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Chapter One






Get up, baby,” Mother says. “We’re going on an adventure.” She has my suitcase out and is already pulling clothes from my dresser drawers before I’ve even rolled over and put my feet on the floor. It’s six a.m., still dark outside. Only a few minutes earlier I’d woken up to the noise of Daddy’s truck engine turning over and over until it finally started and he revved it hard once. Now that he runs his own construction company, I never see him in the daytime unless it’s Sunday. “Well, come on,” Mother says. “Get dressed and help me pack your things.” I wonder where we’re going this time. Wherever it is, I wish we could leave later.


Yesterday Mother was touchy. Usually she likes me to be in the basement with her while she’s painting, but after only a few minutes she made me pack up my watercolors because she said the way my paintbrush tapped against the jelly glass got on her nerves. Then she and Daddy had a fight at dinner, not as bad as the worst ones, but she was quiet afterward. Now her cheerfulness so early in the morning surprises me a little, except that Mother’s moods can change fast. I have to watch for that. Her mood can make a difference in what I say or whether it’s best to say nothing at all. The good thing is that Mother never stays mad at me for long. Like Daddy says, she shifts gears a lot. Whenever Mother gets a notion, she’ll change whatever she’s doing, right then and there. She’ll wake me up in the middle of the night to go to Dunkin’ Donuts, where we sit on the pink stools next to truck drivers and order our favorite donut, toasted coconut. She tells me she thinks best then. I like watching her sketch on the folded pieces of typing paper she brings along in her purse. In those moments it’s just the two of us, like grown-ups together, and she tells me her ideas for making money. It’s hard to make a living only on your art, she explains. You have to do something else to bring in steady money. And you need to make your own money, be independent, have your own bank account, she says. I don’t think Daddy knows that we go; we’re careful not to make noise when we leave.


Over three years ago when I was in third grade, on an October Saturday when Daddy was still a crew boss for Old Man Price, Mother packed us an overnight bag and we drove four hours to Pisgah National Forest in North Carolina. “I had to see the mountains, Bill,” she told Daddy on the phone in the lodge. “I wanted to see the beautiful leaves. I had to get out of there.” We stayed a week. During the day we went hiking, rode horses, and drew landscapes on large sketchpads with thick sticks of charcoal Mother brought. At night we ate dinner in the lodge dining room where the tables had starched white tablecloths and napkins, and we chose books from the shelves on either side of the lodge’s huge stone fireplace. I missed that whole week of school. Daddy and Mother had a huge fight in the kitchen when we got home. I heard Daddy yelling, “Damn it, Margaret, I don’t care. I forbid it! You can’t go off like that, spending money I don’t have.” He got so mad he threw a can of frozen orange juice that smashed out the kitchen window; but the next day he whistled while he put in a new windowpane, and he asked me did I have a good time, off with my wild artist mother.


As I pull on my shorts and find my favorite blue T-shirt in the pile of clothes on the floor, Mother takes my book bag out of the closet. “We’re going all the way to Maine,” she says. “Now that you’re out of school for the summer, we can take off. Isn’t this great? I’ve got it all planned out. We’re going to buy antiques and open a store like I told you about.” Mother has a lot of business ideas. Of all her plans, the antique store is my favorite—it sounds more fun than opening an art gallery or a picture-framing shop. I love old things: the wavy grain of the wood in the pine boards of our dining room table, the marble-top dresser at Gramma’s with the brass drawer pulls you can spin, or the richly colored oriental rug in my aunt’s living room where I lie on my stomach to count all the tiny birds in the design.


Mother grabs my dirty-clothes bag, dumps everything out of it, and begins stuffing it with sweaters and my coat.


“Hey, why do I need those? It’s summer!”


She stops stuffing for a minute. “Honey, even in the summer it gets cold at night up North. Don’t you remember me telling you about Boston?” I don’t remember her saying Boston’s cold in the summer. I remember her stories about foot-high snowdrifts in the winter and how wonderful it was to grow up in a city where you could go to a different art museum every day of the week.


Daddy hates it when she talks about Boston. “Just quit with the Boston crap,” he says. “You think anything in the North is better than everything in the South.”


She tightens the drawstring of my laundry bag and lays two pairs of folded pajamas in my suitcase. “Fit in as many outfits as you can. Pick out a few school dresses.”


“School dresses? I hate them.”


“We might need to get dressed up some,” she says firmly. “I’m going to be making contacts for my new business.”


I take two jumpers, both plaid, off their coat hangers and fold them on my bed. Mother adds two white shirts to the stack. I open my desk drawer and pull out my colored pencils and sketchbook.


“Katherine, you’re going to see Boston and Cape Cod and all the places I went when I was growing up.” Mother’s tone is soft and serious, as if she’s telling me a secret.


I put my art supplies in my book bag.


“I’m so glad I’m doing this. You’ll see, Kat. It’s going to change everything.” Mother’s eyes are bright this morning and she’s excited. For the last few months she hasn’t had any energy, sometimes spending all day in her slippers and bathrobe, and leaving half-finished drawings all over the house. She’s hardly painted at all. Daddy has started saying again that nothing suits her, that nothing is right with her. Maybe if she starts an antique business, it will change everything and she can be happier. After all, Daddy said he’d never been happier than when he told Mr. Price he was quitting to start his own company.


“How long are we going to be gone?” I ask.


“As long as it takes.” She clicks the locks on my suitcase and looks at me. Her face breaks into a grin. “Yeah, as long as it takes,” she says. “To get a new start.” I wish she would tell me exactly how long we’ll be gone, but when we take a vacation Daddy always figures out when we’ll leave and when we’ll arrive. Mother’s not much for that kind of detail. She tosses me my tennis shoes. “Come on, we need to eat some breakfast.”


In the kitchen, Mother opens up the Allstate road atlas in front of me on the table. “Up the East Coast, sugar, heading to Maine. Why don’t you look and see what you think is an eight-or ten-hour drive for today. We have to go pick up the trailer in Cartersville first.” She pauses. “Remember, we want to find good bargains on antiques, so make sure we go through some small towns.”


It’s easy to read a road map. Daddy taught me. Just add the little red numbers together to find the distance and then figure maybe fifty miles per hour and come up with the time. I begin with the dot for our town, Marietta, Georgia, and write down the numbers on a pad Mother keeps for phone messages. I pick a highway heading northeast from Cartersville and follow it to places that might be around eight hours away, which is all Daddy says you ought to drive in a day. After I calculate on the pad, it turns out Greensboro, North Carolina, is the right distance. Mother keeps walking through the kitchen, taking boxes and bags to the carport. When she stops to drink the rest of her coffee, I show her Greensboro on the map.




“That’s exactly where I thought we should stop,” Mother says. “Exactly.” She picks up the ballpoint click pen and circles Greensboro. I don’t like her marking on the map because it ruins the way the page looks, everything printed neatly, and there in the middle, her off-kilter dark blue ink circle. She stuffs the atlas in her tote bag and takes it to the car before I have a chance to look at the places I might want to visit. We’re bound to pass some Civil War battlefields on the way to Maine, but I can’t just come out and ask about them, because Mother doesn’t like Civil War history. Whenever I go to the Kennesaw Mountain battlefield, only a few miles from where we live, I go with Aunt Laura. She teaches history at the high school, and Daddy says his sister got all the brains in the family.


 


The summer before third grade when Aunt Laura asked to take me to Kennesaw Mountain for the Civil War Centennial Celebration, Mother argued with her. I overheard her say that a celebration of war was nonsense—that it was gruesome to pretend men were dying all over again, especially when we’re in the middle of a real war. It’s about history, Aunt Laura replied; it’s important to remember how and why things happened. Mother said she still didn’t want me to go, that the segregationists used these spectacles to whip up people’s emotions. Finally Aunt Laura said it was better that I learn history from her than from someone who was prejudiced, if you know what I mean, and Mother gave in.


On Kennesaw’s rolling green field, inside a split-rail fence that bordered the road, men dressed in dark blue Union uniforms marched with their rifles on their shoulders toward butternut-clad Confederates who were lying in shallow depressions or crouched behind trees at the base of the mountain. On the first ridge, two small cannons were visible. Aunt Laura and I stood outside the visitor center looking down on the field, and the big crowd around us yelled and whooped. “This isn’t exactly how the battlefield looked,” Aunt Laura told me, “but the Park Service didn’t want to ruin the field by digging trenches.” It didn’t matter to me. To me it was all spectacular—the noise of the people, the uniformed soldiers with their rifles, and not knowing what was going to happen next.


The lines of Union soldiers stopped and fired their rifles. Small white puffs of smoke filled the air. A round of shots came from the Confederates, marked by more puffs. Some Union men dropped to their knees to reload, but others clutched their chests and fell flat on the ground as if they were dead. Aunt Laura had told me that everyone would be using blanks—powder, but no minié balls, only paper wadding. The Union troops started running toward the Confederates and the cannons fired, making a huge noise and creating so much smoke we could hardly see what was happening. “How do they know what to do?” I asked Aunt Laura.


“They obey their officers, who follow battle plans that the generals have made. The generals are in charge of everything,” she told me. Lots of Union soldiers were lying on the field and the Confederates came from behind the trees to chase the few blue coats that were still upright. “Hooray,” I yelled with the crowd.


When the dead men stood up and all the soldiers started shaking hands with one another, we went to the museum. Aunt Laura bent down and spoke quietly in my ear. “It’s okay to cheer—after all, our relatives fought as Confederates—but you need to know that it was a good thing that the North won the war, otherwise slavery would have lasted a lot longer.” I nodded. “That’s my girl,” she said and patted me on the back.


In the museum, I stood staring for a long time at a wooden box with medical instruments resting in blue velvet compartments. The box was so beautiful, the velvet lush and unstained, the knife blades glinting, and the steel teeth on the saw still shiny. It was almost impossible to imagine that small saw cutting off arms and legs a hundred years before. It frightened me and I peered at it for signs of blood.


We looked at the uniform exhibit and I tried to like the Union private’s dark blue sack coat because Aunt Laura said the Union soldiers did such a good thing for the country, but I couldn’t. It was plain, with moth holes and threadbare edges on the sleeves. Next to it was a magnificent Confederate general’s full uniform: a gray wool coat with brass buttons and braid, a sword in a decorated scabbard, and the general’s hat, its gold tassels with acorns at the ends hanging over the brim. All were in perfect condition. Aunt Laura said the everyday uniforms like the Union private’s were much harder to come by and more valuable, but I didn’t care. I would want a general’s uniform, especially the hat. “If I had been a Confederate general,” I told Aunt Laura, “I could have saved Atlanta.” She chuckled. “That’s fine,” she told me. “But remember what I said, the way the war came out was for the best.” In the gift shop she bought me a biography of Robert E. Lee. “This is the general you’d want to be,” she said. “North or South.”


 


I like to imagine the lives of generals, conferring with one another inside their tents, their horses tied up nearby; writing out orders to be delivered to their trusted lieutenants, and then leading their troops into battle. They were in control, responsible, resourceful, and strong. Even when things went badly, they could figure out what to do. I think a lot about being a Confederate general, someone in a beautiful gray hat on a tall horse who would have commanded my great-great-grandfather, someone who knows how to defend his homeland and family.


Maybe if Mother keeps letting me plan the route, I can make sure we just happen to go through some of the battlefield towns—Manassas, Harpers Ferry, Sharpsburg, Gettysburg—and I can visit the museums and take the battlefield tours.


When we start packing the car, I ask about stopping by Gramma and Poppa’s house across the field to say good-bye, but Mother shakes her head. “No, it’ll take too long. We need to get on the road.”


I write a note to Daddy and leave it for him with the one Mother seals up in an envelope and props between the sugar bowl and the salt and pepper shakers on the kitchen counter. On my note, I draw a border of flowers and ivy and write:






When we get back I’m going to help Mother run the antique store. We’ll make lots of money. Scout will keep you company while we are gone. I think you’re the greatest.


Love, Kat. S.W.A.K.





“We could leave a note in their mailbox,” I suggest.


Mother scowls at me. “They’ll come out as soon as we stop. They’re always watching out their windows to see what I’m up to. They’re probably looking at us right now wondering why we’re putting so much stuff in the car. Soon as you get to their mailbox they’ll run down the driveway calling, ‘Yoo-hoo, where’re y’all off to?’” Mother mimics Gramma’s voice. “And then the next thing you know we’ll be stuck here, waylaid, looking out for everybody else’s interests.” Mother is red in the face. “Those two fill your head with guns and dogs and hunting and that, that Confederate ancestor worship of theirs. I’m glad I’m getting you away from them. I should have done it years ago.”


“They don’t sit around looking out the window,” I tell her. “They’ve got better things to do.” Mother always thinks Gramma and Poppa are checking up on her, and she and Daddy argue about them a lot. She says she wants me to spend less time with them, but I still see them almost every day.


“Doesn’t matter what you think. I know what is and you’re not putting a note in their mailbox and that’s final. This is our trip.” She slams the trunk.


I don’t want to leave without saying good-bye to Gramma and Poppa, and I think about not seeing them while Mother goes through the things in the glove compartment. She spreads out combs, lipsticks, and papers on the dashboard. I decide they won’t be worried, because Daddy will tell them that we’re off antiquing and I can write them postcards like I do when I’m gone for two weeks at summer camp. I can write Aunt Laura too, and if we stop in the battlefield towns I’ll send her postcards of all the Confederate generals.




Mother opens the back door of the car. “Did you get your drawing supplies and books that you want?” I nod. “Go check your room and make sure.” She follows me into the house. In my room, she opens all my desk drawers. “You’ll want an extra pad of paper,” she says, “and more pencils.” I add my Golden Book of the Civil War. Mother sits on my bed and pats the spot next to her. “Come sit here.” She puts her arm around me and hugs me hard. “You have to trust me on this,” she says. “I love you. I want the best for you. This trip is a chance in a lifetime for both of us.” I don’t know exactly what she is talking about and that worries me a little. But I do know that she means this trip is important for both of us, that I’m going to help her do something she’s always wanted to do.


“I know you’ll miss everyone while we’re gone, but it’s like a vacation—you won’t be lonesome, because we’ll be having so much fun together.” She pushes my bangs back a little with her fingertips, smiling. “Okay?”


“Okay,” I tell her, smiling back. More than anyone, I’m the one Mother wants with her. I sit on the bed with her and she pulls me into her body again. She smells like coffee with a hint of lavender in her shirt from the sachet she keeps in her drawer. I stare at the open door of my bedroom and think about Mother and me on the trip together.


 


The Confederate general buckles her belt and adjusts her sword. Her orderly checks to make sure all her gear is stowed in the trunk. In a short time her army will be on the march once again. It feels good to be poring over maps and having strategy meetings with her staff—they are about to embark on an important Northern campaign. It’s true that they are outnumbered, but it is also true that if they keep their wits about them, they can be victorious. The spirit and heart of the troops is what is most crucial, not how many there are. As she swings onto her steed, she says to herself, “There can be no more valiant troops in the world than those before me now.”


 




We’re in our shiny white Impala with its fire engine red interior, ready to go, when Mother pauses and twists the rearview mirror toward her. I watch as she takes her lipstick from her big leather purse and slowly touches up the frosted pink that looks so good against her tan. She examines her long blond hair, held back in a black velvet ribbon, and pulls a few strands out above her ears, making it look softer around her face. She is beautiful. Sometimes when we are in public and people look at her a little too long, I see how much she enjoys it. I feel her drawing attention to herself and I wish she wouldn’t. I don’t want her to care what strangers think. She often makes me sit with her in front of her vanity at night, going over the finer points of hairstyles and makeup and what colors of lipstick are in fashion, all things I don’t care about. Most of the other kids’ mothers are older and wear their hair short in what Mother calls beauty-parlor dos, but Mother has straight blond hair down to her shoulders. When she’s driving she pulls it back into a loose ponytail, and when she’s going out to a party or to Christmas dinner at my grandparents’ she gives it some curl with big pink rollers and wears it down.


Everyone remarks on how much I look like her. I have her dark brown eyes, long slender nose, and my hair is blond too, but with a slight curl I get from Daddy and cut short with bangs. Mother’s been after me lately to grow my hair long, but so far I’ve resisted. She lets Aunt Laura cut it.


“You want to look your best, Kat,” she always tells me. “Greet the day right. If your face is on, then you’re more confident. Spend a little extra time putting on your face. You’ll be glad later.” But Mother doesn’t always put her face on; sometimes she stays in bed all day long, harnessing her creative energy, she says. This morning, though, she’s in one of her good moods because we’re heading out for a great adventure. Daddy will be surprised; I can feel it, Mother is going to follow through with her plans this time.


As we sit in the driveway while Mother checks her makeup, my dog, Scout, watches us from her pen, her nose right up against the chicken wire. She knows we are going away for a long time, not on a trip to the store. When Mother first took the suitcases to the carport, Scout barked a weird bark with a whine at the end of it and I went into her pen to give her a long hug and to gently scratch her muzzle. “We’ll be back before you know it,” I told her.


Around us the day is heating up fast. The sun’s rays angle through the windshield onto my bare legs. I check my pocket for my pocketknife and the money from my cigar box. Mother said we don’t have time to go to the real bank where I have my birthday and Christmas money stashed, earning interest.


“I’ll get you what you need,” she said as she stacked our cereal bowls in the sink without even rinsing.


I’m excited about going to places I’ve only read about, maybe even walking on battlefields where my great-great-grandfather fought. Mother readjusts the mirror and twists around to back out of our driveway. I’m already itching to look at the map again. Once we are on the highway I’ll get it out of Mother’s tote bag and make notes on the battlefields we can intersect. Around us there is a buzz in the air, like a million clicks of insect wings or the vibration of a long thin wire that reaches for miles and miles. It is a sound that goes with the cloudless pale blue, almost white, sky of summer and the kind of day that stands still without a hint of breeze.















Chapter Two






While Mother drives north up the four-lane highway from Marietta, I look over the atlas. All the way up the Eastern Seaboard, I can name the major battles of the Civil War by their Southern and Northern names and recite the biographies of the generals who led the troops. I can tell you who sucked lemons, who had heart trouble, who was reluctant to send his troops into fire, and who used men like so much cannon fodder. I’ve grown up with stories and facts about the war all around me—our church being used as a hospital after the battle of Kennesaw Mountain, my great-great-grandfather wounded at Gettysburg, my great-great-grandmother carrying the mail on horseback through enemy lines when she was only fourteen—and Aunt Laura’s bookshelves full of Civil War history, filmstrips at the Kennesaw Mountain visitor center showing Sherman’s Atlanta campaign and the fall of the city, and our field trip every year with my school class to the Confederate Cemetery on Confederate Memorial Day. In the years since Aunt Laura took me to the Centennial Celebration, I’ve read every book on the Civil War in the kids’ section of the library. I love that I can connect the Civil War history I read in books to my family and our town. The history is a part of us, a part of me.


I turn to the two-page spread in the atlas that shows Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, and West Virginia. The windows of the Impala are rolled down, the wind blowing our hair. Mother has on what she calls her ballet shoes, the ones she says help her feel the accelerator better. She loves to drive, and sometimes she drives way too fast, Daddy says. But I like being in the car with her. The speed is exciting, and she’s almost always happy while she’s driving.


I rest my finger on Richmond, Virginia, the capital of the Confederacy. Below it is Petersburg, where at the end of the war Lee couldn’t hold the line and was forced to retreat to Appomattox to try to find supplies. Sliding my finger due north, I hit the cluster of red-ink names of battlefields—Fredericksburg, Spotsylvania, the Wilderness, and Chancellorsville, where the Confederates won but Stonewall Jackson was accidentally killed by his own men. Moving north, my finger finds Manassas, the first real battle of the war, Harpers Ferry, then Sharpsburg, which the Yankees called Antietam, until finally I run into the thin horizontal sliver of pink that is the bottom of Pennsylvania. There, just over the border, lies Gettysburg.


Mother is singing along with Gladys Knight and the Pips to “I Heard It Through the Grapevine.” She looks over at me as she finishes the chorus and smiles. She and Daddy have lots of records. Sometimes I lie on the carpet in the living room in front of the fireplace and listen to music: Bob Dylan, Sam Cooke, Elvis Presley, Joan Baez, Aretha Franklin, Caruso, B. B. King, and Gladys Knight. Daddy built the stereo himself from components, and when you turn it on you can see the orange lights flicker alive in the clear glass tubes. With music I can feel any way I want—I just have to pick the right record.


I fold the atlas back on itself so that I can rest it on the red vinyl seat next to me with the eastern part of Virginia facing up.


“’Cause you mean that much to me,” Mother sings and turns up the radio a little more.


Mother keeps singing, but instead of joining in I look out the window at the pine tree woods that line my side of the highway. Shortly, the woods end and we pass a farm where several horses stand next to a white fence. The palomino in the group stands with his back hoof slightly raised just like Big Boy, Daddy’s horse, when he’s sleeping, and only then do I realize that I didn’t say good-bye to Rebel before we left.


 


The summer I was seven, my father bought Rebel for me. I sometimes rode in his lap on Big Boy, a huge solid-white quarter horse, but he had begun pushing for me to have a pony. Mother thought buying the pony should wait another year, but Daddy’s friends at Willow Farm offered him one for cheap. I remember standing outside the Willow Farm riding ring, looking at two ponies. One was light gray with liver-colored spots all over. “She’s real sweet,” my father’s friend Mr. Frazier said. “Her name’s Nelly.” The other pony was white and he tugged a little at his lead rope. I walked toward him. He pushed his muzzle forward and I rubbed his nose. “I want this one,” I said. “Well, now,” Mr. Frazier said to my father. “That’s Rebel.” Rebel rubbed up against me in earnest. “He looks like Big Boy,” I said.


Before long I started imagining myself a Confederate general leading charges on Rebel. I was reading the Robert E. Lee biography that Aunt Laura had given me at the Centennial, which gave me plenty of ideas, and because we were way out in the country with no other kids close by, I had a lot of time to myself to put together battle plans. Some days my best friend, Milly, came over, but after she got in trouble for ripping her new cowgirl outfit on barbed wire, she wanted to stay out of the woods and pasture, so I was alone for my campaigns. I sketched the terrain of battlefields in my notebooks and drew tiny rectangular boxes to mark the position of troops. With my colored pencils I shaded the hills and valleys and made the boxes a light gray or blue depending on whether they were friend or foe. Each morning I grabbed my toy shotgun and six-shooters in a holster to fight the Civil War from Rebel’s back.


 


I still ride Rebel almost every afternoon after school. I hurry to change out of the shirt with a Peter Pan collar, jumper, ankle socks, and oxfords that I hate and put on my jeans, T-shirt, and boots. When I grab on to the saddle horn and swing up on Rebel’s back, I’m a general, respected and ready for action, riding my dependable white steed who never wavers under the noise of whistling shells or rifle shots. Sometimes I am Lee on his spirited horse, Traveller; sometimes I suck lemons and am Stonewall Jackson; but other times I am myself—General McConnell. I point Rebel’s nose toward the barn and give a few swift kicks. “Save Atlanta, Atlanta’s burning!” I yell. With the bright sun warming my bare arms and the wind in my face, we charge through the pasture—breathless, sweaty, smelling grass and leather.


 


The Confederate general gallops across a field of young corn astride her sleek white quarter horse. The roar of exploding cannon balls reverberates in her ears. Her army is being fiercely shelled and can hold up to the bombardment no longer. Not far in front of her she sees an opening in the pinewoods that her army can cut through.


 


Even though I imagined myself as a general, I wore a small Confederate private’s cap. The gray felt was no longer stiff and I had to hold it on when I ran, which made it impossible to pull both pistols at the same time. It was a poor substitute for a Confederate general’s hat. I yearned for one with gold braided cord, the tasseled ends resting on the brim. I had seen one only in the museum at Kennesaw Mountain, but I thoroughly searched every store I entered. You never knew.


The next October, after I started fourth grade—when the leaves had turned to molten yellow, orange, and red—Mother, Daddy, Gramma, Poppa, and I went to the North Carolina mountains for a weekend to see Gramma’s sister, Aunt Lida. We drove north on the same highway that Mother and I are on now.


On the way, Poppa stopped at a roadside store and gas station, the kind that sold Indian headdresses and stuffed black bears with red collars and gold-link leashes. This one had a real black bear in a cage near the road to attract customers.




Mother was upset about the bear.


“It is barbaric,” Gramma said as she got out of the backseat. “But up here a lot of the places do it.”


Mother followed me into the store. “That bear doesn’t have any water!” she angrily told the man behind the counter. “At least give it some water if you’re going to keep it in a miserable cage.”


“As soon as I ring up these customers, lady,” he said.


“How would you like to be left out in the hot sun without any water? You need to get a dish of water for that bear.” Mother was talking loudly and people were staring at her.


While Mother complained, I combed the aisles, moving away from her, passing outhouse ashtrays, rubber snakes, and Daniel Boone caps. Then I saw the Confederate generals’ hats. Around the corner from the raccoon-tail hats were rows of Confederate privates’ caps and just a few, maybe five, generals’ hats, proud gray felt Stetsons with little crossed gold rifles. The hats didn’t have any tassels or braided cord, but it didn’t matter. They had an elastic chinstrap, the kind that held on Halloween masks, perfect to run or ride in. I stood there not touching any of the hats for a few seconds, almost not believing I’d found them.


The clerk slammed the cash register drawer shut and walked to the back of the store. “Hey, we’re in a hurry,” somebody in line said, and glared at Mother.


Gramma came back from the bathroom and went to the car as Daddy came back into the store. “Are we ready to go?” he asked Mother.


“I’m waiting for the man to get a dish of water.”


“Well, I never,” complained a woman in line. She plunked down on the counter a salt and pepper set woodburned with “Smoky Mountains” and an Indian tomahawk painted with bright red, yellow, and blue stripes. “Seems that bear is more important than we are.” She looked at the other customers and nodded for emphasis.


Poppa had been at the front of the store the whole time, standing apart from Mother and not saying anything. Now he silently packed tobacco into his pipe. As he lit it, I walked up with the general’s hat—the hat I had to have, the hat that cost five dollars, two dollars more than I had in my pocket.


Mother and Daddy went outside. I could see them through the screen door standing by the bear’s cage. I heard Mother’s loud voice. “Does the Humane Society know you’re keeping this bear like this?”


“Lady, I don’t own this bear,” the clerk replied and bent down by the cage.


“May I borrow two dollars?” I asked Poppa.


Smoke rose from Poppa’s pipe, and he shook out the match. “Depends on if you can pay it back, little Hawkshaw.” He calls a lot of people Hawkshaw.


“I could work in the garden.” Sometimes he paid me to help weed or put out fertilizer.


“You’ll have to work one full day,” Poppa said.


“Yes, sir.” I saw him reaching for his wallet.


Daddy came back into the store. “Let’s go,” he said in a voice that meant there would be trouble soon. I panicked. The clerk was nowhere in sight. Poppa had his wallet in his hand but not opened, and he paused, looking at my father. “Short stuff wants to get this hat. We’ll be right out.”


My father said in a quiet, controlled voice, “That guy’s not gonna come back until we leave. We’ll get the hat somewhere else.”


“But this is the only place I’ve ever seen one!” I stood still and clutched the brim of the hat. Daddy shifted his weight.


“Are you coming?” Mother called through the screen door. My eyes caught hers. She opened the door. “Katherine, you’re not buying anything here.”


Poppa looked at her out of the corner of his eye, took two ones from his wallet and a quarter from his pocket. “Where’s your money?” he asked and motioned me over to the counter. A boy and his girlfriend were still waiting to buy one of the stuffed bears. They had on matching T-shirts printed with a scene of mountains resting on the word Gatlinburg.




Poppa said, “Put it up here, sport.” He placed the quarter on top of the bills. “That shot got it. Let’s go.”


I had my hat. In the car I wore it down over my eyes. Mother said in a low voice to Poppa, “I can’t believe you let her buy something there—and a Confederate hat! It isn’t right.”


Gramma sympathetically patted me on the leg. “I think it’s a fine hat.”


 


I moved rocks out of the garden to pay for that hat. All day long I tramped around in my cowboy boots, lugging the rocks to small piles at the ends of the rows. That night my white socks were clay-red. Poppa wrote out on a piece of paper, “Paid In Full,” and signed it. I folded it carefully and put it in the leather change purse that I’d made a long time ago when I went to day camp. Poppa also gave me his old knife, sharpened so much the blade was thin and developing a gentle U shape. I was fully equipped now as a general, but I wore my hat only on special occasions—important charges, parades, inspections of the troops, and scouting.


 


Occasionally the general chose to do her own scouting when it was a sensitive mission. From the observation tree she would carefully climb into the gondola of the hot-air balloon that would carry her over enemy territory. With luck she could maneuver into a strong air current and stay high enough to be out of range of enemy sharpshooters. “Suicide balloon,” some of the scouts called it. It was the only way she could get fast, accurate information on troop movements and artillery strength, so the general continued going up. She liked the way the woven basket of the gondola creaked and swayed. She liked holding on to the thick ropes stretched upward by the constant tug of the inflated balloon. The gentle movement of her perch soothed her, and she wanted to stay up there forever.


 


In the spring of that year Daddy suggested building me a tree house. He’d come out to the pasture after work one evening when I was sitting in the fork of my favorite tree. “How’d you like a tree house? We could pick out a bigger tree and do up a fancy one with walls and a roof and everything. What d’you think, Kat?”


“Sure,” I told him and scrambled down to go inside with him. It was a great idea.


Mother disapproved. “Keep her acting like a monkey.”


But Daddy looked excited, and I knew he liked to build things out of two-by-fours. “You could even put an old table and chair up there,” he said.


The next evening we went tree hunting in the woods behind our house. By the creek Daddy stopped at an oak tree that rose thick and straight for eight feet then spread into three main branches. Even my inexperienced eye could see how a tree house would nestle there. As my father pointed to different spots on the tree where the ladder could be nailed and supports could span, I saw the possibilities too. Generals need a place for important private meetings, and the table Daddy had talked about would be perfect for spreading out maps and for the signing of surrenders.


Good Friday was building day. Daddy was off from work and I was home from school. Daddy climbed up the tree first and sawed off limbs. The weather was awfully hot, and when he climbed down he pulled out his handkerchief and wiped his whole face and neck. He handed me a small hatchet and showed me how to hold a downed limb carefully and chop it into lengths. “Cut on the diagonal, like this,” and he took four strokes with his big ax to chop a limb in half. “You see how the cut looks like a vee?” I did. The small white chips of sappy wood flew up as I whammed my hatchet into a limb. We piled some logs under the tree and nailed others to the trunk to make a ladder. Daddy arranged the two-by-fours in the branches that would hold the plywood flooring. I helped by handing him nails, lengths of rope, a pencil. “Even with this kind of job, Kat, you’ve got to measure carefully.” He had a carpenter’s rule that I loved to fold up and back out again. When the plywood flooring was nailed securely down, we took a break for lunch.


Mother was making a carrot cake for Easter Sunday dinner and the kitchen was hot. She had the box fan in the doorway on high, and her hair was pulled back with yarn into a ponytail. The cream cheese frosting oozed down the sides of the cake to join in puddles all around the plate. “I can’t get the frosting to do right, damn it,” she complained. “Why is it so hot in this house?”


“Shouldn’t be this hot this time of year.” Daddy got out the mayonnaise, bread, tuna, and pickle relish.


“There’re no trees close to the house, that’s why,” Mother said. “And you’re building a useless tree house when there are things to be done around here.” While Daddy made tuna salad sandwiches, Mother opened the refrigerator, put the cake on the top shelf, and refrosted it from the puddles on the plate as it sat in the cold.


We worked more slowly in the afternoon. The heat of the sun had forced its way through the leaves and a humid glaze settled on our skin. I held studs while Daddy toenailed them. We talked about where the windows should be. “We’ll fix them across from one another so you can catch a breeze through your house.” Daddy laughed, droplets of sweat rolling down his temples. “No fans up here, Kat.” I spied a branch and climbed up onto it to rest for a little while. With my back against the trunk I was balanced well. I listened to the rhythmic pound, pound, pound of Daddy’s hammering and the occasional ping of a dropped nail. He looked at me and smiled, wiped his forehead, and went back to his work. I closed my eyes and put my hands into my pockets.


I heard a loud noise like the crack of the whip Poppa kept in the wagon in his barn. My eyes opened wide. Things were rushing past me. On my cheeks and arms and legs I felt the slaps of a switch. Then something underneath me moved like waves, but bit through my shirt roughly. I looked, and Daddy was flying toward me—a cartoon character screeching and flinging his arms and legs in every direction. He was so funny-looking I wanted to laugh, but I couldn’t get a breath. He touched me, drew me toward him into his arms, and pain tore through my middle. I opened my mouth but nothing came out. I felt his sweat on my face.


He ran with me in his arms, and each time he put a foot down it hurt my stomach. Mother threw open the side door. “The baby fell out of the tree,” Daddy said, his voice so high it cracked. Mother was touching my hair and crying, “Where are the keys? My baby, her arm’s broken.” I caught my breath and started crying.


In the car Daddy held me. “What happened?” Mother screamed.


“Limb must have been rotten,” Daddy said softly, as if talking to himself.


“What limb? Why was she on a limb? Why weren’t you watching her?”


“I was. It had green on the end of it. It looked okay. Fooled both of us, huh, Sport?” He smiled at me. “We’ll be there soon and get you fixed up.”


I tried to smile back, but I couldn’t.


“My baby,” Mother wailed.


At the hospital they put me on a cold table. “Do something about her arm,” Mother yelled. She was crying loudly.


Dr. Blair put his hand gently on my stomach. “Does it hurt here, Katherine?” he asked.


“Look at her arm, broken to pieces.” Mother sobbed louder.


“I have to determine the internal injuries; the arm will wait. You’re upsetting her.” Dr. Blair asked Daddy to take Mother out of the room.


“Where does it hurt?” Dr. Blair asked me quietly after they left.


I pointed to the part of my stomach that burned with pain.


 


When Mother and Daddy were together in my hospital room they whispered to each other. I dozed a lot. Dr. Blair had removed my spleen, which ruptured when I landed on the pile of logs we had stacked under the tree. I pretended I was in a field hospital, having taken a Union minié ball in my gut.


“This is what your idiotic notions lead to,” snapped Mother. “She runs wild and you don’t even notice.”


“She plays like other kids.”


“No, not like other kids. By herself, in the woods, where God knows what might happen. Look what happened with you right there. My baby. She should join the Girl Scouts. Something supervised.”


“Sssh, you’ll wake her.”


While my body learned to live without its spleen, I had to be flat on my back. I imagined that Daddy had finished the tree house and set up the table and chair inside.


 


The troops were heartened their general was still alive. She coordinated what she hoped to be the last battle of the war from her cot in the makeshift hospital. She wouldn’t be able to ride her charger for a long time, her surgeon had said. That was bad for morale, she thought, especially at such a critical time. All she could do was study her maps and wait.


 


When I was back home recuperating in my room, every evening Daddy came in and talked about my homework and whether I wanted to join the Girl Scout troop. He overflowed the small pink chintz-covered armchair by my bed, his legs stretched way out in front of him. He read to me from the newspaper—“Dear Abby,” the horoscopes, and the editorial page. “I know it’s terrible to be cooped up. You’ll be well before you know it, though,” he said. “Then you’ll be back at school getting your friends to sign your cast.”


Milly came to visit me. She signed my cast with a hot pink marker she had with her in her purse. She took one of my markers, a yellow one, and began drawing a smiling sun at the end of her name. Milly had just become a Girl Scout, and I asked her what it was like. She was bent over my arm, concentrating. “I like the uniform,” she said, “especially the sash.” The sun was bleeding into the pink of her name.


At dinner Milly asked my mother if she’d been a Girl Scout. “My mama was a Girl Scout too.” Milly picked the breast from the platter of chicken.


Daddy reached for the butter. “I don’t know when we’ve had fried chicken.”


“Your mother is one of the leaders for the troop, isn’t she?” Mother passed Milly the green beans.




“Yes, ma’am. She invites speakers to come in and talk about arts and crafts, and we sell cookies.”


“How long do the meetings last?” I asked.


Before Milly could answer, Mother said, “Girl Scouts is the perfect place for all your energy. And you’ll be well in time to join Milly’s troop this year.” Mother raised an eyebrow at Daddy, who looked down at his plate of food and cleared his throat.


“Depends on what Kat thinks, I guess.” He looked at me. “What do you think?”


Mother was staring at me.


I didn’t say anything. I hated the green dress the Girl Scouts wore with the sash across the chest and I couldn’t imagine having to wear it after school to meetings.


Daddy put down his fork. “If you don’t like it, you don’t—”


Mother interrupted. “Oh, she’ll like it. They’ll do such fun things.”


Daddy stayed with me while Mother took Milly home. We sat in the den with the evening news on. “I believe the Girl Scouts do some camping out,” he said.


“Yeah? Do you think they’d make us wear our uniforms while we’re camping?”


Daddy laughed. “No, Kat. They wouldn’t make you wear the uniform then.”


 


The general put on her hat and climbed up the ladder to staff headquarters. It was an important day. A surrender was to be signed. There was peace. After the signing, the tired general climbed down, careful not to hit her right arm, which was still in a cast. The troops cheered.


 


Three weeks after the accident, Dr. Blair put a half-cast on my arm and looked at the scar on my stomach. He’d finished taking the last of the stitches out. “She’s perfectly fine,” he said to Mother. “That red will fade a little with time.” He motioned for me to sit up. “Now you can go back to school and play outside some.” He paused. “Within limits.” He held out his fingers to count. “No riding the pony yet. No climbing trees or anything else that would risk a fall. No rough-housing at school. Do you understand what I mean?”


I nodded.


On the ride home from the doctor’s I felt the way I did before a test at school—nervous, worried that I might not be able to answer some of the questions. I wanted to go down to the tree house to see if Daddy had finished it. He seemed so upset by my accident that I hadn’t wanted to ask him about it, but I needed it to be finished—I needed that table to spread out my books and maps. I wanted to have my staff headquarters in the woods, away from the house, so I could think in peace. I left the carport and headed to the woods, first walking and then, out of sight, running.


In the tree, the platform rested securely on its supports, but the framing listed without walls to balance it. The wood hung there, not even forming a complete shell. The jagged stump of the limb I had sat on jutted out above the scattered pile of logs on the ground. The limb itself lay in the moss and dirt, all of its leaves brown. It had fooled both of us, Daddy said. I was panting. I was angry with Daddy. He didn’t understand how much I needed this place of my own. A shelter I could come to when I needed to figure things out alone.


I practiced a Rebel yell. It was loud and clear and satisfying, even though I could feel my incision pulling as I yelled. When I emerged from the woods and onto the lawn, I saw Mother hurrying toward me. “Don’t scare me like that!” she said angrily. She stood for a minute holding my good arm, fixing me with her stare. “Don’t scare me like that,” she repeated and loosened her grip. She drew her hand back to her side and put it on her hip. I looked at the white marks that her fingers had left on my arm. We were locked together for that moment, her eyes on me, my eyes on her marks on me. I stared at my arm until the pink came back to my flesh.


“Well,” Mother said, “come on,” and she turned and walked toward the house. I followed because that is what she wanted from me, but I let a few yards separate us before I swung my cast into motion and began scuffing along through the tough crabgrass.















Chapter Three






I don’t think I will miss Daddy much while Mother and I are on our adventure. Lately he hasn’t included me in any carpentry projects around the house and he’s been getting mad at the least little thing. He doesn’t even sing to the radio anymore. Almost every night he and Mother have a fight at dinner.


Before dinner last night Daddy drank part of a six-pack in the den while he watched the news. He had taken off his work boots on the back porch and was padding around in his white socks dirty to the ankles with red clay. There were deep sweat lines under the arms of his dress shirt. Even though he was the boss, he often had to work along with his crew because he couldn’t afford to hire many men.


At supper he poured another beer in a chilled glass from the freezer and told us about his subdivision. It’s going to have fifteen houses in it, all of them brick, because brick is the latest thing people want. He’s going to call it Chateau Ridge.


Mother was putting paper towels on top of the hamburgers to soak up some of the grease when he told us the name. “Who are you trying to fool with a name like that? They’re just ranch houses.” She took off the greasy paper towels and put the platter of hamburgers next to Daddy’s elbow.


I saw Daddy’s face redden and his left eyebrow twitch a little. He speared a hamburger. Mother walked around the table with a pot, spooning out baby green peas onto our plates.




“Is this it? Dried-up hamburgers and pissy peas?”


Mother stopped spooning for a moment, then she plopped more peas on my plate. I started to complain but then thought better of it. When they’re working up to a fight, it’s best to be invisible. Mother went back into the kitchen and Daddy yelled, “Bring the ketchup.”


I wanted the platter of hamburgers but I didn’t want to ask him to pass it, so I moved the peas to one side of my plate and looked at the pair of pastel drawings of flowers on the wall that my grandmother Carter did when she was a teenager. I was named for her and I can tell from her photographs that I look like her—short, stocky, though my blond hair is wavy, not straight. Mother says we have Grandmother Carter’s drawing gene and that if her mother hadn’t died so young she’d be a famous artist today. One flower is a camellia and the other is an orchid. Both are soft-looking, very pale, and the edges seem blurred. Mother says you do that with a piece of Kleenex after you make your drawing. I heard a noise in the kitchen like something breaking in the sink and I hoped it wasn’t the platter of french fries Mother had been fixing. I watched Daddy’s reaction to the sound of the crash, but he didn’t act like he had heard anything, which was good. Sometimes when they fight at dinner she gets really mad and throws plates of food in the sink. One night when she did that, Daddy overturned the table and made everything crash to the floor. When that fight was over, I ate cereal in my room.


Daddy was tapping his fork hard on his plate with every bite he took when Mother walked in with a platter of french fries. She buys the crinkly kind frozen in square boxes and when she fries them she puts a screen on top of the big black skillet so the grease won’t spatter as the frozen fries spit and crackle. I love the ones that get a little too brown. They crunch when you bite into them and then are hot and soft inside like mashed potatoes.


“I guess it’d be too much to ask to have all the dinner on the table at the same time,” Daddy said and then downed the rest of his beer. I wondered what Mother had broken in the sink.


Mother put the fries down next to me and went back to the kitchen. I kept my head down so I wouldn’t have to see his twitching eyebrow, wondering what kind of fight it would be.


If it isn’t a bad fight, they might just stomp off to different rooms at the end of dinner. Sometimes I like it when they leave before we’ve eaten much. By myself at the table, I can relax and eat my food slowly.


Mother came back in and set the ketchup bottle right in front of Daddy.


“Work hard all day to make money and come home to hear crap. Chateau Ridge will make people think they’re moving up in the world, getting somewhere. It’s smart business. Not that you would know anything about that.” He bit into his hamburger. I went ahead and ate my fries without ketchup.


Mother ate her hamburger with a fork. She didn’t have a bun and she didn’t take any french fries. While she ate, her left index finger sketched tiny patterns on the wood of the table next to her plate. She had been in the basement painting most of the day.


“Quit that fiddling with your fingers,” Daddy blurted out. “I hate that infernal fiddling all the time.”


Mother looked at him blankly like she was way off in another world. Her left finger kept up its sketching. Without inflection she said, “Oh just hush.”


Daddy jumped up out of his chair so fast it fell backward with a crash. Mother looked at the chair. “I come home dog-tired, wanting a little dinner and rest, and what do I get—a crazy.” He leaned over toward Mother. “You ought to be happy as hell that I’m working my ass off for you.”


I watched him walk out of the room toward the den and a few seconds later I heard the television blaring. Mother looked at his chair for a long time until I picked it up and put it under the table. I could tell she was in one of those moods where she would sit and stare for a while. Just in case Daddy came back in to start the fight again, I took my plate to my room and shut the door. While I ate at my desk, I stared at the cover of my biography of General Lee. Thinking about him and all the soldiers he commanded helped me forget about the fight at dinner and I let the details from the biography calm me. I imagine my favorite stories, even putting myself in them, retelling them so they’re all my own. I like the one about Lincoln offering Lee command of the Union army at the beginning of the war.


 


It was an honor, the Confederate general thought, but not one that she could accept. Virginia has not yet seceded, but other Southern states have and she cannot fight her fellow Southerners. She writes to her sister, “I hope I may never be called on to draw my sword,” but the day after Virginia secedes, she says no to Lincoln and resigns from the U.S. Army. She will fight for Jefferson Davis.
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