maybe because it eventually had something to do with the direction of my life. A traveler had come to the cabin, late on a stormy night, lost and hungry. Pa was in town, but Mama had done what hospitality dictates—she welcomed him, fed him, and offered him the dogtrot as a place to sleep, whispering to me that Ab and I would sleep in the kitchen with the door closed. While the visitor ate corn bread and fried rabbit—Pa had some luck the day before—he told us he was headed for San Antonio, what he called the Queen City of Texas. As he raved on about the city, streets of brick turned to gold in my mind, and I saw San Antonio as the most wonderful place ever. It was instantly the center of my dreams.




  When Pa came home from town, unsteady on his feet, he tripped, literally tripped, over this stranger on his floor. At first, frightened, he let out a yowl. Then his fear turned to anger, which vented itself in profane hollering. I lay silently on my pallet and held out a hand to reassure Ab. The next morning, both Pa and the stranger were gone, and Mama wore a scarf pinned awkwardly around her neck. Her voice was hoarse, and she spoke little to us, but when the scarf momentarily slipped, I saw angry red fingerprints around her throat. San Antonio, like all dreams, was maybe not worth the price paid.




  Where Pa had no schooling, Mama had an education. She spoke perfect English and insisted that Ab and I also did, and she taught us our lessons. By the time I was ten, I had a good understanding of mathematics and could write handsomely. Of literature, I knew only what she told us, for the Bible was the only book we had. Pa used it to frighten us, citing a vengeful God. Mama, though, told us about a loving and forgiving Lord, and I chose to believe her.




  Mama was pale and fair and had probably once been pretty, though now she was just tired, with dark circles under her eyes and that haunted, scared look in them that I recognized even as a child. I marveled at the rosy color of her cheeks, but that was a childish misunderstanding—I didn’t know Mama had consumption. Her name was Elizabeth, but Pa always called her “Lizzie,” and I fancied she shied just a little every time he said it.




  “Lizzie, you’ll have to milk the cow. I done hurt my back,” and he’d plop himself down on the cornshuck bed, moaning in misery, though to my mind he didn’t look one bit miserable.




  Or maybe he’d say, “Lizzie, this ain’t fit to eat. Why can’t you put a decent meal on the table?”




  And she, pale and obedient, would apologize, when I wanted to shout, “If you’d provide better staples, Mama could put a better meal on the table!”




  I asked Mama boldly one time why she had married Pa. She raised her chin in the air and stared out the doorway of the room that served as kitchen and living quarters. “The war . . .” she said vaguely. “I had no one to take care of me. It was time to get married.” I wanted to suggest she might have done better taking care of herself than she had counting on Pa to do the job, but I kept my tongue.




  This unlikely couple had produced the two of us. Even as a youngster, I knew just exactly how they had produced us, too. Summer nights Ab and I slept outside on the dogtrot to catch whatever breeze might stir through the mugginess, but in winter we slept on pallets before the cast-iron Franklin stove. If there was any warmth left in the day’s fire, we’d get it. No matter the season, Mama and Pa slept in the room across the dogtrot, but on all but the coldest nights, the doors to the rooms stood open. Thus they had a certain visual privacy . . . but I could hear clearly. What I heard was Pa grunting like a wild hog does when it’s rooting, small sounds that build to one long, louder one, and then within minutes the sound of his snoring. Mama never made a sound.




  While I, with what I considered misfortune, favored Pa with his dark hair, Ab took after Mama, right down to the paleness and the rosy cheeks. Pa was hard on Ab, even when he was five or six years old. “Boy’s got to learn to take it,” he’d thunder. “Nothing in his life is easy.” He’d send poor Ab out in a thunderstorm to check the milk cow, with Mama warning, “He’ll catch his death of cold,” and he’d send him out at midday in the midst of summer to gather kindling for fuel for the outdoor fire over which Mama cooked in the hottest months, even though she would protest, “I have plenty, Ephraim. It can wait till the evening cools some.”




  “It’ll toughen him,” Pa said, and brooked no argument.




  Ab never seemed to get any tougher. If anything, he grew weaker, more afraid of Pa, more anxious to please. By the time he was eight, it was obvious, even to me, that everything was hard for him. I’d do his chores when Pa wasn’t watching, and I’d look out for him as best I could, but I couldn’t protect him every minute. When Pa took the belt to Ab’s legs, I could only watch, shaking with fury. “Where are you, O Just Lord?” I wanted to cry out.




  When I was fifteen and Ab nine, he didn’t get up one winter morning.




  “Get him outta bed,” Pa said. “Gets movin’ around, he’ll be all right. You’re babyin’ that boy, not doin’ him any favors.”




  “He’s burning with fever and barely conscious,” Mama answered, her eyes filled with tears. “I doubt he’ll last the day.”




  Pa just scoffed and stomped off into the woods, calling to me to check the cow, gather twigs, tend the stove, and clean the cabin—my chores and Ab’s, which I did willingly all the time anyway.




  Mama sat by Ab’s bed all day, some of the time with her head bent over to rest on his small chest, as though she could not get close enough to him.




  “Can I go for the doctor?” I asked, desperate to be of help and to stave off what seemed an inevitable tragedy marching toward us.




  “There’s no doctor can do him any good now,” she said softly, and I detected resignation in her tone.




  “I don’t care. I’ll go for Doc Mason in Ben Wheeler,” I protested. “He’s a doctor. He can do something!” My tone rose in desperation.




  She reached a hand for mine. “No, Martha, the doctor would not do anything I’m not doing. You stay with me. I need you.”




  And that filled me with pride . . . and a certain measure of acceptance. “Can I bring you something, Mama?” I must have asked that question twenty times that day.




  Once she said, “Some fresh water, as cool as you can get it, for his head.”




  Pa, with the help of some of his friends from the saloon, had dug a well not far from the house. The water was a little brackish but the best we could do. One of my earliest lessons was that it was easier to carry two buckets of water—one in each hand—than to try to balance one. This day I ran to the well and hauled furiously on the buckets until I had two half full of water. Then I walked carefully without spilling a precious drop.




  “Thank you, Martha,” Mama said, rising to put her arm around me briefly. “This will ease him some.”




  Ab didn’t seem to be in any pain. Indeed, he was asleep most of the time. Sometimes Mama could spoon a little broth into his mouth. She’d killed a chicken and stewed it, once Pa was safely out of sight, and I was hoping he’d be too drunk to count the chickens when he came home.




  “Mama, drink some of the broth yourself,” I said, handing her a cup.




  She nodded absently and took a few sips, but soon the cup was put aside, her hands busy stroking Ab’s head.




  Toward evening he opened his eyes and said softly, “Mama?” “Yes, Ab, I’m right here.”




  “Good,” he murmured. Then a deep sigh, and he closed his eyes again.




  Mama began to sob ever so quietly, still clutching his hand in both of her own.




  “Mama?”




  “He’s gone,” she whispered, “gone to the angels.”




  Mama sat there a while longer, and then, businesslike, she rose. “We must dress him,” she said, and we put on one of his better white cotton shirts, a pair of coveralls, and the scuffed boots that were almost too small for him. “Can’t have him going to heaven barefoot,” she told me, with a slight smile.




  “Pa did this,” I said angrily.




  “No, Martha, Ab had the consumption. I knew all along we could not keep him forever. Your father had nothing to do with it.”




  But in my heart I knew better. If Pa hadn’t been so hard on Ab, if he hadn’t tried to “toughen” him, I’d still have had a brother.




  Pa came home late, noisily, but I pretended to be asleep on my pallet. I heard Mama talking to him in low tones and heard him say with the most grace he could muster, “Sorry about the boy, Lizzie.”




  Within minutes, the grunting started. Nothing, apparently, not even death, deterred Pa. I hoped the Lord was listening.




  Next day Pa took some used boards, with which he always intended to build a barn—or so he said—and fashioned a coffin. It was rudely put together, but I think he tried. He grunted and sweated but managed to dig a small grave at the edge of the clearing that held our cabin, and then he went to Ben Wheeler to bring back the Methodist preacher. Mama and I sat silently by that small coffin. There was nothing more for either of us to say.




  Pa was gone a long time and returned smelling strongly of whiskey. Behind him rode Brother Davis, who was good enough to come bury Ab even though he never saw the Baird family in his small congregation. Pa didn’t believe in making the effort to go to church on Sunday morning. “You can thank the Lord for all his blessings right here,” he said, but I knew Mama longed to go to church and visit with the other ladies. And she wanted us to have a Christian upbringing.




  “Mrs. Baird, I’m sorry about your loss,” Brother Davis began, “but we know that Abernathy is with the Lord.”




  “Right, Brother Davis, right. Now let’s just get on with the burying,” Pa said impatiently.




  We three stood together in that clearing while Brother Davis asked the Lord to welcome Abernathy Baird, a child to be loved. Pa looked appropriately grief-stricken. Ab was, after all, his son, and I told myself to remember that. lf it had been me in that box, Pa would have grieved. I needed to believe that. Pa put the coffin in the ground, Brother Davis said the Lord’s Prayer, and Mama threw a handful of earth on the coffin. Then, grasping my hand firmly, she turned back to the cabin. She couldn’t, I suppose, bear to watch Pa fill in the grave.




  “Brother Davis, may I offer you some coffee?” she asked, and I marveled at her manners. I knew she wanted to bury herself in the bed and cry until she could cry no more. I also vaguely knew how much she needed the company of other women at that moment. I did the best I could, but I was too young to have a woman’s understanding of grief and its inevitability. I still railed against the injustice of my brother’s death.




  “Why didn’t Mrs. Newsome come with the minister?” I asked. Mrs. Newsome was the one woman both Mama and I knew in town.




  “I don’t suppose your father told her about Ab,” Mama said wearily.







  



  
Chapter Two





  Mama didn’t last out the next summer after Ab died. Like my brother, she died of consumption, but there was more to it than that. She died of a broken heart, grieving for Ab, and she died of being just plain worn out. In my heart, I blamed Pa again, but I said nothing.




  This time I was the one who dressed the deceased, carefully shaking out a dark wool traveling suit I’d found in her trunk. It was faded and streaked by folding and dust, but it was far better than the calico she wore daily. I had looked at her wedding dress—it was of ivory silk, made to wear over the crinoline she no longer had—and deliberately put it to the bottom of the trunk. Somehow it didn’t seem fitting to me that she go to her grave in the dress that had united her with my father. The traveling suit was probably her honeymoon outfit, but I put that out of my mind. There were no other choices.




  Pa went to town for a coffin this time. The stack of barn wood did not offer enough for an adult. I have no idea how he paid for it or what kind of credit he had to beg for, but I knew that Mrs. Newsome was generous to a fault. She had given Mama credit from time to time, and I used to fancy that she worried about Mama because she was married to such a lout.




  Pa came home with a fine, sturdy pine coffin . . . and two men to help him dig. They dug the grave close to Ab’s. This time when Brother Davis came out from town, the Newsomes and his own wife accompanied him. It made more of a farewell for Mama, and I was grateful to them for coming.




  Before the ceremony, Mrs. Newsome pulled me aside. “Martha,” she asked, “can I do anything for you?” I swear she looked over her shoulder at Pa as she said it.




  “No, ma’am,” I said, “but thank you.”




  “If there is ever anything I can do, I want you to come to me,” she whispered, adding, “no one else.”




  “Yes, ma’am,” I said, wondering what she meant and yet recognizing that she knew something, understood something that I didn’t. Little did I know how soon I would turn to her.




  Pa, looking hard at me, cleared his throat and said, “Well, let’s get on with it.”




  Mrs. Newsome turned and went to stand at her husband’s side by the newly dug grave.




  Once again Brother Davis asked the Lord to welcome a worthy Baird to heaven and to bless the grieving father and daughter left behind. I stole a glance at Pa to see if he was grieving, but he simply stood, wearing his one boiled shirt and black coat, with his eyes downcast. I suppose in his own way he was grieving, but when the minister afterward grasped his hands and kept trying to offer comfort, Pa thanked him gruffly and pulled away as soon as he could.




  “Don’t know why that man came out here,” Pa grumbled as I put johnnycake and syrup before him that evening. “Only asked him to speak over Ab because it would comfort your ma some. I don’t need him tellin me the Lord loves me. Hah!” He almost spat in his anger.




  “I didn’t bring him,” I reminded him, “you did.”




  He just gave me a dark look and turned back to his whiskey.




   Pa and I passed by each other without speaking for days, and I was just as happy. I fed him and saw to the house, just as Mama had done, and he spent his days outdoors. But we had nothing to say to each other. I guess, though, that Pa began to think of me as Mama’s replacement.




  One night, some six or seven days after she died, I was awakened from a deep sleep by a rough hand over my mouth. Without Ab, I’d taken to sleeping indoors, where the air was close and stale. Even though I was grown—well, almost so—and pretty much fearless, I didn’t take to sleeping outside alone. Now, before I could struggle to rise, the arm attached to the hand over my mouth held down my shoulders so firmly that I could not move.




  I squirmed and tried to shout through the hand, but Pa simply held me down and said nothing, while he fiddled with my gown, pulling it up to bunch around my waist. Then his other hand roughly pushed my legs apart, and suddenly I was rent apart with a searing pain. My scream, kept silent by that huge hand over my mouth, echoed in my head but did nothing to blot out the familiar grunting sounds. With each thrust, his rigidness pushed into me, sending rivers of pain throughout my body, while I squirmed and wriggled and did everything I could to get away from him. The unmovable arm held me firm, and the pain, I found, grew worse when I tried to get away.




  Then, with one loud groan, he was through. He rolled off me and stood up, turning his back to me while he buttoned his long johns. All he ever said, and that over his shoulder, was “A man has his needs.”




  I was left soiled and sticky on my pallet, shaking from sobs that I did not want him to hear. Within minutes, he was back in the bed across the dogtrot, snoring away. Ever so quietly—who would dare disturb him?—I crept to the washbasin outside and cleaned myself. Dressed in a dean gown—one of Mama’s that still smelled of her perfume, though by now I fancied it smelled of him—I lay shaking on my pallet until dawn.




  When I arose to fix his breakfast, I had made one firm decision: He would never again lay a hand on me.




  That morning, he never said a word or indicated that anything between us had changed. “How,” I wanted to demand, “can a man do that to his own daughter?”




  But he sat there and held· his cup out for more coffee, said he guessed he’d go hunting and might be late getting home that night, and walked out without giving me a second glance. He went not to the woods with his rifle but to the wagon. He hitched the horse and headed for town.




  “To drink away his guilt,” I scoffed.




  I went back to sleeping outside and vowed I would even when winter came. I sharpened the butcher knife and took it to bed with me every night, hiding it alongside my pallet where I could reach it easily with my right hand, even if my shoulders were held down. And I learned to lie awake until I heard Pa snoring. Only then did I feel safe enough to sleep . . . and at that, I never slept soundly. I was always alert for another attack.




  I took one other precautionary measure: I kept most of my clean clothes in a pillow sack along with a miniature of Mama and a handwritten note she had once left for me, telling me how much she loved me. It was all ready to snatch up in a moment if I had to flee. And I took Mama’s hidden egg money from deep in the trunk where she had buried it and put it in the bottom of the pillow sack.




  I was like a squirrel putting up nuts for the winter, but I knew that my winter would come soon. I wasn’t sad about it. No, I was ready to leave that dogtrot, but I somehow needed Pa to do that outrageous thing to justify my leaving. Maybe it was because I was leaving Mama and Ab when I went. Whatever, I knew that I would not live on that poor piece of dirt much longer, and I made my preparations.




  Meantime, life went on with a terrible dreariness. If I had missed Ab sorely, there was no way to put into words the emptiness that I felt without Mama. I had soon almost blotted Pa’s attack out of my mind–not that it didn’t happen or wouldn’t happen again, but that I wouldn’t think about it. But even were he innocent of that, Pa was poor company for a girl alone. He was sometimes drunk, often angry, never encouraging. I longed for Mama, the loving arm around my shoulders, the words of encouragement.




  When Mama was alive, I used to dream of taking her and Ab with me to San Antonio and starting a new life there. Maybe it was because of tales she told me of the Alamo and the Kentuckians who had behaved there with more courage than Pa would ever have; more probably it was that dimly recalled memory of the traveler who said it was the finest city he’d ever visited. But I had no way to get to San Antonio, no way to support myself when I got there. Right then, it seemed to me that I could flee only if Pa provoked it, if he attacked me again and gave me reason. Later I knew that I should have left before he had another chance. But, for then, I made the same choice Mama had.




  Pa’s next attack came a full two weeks after the first one. He had fallen to snoring, and I’d let myself drift off. Like a reenactment of a horrible nightmare, I felt his weight across me, his arm holding both my shoulders down. This time he didn’t bother with the hand across my mouth. Who would have heard me scream besides him? And maybe he didn’t care.




  “Pa,” I said levelly as he hitched up my gown, “don’t do this again. I’m warning you. . . .”




  He grunted, and his free hand reached between my thighs.




  My hand reached for and found the knife hidden on the right side of my pallet. I brought it up, plunging it into his side, blindly, without aim. Only later would I suspect that I had hit directly into his heart. At the moment, I was acting out of desperation, unsure that I would even dare to break the skin.




  Instead of those small, satisfied grunts, he let out a howl. The arm on my shoulders relaxed, and he slid sideways enough that I was out from under him. In a flash I was on my feet.




  “You . . . you’ve killed me,” he gasped, clutching at the wound that was gushing forth an amazing amount of blood.




  I turned my eyes away. “I warned you,” I said.




  “A man . . . has his needs.” He struggled to say it and then lost consciousness.




  I didn’t wait, never tried to see if I could help him, and later that would haunt me. I simply went into the house to grab my sack of clothes and leftover corn dodgers from supper. Then, still in my nightgown, I fled into the darkness, stepping over Pa’s unconscious body as I left.




  In the barn I changed into my best cotton muslin dress, a blue gingham that Mama had trimmed· with scraps of white pique that she got I never knew where. Then my nervous fingers struggled to get the harness off its hook and put it on Dan’l, the workhorse that Pa kept but rarely put to work. Dan’l was gentle but old and tired, lazier than Pa, and I wasn’t sure he’d take me as far as even Ben Wheeler.




  I stood on a crate and hoisted myself onto the horse’s back, just as I’d done the few times Pa made me ride the horse while he guided the plow and the even fewer times I’d ridden Dan’l just to be riding-and away from the farm.




  Now I hitched the dress up to my knees and began to drum my heels on the horse’s sides. “Come on, Dan’l, get going,” I said in a voice so harsh I didn’t recognize it myself.




  It took me several strong words and a lot of drumming of my heels to get that old horse moving, and all the while he stood still my fear rose until it sat like bile in my throat. I fully expected Pa to rise up—from the dead?—and come after me. Was Pa dead? I neither knew nor cared. I simply wanted to be far away from there.




  Finally Dan’l inched down the road with a slow and rough gait. Then, as though he got into the spirit of the thing, he began to pick up speed until he was moving at an awkward trot. I was bounced unmercifully on his back, every bone in my body wanting to call out to him to stop and only my fear silencing my voice. As I rode, I looked over my shoulder from time to time, expecting Pa.




  I have no idea what time we reached Ben Wheeler, except that it was the dark of night. The town was pitch black. Not a light shone, and nobody appeared on the streets, which suited me just fine. I tied Dan’l behind the Newsomes’ store and began to wonder how I’d get Mrs. Newsome’s attention. She and Mr. Newsome lived in three rooms tacked onto the back of the store.




  “Call me,” she had said, adding, “no one else.”




  Ever so softly I tapped on a windowpane, whispering so low that even I could barely hear myself saying, “Mrs. Newsome? Mrs. Newsome?” There was no response. Desperation made me bolder, and I knocked more loudly, though I still hesitated to raise my voice for fear of rousing half the town. Still no answer.




  I went around to a window on another side and knocked again, Loudly this time. A murmur and a distant noise of stirring told me I had roused someone. I prayed it would be Mrs. Newsome and not her husband, but of course he was the one who came to a nearby door.




  “Who’s out there?” he demanded loudly. “What d’ya want, waking a man in the middle of the night?”




  “Please, sir,” I said, “could I see Mrs. Newsome?”




  “Who is it?” he demanded, his voice still angry and a little fearful. “Who wants my wife in the middle of the night?”




  “I’m Martha Baird,” I said as strongly as I could.




  “The Baird girl?” he asked, his voice rising in surprise but no longer angry.




  “Yessir,” I answered, hating every syllable of it, “the Baird girl.”




  “Mrs. Newsome,” he called, “come here. There’s somebody that needs you.”




  The Good Lord was awake and concerned, I decided. Otherwise Mr. Newsome would simply have turned me away in the middle of the night. But if He was watching, what did He think about Pa . . . and what I’d done?




  At Mr. Newsome’s bidding, I stepped closer to the door. He disappeared into the house and returned with a lantern. By the time his wife appeared, I was framed in the circle of light made ghostly by his unsteady hand.




  “Lord in Heaven,” she cried, “it’s Martha Baird.”




  “Yes, ma’am,” I said. “I . . . I have to leave . . . I . . .” And then the truth of it hit me, and I could not say another word.




  Mrs. Newsome was more than equal to the task. “Come in, child, and tell me what’s happened.”




  Once inside, seated at a scarred but comfortable kitchen table, I could do no more than shake. Mrs. Newsome stood before me, while her husband leaned against a door frame and yawned openly. I wished he’d go back to bed so that I could talk to her privately. What I had to say, I thought, should be between women.




  She gave me a shrewd look. “He’s bothered you, hasn’t he?”




  I nodded, realizing she knew before I did what would happen and what kind of a man Pa was. It would take me years and a lot of bitter experience to learn that what gave her that insight was generally called women’s intuition.




  “Some men have no good in them. . . .” Her voice trailed off, as though her anger was too much for words. After a minute she asked, “And you’ve run away?”




  I nodded again.




  “I won’t let him come after you,” she said in a reassuring tone.




  Only then did I raise my head and take a long look at her. She wore a flannel nightgown with a matching bed cap, both faded from many washings, and her face was lined with fine wrinkles, the sort that come from kindness rather than meanness. Now her eyes were soft and caring, but her mouth was drawn into a hard, determined line.




  In response to her promise of safety, I could only sob loudly.




   Mrs. Newsome may have been nobody’s fool. “There’s more you need to tell me, isn’t there?’




  I took a deep breath. “I think I killed him.”




  “Lord God-a-mighty!” Mr. Newsome exploded. “How could a child kill her own father?’




  I turned now to look at him. Unlike Pa, he did not sleep in his long johns but wore a nightshirt, a big long affair that hung awkwardly just below his knees. His feet and skinny ankles were covered by black socks, which looked ridiculous against the light pattern of his flour-sack nightshirt.




  “Hush, James,” Mrs. Newsome said. “We’ve got to hear what this child has to say.” Then she turned to me and in a carefully controlled voice asked, “Why do you think you killed him?”




  A giggle rose unbidden in my throat, and I wanted to say, “Because he told me I had.” Instead I said as calmly as I could, “I stabbed him when he laid on top of me. I . . . I didn’t mean to kill him, but I . . . I swore he’d never hurt me again.”




  She didn’t flinch. “He’d done it before?”




  “Yes, ma’am, once, just after Mama died.”




  Mrs. Newsome put her arms about me, murmuring, “Poor child, poor child. It’ll all be all right.” She made me think of Mama, and I bit my lip to keep from dissolving into sobs.




  “How’s it gonna be all right?” Mr. Newsome demanded. “She’s a murderer. We’re harboring a criminal.”




  “Hush, James. We’ve got to think this through. I have no idea if Sheriff Wilks would believe her story or not. . . .”




  “Do you believe it?” he demanded.




  She fixed him with a straight gaze, while I sat holding my breath. “I do. I’ve known about Ephraim Baird from the first day I set eyes on him . . . and the bruises his wife used to try to hide only confirmed what I knew.”




  “He said,” I ventured timidly, “that a man has his needs.” I truly thought for a moment that she would pick up the lantern and throw it, so great was her anger.




  Finally she demanded, “James, what more do you need to know?”




  He shook his head as though to say “nothing.”




  They talked between themselves for a bit, while I sat at that table, dazed now by what I’d done and the predicament I was in. At long last, I found my voice. “San Antonio,” I said. “I want to go to San Antonio.”




  Mr. Newsome whirled on me. “Why ever do you want to go there?”




  I couldn’t explain about the traveler who stopped at our house or the tales I’d heard. I just shook my head and repeated, “San Antonio.”




  Mrs. Newsome was silent for a bit, and then she said, “James, there’s a train from Palestine to San Antonio. You hitch up the buggy and take this child to Palestine.”




  “That’s near fifty miles,” he yowled. “Be noon tomorrow ’fore we get there, even if we start now.” He yawned again.




  “Well,” she said practically, “I can go if you want, and you stay here to open the store in the morning. Wouldn’t do for both of us to be gone and have the store closed. Everybody, including the sheriff, would smell a rat then.”




  “You can’t go off to Palestine alone,” he thundered. Then he had another thought. “How’s she gonna pay for the train fare? And what’s she gonna do when she gets there?”




  She shook her head. “I don’t know the answers to those questions, but I know what we have to do. We can’t let her stay here and be branded a murderer, just for defending herself.”




  “You don’t know he’s dead!” Mr. Newsome countered.




  “I think he probably is,” I said miserably. “He was bleeding pretty bad.”




  Mr. Newsome gave me a long look, and I knew once again that I should have stopped to help Pa. There was no way to explain to another man what had happened or how I felt. “I have some money,” I said. “Probably enough for the train.”




  “And when you get to San Antonio?” Mrs. Newsome asked, and there was a softness in her tone. She was protecting me, but she wasn’t going to let me turn helpless.




  “I’ll take care of myself,” I said with more confidence than I felt.




  And that’s what happened. Mr. Newsome had to get dressed in the middle of the night and hitch up his buggy to drive me to Palestine. It would be the afternoon of the next day when we got there.




  As we left Ben Wheeler, I wanted badly to throw my arms around Mrs. Newsome and thank her, but I was shy, held back maybe because I’d never known many people outside my own family.




  “Will you . . . will you see that Pa gets a decent burial, next to Mama and Ab?” I asked.




  She reached a hand to smooth my hair. “Yes, I will.”




  “And . . . ?”




  “And we won’t either one say anything about having seen you tonight. James simply had to go to Palestine for supplies for the store.”




  “Why?” I asked.




  “Because there are some things no one should be allowed to do and get away with. You aren’t a bad person, Martha Baird. You were just put in a bad place.” She turned to her husband. “In the morning, I’ll mention to the sheriff that Ephraim Baird’s horse wandered into town without a rider. I expect he’ll go out there and find the man fell on his own knife and killed himself . . . by accident, of course.”




  For years afterward I remembered her words: You aren’t a bad person, Martha Baird.




  I never ever went back to Ben Wheeler, never went to see those three graves out there on that poor patch of land. I wrote Mrs. Newsome, once I was settled in San Antonio, and told her that I was all right. But how I got settled is another story.







  



  
Chapter Three





  Mr. Newsome was plainly nervous about me. When it was dark, we rode in silence, casting sideways glances at each other from time to time. Sometimes I dozed off, sitting upright on the bouncing seat of the buckboard, but then Pa’s face would swim before me, and I’d jerk myself back to the present.




  Mama had died in the middle of July. It was now early August, the hottest time of the year in East Texas. The air was heavy, muggy, seeming to sit like a bale of cotton on my chest as we rattled over the rutted roads. Daybreak was always the coolest moment, and yet even it was hot and discouraging that morning. When it began to turn light, I could see that sweat ran out from under Mr. Newsome’s hat—he wore a derby, like a city man—and I could feel beads of wetness on my upper lip and forehead. But his team forged ahead, slowly but steadily taking me toward a future that loomed blank and empty.




  “Sure is hot, isn’t it?” he finally said with forced good nature.




  “Yes it is,” I answered. I’d never been around enough people to be good at making conversation, though I could talk to Mama for hours.




  He looked ahead at the road for a long spell. Then, finally, he turned to me. “Why’d you do it? Couldn’t you . . . couldn’t you have done somethin’ else, anything?”




  “No,” I said. I wanted to cry out, tell him how awful it was and how wrong of Pa. But I didn’t. He wouldn’t have believed anyway, and I suspected he took Pa’s part.




  But then he surprised me.




  “What your pa did is . . . well, it’s the worst thing I can think of a man doin’, and I’m holdin’ no brief for him. But to kill a man . . .”




  “I didn’t want to kill him,” I said fiercely. “I didn’t mean to . . . I just wanted to be sure he’d leave me alone.” I bit my lip to keep from crying, lest he think I was using tears to get sympathy.




  “There, girl, you don’t have to get mad at me. I think I understand. Just don’t know how a girl like you is gonna live with this on her conscience. How’re you gonna make a living? ’Course, there’s some things a woman can do . . .”




  I had no idea what he was talking about, fortunate thing that was! “Pardon me?”




  “Well, you know, in San Antonio. What you plan to do?” 




  “I’m a fair hand at keeping house,” I said. “Mama taught me to cook and clean . . . and I can read and cipher. I reckon somebody’ll want help.”




  “You may find in San Antonio . . .” He left the sentence unfinished, though after a minute he took a different tack: “Dressed like you are, you look like a schoolgirl.”




  “Mama taught me at home,” I told him, “but I’m of an age to be in school.” Naively I took it as a compliment that I looked like a schoolgirl.




  “Well,” he drawled, “you might just do better in San Antonio if you looked a little older. You know, different kind of dress.” I looked at the new muslin dress I was wearing, a ready-made that Mrs. Newsome had insisted I have before we left.




  “Well,” he said, “you know . . . silk might be better.” Then he added hastily, “But don’t you ever tell Mrs. Newsome I said that.”




  I thought it was a strange conversation, and we didn’t talk much for a long while. In midmorning we stopped under some trees and ate the biscuits and cheese Mrs. Newsome had sent, and by early afternoon we were in Palestine. Mr. Newsome found a saloon that served food, and after being sure I had money to pay for my own meal, ordered us greasy steak and potatoes. I picked at it but didn’t eat much.




  “Might be you don’t know where your next meal’s coming from,” he said. “Ought to eat while you can.”




  But I continued to pick.




  The train ticket took all but two dollars of the money I had and brought the discouraging news that the train wouldn’t leave until midnight.




  “You her pa?” the station agent asked Mr. Newsome.




  “No . . . no, I’m not,” that man answered nervously. “Uh . . . family friend. Just brought her to the train. Now, Martha, you curl up on that bench yonder and have a nap. I got to head on back.”




  I nodded, glad to be rid of him, and watched as he walked away, throwing me a nervous look over his shoulder. Then he hesitated, stopped a moment, and turned toward the ticket window. As I watched curiously, I heard him ask, “Got a pen and a piece of paper?”




  The clerk nodded and supplied the items. Mr. Newsome wrote hastily, handed the pen back, and then came toward me.




  “Here, girl, you take this. You go see this woman . . . tell her I asked her to look out for you.” He handed me the scrap of paper; on it was written “Mrs. Fannie Porter, 505 San Saba, with regards from James Newsome.”




  I took it and stared at him, wondering what it meant.




  “But don’t you ever tell Mrs. Newsome I gave you that name,” he said, his voice so stem that I thought a threat crept into it.




  “No, sir, I won’t,” I said. And then he was really gone, while I sat and held the paper. The station agent came to check on me once I settled down on a bench. It was hard and uncomfortable, and my small bag of clothes made a lumpy pillow. But I was exhausted and almost asleep when I heard a deep voice ask,




  “Where you from, miss?”




  Sitting bolt upright, I found myself face-to-face with the agent, who had hunkered down so that he was at my level. “Uh, what?”.




  “Where you from?” he repeated, somewhat insistently.




  My mind raced, and I knew that Ben Wheeler was the wrong answer. “Marshall,” I said. “I’m from Marshall.”




  “That’s good,” he said, rising again to his full height. “Word came in over the wire ’bout some man from Ben Wheeler being found dead and his daughter missing. Didn’t think that would be you, what with that family friend that brought you here and all.”




  “No, sir,” I said with a forced laugh, “that wouldn’t be me.” I held my breath from then until the train finally arrived.




  “All ’board” were the sweetest words I’d ever heard, though I was such a newcomer to trains—and to the world outside Ben Wheeler—that I barely knew what to do, how to behave. Timidly I chose a seat by a window and then waited breathlessly to see if I would be asked to move—maybe someone had a reserved seat?—or if some terribly unpleasant or nosy person would sit next to me. Tired as I was, sleep wouldn’t come. The seats were prickly and uncomfortable, and the train was noisy, its great engine belching out a loud mournful sound at each road it crossed. Sometimes I would just begin to doze when the train lurched mightily and I was thrown awake again.




  But it was mostly Pa that kept me awake. Now that I knew for sure he was dead—the stationmaster had confirmed it for me—I felt a terrible guilt. His face swam before me, and I heard him say over and over, “You’ve killed me.” I was convinced that Pa—and that awful expression on his face, a mixture of surprise and horror—would haunt me the rest of my life.




  I tried to call Mama’s face up, but she never seemed as real to me as Pa, and I couldn’t fathom Mama’s reaction. She would have been horrified at what Pa had done, angry beyond belief and beyond her usual manner, but she would never have killed anyone. If that had been in her, I believed Pa would have been dead a long time ago. That conclusion made me think that probably l was more my father’s daughter, prone to violence and wild behavior, than my mother’s. And that was a sad thought, but I think it was one that right then began to shape my life. I was not as Mrs. Newsome hinted, fit to be with ordinary house folk.




  Finally I slept fitfully, waking off and on, once when I thought I heard Ab calling me as though he were in pain. Then I stared out the window the rest of the trip and practiced making my mind blank of any thought except the resolve that I would not cry and I would not spend my life seeing Pa’s face before my eyes.




  San Antonio was a puzzle to me, so different from East Texas that I could hardly believe I hadn’t traveled days to get there. The size was one thing—in Ben Wheeler, I could stand at one edge of town and see the other end, but here the city stretched beyond me in every direction I looked, some of its streets paved, many still dirt. The paved streets usually had electric street-lights, the first I’d ever seen, and when the first electric trolley clanged by me on Commerce Street, ringing its bell, I must have jumped a foot. The thing ran on little metal tracks that were sunk into the brick of the street, but I couldn’t see how it would stay on those tracks. At least it didn’t go as fast as the railroad train.




  Clutching Mr. Newsome’s slip of paper in one hand and my bundle of clothes in the other, I began to walk aimlessly, partly searching for San Saba Street but mostly wondering at the city and its people, feeling suddenly as though I’d left Ben Wheeler far behind me. Reluctant to ask directions for fear someone would jump out and say, “You’re the girl from Ben Wheeler, aren’t you?” I naively believed that I’d come upon San Saba Street if I just kept walking. How big, I thought, can this place be?




  Wandering first in one direction and then another, I passed fine large homes, so big that I thought surely several families must live in them, and then I passed small brown homes—I didn’t recognize adobe—that looked substantial but poor. People had built strange fences around them, with small branches or limbs running straight up from the ground close together instead of rails lying across posts like a fence ought to be. These fences were all skinny tall posts.




  The people were different, too. More of them, of course, than in Ben Wheeler. But there I’d known what the people looked like—everyone sort of looked like everyone else, though some had dark hair like me and others were fair like Mama and Ab. In San Antonio I saw Mexicans with flashing black hair and eyes and dark, rich-looking skin, and I saw a good number of fairly fat, light-haired men, with intense blue eyes, and many with blond beards on their faces.




  There were policemen everywhere I turned, it seemed, and soldiers, men walking singly or in groups, or men and women together. But no women alone, none that I could approach safely and ask the way to San Saba Street.




  Once I looked at the street numbers—I don’t even remember what street I was on—but there were 2709 and 2711, and I thought I must have come a long way past my destination.




  Another time, in what was obviously the Mexican part of town with those small brown houses, strange fences and bare dirt in the yards, I saw a woman sitting outside as though she were sunning herself. She was wearing a faded dress but was wrapped, even in the August heat, in a colorful shawl.




  “I—Can you tell me where San Saba Street is?” I asked.




  She smiled happily at me and murmured something in Spanish, but of course I had no idea what she was saying.




  People in this part of town stared at me, for I was obviously an outsider, but their looks were neither angry nor distrustful. A group of children playing mumblety-peg in the dirt stopped to look up at me, and one shyly said something, though the only word I caught was “señorita.”




  No sense asking them about San Saba Street, I thought as I waved a hand at them. A part of me wanted to kneel down in the dirt and ask for a turn. But I had never played mumblety-peg with other children—only Ab.




  Finally I came to a market square, with men and women behind stalls of fruits and vegetables, each one calling out loudly how fresh their goods were. Some called in English and some in Spanish, and the resulting chorus echoed in my ears like nonsense. I picked one stall where a Mexican woman was selling some sort of food I didn’t recognize and loudly proclaiming, in English, that hers were the best in town.




  “Excuse me, can you tell me where San Saba Street is?” 




  “San Saba Street?” She nearly shrieked. “No, you not go to San Saba Street.” She shook her head back and forth firmly. The man in the booth—her husband, of course—spoke firmly to her in Spanish, and she answered him in a staccato that suggested she was giving him a tongue-lashing.




  The man prevailed. “You wish to go to San Saba Street?” he asked politely in heavily accented English.




  I nodded.




  “It’s west of the creek, San Pedro Creek,” he said. “Here, I draw you picture in the dirt.” He took a stick and began to draw, explaining carefully. But he never explained the woman’s reaction, and I understood only later that San Saba was the street of whores.




  It turned out I was only five or six blocks from San Saba, and I found it with ease, carrying the man’s stick picture in my mind. Once on San Saba I had only to go another two blocks until I stood before number 505.




  It was a large two-story house, not as grand as those I’d seen when I’d wandered south of the business district, but still a substantial house. Square in shape, it was covered with stucco—to me, of course, it looked like the adobe houses I’d seen earlier, though lighter in color and different in shape. There ’Yas a freshly painted picket fence around it and some grass in the front yard, even a shrub or two. While it wasn’t exactly inviting, it did look as though a solid family lived there.




  Then I remembered Mr. Newsome’s nervousness and the fact that he hadn’t referred me to Mr. and Mrs. Porter, but to Mrs. Fannie Porter, obviously an unmarried lady. And then there was the screeching Mexican lady in the market. Something was obviously different about this house and this street. I looked around, but the neighboring houses looked about the same—solid, substantial, not fancy.




  I must have stood a long time, looking, gathering my courage, because when I finally approached the front door, with its impressive oval inset of cut glass, the door swung open before I could knock.




  “Yes, miss?” A black man in a dark suit, high starched white collar, and white gloves made a semibow in front of me. Now, we had blacks in East Texas, and I was even on a “Howdy” basis with one or two families who lived around Ben Wheeler, but they never dressed like that!




  “I’d like to see Mrs. Fannie Porter,” I said as firmly as I could.




  The corners of his mouth twitched just slightly. “Yes, ma’am,’ he said. “Please come in.”




  I entered a narrow hall with dark wood paneling—wainscoting—halfway up the walls and paper patterned with red velvet above that. Above me was a chandelier, with hundreds of pieces of glass that gave off a sort of sparkling light.




  The man said, “This way, miss,” and showed me through a curtained door—more red velvet—into a parlor. There was still more red velvet and two more chandeliers, but what puzzled me was the number of small sofas all around the room, each looking like they held two people. At one end was a small bar, bigger and much fancier than the one in the saloon Pa had frequented in Ben Wheeler, and a white piano with gold flowers and curlicues painted on it.




  I perched on the edge of a straight chair near the door and studied the room. It was not a room where a family lived, that was for sure! It seemed forever that I waited, but it probably wasn’t more than five minutes. Once I got up and peeked through the door. With no one in sight, I was so bold as to look into the room across the hall. It was almost identical to the one where I waited. I went back and sat on my chair.




  Then a woman came through the swagged curtains that only partially covered the doorway. She was no taller than I but a big woman, not fat or badly proportioned, but generous. Her hair was light, like Mama’s, but instead of pulled severely back from her face like Mama’s, hers was fashioned in a great roll around the upper part of her face. It gave her height and a certain dignity, which was emphasized by her dress of voile, with silver and pink stripes going up and down—rather than around, where they would have called attention to a certain roundness about Mrs. Fannie Porter. My eyes were drawn again and again to the gold watch she wore on a slim gold chain around her neck. It was the first piece of real jewelry I’d ever seen, and I wanted one just like it so badly that the want was almost an ache.




  Briskly she asked, “You wanted to see me?” Only after she’d said that did she look at me, and then her expression changed to one of surprise.




  “Yes, ma’am,” I said, rising and holding out my slip of paper. “Mr. James Newsome of Ben Wheeler gave me this and told me to come to you when I got to San Antonio.”




  She held the slip of paper at a distance, and I thought I saw the same twitch at the corners of her mouth that the man had shown when I first got there. “And what did Mr. Newsome think I would do for you? Why are you in San Antonio? Alone, I presume. And what should I call you?”




  Her questions were fired too rapidly for my tired brain, and I sorted them out. “My name is Martha—Martha Baird. And, yes, I’m in San Antonio alone. I’m . . . an orphan, and Mr. Newsome thought you would find work for me.”




  “Oh he did, did he?” Now she looked angry and muttered almost under her breath, “The low-down scum. . . .”




  Fleetingly I thought that I’d never heard a woman use such language—certainly Mama would never have thought of it. I didn’t know whether to be shocked or impressed. But weariness was overcoming me so strongly that my knees nearly buckled, and I longed to sit again on that uncomfortable straight chair. I forced myself to stand straight before her.




  Mrs. Porter looked long and hard at me, saying nothing, until I wondered what she could possibly be thinking. But still I stood straight before her, my mind forcing my weary body to obey. Finally, she said, “I think you better sit down and tell me the whole story. You look exhausted, and I imagine you haven’t eaten in a good while.”




  I nodded. It had been a long time since Mr. Newsome had advised me to eat heartily, but until that moment I hadn’t thought about food.




  She clapped her hands, and the black man appeared. “Hodge, what’s for supper?”




  “Fresh vegetables, sliced roast chicken, bread, and custard pudding,” he told her.




  “Bring this child a plate right away,” she said, her voice pleasant but commanding.




  He gave his little half-bow and was gone again, only to return in minutes with a tantalizing plate of the promised chicken, accompanied by potatoes, green beans, squash, and fresh light bread. My mouth watered.




  “Eat first,” Mrs. Porter said, “and then tell me your story. Here, let’s take it to a table so you can eat more conveniently.”




  She picked up the plate and carried it back through the curtained doors, motioning with her head for me to follow. We went down the entry hall into another hall that ran perpendicular to the first. Along the back wall of the passageway, a narrow staircase rose to the second floor. At the foot of the stairs, a doorway opened into the dining room. It was a good-sized room, but I was puzzled that it held not one long dining table, as I’d expected, but several small ones. I wondered who would eat at all those tables in this house, which now seemed quiet and empty.




  When we were seated, she again commanded me to eat, and though I was suddenly ravenous and wanted to tear at the food, I ate daintily, aware that she was watching me intently, and blessing Mama for the manners she taught me. It wasn’t just that I was hungry—the food was delicious. Pa’s vegetable garden had never produced green beans or squashes that large or flavorful. When I had licked the last of the custard off my spoon, she said, “You have good manners. Someone’s taught you well.”




  “My mother,” I said, wiping my mouth carefully and folding the napkin. It was heavy fabric and crisply white.




  “What happened to her?”




  “She died. My . . . my little brother died of consumption, and I think Mama died of a broken heart. But she had it too . . . consumption, that is.” In spite of myself, I could feel a tear or two in my eyes. It’s just because I am so tired, I thought, and willed the tears away.




  “And your father?”




  I opened my mouth, but no words came. She waited patiently, her expression neither compassionate nor unkind. I tried again to bring up the lie I’d made up: Pa had abandoned me, just up and left one day, and after a week I went to the Newsomes for help.




  But the words wouldn’t come.




  “I killed him,” I said evenly, though I felt the words come against my will. Maybe I badly needed to confess.




  “He must have needed killing” was her only response. “Tell me about it.”




  The story came out slowly. As deliberately as I could I told about Pa and a man’s needs, and about my warning, and then back to the way Pa had treated Mama and bullied Ab and how what he did to me was the final insult on a long string of bad deeds. I managed to get through it without once ever seeing Pa in front of me. “I know it was wrong, and I guess I’ll have to go to jail . . . maybe even hang . . . ,” I concluded.




  This last only then occurred to me, with a terror I can’t describe.




  “They don’t much hang young girls, especially not those raped by their fathers,” she said dryly, “and I see no reason anyone else ever has to hear this tale . . . that is, if you can keep from telling it anymore. You say James Newsome knows? Will he tell anyone?”




  “Mrs. Newsome won’t let him,” I answered before I thought how that sounded.




  She laughed aloud for a minute. “I thought he was that kind. Now, you’ve eaten, and you’re obviously beyond tired. I . . . have a spare room. You sleep, and tomorrow we’ll talk about work for you.”




  Hodge showed me to a room on the second floor, furnished with only a bed, a small chest of drawers, and a chair. “Chamber pot’s under the bed,” he said. “And lock’s on the inside. You lock the door, and don’t let any noise you hear bother you.”




  I thought it was the strangest piece of advice I’d ever been given, but I did as he said and locked the door before changing into the one clean gown I’d brought. I crawled into the bed, between clean white sheets that smelled from having been hung on the line in the sunshine. Within seconds I was fast asleep, and through the night I was dimly aware of sounds—music from far away, laughter and voices coming and going closer to me—but I slept on. When I woke, the sun was high in the sky.







  



  
Chapter Four





  “What kind of work can you do?”




  It was early afternoon, and I’d had a good dinner of chicken salad: yesterday’s chicken, probably, with tomato aspic—a new taste for me—and more fresh bread and custard pudding. Julie, who was apparently Mrs. Hodge and who cooked for Mrs. Porter and lived with Hodge in a small building behind the house, had served all this in the kitchen. Once again the house seemed eerily quiet, and I remembered the vague sounds I’d heard during the night.




  Now I had been summoned to Mrs. Porter’s bedroom—boudoir, Hodge called it—and I silently practiced saying the word to myself until I could make it sound as he did—“boodwahr.” The boudoir was not upstairs where I’d slept but a large room off the rear of the parlor. It was in fact almost a separate apartment, with two other smaller rooms across a short hall.




  She was propped up by dozens of pillows, or so it seemed, in a great, canopied bed, with sheets that looked shiny pulled up over her and her lunch tray abandoned on the bed beside her. She wore a wrapper of the same material as the sheets—shiny and rich-looking, not feed-sack cotton like the wrappers I was used to. But even as she sat in bed, her hair was perfectly combed and it seemed to me there was just a hint more than natural color on her cheeks.




  I stood before her, dressed in one of the two cotton everyday dresses I’d brought, this at least made of store-bought calico that Mama had traded for with her eggs and butter.




  “What kind of work can you do?” she repeated without inviting me to take a seat.




  “I can cook, sew, and clean house. If necessary, I can weed, plant, hoe a garden, but I’d rather not.”




  That loud laugh again. “I’m sure. I’d rather not too.”




  Before she could say more, I told her, “I know that you have Julie and Hodge to do those things for you, but I thought perhaps you could refer me to some friends who need help.”




  “Honey,” she said, throwing the covers back and swinging her feet off the bed and into some sort of shoe with fur around the top of her foot, “I wouldn’t trust my friends with you. What kind of a place do you think this is?”




  “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’m puzzled. It’s a big house, but it seems empty . . . and it’s fancier than anything I ever imagined I’d see.”




  “Yeah, it’s fancy,” she said, rising to pace around the room. “But it’s not empty. There are five other women living here, up on the second floor where you slept last night. They stay up late at night, and they sleep away the day.” She paused a moment, bent to stare in the mirror at her dressing table and carefully smooth her hair.
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